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the man on half moon - margaret way

Katharine's brother, Darin, had disappeared somewhere in Queensland. She could not rest until she had
gone up there to seeif she could find him. But the problem of Darin's whereabouts paled into
insignificance in the face of the much greater problem of how to cope with his boss, the ruthless--and
devastatingly attractive-- Curt Dangerfield.

CHAPTER ONE

The banyan tree in the garden was colossal. A native of India, sacred to the Hindus, it filled Katharine
with an increasing sense of unease. This was the "singing' tree Darin had written her about. There
couldn't be two of them. No native on the property would come near it, or camp anywhere beneath its
jungle of prop roots that supported the great tree over avast area. Forty feet up the main trunk were bark
carvings-a, man and awoman. The message was vivid and unmistakable. These were partnersin a
forbidden love pact. Both of them had died for it, victims of an ancient sorcery rite. No direct violence
had been used on them. No marks had been found on the bodies. They had been struck down one week
from the onset of their mysterious 'illness. Image sorcery was the most powerful of all, and the tribes
were notoriously magic-ridden.

It was Darin's belief that the guilty pair had probably starved themselves to death. Insatiably curious,
very fit and adventurous, he had made the long climb, reporting that the drawings were still as clearly
malignant as they had ever been. The whole business was long before histime in any case. Half Moon
was alive with legends and afair sprinkling of horror stories, its history as colourful asit was
fascinating. One of the biggest and earliest great Runs in the country, its name conjured up awe and
respect from the most ardent city-dweller on the coastal fringe. Katharine, very new to it, felt
overwhelmed.

Somewhere out there on that trackless wilderness, Darin was either dead or in terrible danger. The more
she thought about it, the more sick and horrified she became, and the banyan tree was not helping any.
Even in the crimson flush of sunset some 'subtle emanation of evil hovered over it. She shivered in the
steamy heat, a powerful tenseness upon her. She was very pale and the soft grey of her eyes had
darkened. | can't bear it, she thought. | can't bear it. Darin, my brother, and how little I know of him. She
had never felt more terrifyingly alone in her life; the fragrance from the masses and masses of heliotrope
bells on the vines of the veranda almost smothered her. She turned her head along the old squatter's chair
and listened to the tumult of the birds, her silky blonde hair flowing palely over the dark green canvas.
She was terribly, terribly tired, not even sure which world she was in. She could feel her body crying out
for rest, but she couldn't relax. All her thoughts were given over to Darin and this flamboyantly-
beautiful wilderness, Half-Moon.

High over the lagoon, the birds were circling in their hundreds white glittering corellas, black cockatoos
with brilliant red tail feathers, the magpie geese, hawks and crows, the gorgeous enamelled dress of the
shrieking, excited parakeets, the paler, opal flash of the bigger parrots. Katharine had never seen so
many birds .nor witnessed such an incredibly beautiful sunset. It increased, if anything, her deep
depression and sadness.

The sun threw afiery red-gold light over everything: the fluttering wings, the great glassy sheet of water
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floating its waxen burden of lilies, the magnificent stands of paperbarks, the chalky white branches of
the bush poplars, the casuarinas and the Zamia palms, the oddly angled pandanus and the dense grove of
kapok trees. The bungalow was set in athick grove of exotica. None of the flowers were familiar to her
except the tall cannalilies, yellow and orange and speckled bronze. The tropics were ferociously
beautiful, the steam and the heat and the impenetrable rain jungle that encroached on the station's
borders. Thiswas Arrow Head, the furthest outstation on the Run. Darin had been in charge of it for just
six months.

Tears gathered in Katharine's eyes and she shifted her grip on the arm of the chair. Physical exhaustion
was adding to her crushing weight of anxiety. This country was really rugged with its man-high grasses,
its crocodiles and its snakes including the deadly taipan, but Darin was an experienced bushman. He had
spent twelve of his twenty-seven years wandering the Outback. He had broken their widowed mother's
heart when he had left home, straight out of school into ajackeroo's job on a Western station, completely
alienating himself from their own way of life. Their mother had been shattered to lose the sight and
support of her only son, her firstborn and her favourite. They had rarely seen Darin, but somehow or
other he had kept up a spasmodic correspondence with his sister.

Once after their mother died they had shared a vacation, but it was obvious that Darin's true love was the
wild bush. Now it had claimed him. Hope was deserting her. It had been four days now. Half-Moon was
the headquarters and home station for a syndicate that owned properties from the Territory through to
the Centre and out to the lush northern coastline of Queensland. The head of the syndicate was a man
called Dangerfield. The name was well known in the pastoral world. The Dangerfields had been
pioneers on the grand scale, and their holdings were extensive. At the time of hislast letter, some two
months before, Darin had been riding high in Dangerfield's favour. He had been appointed Manager of
Arrow Head. The letter had been long and rambling, covering eight pages and full of strange hopes and
plans. Katharine had been totally unprepared for news of her brother's disappearance. He had gone out
unaccompanied on a shooting trip and never returned. What she did know was that Curt Dangerfield was
aman terse to the point of cruelty-one telegram and one phone call had confirmed that. An arrogant,
extremely high-handed man who expected to be obeyed, his whole attitude had been more of a vague
censure than condolence. A search was being mounted. He, Dangerfield, would keep her informed. Her
presence on Half-Moon simply wasn't necessary. As Darin's sister, she had no real importance. Darin
would be found-he hadn't said dead or alive, but that was what he implied. Was this the man Darin spoke
of with such boundless admiration? It couldn't be. Katharine detested him already.

It was directly against his wishes to have come here at al, and it had proved both exhausting and
expensive. More than two thousand miles and jolting, sickening, small tripsto get to thisisolated place.
At least it had alanding strip neatly sliced out of the rich volcanic earth. Very likely a storm would
break over her head, but Katharine didn't care. Darin was her brother. She had a right to be here no
matter what Curt Dangerfield said. It would take courage to remain in this luxuriant, encroaching
wilderness, but when she had slept she wouldn't feel so daunted. The deepening mystery of Darin. What
had happened to him? He was well suited for thisway of life, but it didn't take half an eye to see the
dangers. A few months previously a stockman had been taken by a crocodile on anill advised swimin a
lagoon. Others had become very ill after drinking “sweet water' or attempting to live off "bush tucker’,
the native roots and plants and wild fruit. The native stockmen and the myalls were friendly, the old
days of nocturnal assaults were gone, but macabre things happened in isolatedd places. Men had been
known to go mad with the heat and the loneliness, but Darin was young and tough. He had much to live
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for, al sorts of plans. Some unguarded moment had laid him open for injury. He had left his horse, for
the horse had returned to camp. Nothing worse could have happened to him than Katharine imagined.
She scarcely dared to sleep in case she had nightmares. A terrible anxiety was gnawing at her that
wouldn't release its hold. The banyan tree, though the other trees rustled, was as still as death, and in the
rapidly failing light it was easy to imagine it had some supernatural powers. Her delicate young face was
sensitive and shadowed, fine-drawn by strain. No matter what Curt Dangerfield said, she would be here
when they brought Darinin. It was her duty.

How their mother had loved him; though Darin always seemed so unaware of it. He had scarcely waited
to be free of them and their lovely home, yet how far had she journeyed to bring him back again. The
loving, tender streak was very apparent in Katharine, in her eyes and in her mouth and the sweet, soft,
cadence of her voice. In her short life only Curt Dangerfield had so painfully elicited her hostility. She
recognised him for what he was-the most ruthless man she had ever had contact with. Darin's
confidences had been all wrong.

The brief purple twilight had fallen. In a short time it would be night and she would be alone in this
primitive Eden except for avery gentle and elderly aboriginal stockman end his two boys. She could still
see their glossy brown faces framed in horrifled surprise from the moment she had arrived. She had
literally dropped from the skies, shocking them into a state of upheaval-a white woman; young, and as
fair asalotuslily. It made no difference that she was Darin's sister; it wasn't fitting or suitable that she
should be here. By now the enterprising old gentleman had probably radioed HalfM oon with his most
unwelcome piece of news. Dangerfield would be furious. His voice alone was sufficient indication that
he had never been crossed in hislife, for al its hard charm.

Inside, the small bungalow was surprisingly comfortable; living and dining as a single unit with inbuilt
seating, swing doors through to atiny kitchen, the shower room beyond, and a small bedroom that
nevertheless was good enough for amotel. Even striped cotton curtains were massed at the windows for
sun control. Someone had taken the trouble to make this place hospitable. Lights blossomed at the flick
of aswitch from their own generator and Katharine's eyes scanned again the long rows of books, literary
and sheer escapism, Darin had grown up in abeautiful, traditional old home, but he obviously found this
place more inspiring. He had never been much of a one for books, but the nights would be long.

Darin was an adventurer by nature. He had needed no help in deciding his life. Ever since he had been a
small boy the vast Outback had beenn there calling him; its dangers and discomforts, its vast distances,
the 'heart-shaking loneliness. Thiswas the Big Sky Country for Darin, impregnated .with magic.The
woman influence in hislife had been banished early. Or had it? For somewhere behind Darin's last
rambling letter, Katharine sensed the existence of a special woman. Darin had referred to no one, yet the
whole tone of the letter was inflamed, swept by some passion. It now seemed vital to find out if Darin
had indeed become involved with someone. In an isolated place like this, it wouldn't be difficult to find
out.

Katharine walked about the bungalow alittle aimlessly, toying with this latest theory. Darin was very
good-looking, like a sleek, tawny cat-her own colouring deepened many, many times. Aggressively
masculine, he was conversely very attractive to women. The fact that he wanted no woman striding at
his side meant nothing. A woman with a purpose could accomplish anything. The flesh could be moved
by a sudden storm even if the brain couldn't. Darin had afiery temperament, but his way wasn't
marriage. Y et despite this, Katharine found herself convinced Darin had succumbed to some temptation
called woman. The woman's name she would find out, though she had nothing to go on as yet, but her

file:///E[/My%20Library/books/ROM ANCE/margaret%20...al f%20moon%20T X T/the%20man%200n%20hal f%20moon.txt (3 of 75)11/05/2010 14:49:39



file://[E[/My%20Library/books/ROM ANCE/margaret%20way/novel ' 1...man%200n%20hal f%20moon%20T X T/the%20man%200n%20hal f%20moon. txt

own intuition.

Lost in her thoughts, she was nearly frightened out of her skin by the sudden appearance of aman in the
open doorway.

'Nervous, miss? The man stepped in and the light fell over hisface. He was brawny and bearded with an
obstinate, rather dangerous |ook.

"You startled me. ' Slowly her heart began to beat more regularly.

The man grinned and swept off his wide brimmed hat. "Dusty, miss. Dusty Fisher.'

Y ou weren't here when | arrived,’ she said faintly.

“Just got backl' He smiled and gave her a bold up-and-down look with his prominent, pale blue eyes.
She realised immediately he was no person she could stand about talking to. “I'm Katharine Sutton," she
supplied as though it was armour, looking over his broad shoulders for some non-existent aid.

'Yes, | know.' Momentarily his eyes narrowed. 'Sorry about old Darin. Not like him to lose himself.
Reckon he knows this place as much as anyone outside the Boss!'

“I'm very worried about him!" Katharine said bluntly. They both knew secretly that he repelled her, but it
was adding to Dusty's odd excitement.

'l believe you.' His eyes were all over her, her skin and her long blonde hair, her slender form, reflecting
his peculiar admiration.

"It was kind of you to come up and speak to me, Mr Fisher,' she said repressively.

"Want me to fix you somethin’, to eat?

"No, thank you 1 ' She nearly sprang to the door, scarcely able to contemplate such lunacy. "I'll find
something for myself. I'm very tired.'

He shrugged his muscular shoulders, the concen tration in his pale eyes absolute. "I want you to know
I'll be al the help | can.’

The isolation of the place was enormous and inescapable. "Thank you.' Her tone was as cool and
dismissive as she judged it wise to be.

Dusty, however, was in avery sociable mood, his blue eyes glowing. "I'll say thisfor you Suttons you're
lookers . Darin never told me he had alittle beauty for asister.'

"Did he mention me at all? she asked dryly.

'‘Can't say he did . ' Dusty smiled half chidingly. 'Mentioned his mum once or twice. Always on to himto
make somethin' of himself.. University graduate and all that .

‘| have an arts degree,’ she said calmly. ‘It didn't hurt me.'

‘A girl like you has got enough . ' He was almost leering at her, making no attempt to move off.

A situation was arising that she dreaded and it was rapidly worsening. His square, strong hand suddenly
shot out and patted her shoulder, lingering along her upper arm. Anger and aflash of panic amost held
Katharine paralysed, but she couldn't afford to lose her control and incite him further. Her crystal-grey
eyes looked back at him steadily. "Take your hand off my arm. Would you mind leaving?

"Would I mind leaving? He mimicked her polished accent, but there was nothing vaguely funny about
him. He looked stupid and empty of scruple. 'Here, | was thinkin' you might like company.' His raw-
boned hand tangled in her hair. “Soft like silk," he said thickly. 'l wasforgettin' .’

Katharine jerked her head away painfully. "The only company | want, Mr Fisher,' she said icily, “is my
brother's.’

'Oh, sure!" His eyes lingered on her mouth oppressively. "I haven't seen agirl like you ip years. You're
my idea of an angel ."
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‘Then I'd hate to spail it. If you don't go away I'll call for the others. They're not too far away."

She could see he was getting angry; his wide mouth curled. "What's your idea comin' up here anyway?
he demanded.

“| should think that was obvious. To find my brother!"

“You find him? Hell. ' His contempt was complete. Y ou couldn't get past the front gate. Y ou wouldn't
survive for aminute. Y ou need someone with experience. I've had yearsin the bush. Y ou ought to be
nice to me.'

"Why, particularly? she asked, contemptuous herself.

"Because | fancy you,' he said tonelessly. "I hold the view your brother's dead.’

Her skin whitened to transparency. "And what about Mr Dangerfield?

'‘Dangerfield's a very important man.'

'l won't argue with that.’

'He doesn't ruddy well know you're here!l' He ailmost spat at her, full of an ugly mixture of malice and
desire.

'What makes you think that? Ironically she was now clinging to Dangerfield as her protector. This
repulsive brute wasn't so devoid of intelligence that he couldn't sober abruptly at a name.

'| can take agood guess,’ he said grimly. 'Y ou wouldn't be here, little lady. Mr Dangerfield's got very
definite ideas. He's a person of character, afine gentleman. He wouldn't want no woman out here, not
alone. Never . Not a girl with shining eyes and long blonde hair. Y ou travel with me, little girl, and
you'll be well looked after. We may even find your brother. | got afew clues."

The ugly recklessness was upon him again that almost but not quite silenced her.

"Mr Dangerfield will be here in the morning.’

He shot her a searing look. 'Y ou're makin' that up."

"Sheisn't.'
A voice behind them brought Dusty back to the present.

'No business here, Dusty!" the old aboriginal stockman said, his voice soft and smooth, his dark face
impassive. 'As Missy said, the Boss|I be herein the mornin'. Meantimes, I'min charge.

Dusty swore violently, deeply chagrined. "That'll be the day, ya black devil.'

"A black man is as good as a white man with the Boss. Want to check on it, Dusty? The Bossisin anice
mood.'

'No, thanks." Even Dusty was struck with that one. "What else are his orders?

"See Missy is safe and comfortable.’

"I suppose he'sangry,’ Katharine demanded, |ooking exhausted enough to drop.

'WEell..." The old stockman made a funny little gesture that conveyed a blistering wrath. "He was tipped
off in any case. Ain't no one out here would withhold information. When | got through meself he already
had the message. Can't land here at night, otherwise he would. Shouldn'a come here, missy."

'l want to know what's happened to my brother," Katharine said doggedly, knowing full well how rash
she had been.

"The Boss|l handle all that,’ old Barney offered gravely.

"He may be your boss, but lord knows he's not mine . * Katharine responded, almost swaying on her feet.
"You haven't met him,' Dusty shot in maliciously. ‘Make a damn nuisance of yourself and you'll find
yourself back in the city. It's a habit of Dangerfield's, callin' the play. '

Katharine shook her blonde head and turned away. Two thousand miles distant, she had thought she
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knew best, but this pagan place was too much. Barney came up to her, true kindness in hisliquid black
eyes. 'You'retuckered out, missy. Have no fears about anythin'. The Boss trust me. Y ou trust me.’

"I do, thank you, Barney.' She turned to smile at him and Dusty drew in his breath.

'Let's shove off together.'

"That's agood idea, Dusty,' the old aboriginal said amiably. "I'll be posted right outside your door,
missy, for all of the night. Sleep easy.'

"Aren't you bein' abit damn silly? Dusty demanded belligerently.

Jes followin' orders .

Despite Barney's armed presence outside her door and the Boss's O.K. to “shoot that fool Fisher, if you
have to!" Katharine slept badly, the long hours of, consciousness, of heat and mosquitoes, punctuated by
nightmares. The first rays of dawn light brought in the worst one. She was lost in an unfamiliar world,
held captive in the jungle mesh of the great banyan. Birds were screeching in the breathless air; strange
birds with brilliant plumage and striking beaks, their scarlet crowns ruffled like headdresses, their
glittering eyeslike bright yellow glass buttons. These were the birds of the tropical rain forest and their
home was the banyan tree. The largest of them, a great rainbow-coloured parrot, dived for her, its beak
full of figs. She threw herself back against a prop root and covered her eyes. She knew, it was a dream,
but she couldn't fight out of it. She couldn't even scream, drugged with this dream terror that refused to
let go.

From somewhere a voice reached her, calling her name. It was dark-timbred, distinctive, calling from
close range. Katharine braced herself, her agitation extreme. It had to be Darin, like her, a captive of the
great banyan tree. She choked on his name, imploring him. It wasn't air she was breathing, but a thick
blanketing fog.

"Darin . ' she screamed.

Hands gripped her, cased in iron, and finally she was coming out of it. Thiswasn't Darin; this was the
enemy. She brought up her own hands, the nails curling protectively like talons. She could feel her body
wrenched, the sharp stab of pain that ran down her neck. She felt dizzy, her heart beating rapidly. The
voice was persistent, the lean fingers cooll and strong. "Oh, Darin ..." she said his name again, knowing
he had truly slipped away from her. The hands that were holding her hurt.

'Snap out of it. ' the voice said, simply trying to get through to her.

She shook back her long hair and opened her eyes. It was a curious sensation, knowing what he looked
like.

"Where is he? she said painfully. 'Where's Darin?

"Good God . ' He stood up beside her, looking down at her asif she were an oddity-atall, very
commanding-looking man. His crisply curling helmet of hair was ailmost ebony, his skin like dark
copper, and the eyes that were looking at her so intently were as chilly and impenetrable as steel, only
they were green. His chin was cleft and his shapely mouth was hard and firm. He had no sense of
humour.

She gave a soft, rather strangled little laugh, the dawn wind through the open doorway fanning her hot
cheeks. She hadd put him through a bad time. There was nothing worse than a hysterical woman. She
didn't blame him for looking green daggers.

I'm sorry,' she said. “Y ou didn't give me a chance to come out of it myself.’

"What was | supposed to do? he asked abruptly. 'Stand by while you thrashed about like aterror stricken

file:///E[/My%20Library/books/ROM ANCE/margaret%20...al f%20moon%20T X T/the%20man%200n%20hal f%20moon.txt (6 of 75)11/05/2010 14:49:39



file://[E[/My%20Library/books/ROM ANCE/margaret%20way/novel ' 1...man%200n%20hal f%20moon%20T X T/the%20man%200n%20hal f%20moon. txt

child? What on God's earth persuaded you to ignore soundd advice? | thought | made it abundantly clear
to you that this was no place for awoman. And you're not even that. How old are you?

“Twenty-two." There was a darkening area on the fine skin of her wrists and she rubbed them gingerly.
The imprint of histhumb was quite clear.

“Incredible. ' he said as though she was utterly feckless, and not to be held responsible for her actions.
He moved away from her, his back to her, framed in the doorway. Even his back looked ruthless,
Katharine thought. He wore slacks and a khaki bush shirt and somehow made such an outfit look
perfect. She had slept on the living room sofain her cream and black printed T-shirt and her cream
slacks, and both of them were crushed. She lifted herself up on to, one elbow and ran her fingers through
her long blonde hair. He didn't seem in the least disposed to say any more, just stared out over the
awakening lagoon, afrown on his dark, handsome face. They were mutually antagonistic just another
queer trick of Fate.

"Surely you understand that | want to find Darin? Y ou haven't answered my question.'

‘There's no answer asyet . ' he said coolly, turning to glance at her face.

'From aman like you | can't accept that.'

He rounded on her instantly, his metallic green gaze resting on her with such. a degree of intensity that
she lowered her head. He shook her-his whole style, his looks and his manner. She would have ahard
time achieving, just such a crisp tone again.

" "This place,’ she offered almost apologetically, "that tree out there; the banyan, it makes me nervous.’
Obviously he didn't share her misgivings, for one black eyebrow lifted. 'Thisis the most beautiful place
in the world, Miss Sutton,’ he said calmly as though her whole pattern of behaviour was totally
irrational, "and it'smine .’

‘Some day someone might take it off you . ' she found herself saying.

"No.'

'No, perhaps notl' she repeated after him with something like melancholy. “Y et it's a secret place eerie,
the birds and the blossoming. A flowering, ruined world.!"

'Y ou've too much imagination . ' He sounded very emphatic. 'And you're not yet in charge of your own
emotions.'

‘Some day soon, | might bet' she said, her hair falling in a shining, protective stream around her small,
finely modelled head. "Where could Darin have gone?

"He said on a shooting trip.'

Some note in his dark, sombre voice made her tremble.

'Y ou don't believe that?

"Let's say my doubts are increasing.'

He was so tall she had to tilt her head to look up to him, yet she felt for the moment incapable of getting
to her feet. "Perhaps you'll tell me what you do think?

'‘Maybe after breakfast.'

"Why, there'svery little here,' she said vaguely.

"Not here,' he said, and his smile didn't reach his eyes. 'Half-Moon.’

“| don't know that I'm coming.’

'‘Don't be absurd. Y ou're coming all right, though you'll never admit you were wrong to come herein the
first place.’

"It would have been impossible for me to remain behind. Darin is my brother. | wish | didn't have to
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keep reminding you of the fact.’

“You'll only suffer,’ he said in an attacking kind of voice, flickering flamesin his very green eyes.

"My dream, my nightmare has upset me. | don't care what you say, this place has a strange desolation
uponit.'

"You sound such achild . ' He glanced down rather harshly at her, irritated more than anything by her
curious impression of fragility, the white skin, the faint blue veins showing at her temples, the long,
palely glittering hair, the clear pure grey of her thickly lashed eyes. It could be so easily done to pack her
up and send her home again, yet the lost ook in her beautiful silvery eyes altered hisintention. Life
hadn't been easy for her, would never be easy for her, with that sensitive, softly sensuous mouth, and for
her to have encountered, that savage, Fisher . Appalling the situations women got themselvesin to, and
this one was just a child sent to plague him.

"Are you capable of getting up off that sofa? he asked her. 'l have to get back again. I've amillion things
to attend to that your sudden arrival messed up.’

A curious expression rippled across her face, a mixture of pain and a strange antagonism. ‘Maybe it's
you who's messed things up, Mr Dangerfield. You're Darin's employer, yet he's still missing. Thisisa
big country, but people don't just disappear . ' In a sharp turn she cameto her feet, her hair swinging like
silver-gilt.

“Perhaps Darin's got plans of his own," he pointed out in a controlled yet recognizably cold voice.

‘Then tell me? she pleaded. | wish you wouldn't talk like this.'

'‘Are you ready to come back with me? was all he said.

'l haven't the energy to resist.’

"Nor anything else. At the moment you're properly mixed up.'

Something in his expression, the green eyes as they rested upon her, made her heart constrict. 'Have you
aheart, Mr Dangerfield?

"No, | haven't .

'l believe you.' She gave alittle, shaky laugh.

“Then you're learning.’

"How typical, and | don't mean it as a complimeat. There could be no Mrs Dangerfield.'

“I could easily arrangeit.'

“One could only feel sorry,’ she managed, not caring.

"What's on your mind, Miss Sutton? he asked her, and the harshness of his tone shocked her.

“I'm not doing the right thing.’

'Now you're discovering . ' he said without hesitation. ‘Look, I'm quite sure," he said more kindly, 'there's
nothing sinister in Darin's disappearance. It's my own theory he's ssimply gone off. He wasn't managing

at al well lately.'
"But that's impossiblel’
Isit?

There was immense authority about him that made Katharine feel helpless, so that almost for a moment
she half believed in histheory herself. His eyes, in sharp contrast to the dark tan of his face, were fixed
on her searchingly.

"When did you last hear from him?

'l told you when you first rang me,' she said desperately. "Two months ago.'

"Exactly about the time when things started to go wrong.’
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‘| don't believeyou. | can't .’

He turned his back on her asif to escape her.

"Make us a cup of coffee. We'll eat later.'

Gentle as Katharine's nature was, he awoke something wild in her. "Tell me how." She caught at his
arm, this splendid example of an autocrat, this man with his wealth and his background, his unassailable
aura. He wasn't her kind of person and it was a mistake to touch him. She felt him stiffen, the brilliant
green gaze first on her hand, then her face. If she had been given to prodigious imaginings she would
have said some torrent of feeling, quite alien, flared between them, and foolishly she felt frightened.
“I'm sorry,’ she said, and her hand fell away from him.

She was completely unaware, even indifferent to her own beauty, he could see that; strands of her
gleaming, loose hanging hair trailed over his sleeve like soft silk. She did not know herself and she
certainly did not know her brother. The look in her pure grey eyes gave him an unfamiliar stab of
compunction so that he smiled at her. It didn't last long, but as a smile it was memorable. "Please,
Katharine, may |? Don't go on thinking I'm ruthlessly suppressing information. I'm doing everything |
can to locate Darin's exact whereabouts. He's an exceptional and experienced bushman. | can't accept
that he'slost, and we've combed avast area. I'll never let go until | do find him. In the meantime, since
you've involved yourself in the immediate situation, you'll come back to Half-Moon with me. In away
you've provoked your own crisis coming up here.'

"It was essential,' she said in a soft, dedicated voice.

His brief laugh underlined his powerful disbelief. "Have it your own way, for the moment. Are you
going to make the coffee, or am |?

'l can seeit will makeit alot easier if | do what I'm told.'

‘Besure of it. It will savetime.’

It was no use pretending she could ever like him, and the sudden sparkle in her grey eyestold him.

'I'll doit,' she said, walking away from him, her pale hair keeping her face hidden. She had stranded
herself in this beautiful violent place. The marks of Curt Dangerfield's hands on her arms were already
turning to bruises. She walked into the tiny kitchen and began to make the coffee. Only one thing
stopped her from crying. He had said that he wouldn't rest until he had found Darin and she believed that
he would keep his promise. He was that kind of man. In coming to Half-Moon at all she had placed
herself directly into his hands.

"Give me five minutes,’ he called briefly. 'I'm gong to speak to the men.’

Katherine welcomed his sudden departure and didn't even answer. The water would take a little time to
boil and she wanted to freshen herself up. Inexplicably the bedroom mirror told her that instead of
looking tired and tense, her skin had colour in it and her eyes were as clear as crystal. Her long
disarranged hair glinted in the light. She leaned over quickly and combed it. There was not a thing she
could do about her clothes. She would have to start out on her journey just the way she was.

By the time, Curt Dangcrfield returned she had the coffee ready for him, moving very delicately and
precisely in the confined area so as to avoid touching him. The merest contact with this man had the
power to shake her. He liftedd the cup and drank it very hot, no milk. He was his own man and there was
adecided air of strain between them. She watched him finish his drink, the shapely mouth, the square,
deft chin. He looked up quickly and pinned her gaze. He was a man of influence and he was used to
manipulating people.

"You don't like me, Katherine, do you? His voice had a biting edgeto it.
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"'We're not the same kind of people.’

'Now where in the world did you learn that?

“You're avery disturbing man," she put forward discreetly.

"Go ahead. Anything else?

‘At the moment it's more than my life'sworth.'

Y ou mean you need me.'

“It's vitally important to me that you find Darin!

'Darin," he said harshly in a curious reaction. "Drink up that coffee and stop dithering.’

“I'm too tense,' she said flatly.

“You don't look it. You look incredibly soft and sheltered, just a beautiful little girl in a sad dream. The
crying fits haven't shadowed your eyes, even so you don't seem to be able to stop your hand shaking.'
'‘Does anyone dare disagree with you? she asked bitterly.

'‘Don't look so upset about it. Y ouu employ some pretty neat little tactics yourself.'

'Family loyalty, commitment, is very important.'

Y ou have your life. Darin has his.'

‘Darin. islost' Katharine had the weird notion she was talking to herself. ‘Don't you see that?

His green eyes were narrowed, just staring at her.

'I'm checking on it, Katharine, but the thought's not keeping me awake.'

She flung up her hand in atragic little gesture and he caught it, bearing it down again, holding it firmly
against the cool, dark wood of the table. "I said I'll help you and | will. Darin just didn't measure up. In
the last few months he was no good at all.'

'l just can't accept that. Y ou're not talking about Darin at all.'

'How well did you know him? he asked her, and his voice chilled her. Oddly it was a very attractive
voice with a dangerous ability to awake all kinds of sensations. "I've had afair enough picture from
Darin. From all accounts he never saw eye to eye with your mother. Neither did he appear to worry
unduly about his sister.’

“That's none of your business . '

‘Itis. You've made it my business. Maybe Darin will leave afew of his tracks uncovered. Relax,
Katharine, relax.' His voice was edgy but not unkind. '‘How long have you been on your own?

‘Since my mother died. Afterwards Darin and | shared a holiday. That was four years ago.’

' don't understand you,', he mused. "1n many ways Darin gave you and your mother a rough deal.
Explain to me why you love him?

"I just do. He'sdll I've got.

"Not you. You're aspecia kind of girl. You could have any man you want!'

' don't want any man at al. | just want to find my brother, to know he's safe. He wrote to me, full of
plans, engrossed in them. Nothing adds up .'

“Cry and I'll start off without you.'

Her eyes flashed, shimmering with life, ayoung girl's face, but with delicate strength and courage. 'I'd
make out.'

He only smiled, many unspoken things between them. “A wonderful piece of bravado. Growing up is
painful, Katharine. Perhaps you've been sheltered too long. Come now, collect your things, it's time we
left. We'll have arain-storm before the day's over. The monsoon isn't far off.’

Under the banyan tree, she almost took fright again, breathless with a burden of presentiments she could
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not understand. The dawn that had been so still and colourless suddenly erupted into life. The heavy
weight of branches exploded with birds, not singing birds, but shrieking, squabbling, a mad crescendo of
sound, colouring the curve of the sun with their brilliant scarlet and cobalt, bright yellow and green. A
giant fig fell from the tree and stabbed into her hair, and she recoiled against Curt Dangerfield's arm, her
cheek touching his sleeve.

“Oh. ' Her long-drawn shuddering sigh betrayed her agitation: He belonged in this place as the great
banyan belonged to the tropics, but she felt awelling disorientation. The rising sun spread a golden glow
over her white skin, gold washed her grey eyes, but there was a soft desolation in their clear depths.

His hand came down on her shoulder, his voice as crisp and bracing as though directed towards an over-
imaginative child. “Stop that . The tree'safreak, I'll grant you, but don't go crediting it with a presence!’
'It appals me," she said truthfully. “It's no ordinary tree, I'm sure. There's something brooding about it,
unapproachable.’

He made a small jeering sound, intensely male, very hard and alert, as he propelled her out of the deep
well of gloom into full sunlight. "What do you do in the city, Katharine? What sort of job?

'I'm ateacher,' she said ssimply.

"Good grief.

"I graduated with afirst class dipldma.'

'Y ou don't ook very scholarly to me. Nor wise. '

'l happen to be good at my job, Mr Dangerfield,’ she said quietly. ‘My girlslike me.'

'‘God knows | think | like you myself!’

‘Then you may have noticed I'm not able to respond.’

'How fascinating! Let'stry to keep it that way, shall we?

There was a cool sensuality to his face she had never noticed before. It bewildered her, making her
feel shatteringly aware of him. "I suppose that was very rude of me?

"To befair, yes, Katharine. Y ou seem such a good little girl, too. However, we've both given one another
fair warning. Interesting, isn't it?

'l don't usually come right out and say what | think," she said slowly, talking as much to herself as

to him. Thiswas true and she had no desire to be unpleasant. It was so ill-bred. 'I'm in a strange mood |
think .

"Precisaly.’

"Nothing isasit should be . ' Her voice was vaguely tormented, and unexpectedly his hand came under
her chin tipping her face to him.

"Why didn't you leave it to the professionals, like | told you?

“You'll never understand,’ she said, trying to turn her face away.
Apparently this angered him. "Don't you think | know how you feel? he asked harshly.

'No." She shook her blonde head. "I don't think you've ever truly cared for anyone in your life.’

'Y ou seem to have learned that in avery short time.'

“Isit true? she demanded of him, her grey eyes enormousin her delicate face.

‘Letitlie, Katharine." he said tautly. “All you do have to know is, | promised I'd help you and | will.’
"You'vegot to .

' Then try to be a bit cleverer. Y our dislike of me appears to have leaked out.'

'I'm sorry | said it ." she apologised.

Y ou can't have it both ways.'
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Swamped by his aura, she broke away from him, moving swiftly through the front gate like a swaying
flower on along stalk. "I write children's books too," she tossed over her shoulder in an effort to lessen
the tension.

'Get paid for it? He caught up with her easily, a faint smile softening his mouth.

'No." She smiled herself. "Not much anyway, but it's early days.'

"Being up here might help agreat deal,’ he rejoined suavely. Y our horizons need broadening. Y ou're far
too inhibited.'

'‘Perhaps | am by your standards.' She threw up her slender armsin a curiously embracing, tender
gesture. 'It's al so heady, unfamiliar. The sights and sounds, the musky scent of the trees and the flowers
primitive really. The environment must affect one. Even the air is different. It shimmers, it's colour-
stained. The birds are fantastic, every tree splashed with their plumage, and finally the feeling that the
rains are coming.'

'So they are. We're on the verge of the Wet. The heat can get pretty intense, suffocating really. Being
cool-skinned, you'll emergelike alily.’

His sidelong glance, greenly sardonic, still affected her strangely. He was at one with the lushness and
brilliance, the danger in the blossoming wildernes. She was the outsider. And Darin. The very thought of
his name stirred the joy and pain of nostalgia. Hers had been alonely childhood. She had only Darin and
he had |eft her scarcely before he had grown to be a man, but she remembered what fun he had been, his
careless affection, the way he had occasionally sheltered her from their mother's shifting moods. She had
been grateful for Darin, but her image of him, invariably, was not the true image of the man. The
circumstances of her childhood, her lonely adolescence, had coloured her vision. Adventurous, carefree,
tawny to her silvery fairness, Darin was her own private possession. Where her mother had grown bitter,
Katharine's love for her absentee brother had never diminished.

She turned to look at Curt Dangerfield, avirtual stranger, but taking a hard, proprietorial linein her life.
His profile had the remote beauty of sculpture, but when he turned his dark head his eyes were
brilliantly aive. She had no timeto think of anything but what was directly on her mind.

“I'm almost afraid to ask you,' she said, "but did you like Darin?

"He had a position of trust in my employ.'

‘That's not what | asked.'

'Let us say, Katharine, | liked Darin well enough at the beginning. Does that answer your question?
"Rather cruelly, I'm afraid. But then | knew that about you. From the beginning.’

“In afraction of the usual time," he conceded. Y et | seem to have taken pity on-you.'

'‘But | don't need it or want it, Mr Dangerfield .'

She had never spoken to anyone like this before, such a mixture of heat and defiance and aterrible,
prickling awareness.

‘Don't evade the truth . ' he said curtly. "Face it. You're young and defenceless. God, you should see
yourself asleep . Someone has to shield you. Y ou're out of your depth here.'

"Yes,' she said as the thought swept her. 'Sometimes a man's strength is everything. All | can do is grow
another skin.'

“You can't beat satin,' he said, and his eyes touched every bit of her skin.

The flicker in his green eyes disturbed her profoundly. 'If anything the birds are arguing more fiercely,'
she said, swiftly refocusing her gaze. "Not a one of them in harmony.'

"Are any of us?
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'I've led avery peaceful life up to date.'

“I've afeeling, Katharine, that all that will be changing.’

She shivered alittle, evading his searching eyes. He was clever and ruthless and he could lay clam to
striking good looks. She felt like a child, weaponless, incapable of a mature judgment. What would be
the result of her time on Half-Moon? The green wilderness and the rain-forest extended as far as she
could see. Only Dangerfield stood between her and it. Last night she had passed in an atmosphere of
menace, for all old Barney's presence outside her door. She had placed herself at incredible risk,
damning herself in Dangerfield's eyes as both stupid and hysterical. Now that she was here, it seemed
to, her amost afantastic venture. Thiss wasn't her background, the meticulous and orderly, the cool
elegance and comfort of her own small apartment, the graceful, mellow surroundings of the excellent
girls school she had attended for many long years herself. This was the wild bush, a primitive
enchantment.

In the bright sunlight her hair turned to ashgold. Dangerfield's eyes flickered over her, brilliant,
inscrutable. "If you want to, Katharine, you can hold my hand.'

'Do | look that lost? she asked.

'Yes!'

‘Thisisanirresistible atimosphere. I, too, may disappear.’

He loomed very tall beside her, his handsome face severe. 'How do you imagine that could happen when
I'll be right here beside you?

"To be honest, | don't know why you're allowing me to stay at all.’

'It certainly wasn't my intention before | arrived.'

They were staring at each other-he, very hard and sure of himself, she, aflush over her cheekbones and
her grey eyes troubled.

"So you feel sorry for me? she demanded.

'‘Any objection?

“It's not kindness, I'm sure.’

'Self-interest, Katherine. Y our remarkable woman's mind has already told you that.'

'l won't be upsetting your household in any way? | know nothing of you except the little Darin wrote me.
Ironically he thought a great deal of you-amost a hero figure.'

“Instead of a megalomaniac?

‘| never implied that | 'she said, quite shocked. .

'Oh, come on,' he said, all of asudden vastly irritated., Y ou're nearly shaking with fright .’

“Itisn't that. You're alien to me, Mr Dangerfield. Soisthis place.’

“Strangely, young Katharine, you quite dazzle me.' He spoke crisply, looking at her with apparent
disike. Then he turned and stalked away from her to the waiting Cessna, very tall and lithe, covering the
distance in complete silence, with Katharine hurrying, hot and uncomfortable, trying to keep up with
him. Nearing the light aircraft, he hesitated, but only for amoment.

Probably thinking of taking off without me, Katharine wondered. She would have to guard her tongue.
In Curt Dangerfield's presence it had become uncommonly ready.

"Don't get carried away," he said as she came up to him, breathing rather quickly. 'l won't go without you.'
"It had crossed my mind.'

"Mine aswell. One can only guess what might happen to you.’

She shuddered, thinking of Fisher.
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‘Little fool . " he said, reading her thoughts accurately. "Don't you see how things can be for awoman?
'How they've always been.’

“Sometimes awoman is more precious than gold.'

"Not to you.'

' keep my fancies hidden.' He gave her amocking, brilliant grin, histeeth very white and even.

'Has not a one influenced you? she asked curiously.

'‘My grandmother.'

‘Surely another?

'l wouldn't like all my past affairs to gang up on me. But no, young Katharine, not really.'

Anunfamiliar excitement seemed to pour into the air. Katharine felt it acutely. She made for the Cessna,
the nape of her neck shivering. Vaguely it came to her that Curt Dangerfield could play on awoman like
aviolin. Hiswas a masterly hand, but she wanted no part of him other than to find Darin. Hiss hands at
her waist set her nerves at a clamour. Nothing he did was expected. He half lifted her, half pushed her
into the aircraft. An impossible man. A dragon, his warm breath on her cheek.

“There, you can quiver beside me. Strap yourself in:'

Full of incomprehensible yearnings, she did what she was told. A thousand years from now she would
still try to escape this man.

She looked at him uncertainly, but he was now ignoring her, his dark golden profile empty of awareness.
Women created only avery small stir in hislife. Fleetingly but not seriously she ailmost wished it might
have been different. But common sense, of which she had plenty, asserted itself. Curt Dangerfield
carried- with him an aura of dynamism, and in its wake would come pain. Once again she remembered
she was out of her depth, warning bellsin her head gently tolling. The sun bounced savagely off the
wing and momentarily she shut her eyes.

The aircraft burst into life and moved slowly forward. Barney and the two young aboriginal stockmen
suddenly appeared and Dangerfield slid back the window and waved to them;; fresh air rushed into the
overheated cabin. Katharine in turn smiled and waved while the man beside her completed his |ast-
minute checks, then opened the throttle wide. The light aircraft responded and Katharine could feel
herself bracing as it went forward, faster and faster, until finaly it lifted sweetly and nesatly, soaring into
the imperious, sun-drenched air. Blue sky was above and beneath them, the noise of the engine died
back to adrone.

"No, don't unstrap yourself. Just a safety precaution.'

“That was effortless . ' she murmured with evident relief.

"I hope so. I've had my licence along time.'

'‘And | think you loveit. Am | right?

"Look around us. Sky. Sky. Sky. Of coursel loveit.'

Far beneath them was the luxuriant jungle, ariver cutting asilver dice through it. Dangerfield was
holding the aircraft beautifully steady. Others before them had plummeted into the rain-forest, but
Katharine felt no shade of fear. She had, she realised, complete confidence in him.

He touched her arm and pointed out a tumbling waterfall, a purple-slashed ravine like an ancient temple.
Seen from the sky thee whole landscape was incredibly awesome yet startlingly beautiful as well. Moon-
shaped lakes and lagoons glittered, then in the distance a great clearing, moving heads of stock. They
flew over therich river flats and she looked down at them, her breath quickening.

"It must be an odd feeling to own immense tracts of land?
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“Somehow | don't think of that part of it at al,’ he said. "My family, our shareholders, work as ateam.’
“You're the boss.’

‘There has to be one, Katharine.'

'Yes, of course. A bossis essentia.'

'‘Don't go thinking it's all glamour. It's ahard life in many ways.'

'With plenty of rewards. However did you cut your way through this wild, tropical bushland?

"You can read about it if you like. There are plenty of Dangerfield graves about.'

‘Then you're rightly called pioneers.'

'It's our life.’

"Maybeit's proved calamitous for Darin," she suggested.

‘Thisisthe first incidence of a man disappearing that I've struck. We've had accidents, fatalities,
shootings, stampedes, grudges that won't be settled, but we've never had anything that could be called a
mystery. Perhaps Darin is trying to draw attention to himself?

"Why ever would he want to do that? she asked.

‘Unlike you with your fastidious little air of reserve, Darin has rather,a flamboyant personality.’
"Nothing in this wide world would make me believe he's doing this on purpose.’

His voice was hard to the point of curtness. "Perhaps you don't know him as well as you should?

Y ou have no regard for my feelings, have you?

Y ou can stand afew home truths, surely? Except for a dlight family resemblance, it'simposible to link
you with Darin at all. Darin is quite capable of looking after himself with a shrewd eye to the main
chance, but you- Why, you're such a babe you throw me off balance.'

"How wonderfull, | imagine very few people have done thatl’

"No one up hereisfresh out of the nursery.’

His mockery hit her like adart. She turned her face away, pale hair falling like a curtain. "I acted for the
best possible reasons. Please don't ook about for another motive.'

"My dear child, would | do that? Y ou're purity itself .

And you're the most hateful, unsettling man I've ever met. She would have been shocked to know that he
read her thoughts in her small, whitening knuckles.

He gave her a brief, acknowledging burst of laughter and judged it a good idea to change the subject.
‘That vivid green patch’ down there,' he said very casually, 'is true, optimum rain-forest, luxuriant,
diverse and supporting a complex plant and animal community. Not all our rain-forests are the same.
There are upland, lowland monsoon forests, but they're all north of the tropic of Capricorn. Rain-forests
only occur in equatorial regions, Central and South America, the Amazon basin, the bongo basin and the
Indo-Malaysian regions, to which our own rain-forests and the rain-forests of New Guinea are most
closely related. The great open stretches, more golden than green, are the woodlands. They separate the
forests much as the sea separates islands. All the brilliantly coloured patches, the pink and white, the
orange and scarlet, are the flowering trees.'

“I'm fortunate to see it thisway," she said evenly.

"Yes, you are. Most people only see the rain-forest floor. Y ou'll notice that the canopy is slightly uneven.
That was cyclone Tracy, the same one that devastated Darwin. Torrential rains and maximum force
winds weaken the root system andd bring down the giants. The babies of the forest are at least a hundred
feet tall.'

"It looks afascinating place even from this distance.’
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“On the ground it can be overwhelming,’ he told her, "The rain-forest has an atmosphere all itsown. Man
isthe invader. The forest floor is warm and humid, a green gloom, and the growth is prolific

The giant trees are covered with other plants, the mosses and ferns and the orchids, great cascading
sprays of them. Everything is on the grand scale, the world's tallest palms and tree ferns, the sheer drops
of the waterfalls. Even when a storm is lashing the tops of the trees the rain only trickles to the ground.
The most brilliant sunshine cannot pierce the canopy. In some placesit's so dark only specially adapted
plants grow there. Everything reaches for the light, the trees and the climbers, the strangler vines,
gigantic ropes of them seemingly hanging from nowhere, real Tarzan stuff and very characteristic of
rainforests. The staghorns and the elkhorns are magnificent. They attach themselvesto just about every
tree bark. Then there are the unique cauliflories, flowering rain-forest trees, only the flowers, in great
bunches, stud the trunks. They start off afew inches from the ground and star the bark up to a good fifty
feet or more. Most spectacular.'

"And the orchids?

'‘Well, the orchids, Katharine,' he said, his eyes touching her, 'are extremely beautiful and some of them
vaguely sinister. The fact they are protected doesn't stop visitors in our National Parks stripping the trees
to aheight of forty feet. They can't seem to keep their hands off them. Selling the orchids and ferns from
the rain-forest is a pretty lucrative business.’

“I've heard the same about the birds.'

"Smuggling isillegal,’ he said grimly, "but it still goes on. The coastline is extremely difficult to patrol
and alot leave the country by way of Cape Y ork. Smugglers will try anything. Plenty of air travellers
have been caught stowing drugged birds away in suitcases and box cameras and even in the lining of
their clothes. Customs picked up a woman the other day when a brilliantly coloured feather suddenly
shot out the neck of her jacket. The beautiful little finches aren't safe, neither are the butterflies. There
are more up herein the rain-forest than the rest of Australia put together. The lantana attracts them. It
was brought in from Europe as a garden plant, but in tropical conditionsit runs wild. The margins of the
rain-forest are smothered in it. Butterflies and lantana is a common sight up here. A brilliant Birdwing a
good eight inches across busily flapping its huge wings from flower to flower.'

It was no good pretending she wasn't fascinated. "Would it be possible for me to take a close look at the
rain-forest? she asked him.

'l don't see why not. We could camp a day and anight there. It's a remarkable experience even in the
mangrove forests, but | won't take you there. The mosquitoes would devour that white skin. The lagoons
you will see. They're very beautiful, probably the most beautiful natural spectacleswe've got.'

Except for the crocodiles,' she said, and shuddered.

"The waterlilies usually cover them,' he said, and smiled. "In any case, Katharine, the freshwater "variety
isfairly harmless and we won't put you in the way of the man-eaters. Only the foolhardy go
investigating beyond the water's edge. A few years ago a stockman of ours rode into aswamp. Helost a
leg that way.'

Apprehension rippled over her. ‘I hope we're not discussing what could possibly have happened to Darin.'
'No way.' He answered that emphatically, but how could he have known?

“Surely with your own stockman...' she persisted.

"Forget the crocodiles,’ he said crisply. “So many of them have been shot out they're even protected.’

'l can't forget anything,' she said, looking down at her hands. "Death adders, tiger snakes...'

'‘Don't go into any more detail. Most of us manage to survive. It's al a question of where one puts down
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one'sfeet.’

Something inside her was beginning to hurt. She didn't belong here and Curt Dangerfield was doing his
best to point that out. She couldn't bear his brilliant, green scrutiny, or the taunting note in his voice that
was almost an insult. Asit happened he didn't feel inclined to speak again until they were fast
approaching the Half-Moon homestead, and its wide ring of satellite buildings.

Frowning, Katharine gazed down at the white jig-saw pattern flung down on the vivid green. It was
admirable. Almost a country township. "The Dangerfield empire. It's very imposing.’

He shrugged his own shoulders, catching the echo of her own mockery. "Y ou express yourself so
beautifully. He was suddenly aware he had hurt her. Was hurting her. 'Sorry, was that a hit?

"It would be a disaster, wouldn't it, if we can't communicate at all?

He brought his head back front again, his hand on the instrument panel. “Y ou're right, of course.

Y ou're fortunate indeed that I'm susceptible to blondes.'

1-can't think you're susceptible to any woman,' she said dryly.

"I'm no saint.'

“In that case, it might be best to avoid you.'

“Impossible. Thisis my world, Katharine Sutton. Y ou came up here of your own free will. Now you
take the consequences. '

They were descending and once again he had forgotten her, hands and mind intent on bringing the small
plane down as smoothly as possible. The wheels touched down on the runway so gently that Katharine
was unable to pinpoint the exact moment of contact. They were speeding towards along silver hangar,
then nearing it, Dangerfield brought the aircraft around, lightly touching the brakes. Another minute and
the after-check was completed. Inside the hangar Katharine could see the yellow and white gleam of a
bigger, much roomier plane, twin-engined six or seven seater. Obviously she had come in economy
class, though the sleek single engined Cessnawas supremely efficient.

Rather apprehensively she unbuckled her seat belt. The area was no longer deserted; people seemed to
be coming from everywhere-stockmen in wide-brimmed dusty hats, their boots crunching, aboriginal
women and children, afew piccaninnies in arms. Two white women joined them. Dangerfield turned to
her and casually mentioned that she was under inspection. This brought Katharine's chin up. Her eyes
sparkled and her hair danced and glinted in the bright bars of sunlight.

‘Then we'd better get out and let them take alook.'

“That'smy girl . ' he said with something like admiration until she saw the green devilment in his eyes.
Mixed up with her feelings of anxiety and dread, her constant worry about Darin, was aweird, electric
excitement, afeeling quite different from anything she had ever experienced before. Accustomed as she
was to being honest with herself she was forced to admit it stemmed from Curt Dangerfield, the man on
Half-Moon. He went on ahead and lifted her out on to the hot tarmac. The welcoming party stood still
for amoment, then they advanced. She couldn't run, so Katharine turned and threw up her head in the
glittering sunlight, a movement that Dangerfield, the expert, associated with a highly strung filly. He
was so close to her he could almost feel the nervous beat of her heart.

"Relax,’ he said, and for the first time his voice was entirely kind, "you're among friends . '

CHAPTER TWO

Over dinner that evening, Katharine wasn't nearly so certain. There were four of them: Curt Dangerfield,
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like a conqueror with an empire under his management, green eyes brilliant in his remarkable face; Viv
Lake, his overseer, ablond giant of a man with a pleasantly dignified face; Martha Tyrrell, Curt's
housekeeper-cum-co-ordinator, staff trainer and long-time friend, a sensible-looking woman in her
fifties who extended friendliness and a great courtesy to all; and easily outshining her, Rada Lewis,
Curt's widowed cousin, and very obviously Katharine's main problem.

All through the meal, Rada's slanting amber eyes moved constantly across Katharine's face, scrutinizing
her hard. There was something beyond a temperamental disparity in their yellow-gold blaze. Dark
shadow beneath marked the eyes' curious glowing, staining the starkly white matt skin. A peony flame
of colour lit the wide, narrow-lipped mouth spread over with a great dissatisfaction and the flatfish bones
of her face showed cleanly. Rada wasn't beautiful nor even pretty, but she was undoubtedly strikingly
erotic, her jet-black hair worn short and dead straight with afull fringe showing plum highlights. She
was thin to the point of gauntness, yet she had a peculiar fluid elegance, a sinuousness, that reminded
Katharine irresistibly of the undulating movements of a snake. She could have been the reincarnation of
some pagan goddess; a diaphanous dark amber caftan glittered over her boneless limbs, around her neck
agold callar in the antique manner, each finger of her left hand dripping a different jewel. In Katharine's
sheltered world, she was almost an unrecognisable type, but she had the sense to realise that such
woman-thoughts were of little importance. Rada L ewis had endless fascination for men. Shewas a
sorceress, very colourful and seething with passions, and her conquests had been many.

Her instant dislike and rejection of Katharine was like an actual scorching wave of heat on Katharine's
face. She sat tense and distressed, toying with her wineglass, a beautifully prepared and presented main
course virtually untouched. This decided Rada on the moment to strike, all previous conversation having
been unburdened with worrying or anxious thought. She arched her long neck around, her voice from
such an elegant body rather caustic to the ear, but the accent predictably polished

' can't imagine what you thought you'd gain, Miss Sutton, wandering about up here?

This at least was very frank and revealing after all the masked stares. Katharine controlled her anger and
irritation. "1 can't imagine why you should ask the question, Mrs Lewis. Darin is my brother.'

'l know that!" Rada hissed, her yellow eyes blazing, disgusted with Katharine's right to anything. 'But
surely you know Curt is your only hope.'

Katharine's silver-grey eyes studied her host. 'l can take no one and nothing for granted,' she replied,
low-voiced. 'Surely you can see | must do something myself? Darin is part of my life.’

"Then you're a very dedicated sister." Rada shrugged her scorn. "I never believed in them myself. ..The
whole thing's too damned incredible . '

“You knew Darin? Katharine challenged her, sweeping her blonde head up.

“Very, lightly," Rada conceded, frowning and unprepared for the attack on her sacred person. "What | did
know | didn't much like. Y our brother seemed a very arrogant and conceited young man. He rather
forced himself on me. No finesse .

There was an instant reaction around the table. A gasp of protest from Martha, atightening of the lips
and alaid-down fork from Viv Lake, and for a moment aflash of censure from Curt Dangerfield. His
low-toned order was as effective as a thundering shout.

Y ou can apologise for that, Rada. Katharine is our guest, and it's not in the least true in any case .’

"Oh God, Curt, you can be abrute. There's no need to pamper Miss Snowdrift. It istrue, but you don't
want to believeit.'

He lifted his head sharply, looking pretty formidable, and dutifully Rada addressed Katharine directly, a

file://[E[/My%20Library/booksyROM ANCE/margaret%20...al f%20moon%20T X T/the%20man%200n%20hal f%20moon.txt (18 of 75)11/05/2010 14:49:39



file://[E[/My%20Library/books/ROM ANCE/margaret%20way/novel ' 1...man%200n%20hal f%20moon%20T X T/the%20man%200n%20hal f%20moon. txt

cruel amusement in her amber eyes.

"You did ask the question, Miss Sutton, but truly | didn't mean to offend you.'

‘| can't forget it all the same. | assure you it doesn't sound in the least like Darin.'

"Do you think it possible a sister could judge? Rada asked sweetly.

“I'd love to change the subject, wouldn't you? Martha smiled at Katharine, sympathy in her hazel eyes.
'It's no secret that it doesn't pay to upset ourselves at dinner-leave that, dear, if you'd rather.’

Katharine, shook her head very dlightly. “I'm sorry | can't do justice to such abeautiful meal. My travels
seem to have caught up with me.'

'l know." Martha's eyes. swept over the girl approvingly. "Curt tell me you're ateacher.’

"Marvellous! She can look after Sally .' , Radainterjected with a half-savage abandon.

"And Sally is-? Katharine looked from one to the other.

"Sarah. Rada's daughter,' Curt Dangerfield informed her.

“I've kept her in bed for afew days. She's had a bad dose of avirus,” Martha added. "Sally is eight, going
on nine. She's extremely intelligent .’

'‘And so ugly. ' Rada moaned. "Jeff's mother exactly.'

“| dways thought Mrs Lewis afine-looking woman myself .' Viv Lake said quite loudly, though it was
obvious he found Rada as exciting as the next man.

“You're so unfailingly kind, Viv.' Radaturned the full battery of her eyes on him, causing the big man to
flush dlightly. "Oh, I grant you the looks were agreeable in Jeff. A man can be unrelentingly ugly and
still attractive, but agirl-child | ask you .I've bent over backwards to do something about it, but now |
think I'll just leave well alone.'

A great wave of compassion jerked the words out of Katharine. "Poor Sally.'

'She plays the piano well,' Martha intervened hastily. 'l don't suppose you play yourself, Katharine?
"Yes, | do," Katharine said lightly, realising that Rada wasn't grateful to make the discovery. "My mother
was a great one for accomplishments and it was the done thing at the school | attended. | teach there
now, as a matter of fact. | studied art and speech and ballet and a mixture of other things as well.’

Y ou were lucky." Rada sneered. 'Darin had a different sort of tale to tell.'

'Let it go, Rada,’ Curt said firmly, but the words hung in the air. For the first time Katharine realised that
Rada's feelings for her cousin weren't exactly cousinly, and who could blame her? Curt Dangerfield was
aman of exceptional charisma and Rada was smiling into his handsome face with the audacity and
seduction of someone who was completely accepted-more, loved and admired. The gold collar, so
beautifully wrought, glowed softly. It was alovely thing, and seeing it Katharine sighed heavily, her
sensitive face grave.

Martha across the table heard the sigh but was very careful not to take any notice. Rada was treating the
girl's presence as an intrusion into her exclusive circle, but then Rada was cruel; a she creature from a
totally alien planet, full of duplicity and cunning. Martha disliked her intensely, but showed a tranquil
face, after surviving one or two of Rada's emotional outburstsin the early days and her agility for
placing the blame at Martha's feet. Curt had been drawn into it but refused to take sides. Rada needed
calming and serious little Sally needed cheering. It was Martha's job to defleet Rada's sharp impatient
temper from the child. In the six months Rada had been on Half-Moon, Martha had come to think of her
asakind of contamination. There was some evil enchantment about Rada. She fascinated every last man
on the station, but she was worthless underneath. She had no veneration for anything or anybody, though
she had been an obsession with Jeff. For al her sophistication and the experience she had amassed, Rada
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was a savage, with amolten glow to the depths of her eyes.

The newcomer, Katharine, was her absolute antithesis. Martha, finding her parallelsin the world around
her, thought of Katharine as Dawn; the pearly gleam of her skin, the pale stream of her hair, her silver-
grey eyes. Rada suggested immediately the sudden furnace flames of sunset. Their looks could be the
outward manifestations of the girls themselves. Katharine had a spiritual quality and ayoung dignity.
Rada belonged in the wilds. Already Martha was hoping Katharine would have a purifying effect on the
child. Rada should never have been a mother. She had no capacity for the role, though perhaps she might
have been different had her child been a boy, eager and handsome.

Poor little Sally, for al her intelligence, obedient and no trouble, was rather desperately plain: She
needed glasses and she had a stutter to boot. Rada often cast terrible glances at her and it was Martha's
opinion that Sally was being severely damaged, perhaps irreparably, by her mother's rgjection. There had
been preciouslittle joy in Sally's young life since her father had been killed demonstrating a high-
powered sports car. Rada, more for spite than anything, had refused to allow the child to go to Grandma
Lewis, whom she adored,, so it was Curt who had come forward to invite the dryeyed widow to
recuperate on Half-Moon and bring with her the small bereft Sally. The gesture, to Martha's mind and
that of the heartlessly treated Mildred Lewis, had been purely for the child's sake. Certainly Sally was
happier and more enthusiastic since she had arrived, but her urgent need for love would never be
fulfilled by her mother. What a terrible thing it was to create afeeling of humiliation in one's only child .
Martha had even caught Sally with her broad, black browed little face pressed up close to a mirror
studying it. A little later Sally had pronounced herself: "Agonisingly ugly.' The words and the intonation
were Rada's exactly.

About this time hardworking and kindhearted Martha, the best housekeeper in the Far North, began to
hate Rada with a violence that was unnatural to her. To hand out such punishment to asmall child . Yet
Sally had flashes of attractiveness when she was pleased or excited. Later on, perhaps, like her
grandmother, she could develop her own specia style. Viv Lake wasn't alone in thinking Mildred Lewis
afine-looking woman. She was famous for lots of things-her kindness and her hospitality, her way with
the most hot-blooded horses, and she had the bearing of a duchess. Rada was the only one Martha could
ever remember criticizing Mildred Lewis of River County.

It was Curt who broke the fraught little silence. "If you can't eat anything, at least finish the wine," he
said, rather crisply, observing Katharine's extreme pallor. What little colour she had had seeped away,
leaving her as pale as a chinafigure, her eyes no longer looking at him but through him-strange eyes,
moonstones. She bothered him, an unfamiliar sensation.

‘After that | think an early night.' He was plainly telling her, not suggesting. A man given to making
decisions.

Rada clicked her tongue in unfeigned irritation. "Don't pamper the girl. She may be a wee bit eccentric,
but she'snot achild .

'‘Well, | think she looks like one,' he said with great calm. 'In fact, Katharine, | myself shall see you to
your room.’

‘That's funny ." snapped Rada.

"Perhaps. Coming, Katharine?

Katharine jJumped to her feet, her heart beatmg so rapidly she thought it would choke her. It would take a
lot of practice to cope with Curt Dangerfield and his cousin. Marthaand Viv Lake were on their feet too,
staring at her with anxiety and a natural sympathy towards the stranger among them. Viv's long hands
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were thrust deep into his jacket pockets.

“I'm sorry we had to meet in such worrying circumstances, Miss Katharine, but we'll do everything we
can to help you.'

‘Thank you, Mr Lake.'

'Viv," he supplied swiftly, throwing out a very attractive grin.

'Viv." Her own face lightened. She was breathing alittle easier now but loath to look back at Rada, like
some yellow-eyed cobrajust waiting to strike. Martha came part of the way, promising to look in | ater
on with perhaps a nightcap.

Out in the hallway, Curt increased the gentle pressure on Katharine's narrow wrist. 'Stop shaking. You're
not afraid of me?

'My knees are trembling, but no, that would be too silly, wouldn't it?

'Especially aswe'll be seeing agood deal of each other. Here, come out into the night air for afew
minutes. Y ou're so white and tense you look as if you might pass out.’

"I won't,' she promised, yielding to his guiding arm. 'Whatever gave you that idea? I'm naturally pale.'
'Look." He turned her round brusquely, making her face the huge hallway mirror with its decorated frame.
"I don't enjoy looking at myself these days.’

' don't see why not | You're avery beautiful girl.'

"At least my appearance pleases you. Nothing else does.'

He drew her away from her own reflection. "Y ou should never have come here, Katherine, but now that
you have, my homeis your own.'

'I'm honoured to be in it, Mr Dangerfield.'

"Of course that deserves aslap.’

'l mean it. Half-Moon is very beautiful-the right setting for a very sophisticated man.'

"Who. nevertheless works pretty hard for it. Try and remember that, will you, Katherine? he said with
the cool authority that was so much a part of him.

She averted her head, the light from the chandelier caught in her hair. She had drawn it away from her
face and up at the nape, winding it into a silky coil, a style that seemed to emphasize her youth and her
fairness. Tendrils brushed forward on to her cheeks and her eyes had captured a little of the delicate sage
green of her dress. She would not ook at him again, but he could see that her sensitive mouth was
quivering.

"You're tearing yourself to pieces about Darin,' he charged her. 'There's not a shred of evidence that
anything drastic has happened to him. He'll show up again.’

She swung up her head and encountered his probing, jade gaze. "Y ou say that asif you know "
"Sad-eyes. Silver-eyes. | know Darin pretty well.'

'‘SodoL'

'l don't think so, little girl.'

The night was as fragrant as a gardenia, tropical, stirring the blood. In the darkness a cloud of perKfume
rose from the exotic banks of flowers, so peristent it disturbed the mind. Brilliant, over-size stars
glittered in the dark purple sky and flurries of ittle iridescent insects haunted the vines. Half-Moon was
very beautiful, afitting symbol for the almost feudal authority Curt Dangerfield appeared to wield
through a great beef empire. A primitive bark hut stood shadowy in the vast grounds, the first homestead
of Philip Dangerfield, Curt's greatgrandfather.

Katherine inhaled deeply, breathing the sweet, pure air. Y our great-grandfather must have been afiery
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brave man,' she said fedlingly.

"My great-grandmother even more so." He looked at her sideways. "How would you have fared, |
wonder, if you had been carried off into the jungle? Y ou can imagine what it must have been like then.'
'‘Daunting. Dangerous?

“Far worse than that. I'll let you read my great grandmother's diary sometime. It won't amuse you,
though it shows indomitable humour. There's a portrait of her in the west wing. She looks every bit as
sweet and fragile asyou are.’

'I'm not fragile,' she protested.

"Perhaps not, but you sure give that impression, especialy when you're asleep. Here, sit down.' Gently
he pushed her back into a planter's chair and leaned negligently against the wroughtt iron balustrade
facing her. "Think of it, Katharine, hostility everywhere. Wild dogs, natives, snakes and crocodiles,
sickness and swamp fever, agently bred girl giving birth with only an old gin to help her. Incidentally,
that same old gin saved the life of more than one Dangerfield according to the records. The plants of the
rain-forest have remarkable medicinal properties and she must have known a great deal about them,
though she never did part with one of her secrets. A member of her own family murdered three of our
stockmen. They were camped on sacred ground, poor devils, and the myall went right out of hismind.'
Katharine pressed her head back against the canvas. 'Thisis an unfamiliar world. It aimost belongs to the
past.’

'‘Don't you believeit .

"Then tell me more," sheinvited.

'‘Are you interested?

She turned her silver-gilt head along the chair, moonlight running down her throat and slender body
though his face was in darkness. Y ou don't have to sound so sceptical. Of course | am.'

“Then | can do no less than oblige ." He swung away from the balustrade and hooked forward a chair,
joining her to look out over the rustling garden. The stories he told weren't in the least bit soothing or
gentle, yet Katharine lost all sense of time and tension, caught up as she was in the sheer and very
personal drama of it al. These things had really happened, and they had all happened here on Half-
Moon. His voice had an unusual, very attractive edge to it like steel under velvet. No wonder he had
inherited a naturally autocratic style. It must have flowed from one generation to the other. It would take
astrong man to keep these far-flung empires together. As he spoke she saw too why he had reacted so
differently to Darin's disappearance. It happened a good deal up here. Men and women too became
affected by the climate, by the colour and violence of the tropics. Katharine felt thousands and thousands
of miles awayy from he life she had known, safety and familiar voices nd scenes. Sensational things
were day-to-day happenings on Half-Moon. A fruit-eating bat winged into the great mango trees,
scattering the plump golden fruit. Katharine's eyes pinpointed its flight, skeletal frame against the moon.
She shivered in the flower-drenched night, the moon's radiance full n her face.

“That'sit." he announced with finality, as though she were a child pleading for stories to keep her from
bed. "Come aong, Katharine, the stars have falen into your eyes.’

"Oh, | could listen to you for hours. Maybe for ever,' she said without thinking.

His strong hands reached for her so swiftly she aimost fell backwards again. For the merest moment she
was held close to him, which cost her all her serenity, atingling sensation like a needle under the skin.
Curt Dangerfield was very, very dangerous, and in the instant their eyes met he saw avery rea
apprehension.
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“You're astrange girl," he commented.

"Why? Tell me?

He laughed and his teeth gleamed white. ‘Maybe it's because you've done so little living, you're slow to
know yourself.'

‘I know | mustn't yield you aninch .

'Why, Katharine . ' he tipped his black head back, 'and | thought you so quiet.”

'Perhaps you crowd me. The wilderness is your territory, not mine.'

“It's no good pointing that out while you're here .

Something about his voice, amused and mocking, the lazy-alert slant of his body, was evoking the
strangest sensation, as sweet as it was savage. He said something in alanguage she couldn't understand
and she looked up at him rather shyly.

'What was that? she asked.

"Next year maybe I'll tell you.'

'What language was it?

"A native dialect. Call it anight, Katharine, you ook thoroughly distracted.'

'Curt ? She was on the verge of telling him. She wanted to tell him, but he was Rada's cousin.

He caught hold of her hand, lightly, but it would have been impossible to break away. "What isit?

Y ou've been trying to tell me something for most of the night.'

They had moved into the light of the hallway. It seemed shattering after the perfumed gloom. His
brilliant green eyes were faintly hooded but trained on her. "Well?

She was just standing looking at him, like a snow maiden in the tropics, and his face hardened. 'So the
moment's passed?

"It was nothing. Just nothing.’

‘| don't think that at all," he said firmly.. Y ou were upset about something.'

“I just need my brother.'

“That's not what you need.'

For no reason she began trembling, so unconollabiy she knew she couldn't stand there talkg to this man
who appeared to have taken over her life. He shook her profoundly and she couldn't pretend he didn't.
The dangerous words she had most spoken she would keep to herself. 'So already you've learned to
mistrust me? he went on.

“It's not that at all. Y ou sound almost bitter.’

'I'm allergic to that kind of thing. Don't try to keep things to yourself.'

"You do . ' she hurled at him, her eyes great pools of light.

“All right. That's straightforward enough. Shall we agree to tell the truth to one another?

"Good lord, | alwaystell the truth,” she answered automatically, almost swaying on her feet. 'The thing
IS, and you believe me already, we'll never see eye to eye on anything.'

'l told you not to come up here, but you couldn't curb your...'

... don't say curiosity,' she begged him, her soft voice cutting across his own.

"We can't discuss anything now," he said, alittle flatly. 'A good night's sleep might restore a little sanity.
‘Tome?

"Don't you think you could do with agood night's sleep? he taunted her. 'In the morning it's up to you.
Don't look at me asif I'm absolutely ruthless.'

She lowered her head to vell her opalescent eyes. 'I'm very grateful to you-far more than I'm saying.
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Perhaps | find your ... forcefulness a stumbling-block.'

His hard hand descended on her shoulder, turning her towards her room in the east wing. "Have you
forgotten the stories | told you already? It wouldn't do for a simple, good-natured soul to take over Half-
Moon. You ether. Y ou have alegitimate cause for anxiety, but no cause for despair. You'll just haveto
trust me whether you want to or not. Put Darin out of your mind for the night. He'll turn up sooner or
later with some story.'

'Darin could never be so irresponsible,' she declared.

"Couldn't he? | admire your loyalty, Katharine, but you're no shrewd judge of character.’

"Neither are you if you put him in charge of your outstation.'

'l didn't say he wasn't agood cattleman.'

“That's something!" she said with mock gratitude.

“It'snot really fair," he pointed out reasonably, "to blame me.'

'Darin spoke of you in glowing terms. I'll never forget that.'

"The only mark in my favour? Y ou must have a pretty grim opinion of me.'

They had amost reached the end of the gallery and he leaned forward and opened her door, glancing
sideways at her pure, pale profile. 'l don't know why, Katharine, but you make me feel a hundred and
fifty.'

So unexpected was his remark she turned and smiled at him, the laughter lighting her eyes and curving
her lovely mouth. "I've been very clumsy, haven't 1?I'll gladly apologise.’

"The smil€'s enough,’ he said ailmost abruptly, looking so vital and handsome that she laughed again.
'It's odd, but I'm on shifting ground with you," she confessed.

'Y ou haven't got the facts straight, Katharine we're actually in the same boat. Sally, by the way, isin this
wing.'

"Not with her mother? she asked in astonishment.

'Sally picked out her own room," he said dryly. ‘It has abrass bed in it she very much admires.'

'‘Maybe | can look in on her," Katharine suggested.

'If you like. She must be bored to distraction after afew days in bed. The sickness has passed off. It
wasn't serious, but Martha wanted to be sure. Sally'savery nicelittle girl, and | don't want her to get
hurt. Rada loves her, I'm sure, but unfortunately she doesn't seem able to express that love. Sally will be
glad of the opportunity of having you around. Quite apart from your special training | can tell you could
communicate with ayoungster very easily. It'sagift, as| know | don't have to tell you. Rada doesn't
have that gift, so in asense Sally isadeprived child. It's evident anyway in her behaviour. I'll let you
judge for yourself. One thing is certain, she has a superior brain. Encourage her, Katharine. You'll find
snelll likeyou.'

'How long is she staying? Katharine asked.

“That | don't know," he said, his mood veering. 'They're welcome to stay as long as they like. | can't have
asmall girl's grief on my conscience. Nor a young woman's anxiety.' He swung about to stare at her,
rather arrogantly Katharine thought, so that for a second she reacted automatically, her grey eyes blazing
back into his own. A brass and glass lantern hung above her head, throwing into sharp relief the pearly
pallor of her skin.

Curt clicked histongue softly, derisively, then turned away to open out the dark-stained shuttered
windows. "It's time a properly brought up young woman was in bed.’

'l must admit I'm dead tired, she said, her voice hushed in the huge, lovely room. "It must suit you to
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hear it.'

"Why, exactly?

"Well, goodness knows, so far you've managed to treat me like a child.’

"Well, Katharine, you've made the mistake of acting like one. | had rather a bad night last night myself.’
She flushed at his disturbingly hard expression, near shuddering at her own very distinct recollections.
"Barney stayed outside my door all night.’

Y ou needed him," he pointed out crisply. ‘Perhaps you'll understand now how important it isto do what
you'retold.'

'I'm sorry,’ she said. "It wasterribly rash." And it was rash, but did he have to look at her so lancingly?
"No one's ever spoken to me like this before.’

"Oh? Are there so many men in your life, then?

His expression was baffling, though he held her gaze lightly. Too worldly. Too mocking. Despite the
graceful indolence of hisbody, brilliantly alert.

He was not reassuring, vividly masculine in the beautiful but obviously feminine room. Defensively she
sank into an old bentwood rocking chair, closing her hands over the polished curving sides. It began to
tilt gently. "Thisis marvellous,’ she sidetracked, trying to gather her resources, but only succeeding in
looking very young and vulnerable, her dawn sky-coloured eyes enormous, half dazed with tiredness.
He stood looking down at her. ‘Neatly evading the question . Y es, Katharine, that particular chair came
out of Thonet's workshop. It's been in constant use ever since. It was a great favourite of my
grandmother's. She was the one who started al the bush-houses you haven't seen yet. We've orchids
from all over the world as well as our natives. They thrive in the open garden as well as the bushhouses.
| continue to maintain them, seeing my grandmother went to great lengths to establish them. At onetime
she had agents collecting specimens from different parts of the world, South-East Asiaand Brazil. You
can see the results of their efforts tomorrow. Our, orchids are famous.'

Y ou remember your grandmother well? she asked.

"Of course | do. Shelived until she was eighty seven yearsold. | still see her, as a matter of fact, moving
about the bush-houses-pure white hair and a soft white skin. She was an extraordinary woman. | adored
her. She had grey eyeslike you with lights in them depending on what colour she wore-green or blue or
violet. Moonstones, | suppose you'd call them. We never talked about my mother, her daughter. She died
when | was five years old of swamp fever, and Gran reared me. She was awhole |ot tougher than my
father or grandfather, and they used to make strong men go pale.’

“That's not you, isit? Katharine reached out for a photograph on the round table beside her. It was
exceptionally good-a small boy about six or seven. Even at that age he was somebody, a very handsome
little boy, with black curly hair and light hining eyes and a bright, audacious grin.

He shrugged lightly, by way of explanation. "This was my grandmother's room.'

'‘Was it? Then I'm honoured. It's very beautiful.' She held the picture a moment longer, then put it down
with asigh. 'She must have escaped here.'

"Escaped? he queried.

“From you men.’

"Oh. ' He gave exactly the same grin. “She never wanted to escape, young Katharine. In away Gran
created Half-Moon-not the holding, no woman could ever do that, but the homestead. No one ever
disputed her here, not her superb taste nor her judgment. It was she who resolved on having the
Dangerfield mansion in the wilds. Y ou could set his house down on any estate in the world and it would
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hold its own.'

‘I know. I'm all in favour of it, Mr Dangerfield.'

'Curt,’ he corrected. 'WithaC.'

‘Katharine with aK,' she retorted dreamily, turning her blonde head along the back of the chair. "My
friends call me Kat.'

"But how curious. It doesn't suit you at all. You're not in the least feline. Neither are you a Kate-but
you're obviously falling asleep. Shall | ask Marthato help you?

'No," she said gently. "I just might stay here and pretend I'm part of the past. I'll turn the light out and
smell the gardenias and look out into the night. Thissis one of our historic homesteads, a frontier castle.’
"The mosquitoes will eat you alive. There's one posed along your shoulder.' He leaned forward and
tapped his finger against the soft little hollow near her collarbone and a queer little pain slashed through
her. "The mosquitoes get up when everyone else has gone to bed. Pull your net, Katharine. That's an
order.’

‘| might suffocate,' she said, feeling she was suffocating then. Her heartbeats were shaking her. '| hate
nets.’

“I'd hate to see red weals on your skin, and they can become infected. No arguments, please, or I'll pull it
myself.’

“I'll allow you to do that. It's perfectly plain | can't get up.'

"Really? He was beside her, and she stared up at him breathlessly.

"From that | don't want you to gather | need a helping hand.'

'‘Bethat asit may, you're getting one. | can well see that a woman like you might need an escape route.
My grandmother faced facts.'

'Damn your arrogance!' she said faintly, allowng herself to be half lifted to her feet. | can't feel you
know me at all, Mr Dangerfield.'

'‘Ah, then why are you quivering?

' don't want to go any deeper.'

'l know you're intelligent, Katharine, but you haven't had a very extensive acquaintance with men,.'
"They're not all that important in agirls school.’

‘That's not what my various nieces tell me. everyone knows what girls think about most of the time.’
‘They're improving,' she said. "Pretty nearly all my students work hard. | can see that you're teasing me,
but | can't see your motivation.'

Curt shook her dlightly and she was forced to look up at him. “Perhaps I'm trying to distract your mind.
Services rendered, so you can get agood night's sleep.'

“You'revery kind.'

"No, I'm not.'

'No, you're not! | spoke off the top of my head without thinking.'

‘Naturally. Y our eyes emphasize what you realy believe!'

“Then I'd better proceed with extreme caution.’

"Exactly what I'd have said myself. Now | think my talents might extend so far asto pull that net.’

'l can do it, honestly." She watched him move away from her, his dark-timbred voice faintly laced with
acid. She hadn't affronted him, but clearly she was.annoying him with the minimum of effort.

"Here, catch!" He hurled a pillow at her and for a miracle she caught it, hugging it to her slender frame
like some kind of armour. This started him laughing and the moment of antagonism passed
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"I begin to ask myself why you're being nice to me? she queried.

“| always do my level best for damselsin distress, Miss Katharine. Now," he looked around the room
quickly, then back to her, "I think you can manage the rest. | want you to promise me one thing.'

“I'll do my level best.'

"You'll take every last piece of advice | give you from now on.'

'Well..." she hesitated.

“It's safer. Anyway, shelve the matter until the morning. At which time you might tell me what you were
going to tell me before.’

Irresistibly her eyes travelled over hisface. Handsome as it undoubtedly was, it was rather arelentless
face, green eyes narrowing, a challenging angle to his decisively cleft chin. Something urged her to tell
him, and at once, but the words refused to form themselves in her mouth, at least in away he might find
acceptable.

"Well then ..." He was obviously maddened by her curious reverie, though he was studying her every bit
as intently as she was studying him. "I'll say goodnight. Y ou could, if you chose, Katharine, drive me
mad.'

"Not as bad as that, surely?

His gaze was so very clear it was amost green ice. 'For no other reason than you're a good half dozen
years on the charming and helpless side. Old habits die hard.'

'| don't follow you at all.’

"Mercifully. * he said dryly.

There was a fraught silence while Katharine continued to stare at him, compulsively, her eyes
shimmering. It didn't seem possible, but she didn't want him to go. He was so vivid, so immediate, there
was awhole world of profit in his presence alone. It didn't seem possible either, but he was no stranger
to her. She had known him before, in another life. Then, as now, her feelings for him had been not
unmixed with a curious trepidation.

Curt seemed to share her preoccupation, his eyeslit with an ironic amusement. 'l have the idea,
Katharine, I've met you some time before.'

'Y ou're troubling me, too,' she said, her voice faintly melancholy. "I supposeit's really a subject for a
psychologist.'

He smiled at that, the skin stretched taut against the bold modelling of his cheekbones. *I don't need any
help, Katharine, though it's apparent someone has to protect you from yourself.'

"Surely that's your idea of acruel joke?

"Who's cruel ? he asked her, his green eyes probing her face, searching deep into her heart and her brain.
“Isn't acleft chinasign of ruthlessness?

“Isit? Hereached out and clasped her wrist, his fingers an iron bracelet. "Even if it was, which |
seriously doubt, | wouldn't let it worry you. You're just abad case of the jitters, asad little girl ina
strange land.'

"Asfar asI'm concerned I'm quite grown up,’ she insisted.

"We won't argue to what degree. To me, you look desperately young.' For an instant his face wore a
remote brooding look that startled her.

'‘Come back,' she said, as much for him as for herself.

“Isthat aplea? Y our voice makes me believe it.'

"I expect it's because you looked very sombre.'
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"At least you recognised it," he said. "That's something, isn't it?

His tone nettled her. "If it's true, why? | know what you represent up here, but you must let me know,
what steps you will take.'

“Taken, don't you mean? The trouble with Darin is, he can't do a good job without complications.’
Startled and angry, she looked up at him. "What proof have you got that he's still alive? Y ou sound so
sure of yourself.'

"My dear little girl,' he said bluntly, "I can obtain information from all sorts of channels, official and
otherwise.'

'An efficient espionage system.' His manner ove her on.

'Don't sound so biting. It doesn't suit you.'

‘A true statement, surely? she persisted.

‘It sounds a bit likeit, | must admit. Let go of this dedicated air, Katharine, for your own sake. | wanted
you to keep out of it.'

“That | cannot possibly do." She turned her head way, the soft brilliancy of the chandelier emphaing her
look of shining delicacy. Curt's own expression seemed to harden. "No." he agreed with finality. "You've
committed your self pretty fully. Let me say only, it's safer and wiser to leave the whole businessto me.'
‘There's no danger, is there? She looked back at him, her grave eyes measuring his face. For a split
second he seemed to hesitate, then he shrugged his wide shoulders as though tiring of the whole thing. I
can do alot of things, Kathrine, you can't.'

"So | just have to depend on you?

“Isthat so bad? Y ou could look alittle happier about it.'

"Thisisn't apleasure trip, Mr. Dangerfield.!"

'Curt,’ he suggested rather crisply. "Call me Curt.' His green eyes were brilliant, faintly angry, befitting
the absolute monarch of his own world.

“Curt by name, curt by nature,' she offered patty

"Asamatter of fact, I'm anything but that. A lot people find me perfectly pleasant. I'm interested in
peace, not war. Sociable experiments like this one . His right hand moved out and twisted her head up,
strokingg the blonde hair back from her face. Y ou and Darin do have a certain family resemblance,’ he
said slowly, "both of you seem bent on sabotage.’

“That isn't true,’ she said, almost closing her eyes against him. ‘It just isn't true.’

"No?

The room was rocking round him, rising and falling, so that for a moment she thought she would faint.
Some dark aurawas on him, akind of hard recklessness he had been fighting all day.

Y ou're hurting me.' she said, though his fingers were barely bruising her skin.

I'm sorry." Immediately his hold lightened, but still lingered. “Such a soulful little victim, when you've
not the faintest notion just how chivalrous I'm being. Remember, Katharine, you've upset all my
meticulous plans. '

Her fine, white-petalled skin seemed on fire. She was standing so close to him she was almost afraid of
herself. Never had she experienced desire nor even understood it, but now she knew what it could do.
“This can't be happening. ' she said, nearly lost in sensation.

"‘Why not? Emotions blossom in the tropics. It's pretty hectic up here-something to do with the heat and
the rain-storms. Consider the lilies on the lotus ponds, Katharine.' His green eyes swept her face, a
deliberate challenge that made her flash out at him:
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"Stopl Don't dare try to colour my judgment!’

"Which only goes to incite me further. Such a dangerous indulgence, daring me. The last straw . '
Katharine threw up her head, trying to measure up to him, but the mockery in his eyes only deepened.
He caught her against him almost leisurely, bent his head, touched her mouth lightly, with such a smooth
arrogance and pleasure she yielded dizzily against him, too outmanoeuvred to resist. It would have been
hopel ess anyway. There was an odd pitch of intensity to all this, a glitter of hosility, a powerful sexual
spark. When he finally eased her, she still had to lean against him, Which made it all the more
humiliating. “That was forgivable!'

Unexpectedly he laughed. 'Keep all the complaints for the morning. That should be an activity itself.

Y ou're rather a puzzle, Miss Gossamer yes. Y ou look as cool as a gardenia, but just then the coolness cut
out.’

Katharine had no answer to that. She wanted to retaliate, but she was ashamed of her own reactions, like
a bonfire within her. Never had she considered emotional involvement, but here it was close at hand. A
man so forceful could rule one's entire life.

"Nothing'sreal,' she said plaintively.

'| thought we made perfectly clear that it is.. now, I'm making a serious bid to go. Y ou're not frightened
of thunderstorms as well? She would have liked to make a rush at him to stop him, but she had aready
made afool of herself. She sank into the rocking chair, trying to speak lightly. "I'm not overly
enthusiastic about either, but in that big, beautiful bed | just might fall into amagic sleep.’

“| rather fancy you might. There's no point in looking a dream if you can't act it out.'

"I gather you don't approve.’

‘I don't know," he drawled lazily. Y ou're very interesting in afey sort of way. | just wanted to warn you
of a possible thunderstorm. It's the usual thing this time of year.'

"Another sort of warning might have been more pertinent. Do you always kiss your house guests
goodnight?

"Actualy amost never. It takes a very specia kind of girl to arouse me.’

His dark masculinity was almost frightening in such afeminine room. “Surely you don't think it was a
mutual passion? she asked faintly.

'I'd say s0,' he stressed briefly. 'Now thisis hardly the time for melodrama. | think Martha mentioned to
you that she'll be bringing you a nightcap?

“| don't redlly need anything,’ she said, feeling just as unstrung as she could have been.

'l think you do." His green gaze whipped over her, lingering on the pulse in her throat. "We Dangerfields
have a passion for running people'slives. Isn't that what your innocent imagination has been telling you?
"Yes!

Hisironic little laugh was like a velvet bell in histhroat. "Goodnight, Katharine.'

“Goodnight, Mr Dangerfield. | realise now | really know absolutely nothing about you.'

"Wéll, | know alot about you. Perhaps fortunately.’

She let her head droop into her hand,, exposing her creamy, vulnerable nape. All that splendid dark
insolence was too much for her, yet, he was looking at her with coldly amused detachment. "1 might
have done better staying at home.'

“Instead of which you've set yourself up as a sacrificia lamb. So beiit.'

After he had gone, Katharine looked around the room with some bewilderment. In afew short hours,
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Curt Dangerfield had become aforcein her life. How had it happened, and so easily, amost invitably?
Evenin kissing her he had secured a psychological advantage, both curious and frightning. A man of
infinite calculation, perhaps he had kissed her for just that reason. There had been recharging tension
between them all day, and the kiss had confirmed it. Now it seemed to her that she had undergone some
startling change.

She turned her head, examining her face in the victorian swing mirror. It still looked the same. It wasn't
her first kiss, assuredly, but now it dawned n her that up until afew minutes ago she hadn't

known the first thing about it.

Curt Dangerfield was a man of experience and considerable skill, and thinking this, she stiffened, almost
fanatical about her personal dignity. She was known to be, and was, a very fastidious girl, yet here she
was rocking herself back and forth as though she harboured a secret passion.

Still, it was difficult to calm down after akiss like that. Her mouth still quivered and the male scent of
him clung to her. Above all, she was forced into realising just how vulnerable she had been made to
become. It wasin Curt Dangerfield's power to hurt her. She hadn't rocked herself this madly since she
was ten years old on her grandmother's veranda. Obviously such a sensuous and reckless clash could
never be alowed to happen again, for being with Curt Dangerfield was like being swept along on awild
current, and now he was gone, she felt stranded on the oceans of carpet. She had to think about anything
but this man on Half-Moon. His effect on her was her second major shock when her anxiety for Darin
was bad enough. If he were alive, surely he would contact her soon.

In the open doorway Rada Lewis suddenly materialised, staring with some fixity at the girl in the
rocking chair. 'lIf you're supposedly so tired,' she burst out explosively, "why don't you go to bed? Y ou
look ridiculous sitting there, like a stunned rabbit.’

Katharine, unaware of her until she spoke, started to get up. ‘Oh well,' she said lightly, determined not to
let Rada upset her, "I suppose | might aswell. At least I'm not drunk .’

Rada had certainly done better than average at dinner, but the little tilt in no way went home. She swung
the door shut behind her and advanced on Katharine as though she was about to teach the younger
woman alesson, employing a very strong tone: "Y ou know something? Thisis no time for reticence. It
was all your own idea coming up here, now there's no use crying about it, like some little idiot out of the
movies. | want you to promise me one thing-in fact, | absolutely insist.’

‘Do tell me,' Katharine invited, fascinated and repelled by Rada's massive arrogance.

"Get out of here," Rada exclaimed bitterly, “just as quick asyou can. If you don't you might live to regret
it.

“You're looking at a survivor," Katharine said calmly. "What did you think | was-arag doll?

"No. You're just making the mistake of your life.’

"What, making enquiries about my brother?

'| think Curt pledged himself to do that, but why he should bother..." Rada broke off with a
contemptuous wave of her hand.

"Wouldn't you go after someone who was lost? Katharine queried.

'Lost? Have you gone raving mad?

Katharine found herself trembling. She put her hands to her hair and loosened the silky coil until, it fell
in a soft, shining curtain round her shoulders. "I keep waiting for a climax,' she said painfully.
"Someone to actually tell me something, not petrify me with wild statements. Asfar asmy going is
concerned, surely Mr Dangerfield has all the say?
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'Curt,’ Rada explained with the utmost icy precision, 'has vouchsafed me this little job. Naturally he
didn't want to deliver any ultimatums himself .’

'‘Whichisal very well for your story, but it's ssmply not true . What little I've seen of Mr Dangerfield he
would scarcely need to hide behind your skirts. The ideais ludicrous. I'm sure his nerve is demonic and
what you're saying is weak. It's not the name of the game, and he's not the man for the part.'

“You think I'm aliar? Rada hurled at her, her eyes glittering in her flushed face.

'On this particular subject, yes," Katharine said bravely, for violent temper was disfiguring Rada's face. "I
realise you don't like me." An understatement. "1 know you don't want me here, but I'm afraid I'll have to
ignore your warnings. Y ou see, it's Darin I'm interested in, after all.'

"How dareyou 1' Rada said ringingly, an uncanny wildness about her. “1'm not here as some sort of
rival '

'l didn't precipitate this scene, Mrs Lewis, you did. May | remind you I'm not stone? If you insist on
attacking me, surely I'm alowed afew thrusts. It seems only fair.'

Rada did forward in slow motion, aweirdly dominating figure, and despite herself Katharine found
herself backing. "Indeed you are,' Rada agreed with soft menace, "it's just that you're getting yourself
into really hot water. What do you know of your precious brother beyond all the silly, innocent kid stuff?
"I know he was foolish enough to fall in love with you.'

"He? How could he?
Asaweapon it was a piece, of inspired brilliance, for Rada had come to afull stop, her face whitening to
apitiable degree. Now that she had said it, Katharine had no option but to continue with such a
formidable subject. 'He did,' she said quietly.

Rada's confidence that appeared to have run out suddenly took on an entirely fresh impetus. "A
stockman, an employee, to look so high?

“For all your elegance and glamour | think you're appalling.’

Rada walked briskly to the window and looked out of it. “Y our opinionisentirely irrelevant . She
seemed quite sure of herself and her colour was returning. "How contemptible of you to suggest that |
would even look sideways at your brother.'

Y ou mightn't strike everyone as all that splendid,’ Katharine said clearly.

Y ou cheeky little bitch .’

'Never. I'd only be an amateur beside you. It all tiesin pretty strongly with your image. A woman like
you could probably turn Darin into a madman temporarily, one hopes .’

"How clever of you .' Rada laughed, prepared to accept that she could do just that.

"It proves my point, if it needed proving, that is,' Katharine said hardily.

Y ou might tell me what you're getting at,’ said Rada, beginning to get worked up again. “It's war
between us.’

“| don't really care, though | realise you're probably fantastic at that sort of thing!"

"The wicked temptress .' Rada shrilled, her wild eyes betraying her. “Y our brother isn't the only imbecile
in your family.'

“Let's clear that point up. My mother, for instance, would never have parted with that gold collar you're
wearing. You would know, of course, that it's valuable?

Rada's matt white skin was distinctly dewed with sweat, all the blustering arrogance retreating. | don't
know what you're talking about.'

“You do. In my own view it was imbecilic of you to wear it. Darin gave it to you, didn't he?
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“I think not .' Rada said violently, an ugly anger vying with the extent of her own involvement.

"Takeit off. Show it to me," Katharine invited. "There are linked initials on the clasp.’

'I certainly don't have to do that!" Rada protested as though the suggestion was preposterous. "The
ownership of this collar is very much my own affair. It's a beautiful piece of work, but | don't imagine
it'saone of akind. Your mother may well have owned asimilar piece.’

"It belonged to my grandmather, actually,’ Katharine said calmly. | have alocket of hers over there on
the bureau. Inside the locket is a photograph of her as ayoung bride. She was wearing it then a present
from my grandfather made up to his own design. Would you careto seeit?

‘I don't. Infact, if there are two of them, | don't want thisone at all!" Rada ripped the gold collar from
her and hurled it to the floor.

Katharine retrieved it, holding it tenderly. 'There were no initials, but of course Darin gave it to you, and
we both know why.'

'In which case,' Rada lashed back spitefully, 'Darinisathief . He would do anything, be in anything, to
get money. You'd better pray Curt doesn't catch up with him, otherwise your Darin might wind up in jail.'
“You're the only one who has implied that!"

"My dear! Work it out for yourself. Y our brother is an adventurer, ane'er-do-well. Are you completely
stupid, or must | draw pictures?

"Only yoursis necessary. It explains agreat deal. If Darin gave you this, he must care deeply for you. He
had enough family feeling left.’

"Y ou over-emphasize your point, little girl!" Rada sneered maliciously. “certainly I'm not adverseto a
man's admiration, but let's look at the facts. A man simply must provide an excellent living, and Darin
wasn't going anywhere. Isn't that it ? A manager of an outstation. '

Itwasadtart '

‘I wouldn't look at less than amillionaire!" Rada stated emphatically, feeling herself quite rightly pressed
to the limit.

“Then your cousin seemsto qualify,’ Katharine returned coolly.

'‘Assuredly.’ For an instant Rada's red rage seemed to blaze at her. "And just as assuredly, it's none of
your business. I've aready found what | want. 1'd advise you to move on before something unpleasant
overtakesyou.'

“I'll go when I'm convinced Darin isin no danger.'

"How blind can you get? Rada amost shrieked at her. "'How much do you earn as a schoolteacher?
"Enough,’ Katharine said with compl ete surprise.

‘All right.' Rada slapped one bejewelled hand into the other. 'I'll pay you to go away again.'

'‘But how extraordinary .'

Y ou accept?

'Don't think of it ." Katharine said rapidly. 'Surely you're betraying yourself somehow? Why on earth
would you pay me to go away again? It doesn't make sense unless you know something you're not
saying.'

'‘Darin made arun for it," Rada announced abruptly, looking straight ahead of her as though her control
might fail her. The sinister influence behind her exotic sophistication was never morein evidence. "You
don't mean anything to your brother, but you might fall a casualty to hislittle game.’

“In which you would seem to be implicated .’

"Please!’ Rada threw up a scornful hand. 'Darin's a quick worker, but his decisions of late have been less-
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than brilliant. By the time Curt has got through with him..."

"Where is he? Katharine interrupted.

"How should | know? Rada flashed her an odd glance, part arrogance, part crumpled hate.

Y ou more than anyone,' Katharine returned quietly.

'l know nothing!" Radainsisted explosively. "It's been like some frightful nightmare for al of us.'

'l don't follow.'

“Isit necessary you should? All you have to do is obey me. Go back where you belong. Darin may be
your brother, but to you he's a closed book. Depend on him and you'll be bitterly disappointed.’

'l think | can promise you | only want to make sure he's alive,' Katharine assured her.

'‘Well, don't use this roof as some kind of protection. Darin's alive. He just has to change histactics. Y ou
know he was involved in theillegal trafficking of birds? Rada gave the younger girl an indifferent
glance that brightened with malice. 'Oh dear, a sour note, when | thought-you knew. Y es, apparently he
felt he could steal what he liked.'

‘Darin wouldn't do anything so miserable,' said Katharine, though she was beginning to visualiseis
doing just that.

"Come off it . ' Radalaughed scathingly. ‘Don't look asif I've ruined your young life. Hustling birds
wouldn't disturb Darin. They fetch afine price in Hong Kong, especially the Golden Throat.’

"And you're telling me he was actually convicted of this?

"Not convicted, no. He and the birds conveniently disappeared. There have been stock losses as well.'

It occurred to Katharine, as pale as alabaster, that the room was beginning to spin. "Why didn't Mr
Dangerfield tell me?

“Perhaps he realised such atouching little-girl faith would be hard to shed. Curt picks histargets and you
look a mere child sitting there, even alittle retarded. I'm sorry to have to do this, but Darin's behaviour
has been utterly contemptible. If you're wise, you'll please go away.'

“There must be something in it for you. What?

Rada's narrow golden eyes dilated. | owe you no answers. In fact, I'm indifferent to your plight,
whatever that might be. Y ou've made atrip up here for nothing. Curt's done everything he could on your
behalf and it seems to me he's letting you down pretty lightly. What Darin isinvolved inisn't pretty. It
was bound to come sooner or later-any scheme at all to bring in some ready money.'

"And for you . Katharine struck home, her grey eyes intent.

Rada whirled about, her eyes full of fire, but the shock was still showing. 'Don't say that again.' she
exclaimed in an intimidating manner.

"Why not? Y ou're the woman. | knew there was one.’

“You imagine | got my hooksinto him?

“| didn't say it. The gold collar told me. Probably you were the most important thing that had ever
happened to him. The Arabian Nights, the Queen of Sheba, at any rate a professional Circe.'

Rada's hand shot out and connected, an expert hard slap. 'Y ou're the most stupid creature imaginable. |
hardly gave athought to him. Don't blame me if your brother got mixed up in al the old rackets.'

"And who brought him into them? Y ou? Katharine put up a hand to her smarting face, but otherwise
was seemingly untouched.

"Are you threatening me? Rada's voice rose sharply, her eyes brilliant with sudden, intense emotion.
"Why does the aggressor always say that? Tell me, Mrs Lewis, where do you get your information from?
"Don't worry about that . ' Rada answered promptly. "I deal with the facts, despicable as they seem to be.
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Nevertheless, I'm still capable of suggesting it's suicide for you to remain up here.'

"How theatrical . Eveniif it were true, | don't care about that now. I'm staying and by the way | think
you're pretty appalling. Glittery, but still afishwife.'

"And I'd like to break your silly little neck with one blow," Rada responded, staring at Katharine intently
as though she was considering how best to go about it.

Despite herself Katharine laughed. "I know the type. How lucky you are I'm not at al violent. It's
inexcusable in awoman, almost acrime.’

"Don't you look so smug about it. No doubt your dear brother will go to jail. At least | hope so. Not what
you expected, isit, dear? If you'd tried to be co-operative, | might have helped you.'

"No doubt we'll come to your reasons,’ Katharine said dryly.

"Meaning what?

"There's an explanation for your behaviour,' Katharine said finally.

There was a short rap at the door and they both stared at it blankly, hardly daring to breathe. A second
later it opened and Martha Tyrrell came into the room, looking searchingly from one to the other, seeing
the odd look of fright in Rada's eyes abating. It wasn't Rada, however, who concerned her, but their
young visitor.

"I wouldn't stand about talking if | were you, Katharine, she said. Y ou look about ready to drop.'

"And I'm the one who's been keeping her awake . ' Rada said gaily. 'Okay, I'll see myself out. Sleep well,
Katharine, and remember what | told you. It was all gold.’

'‘What's wrong? Martha asked abruptly, after Rada had gone.

"It looks bad for Darin, doesn't it? Katharine managed, equally terse.

"What's Rada been telling you? asked Martha.

"Possibly the truth.’

"Which is?

'Darin hasn't passed up one opportunity for making easy money.'

'‘Rada always did like slinging mud about. Only she won't missit. Maybe she was the motive.' Katharine
sat down hard on the bed. "I challenged her with that and received a thundering retort. But he has, hasn't
he? she asked sadly.

"I don't know what Rada told you.'

"Birds. Cattle." Katharine said with false calm.

"Birds, yes," Martha burst out unhappily. "He's not be first to come at that.. Some even boast about it as a
lucrative sideline. About the cattle | can't say. On a station this size it'simpossible to patrol the whole
area. We've had stock losses, certainly. Whoever is responsible, they're pretty highly organised, but Curt
doesn't know or isn't saying whether Darin was fixed up in it. There have been leakages of informtion as
well. Confidential Dangerfield transactions, property sales, that kind of thing.'

“Surely Darin wouldn't have access to that?

"For awhile there, Curt really trusted him,'

Martha said heavily, "He gave him a promotion and he opportunity to improve himself. Half-Moon isn't
the only Dangerfield station. The properties snake up through the Centre down to the Channel Country:
Darin, if he had proved himself, could have found himself manager of any one of them. | could have
sworn' that was just what he wanted. All he had to do was show he was competent and one hundred per
cent reliable.’

"And he didn't do that?
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'No, I'm sorry, my dear, hedidn't. | liked him. It's my opinion he fell hook, line and sinker for Rada, but
he would never have made it with her. A little excitement, that's all. Rada is accustomed to admiration,
and | feel | must warn you she's dangerous. She won't scruple to put you in the wrong, that's been
brought home to me at high speed. I'm only saying this because | can see she's chilled you through to the
bone.'

"Or put me through a shredder. It all fits, but | can't takeit in.'

Martha started back to the door and turned to speak to her. "I guess we can all get through this,
Katharine. Y ou want the true picture. Stay. I'll be very glad of your company and so will young Sally.
Don't let Rada wipe you out.'

'What about Mr Dangerfield? Katharine lifted her head.

"Curt is someone to hold on to through a cyclone, Martha said wryly. "The only time you need worry is
when he shows you the door.’

"He didn't want me here.’

'Now it's the other way round,’ Martha said plainly. I think you'll find he'll insist on your staying on, at
least for alittle while. Don't worry, my dear, Curt's absolutely super, avery special person. It's not
unusual with the Dangerfields. | worshipped the ground his grandmother walked upon-we all did. Don't
take Rada as typical of the family,' she went on. “She's not typical at all. I've never met nother one like
her. There are things about her that another woman sees. In the days ahead, don't go to Sally's defence. It
will only rebound on the hill. You'll seethe situation as you go along. None of us bother Curt with
guestions, we just wait on him. I'd advise you to do that. You'll find he's on our side.'

"Yes,' Katharine agreed quietly, 'but it would be n impossible task if he's gunning for Darin.'
Marthavisibly sighed. "I can only say again, if here's any messto clear up, let Curt handleit. He knows
best. He's been trained to take over the reins since he was asmall boy. He'sin touch with all the
authorities and he can pull any number of strings. If Darin deserves some kind of punishment, and |
sincerely hope he doesn't, you can hope for justice with a strong dash of mercy. Curt is avery generous
man, though | wouldn't care to cross him myself.'

“It'sas simple as that, then . ' said Katharine. 'Hard and strong and clever. He doesn't push it, | have to
admit. It'sall there.'

'Have courage, child ." Martha smiled at her.

"Maybe tomorrow. Thank you for being so kind to me, Mrs Tyrrell.'

"Martha,' the housekeeper invited. "I'm Martha everyone around here. Drink up that milk-it's laced with
something extra. Sleep easy, my dear. Things always look better in daylight." She went ahead and pulled
the door after her, flashing a smile as she went.

Katharine took agrip on herself and began to sip the hot milk. Something extrawouldn't change
anything, but it might get her through the night. Some good had to come out of all this, but she could
never go to Rada Lewis for acharacter reference. It had its funny side, but Rada hated the sight of her.
Why?

CHAPTER THREE
For afew hours more night sslumbered in a humid hiatus that made even a cool top sheet unbearable,

then shortly after midnight, the storm broke in fury. Great rounds of thunder shattered the silence and in
its wake, lightning, showering Katharine's room in aradiant white light. She woke in confusion,
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murmuring over and over : 'Ohno!"’

Outside the garden was moaning and a bird shrieked as though shot. It sounded to Katharine,so recently
deeply asleep, quite shocking. So this was the end of the Dry. It was utterly elemental, the explosive clap
of the thunder, a sky that ran with aliquid white fire. Another flash revealed the sheer curtains whipping
about crazily like ghosts. At arush, before therain fell, Katharine pushed back the netting and padded
across the room to the French doors.

Beyond the encircling verandah; the great ornamental trees of the garden, the scarlet blossoming
poincianas, were being lashed about in afury. The rain came afew seconds after, a prolific deluge under
which the whole world seemed to drown. It even seemed possible that the house, that had been built to
withstand cyclones, might be swept away. Katharine stood there in her thin nightdress stilled into
fascination. Every living thing just had to be awake. No one could sleep through such a massive
bombardment, that made even her ears ache. As an example of her first tropical thunderstorm she would
remember it. She was still immersed in the savage flickering of the lightning when ayoung, very
unsteady voice spoke behind her.

"Who's that?

Katharine wheeled around, almost incapable of answering for amoment until she made out the small
figure that had emerged like a frightened bird from the adjoining bedroom. "You're Sally.’

"Yes, | am.' The voice was quivering badly.

Katharine put out a reassuring hand, changing automatically to her schoolteacher voice, superb for
calming small children.

'I'm Katharine,' she said conversationally, as though it was the middle of a blue summer's day and not a
shattering rainstorm that flowed al over them. “I've cometo join you for awhile. Come over by me. I'm
not surprised you can't sleep.’

Sally's small figure swayed whitely, then a clammy little hand accepted Katharine's own and held there.
“Yes, it'sawful, isn't it? she volunteered, and Katharine could see she was close to real terror. "I can't get
used to these storms. They're so loud and the trees go bang against the walls. I'm sure one of them will
topple down on us.'

“I shouldn't think so," Katharine said, before the fury of the storm. It had been her own fear as well.
"They must be immensely strong. Why, they've been challenging the elements for a hundred years. This
ismy first experience of agreat thunderstorm. Y ou must be afew up on me. It's very spectacular rather
like awicked, mad fairy with amagic wand. Look over there. '

Sally had never thought of it as a game. She absorbed the sight of the dancing dangerous lightning in
silence, then snatched a breath. "The rain is so melancholy. It makes me cry, the way all the leaves

drip down. Sodden.’

"Witches wailing? Katharine suggested.

Y ou're funny. 'smiled the child.

“Let'sthink of the trees as castles. The great branches are the turrets. No matter how loud the thunder,
how vivid the lightning, they won't know fear. Haven't you a favourite tree?

"Not here. Here the wind tears at the leaves and the fruit bats get in the mangoes. Y ou should hear them
shriek. They gorge themselves on the hanging fruit. The trees here are too big. They spread everywhere!’
Such adesolate little girl she sounded. Katharine put a protective arm around the thin shoulders. "What
about going back to bed?

“Lightning is dangerous,” Sally maintained, staring out at it fixedly.
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"So bright and untamed. Would you like me to close the shutters?

"Then I'd suffocate.’

"Well, you'd better come in with me. See, the air's much fresher now. It will be over soon, I'm sure.'
'WEell, it's frightened me breathless. There's no magic for me.'

“You havetolook for it, Sally.'

"May | look from your room? the child asked.

‘Certainly. The bed's big enough for a dozen small friends.'

Inside the bedroom, Katharine switched on alight and felt a sharp sense of dismay at Sally's pathetic
little face. She was small for her age, at the moment rather distressingly plain, freckles standing out very
clearly, brown eyes unnaturally bright. Tendrils of hair escaped her thin little plaits when she really
needed afull fringe and a short blunt cut.

‘Don't be afraid, Sally,' Katharine said quietly.

“I'm not afraid now.'

"Surely it wasn't just the thunderstorm?

'Oh, being on my own, mostly, | suppose. Anyway, I'm better now. Thanks for coming to my rescue.
You're even prettier in the light.'

'What a nice thing to say .’

‘But it'strue. Look at me." Sally suddenly spun about and faced the cheval-glass.

'I'm looking, and | like what | see,' Katharine said promptly. Y our freckles are standing out and you're
very white. That's from trying not to cry.'

"My mother says I'm ugly." Sally crumpled and there was shame in her face.

"Mothers sometimes say things they don't mean,’ Katharine said soothingly.

"Oh no, she meansit.'

'l expect in afew years, Sally, you'll look very distinguished," Katharinee offered, anxious to wipe away
Rada's insult.

“I'd rather look like you,' said Sally. 'Even your hair would do. What a fabulous colour. It doesn't matter
that it's straight.’

“Into bed with you, Sally. You're till just a baby. There's plenty of time for you to go into the beauty
business. Which side do you want?

“The one nearest the bureau.’

'Right, then, hop in. Tomorrow we have lots to do, you know.'

Sally's small sguarish face suddenly blossomed and her brown eyes grew absorbed. "Oh, really? What?
Katharine regarded her for a moment. 'I'll leave that to you. Y ou must know all the best beauty spots.’
'Oh, |1 do .’

Sally was smiling and it gave Katharine great satisfaction. Sally smiling was a changed person. Asa
smileit could hardly have been bettered, as though her repressed spirit was suddenly freed. The thunder
now was muffled with only an occasional zigzag of forked lightning. Katharine turned out the light and
sank on to the bed. "I'll be very glad of your company, Sally.'

"Oh, redlly? Thank you," Sally said sleepily, and fell into a child's instant deep sleep, her head buried like
an ostrich half under the pillow.

Katharine smiled to herself as her own head started to droop. What a heartbreaking child.

Lonely, unloved by her own mother. Rada would have no patience with a plain, rather timid little girl.
Rada was amazingly arrogant. The rain continued to come down in a soaking roar, but soon Katharine
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too was fast asleep with Sally'swarm little body hard at her back. They were the innocents. Rada was
the pagan.

The birds woke her; lorikeets in a nectar-induced ecstasy in the banksiatrees. It wasn't quite seven.
Beside her, bunched up in the sheets, Sally was gently dreaming of the long trek before them, judging
from her expression. It stirred Katharine's heart. She bunched her own pillow by the child's side and got
up. She felt well and rested and the sight and the sound of the birds was enchanting. The day was
brilliantly fine but cool, yet with only a scented steaming from the garden to show for the night's
rainstorm; the crushed and spent carpet of blossom that lay in great drifts across the darkly green grass.
Creamy fragrant frangipani in so many pastel tints, golden trumpets of allamanda, the delicate jacaranda,
broken trusses of red poinciana blooms. It looked like a beautiful tangled jungle, the dazzling ,yellow
cascara, the high curtaining banks of pink and white and cerise bougainvilleathat flowered so brilliantly
lavish and made the North so distinctive. It was beautiful, but after last night Katharine knew it was
wild. The wet season brought in the cyclones, violent hurricanes that left atrail of destruction, but for
now, the steaming earth and the grass smelled delicious, washed squeaky clean. If only Darin were here..
Determined not to become discouraged, she dressed swiftly, moving softly so as not to wake Saly, very
slender and vulnerable in a cool, pretty sundress that lent atinge of limpid blue to her eyes. There was
no one in the hallway, but the sounds of suppressed laughter scurried through the quiet house from the
region of the kitchen. Aboriginal laughter, merry and compulsive. She would be able to beg a cup of
coffee there not that she really needed it. She felt the urge to be out of doors, as though the peace of the
beautiful morning could shatter at a moment.

Without warning and almost for an answer the study door opened out in front of her and Katharine
found herself looking directly into Rada's eyes. Astonishment, anger, a curious look of complicity was at
war there. Deep shadows were beneath those eyes, the matt white face perhaps a shade puffy, curiously
naked without make-up. Rada's voice was indescribably hostile; fully displaying her feelings.

"Have you taken to spying on me?

Such anger and injustice weighed heavily on Katharine, but not for her to return that primitive wrath.
She spoke quietly. "Haven't you noticed it's morning? I'm on my way out of doors.'

Radawas in such a nervous state she hardly seemed able to control herself. ‘Don't joke with me .’

'l beg your pardon, I'm quite serious.'

'‘What | do is no concern of yours. ' snapped Rada.

"Of course." Katharine couldn't bear it. She bent her blonde head and hurried past aware of Rada's
peculiar fragrance, the full flowing skirtt of her loose diamond-patterned smock. She could feel the
tension in the older woman, the enmity that lay like an iron bar across Katherine's slender shoulders.
Once in the open doorway, Katharine permitted herself to look around cautiously. Rada had already
disappeared, and for no clear reason, Katharine began retracing her steps. She had no great knowledge of
the layout of the house. It was very large with many rooms radiating out from the central hall, but she
did know that particular room was Curt's study. Her eyes were shining in her small, pale face. Such a
bitter tang to ruin the spell of the morning.

The door wasn't locked and the room was just as she imagined-sophisticated but workmanlike,
comfortable, very much masculine, elegantly personalised; a built-in storage wall, a handsome black
leather sofa and wing chairs, a circular scul ptured rug in a subdued rust colour over the black slate floor,
acollection of gleaming antique. firearms housed in a glass-fronted wall fixture, atiny bar for informal
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entertaining, an enormous custom-made desk with silver appointments and a huge polished chrome arc
light over it, the only strong colour impact in the whole room a magnificent action painting by Sawry,
one of hisIndian seriesinspired by atrip to America. It gave Katharine a curious feeling to be in such a
room. She switched on the arc light and directed the beam full on the painting, flushing slightly with
pleasure. The blue of the sky was the same dense, beautiful blue as her dress, the whole thing forceful
and glowing, attracting her most critical attention.

Had Rada too been admiring the painting? Katharine didn't think so. Rada could probably go anywhere
she please in this big house, but there had to be areason for this early morning visit. In away it was
quite out of character. Rada was sure to be alate riser and not the sort of woman to be caught dead
without make-up. Katharine swung the arc light back again and looked around her, amost searching for
something she couldn't see. Rada was a very strange woman, a determined and ruthless woman, and her
golden eyes had burned too fiercely bright. There had been a harried air about her as well, a certain
eeriness, as though something weighed heavily on her mind. Even her voice would have cut into stone.
If it wasn't so absurd, she had eemed both frightened and suspcious of Katharine. The suspicion, at |least,
was on both sides.

Katharine turned and looked at the desk. The drawers were shut tight, the papers on the desk orderly, not
athing out of place-a confirmation of he man himself. Katharine had no business here, yet she edged a
little closer. She could scarcely go through Curt's papers, yet the sight of Rada comng out of the study
had strangely upset her, some kind of inbuilt warning. Y et there could be no sinister mystery in this
quiet study. What did she xpect to find? A report on her brother?

Just inside the doorway, Curt Dangerfield was studying her. His voice was cool, afaintly imperious note
init.

“I didn't expect to find you in my study .’

He looked much bigger and taller this morning, his eyes very green, the cleft in his chin very
pronounced.

“Sorry." Katharine smoothed the feeling of guilt out of her voice. It wasn't the time to go completely to
pieces. "Actualy | thought I might find you here.’

“Try again, Katharine.'

"Why else would | be here?

"You tell me,' heinvited.

Y ou like asking questions .'

He laughed, an attractive sound even if there was no humour init. ‘Damnright | do .’

'‘But you won't answer them.'

'‘And you were trying to find some answers here? Shame on you, Katharine!' He moved across the

room slowly and sank into the swivel chair, spinning it round to face her. "There's nothing here that
would concern you.'

"I touched nothing." Shee stood looking down at him, yet she was clearly on the defensive.

'What would you have liked to have searched for ... found?

Shetilted her head away from him, floundering hopelessly. “I'm too much in the dark.’

She could feel him shake his dark head. "I've given you the report on Darin.’

"Not all the facts,' she insisted.

"Look at me, Katharine, and sit down.”

'| don't chooseto.’

file://[E[/My%20Library/booksyROM ANCE/margaret%20...al f%20moon%20T X T/the%20man%200n%20hal f%20moon.txt (39 of 75)11/05/2010 14:49:39



file://[E[/My%20Library/books/ROM ANCE/margaret%20way/novel ' 1...man%200n%20hal f%20moon%20T X T/the%20man%200n%20hal f%20moon. txt

"How odd 1 Y ou look so sweet and innocent and amenable.’

'Strictly speaking, | am,' she told him.

"I like the sound of that. At least you dept.’

"Yes, | did. | had avisitor-Sally." She let her eyes encounter his very direct gaze.

“Poor little Sally. What wasiit, the rain?

"That, and being left far too much to herself.'

'‘What would you have me do? he asked with ironic amusement. "Come along at one o'clock in

the morning?

Despite herself, she coloured. "I didn't mean you. '

"Do you mean to tell me you don't like me?

She drew a deep breath. "I won't say.'

“All right, Katharine, I'll give up my attempt at probing. Let's go out and enjoy the morning.'
Sheignored the hint of acid. "Which iswhat | started out to do.’

‘And what interrupted you?

You.'

“| don't believe that. You're just trying to shake me off.’

"Now that would be something. I've got to face this, haven't I”? The truth about Darin.'

"Don't condemn him too early," he said sharply.

‘| don't. Never me.'

"Who, then? His voice was dangerously soft.

"MrsLewis.

'‘Ah ." He let out along breath, linking his hands behind his head, tilting back precariously in the chair.
"So we've led up to it. There are no secrets with Rada. Like all women.'

‘I wish you'd told me,’ said Katharine.

'‘What was there to tell? He got up abruptly with the uncanny grace he had, beside her so swiftly she
drew a startled breath.

"Don't tower over me. Y ou make me so hervous

“I'm quite human ." he said, his eyes narrowing. "Very human, in fact .' As he spoke he caught the point
of her chin and dropped a hard kiss on her mouth.

"Oh.' she said swiftly to cover her confusion, startled at the intensity, the colour and life that slashed
through her at just the brief touch of his mouth. Did he think he could do as he liked? Any gesture at any
time of his choosing? Colour came into her cheeks and her beauty was very real, though Curt was
looking at her now as though he disliked her.

"That's for being in the wrong place at the right time. So look out .

She moved her head back, barely touching her own quivering mouth. "You're apirate . Yes, a pirate.
Y ou only need a black patch over one eye.'

The glance that slid over her only discomfited her further, whipping up heat in her veins,

"Why? Because | steal afew kisses? I'm determined to enjoy your company, Katharine, though | can see
you're going to give alot of trouble.'

'Darin is supposed to have stolen cattle.'

"Who told you that? No, answer me.'

"You're hurting me . ' she complained.

“I'm not. Oh, maybe | am. Y our skin is so delicate.’
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“lsn't it s0? she asked, rubbing her wrist.

'It could be. I'm not sure, but I'll give you afirm promise. I'll find out. Don't meddle in anything
dangerous, Katharine.'

"But you only give me silence." She lifted her eyes with the sheen of repressed tearsin them.

‘Don't look at me like that. Y ou're not a hostage. What we all have to wait for is proof.’

'‘But you did try to spare me the facts?

“You're not listening, Katharine," he said harshly. "I said we need proof. Leave the whole thing to me. |
promise you whatever Darin's done, we won't send him to prison.’

"What doesiit really matter to you?

He twisted her head up but didn't answer immediately. Katharine found she couldn't meet his eyes, so
she fixed her attention on atiny brown button near his lean, darkly tanned throat.

"What marvellous lashes you have, Katharine,' he said with acute mockery.

She swept the same lashes up and gave an involuntary gasp. The man excited her unbearably, and to
make it worse he was perfectly aware of it. It was difficult to combat that hard,, baffling charm.

"I detest the way you're treating me '

'Really?

'Y es, and no way to deny it.'

'‘Dammit, Katharine, | don't want an argument. Please just wait. I'm used to obedience.’

Y ou don't have to convince me of that. All right, Mr Dangerfield, you'll hear no more from me. Today'
'Very cordially put. | can see you like scoring off me. | just want to tell you it's a dangerous habit. Let's
get out .’

She was trembling dlightly. His whole charismawas of such force and vigour that such a reaction might
almost be taken for granted. He took her arm, feeling the feathery waves of excitement.

"What the devil.'

'Oh, leave me alone ! ' she begged.

"Why, you perverse little witch . Y ou wanted to come here.’

“It'sfor Darin that | came.'

'‘And now you're here for yourself .

She sighed deeply, her silvery-grey eyes enormous.

“I'm rather frightened of you.'

"Yes, and | likeit. A healthy reaction. Y ou should be.'

She couldn't say anything, he mesmerized her so much. A man like Curt Dangerfield would always take
one's breath away. She spun on her hedl, striving for balance. If she wasn't careful, she could inflict a
whole lot of punishment on herself. She hadn't expected this, but it had happened, one of life'sironies,
her frightening awareness of everything Curt Dangerfield did and said. Some strange magnetism worked
between them, a crackle of electricity. His green eyes mirrored it, a certain self mockery, the sensua
twist to his mouth. In many ways he wass a damnable man, for she knew in his own way he somehow
resented her a miscal culation when he couldn't think of another.

“Can you ride? he asked abruptly, as though it would be a forcible shock to him if she said yes. "Oh,
stop looking so heartbreaking ! * he taunted her. "Can you? Not in that little skimpy dress." He was
propelling her gently into the hallway, instant authority, a golden beam of sunlight hitting his head
through the beautiful fanlight. ‘Come on, I'll forget our little feud if you will. If you can't ride, we'll go

inthe jeep.’
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‘| canride,’ she said, stabbed by his taunting.

Then go and get changed. Five minutes, no more.'

I'll wake Sally.!

"Do you want to come? he asked shortly, seemingly at the end of his patience.
"Ohyes!

"Well then ... Meet me down at the stables.’

Half a mile outside the homestead perimeter, a giant fig had been struck in the storm, Beetles swarmed
al over it, glittery steel-grey things, with red spots and huge black antennae, laying their eggs on the
fresh bark.

"The next generation,’ Curt pointed out. “They beat the opposition with sheer numbers and excreting a
poisonous antibiotic.'

‘The storm didn't do as much damage as | would have thought,' she commented.

‘That was mild.' His glance touched her, jade green.

Y ou surprise me.'

‘Stay and live through a cyclone or two. They should sweep in from the Coral Sea any time now, but
usually January through to March. We've been cut off for weeks with the rivers and creeks swollen and
choked with silt and fallen logs. The roads are impassable.’

'Well, it looks very beautiful now," she observed feelingly. "The air filled with scent, so many luxuriant
blossoming trees. No wonder ,the lorikeets and the honeyeaters swarm to them.'

‘All sweetnessisirresistible, Katharine. Most of our rain-forest trees flower now, but don't ride over
there. That's the Shining Leaf, the Stinging Tree. The leaves are covered with tiny toxic hairs. Y ou might
get abad sting.’

‘That's a good reason.'

‘Strangely enough the green possums feed on them, the Nymph butterflies aswell. Let's head over
towards the lantana. It's a major attraction for our great butterfly colonies. It was brought in as agarden
plant from Central and South America. Asyou can seg, it'sgone wild.'

“Spectacular walls of it! How dazzling.'

'It'samenace aswell.' he said dryly. "Inpenetrable and as jagged as barbed wire.'

'Do we need to dismount? Katharine turned to look at him and her skin tightened electrically. He was
the most disturbingly handsome man, all splendid easy arrogance, a superb rider on the most beautiful
animal she had ever seen, a coal-black stallion, powerful and fast to ride. Her own horse was a pinto filly
called Water Lily with excellent manners, but nothing like the great presence of Jet Master, Curt's horse.
Still, his selection was excellent. She would have been over-mounted on the black, if indeed she could
have managed him, though she was, as Curt quickly found out, no novice. Learning to ride had been
simple with an excellent pony club not far from their home. Once Darin had been its star member,
winning all the competitive events. So long ago .

He could see the sudden thought that tormented her. “Snap out of it, Katharine. Y ou're going to enjoy
yourself, remember? We don't need to dismount, as it happens. The butterflies won't mind if we stalk
them. The hunting birds don't bother them, either, only the spiders. We all seem to get caught in golden
webs.'

Near to the brilliant pink bank of lantana, the butterflies fluttered and darted in an incredible display.
Such magic and such an unfamiliar, haunting sight. 'How lovely ." Katharine exclaimed.
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There were dozens of Jezebels, white moth-like until they displayed their vivid under-patterns, yellow
and black and scarlet; pink and green spotted Triangles and orange and pansy brown Cruisers. The
beautiful red Lacewings sailed over the log the highest bunches of flowers, their deep rose pink into
crimson bordered by a velvety blue-black. The largest of them all, the giant Birdwing, afull eight inches
across, flopped her brilliant [ime and black wingslazily, her yellow body glinting in the sun, but the
most spectacular of all to Katharine's dazzled eyes was the beautiful Ulysses, its flashing, beating wings
the most intense iridescent blue, bordered by black and scalloped with a delicate tracery of white. It was
fascinating watching them touch down lightly on the frail flower clusters, probing flower after flower
with long exploring tongues.

It was a moment of enchantment in thiswild, lonely place. 'How marvellous . | wouldn't have missed
thisfor the world.'

Curt's eyes narrowed over her rapt profile. She was hatless, a state he didn't want repeated, and her hair
fell to onesidein asilvery dlide. In the bright sunlight her young skin was flawless. “It's acommon
sight!'

“It's another world to me.'

Y ou forgot to say thanks.'

"You make it hard for me," she explained diffidently.

"Oh. How?

"By just being you.'

He paused to consider this thoroughly, his eyes flickering across her young face. 'Oh, | see. ' He smiled,
an extraordinarily attractive smile, very cool and amused.

“I'm doing my best to cover it,' she went on.

‘All you can do.'

There was a pulsating silence while he just sat there arrogant as the devil watching her as though she
was the most fascinating butterfly of the lot.

Discovery was unfamiliar and an agony. Katharine couldn't withstand that green gaze. There was
something about him that made her physically breathless.

So much easier to concentrate on this brilliant, fluttering spectacle, coloured wings shot through by the
sun.

"Had enough? he enquired lazily. 'Stay here much longer and it might become tiresome.'

Her grey eyes were suddenly pleading. "Have | annoyed you?

"I expect in some way you have," hereplied dryly.

"Don't worry, you'll see lots more, but for now, we'll have done and go back for breakfast-not the usual
birdseed, by the look of you.'

'I've an average appetite, but please speak freely.'

"l usually do.'

She was aware of the breeze on her face, the pink, puff of blossom that rained down on them.

'‘Race you,' she said, trying to think why she had ever issued such a challenge to this centaur.

“I'll be damned ." His dark laugh reached her and that settled it. Katharine sent Water Lily off at agallop,
greatly exhilarated, racing across the open woodland, her heart hammering, her hair flying. Thelittle
pinto was alovely ride. She would give that arrogant beast a run for his money! She threw a quick look
out of the sides of her eyes, increasing her speed, exultant as the filly's lovely long stride lengthened. It
was effortless, like the breeze, this going together. What a sweet mover . She was very pleased with
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herself.

The stallion passed them like a basalt sculpture, going like ajet, itsrider lifting one arm high in the air
like a supremely confident rodeo rider, so lighthearted, so careless, Water Lily of her own accord just
gave up. Whatever it was, it was just no go. Katharine decided to press things no further. All she had to
remember was that Curt Dangerfield could beat her at anything.

"Well? he queried.

“Youwin.'

‘A very wise lady.'

“If you're conceited | suppose you've got cause,' she admitted.

“Thank you.' He bent sideways and bowed. 'As a matter of fact, Katharine, it was the greatest discovery
to me that you could ride at all. Which you do very well.’

'Y ou have the superior animal,' she pointed out mildly.

“I've plenty of other horses you can try out. It's along time since awoman challenged me.'

"Male vanity and pride .

'‘Any time.'

"You can be sure I'll get round toit.'

"Said with avery confident air.' The horses had drawn together, the stallion accepting Water Lily's
welcoming whinny as his due. Curt ran his fingers over the splendid dark crest. "When did you begin to
ride?

"When we were children. Darin and | went to the same riding school. We had a very good pony club that
kind of thing. Darin was wonderful .

The years blurred and ran back and she could see Darin's tawny head thrown back in elation, as he rode
over to the judge to salute. Darin flourishing his cap. Too much flamboyance and too little quiet
precision. He could never resist it. Top Score, Darin Sutton. He didn't always have control over himself,
but he had tremendous control over horses. Oh, Darin . The image of him diminished her pleasurein the
day.

‘| don't think | can bear it . ' she said, her eyes shimmering.

“You're too sensitive,' he said crisply, considering leer face. "Y ou must have been a very lonely child.
Some kind of brother fixation when | don't think you learned a great deal about him.'

"I know I'm longing to see him again,’ she assured him.

"He never showed much interest in you. Or your mother.'

“There was atime when he was everything to both of us. Y ou can't know.'

"Of Course | know . Oh, Katharine, grow up.'

'I might have known you wouldn't be at all sympathetic. It's plain to see you don't need anyone.’
“That'sthe first timein my life I've heard that.'

His green eyes met hers, very frosty and clear.

“It's all the same anyway,' she shrugged. "Neither of us can find him.'

"Areyou sure you want him found?

“I'd like to know the truth.’

'All right, take the birds,' he said jarringly. “That was pretty contemptible .

"Now you give it aname . ' Her hair spilled around her flushed face and she tilted her chin.

'Y ou said you wanted to know. Reality is quite different, isn't it, Katharine? No, you're not going
anywhere.' He leant over and gathered in the little pinto's reins. 'Darin wasn't the only one, of course.
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Some even boast about it. | just don't want you to fret about him. Opportunism is his middie name.'
Sheer, primitive, heart-wrenching rage overtook her. She couldn't help herself. Not Darin, the hero
figure of her childhood . Her hand flew but involuntarily and Curt grasped it in mid-air, holding it
painfully firm. "Are you so fragile you'll break under the strain? Y ou wanted to talk and I've got no more
timeto split hairs. Faceit .

“You're as good as condemning him .' she insisted.

“For the smuggling, yes. About anything else, | don't know as yet. Easier to let it go, Katharine.'

She was so close to him it was the greatest temptation not to try and hit out at him again. Someone had
to be punished for Darin. The sparkling jet of anger was still on her, making her eyes sparkle like gems.
She half turned towards him, her hands shaking.

“It's easy to see what's on your mind,' he said sharply. ‘Don't try it. Don't. | might forget the old maxims.'
I'll go . ' she threatened.

His expression changed elusively. 'l don't know what's got into you. Y ou want to be convinced of
Darin's innocence. Stay and be convinced. I'm not sending you away.'

"Why not? Y ou never wanted me herein the first place.’

‘True, but I've had arapid change of heart. All that misguided loyalty is appealing. Maybe | care what
happens to that precious white skin. Y ou're too beautiful to throw to the lions!'

'‘Don't waste your black charm on me," she said, breathing erratically.

“All right, I'll keep it. No need to panic, Katharine, I'm not going to touch you. Neither will | let anyone
else hurt you. Probably I'll wind up with one hell of a headache. It was my intention to let Darin save his
own skin.'

'Darin didn't disappear? She made a strange little sound.

"My darling girl, Darin bolted. Made arun for it.'

‘| can't breathe .' she gasped.

“Yes, you can. I'm right here beside you and | think we'll get going. Y ou have the strangest effect on me.
Too much excitement before breakfast.'

Her fingers clenched on the reins. "Do you mind if | make a few inquiries of my own?

"I realise that was what you were trying to do earlier this morning.'

"That's the trouble-I wasn't. '

‘Then | won't have to lock it? My study.'

"Not from me.'

'‘Ah well, Katharine, keep your mystery. | have to admit it's pretty effective.’

"And it's quite natural. How do you know | didn't follow someone in there?

"No one goesinto my study," he said with afaint trace of anger, the lines from nose to mouth
pronounced, the cleft chin formidable.

‘Then | was aone . ' Katharine jerked her head back, her wide eyes hurt and distressed. Why didn't she
tell him? She had no need to protect Rada, the natural born predator.

Curt bent towards her, hisintensely expressive face now coolly sardonic. "Think no more about it,
Katharine. Let's go back. Madonnalilies usually wilt in the sun.’

"Don't concern yourself about me. | won't get sunburnt.’

"Oh, | didn't realise, he said suavely. 'Y our face is quite pink .’

She met that sparkling, mocking glance head on. "I'm getting to recognise that gleam in your eyes. It's
just natural for you to behave outrageously.'
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‘I like that. ' He compressed his curved mouth. "How have | been saddled with that reputation? Go on,
don't tilt your chin away, tell me?

'Do you imagine | want a quarrel?

'Of course you do,' he said leisurely. "It's been clear from the start. Women are great timewasters!’

Y ou suggested thisridel’ she said, almost cut to the quick.

'‘And I'm enjoying it. Y ou've simply no right to look the way you do.’

"And I'm determined to protect myself,’ she retorted.

'From me? His green eyes were brilliant between his thick, black lashes. 'Are you saying I'm trying to
bewitch you?

“I'm saying I'm going back to breakfast and sanity.’

"Why chicken out at the last minute?

“I've too many other things on my mind.' Her face indicated that she had no wish to be drawn further, but
he failed to heed its warning.

'Reconsider, Katharine. Half-Moon isreally like the Garden of Eden. Why not live here?

He was smiling with vivid impudence into her face, plainly enjoying her discomfort immensely. “I'm
mature enough to say no to any of your offbeat proposals, Mr Dangerfield.'

He tilted his black head and gave a great shout of laughter. "Really, Katharine, such athing never
crossed my mind. I'm avery happy bachelor.'

'I'm glad.' She smiled at him, for the first time with genuine amusement, and he narrowed his eyes at the
change in her delicately boned face.

Conversely his own face hardened. "I think all the bewitching is the other way around.’

The full sunlight on her face suddenly seared like fire. She was shaken by too sharp, unfamiliar desires.
He was such an ever-changing tormentor. | should have worn a hat,’ she managed somewhat
plaintively.

“lsn't that what | said in the first place?

"Asit happens, yes. You're awonder .

"Thank you, Katharine. That's a beginning!’

She sighed and turned the filly's head towards the caverns of trees. In the distance was a pure stand of
fan palms, the giant leaves fully four feet across, beyond that one of the endless chain of lagoons aive
with water fowl after the overnight rainstorm. The sound of their squabbling over territorial rights was
almost overwhelming. A brilliant blue kingfisher with afine white tail took off ailmost in front of them
with what appeared to be asmall green frog in its scarlet beak.

The exotica of the tropics, Katharine thought, following the bird's flight with her eyes, shading her
forehead with the back of her hand. Everything was so lush and prolific-the singular legions of
brilliantly coloured birds, the profusely flowering trees, the moon-shaped billabongs, and hovering over
them the unique aura of the rain-forest and the distant great dividing line of the indigo ranges. Life was
strange, she thought, to bring her up here.

Her heart was racing with over-keyed emotions. So many jumbled thoughts to goad her. She fell into a
fraught silence, unaware that the man beside her continued to watch her like a hawk.

CHAPTER FOUR
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The days dlid into one another at an alarming rate, all the more alarming because some tightly furled,
repressed area of Katharine's life suddenly, shockingly blossomed. A literal change overnight. As Curt
had so rightly diagnosed, Katharine had been alonely, very reticent child, so she was doubly unprepared
for her own awakening and the depths and strengths of her nature, intensely feminine, but delicately
independent. If Half-Moon somehow kept her a prisoner, it had also freed her. She would have been
astounded too to know that even her undoubted beauty had taken on a new dimension as though warm
blood now flowed through an ivory statue. The rigid, disciplined routine of her life had been broken.
To befair, her mother had always loved her, showered on her many advantages, alovely home, plenty
of good clothes, an excellent education and additional refinements, but she had never bestowed the great
gift of laughter, sharing one another's thoughts and feelings, the triumphs and setbacks. Had Katharine
been eighty instead of eighteen, her mother would still have thought of, and treated her, like a child.
Theirs had never been a close relationship, no suggestion of awarm and carefree existence. Lifewas a
burden, the bitterest disappointment. The gods frowned on those they favoured too early.

It had not always been so. It was only after the sudden, needless death of their father (he had been a
constructional engineer and killed in afreak accident on a dam site) that their mother had retreated from
the world. She had never ceased to mourn her son's defection. Darin was her firstborn, her favourite, he
favoured his dead father. Katharine was a mere shadow of her gay, extrovert brother. She had never in
her life felt jealousy or envy. In many ways, Darin had been the only real person in their home. Her
mother had discouraged young visitors to the home; their voices were too loud, their clothes and
manners were appalling, and worst of all they were clumsy. One of Darin's friends had in fact broken a
valuable antique through sheer carelessness. After that, it was better not to ask. The house became
shrouded in silence.

Katharine's few friends never really cared. Something about her mother's character held them in awe. A
handsome, highly intelligent woman, she was only living on the fringe of life, hardly hearing or
answering, a neurotic, surrendering long before time. The transition from beloved wife to bereft widow
had depleted her limited resources. She was not a fighter, disdained the effort. She had always been
more wife than mother. She had rarely left the house save for the occasional concert or ballet or art
showing. If any other man in place of her husband even mildly admired her she retreated in shocked
outrage. Her husband's death had decided her that the best and important days of her life had departed.
Living for so long in such a depressed state, she became ill and died with quite frightening ease.
Katharine, at that time, had been reduced to little more than a silver-haired wraith. Darin had rescued
her. They had shared a holiday together and after that he kept her informed of his plans. If he regretted
his so-called "betrayal' (his mother had dubbed it such) he never said so or even touched on the subject.
Darin avoided commitments like the plague-such a strange mixture! It had hit Katharine hard to learn
that he was less than perfect. More; apart from these fresh accusations, he had taken and kept the gold
collar without their mother's knowledge or consent. All small girls tended to romanticise their brothers,
and Katharine had been more adoring than most.

Rada had accused him of many things, but oddly Curt seemed loath to publicise the results of his
investigations, knowing precisely what Darin meant to his sister. For the tyrant Katharine had once
dubbed him, he had shown himself to be surprisingly merciful, though he frowned whenever she
mentioned Darin's name. Whatever misdeeds Darin might have been guilty of, his employer seemed
prepared to leave in the past, a swift cutting of losses having made certain there would be no more.
Katharine considered it likely, though she didn't know why, that it was for her own benefit and
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continuing peace of mind. Saly, at least, was profiting from her stay. Unaccountably Rada made no
objection to the warm feeling of friendship and liking her small daughter had for their unwanted visitor.
For one thing, it allowed Radato fly out to the Coast for two days. She arrived back with a new
hairstyle, golden eyes gleaming, lids flickering with all sorts of silent, satisfactory secrets. For someone
who wished Katharine speedily away from Half-Moon, Rada was most selfishly content to wish on
Katharine or Martha the care of her daughter-anything, providing Grandma Lewis didn't get the child.
Sally, previously left largely to her own devices, now had afriend and confidant. The two girls spent a
lot of time together and they were allowed to go whereever they pleased within certain limits of the
homestead.

Curt they scarcely saw until dinner. With the approach of the Wet, he was kept very busy with the
affairs of the Dangerfield chain. Herds had to be shifted from one property to another and on Half-Moon
brought in from the lowland pastures.

Flooding creeks and lagoons meant only one thing drowned stock. So, for an hour each morning,
Katharine decided to don her music teacher role, wondering briefly if she could possibly be benefiting
Sally if the promise of future lessons was denied her. At least she was doing no harm. If Sally had any
real talent it should prove rewarding and a pleasure. The piano was a Bechstein, a concert grand and in
excellent condition despite the humid, tropical conditions-no chance thing but the result of constant
attention. Like all pianosit was just begging to be played.

Martha, delighted with the whole idea and Sally's champion, swept off the beautiful shawl throwover
and opened the instrument up, demonstrating to the two girls' amusement how she careered up and down
the keys, pressing down hard here and there, as the piano tuner had shown her, just to give the hammers
some necessary work to do. Sally, still giggling and heartened by Martha's inability, played her three-
piece repertoire without nervousness. It was enough. Katharine smiled encouragingly on her and took
over. It was meant to be the forerunner of alesson, but somehow it turned into arecital with Martha,
Sally on her knee, collapsing into an armchair and loudly professing her wonder.

Sally relaxed, thinking happily that one day she would be able to play like that. Martha, thinking that
there was nothing ordinary about Katharine. She was exceptionally well endowed, beautiful and ladylike
and charming with best of all awarm, compassionate heart. Poor miserable little Sally had been so much
happier since Katharine had arrived, a different child. Katharine was obviously a natural with children
and she took excellent care of them. To Martha, at this busy time of the year, about to be run off her feet,
it was awonderful stroke of fate. Of course it was a nagging, ever-present burden, the business about
Darin, but there wasn't much point Katharine eating her heart out for a brother who knew only too well
how to look after himself. Martha, understanding her boss, had come to the conclusion that Curt was
soft-pedalling the whole thing. Curt was a professional to his fingertips the big wheeler-dealer of the
cattle world, and knew a great deal more than he was saying of that Martha was certain. She had caught
him once or twice with afaint ook of stress on his face, hard, implacable flash towards something
exernal, as though he was caught in something he hadn't intended. No doubt their young visitor, so
lovely and gentle, was tying his hands. The situation, Martha had to admit, was tricky.

"A miracle . ' she said, when Katharine was finished. "It's just dawned on me, you're a miracle.'

"Oh, well, thank you,' said Katharine, taking the compliment and smiling at Sally, who smiled back.
'‘Ready for your turn? she asked.

'Yes, please.' Sally jumped up off Martha's knee and went to the piano, settling herself beside Katharine
on the long rosewood seat. Y ou make it sound so easy.'
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“Itisn't terribly hard if you love it.'

"Oh, | do! Honestly, | suffered when | left Miss Murray, and she didn't play half so well asyou.'
“That's very generous of you, Sally," smiled Katharine.

“It'strue.’

At this point I'll leave you,' Martha announced.

“If you're till going on that picnic I'll have that lunch box ready for you.'

“Thanks, Martha.' Katharine looked over her shoulder and smiled. "Sally knows where we can find some
greenhood orchids. We might take adip in the stream.’

'WEell, don't go near the waterfall. Look at it from the other side.’

"Will do. Now, Sally, there's one thing we must get right from the very beginning, the position of the
hands.'

From the one, or two thunderstorms, all the creeks had begun swelling and Katharine got some idea of
what to expect from the monsoon and its companion, the tropical cyclone. But now as she looked around
her, she was held captive in a mesh of enchantment. The stream they had chosen was exceedingly
beautiful, overhung by trees packed with birds. A greeny-gold light filtered through the branches,
spilling gently on the tiny greenhood orchids that sprang up at the base of the knotted trunks. The sandy
banks and the stream were strewn with boul ders with moss on the rocks, the mirror-clear water
exhilaratingly cold as the girls plunged into it, sucking in their breaths. Much further downstream was
the waterfall and the deepest pool of al, but Katharine needed no word of caution not to take Sally near
it. There the water boiled and bubbled and leapt in afast-flowing rush over the series of boulders that
acted as rapids. It

might look the perfect backdrop for some exotic shot of the tropics, the silvery glittering cascades of
water, the white foam and the deep emerald pool beneath, but Katharine knew danger lurked there.
Downstream she cut through the water with clean, neat strokes, then she turned over and floated on her
back, ash-gold hair trailing, half closing her eyesin sheer physical abandon. Such anidyllic, secluded
haven . Saly, too, was splashing in ecstasy, flowers tucked behind her ears, every chicken bone
showing, making a small green frog leap up atreein alarm. Surprisingly, instead of croaking, it gave out
aclear bell tone, which Katharine later found out was quite common. It was like being lighter than air
and the sky was the most heavenly colour Katharine had ever seen.

“It'slike adream, isn't it? Sally asked, smiling brilliantly, flicking and puffing at a butterfly. Katharine
had never heard her laugh so much.

She pulled herself out of the water and began sunning herself on arock, her long hair trailing down her
back like amermaid, already drying, and the splashes of sunlight gilding her graceful limbs. She tilted
her head back and arched her throat to the sun.

‘| want to remain here al my life,' she said blissfully.

“You're serious, | hope. '

The voice was masculine, spiked with mockery, unmistakable. She struggled briefly with shock, then
gave up. Curt was coming very-fast down the bank, incredibly nimble for a big man, green eyes sliding
over her lovely exposed skin. It seemed to Katharine that he was looking at her as no man had ever
looked at her before.

"The plot thickens . Sally surprisingly crowed and waved a glistening hand. "Hello there, Uncle Curt.’
"Greetings, young Sally. Forgive me for interrupting you, Katharine,' the cattle baron bowed, "but | just
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had to follow al the laughter. It floats quite away .’

Katharine tried to return his lazy , admiring glance, but only succeeded in blushing, seemingly turned to
quicksilver, her blood molten.

“You're very welcome on your own land,' she said, looking harried.

'l like your swimsuit, Katharine,' he pointed out with maddening precision, his green eyes more green
than ever. "It's very becoming-what thereis of it.'

“For your interest, | have two or three more.’

"Heavens . ' he shrugged his powerful shoulders. 'l like that one well enough.'

Pantherlike, he moved to her side preparing to share the same wide, sunny rock, his attention
momentarily diverted

‘| say, Sally, what are you doing?

‘Admiring afrog. It's all right, Uncle Curt, he's the dearest little thing in the world. Speckles all over his
thighs.'

“That's not your story, Katharine, not a mark on you. The speckles are for camouflage,’ he stressed

for Sally's benefit.

'Don't worry, | won't wakeit. It's just dozing on thisleaf. Just have alook at the eyelids.'

'If you don't mind, I'll stay right here with Katharine. She's frightened of frogs.'

‘That'sal right . ' Sally retorted obligingly: 'I'm not coming out anyway. Thisis super.'

Curt turned back to Katharine, who was inching out of reach. 'Y ou look worried, Katharine. Didn't you
want me to join your swimming party?

Her eyes dlid rather shyly over his profile. Classic, really afine brow, straight nose, a good mouth and
chin. Strong and distinctive. ‘Don't be silly," she said dizzily. "I'm very pleased to. see you. You can
share our lunch if you like.'

"Marvellous. I'll avail myself of that offer. It's not every day | can expect it.'

"Could you pass me my jacket?

'Why? he asked softly. "When a girl looks like you, she shouldn't be at any painsto hideit.'

"Please, Curt,’ she said, and the breeze whipped silky strands of her pale hair across his hand.

“I'd much prefer you didn't, but if you'd rather .

He reached back and collected the light yellow kimono jacket, holding it for her as she thrust her arms
into it, tying the sash tightly, like armour.

"You win again,' he said lightly.

"What does that mean?

'Even with bare feet | like you. Now, where's the food? I'm hungry.'

"I suppose you really need more,’ she said thoughtfully.

His hand shot round her wrist and held it. “Say that again ... . '

"I suppose we won't have enough,’ she explained patiently, her grey eyes as clear and innocent as dawn.
"To feed you, | mean.’

For a maddening moment he looked down at her, then he allowed her to pass him, making for the
blanket she had planted at the foot of abush willow. He watched her in silence, then subsided into the
shade, all six feet two of him, green eyes a shocking colour in the bronze sheen of hisface, lighting a
cigarette and drawing on it deeply. After a minute he dropped down to the grassy bank, lying full length,
cradling his midnight black head under one hand. His cream, wide-brimmed slouch hat had already
taken awonderfully accurate ride to a convenient peg in the cabbage tree. He looked completely at one

file://[E[/My%20Library/booksyROM ANCE/margaret%20...al f%20moon%20T X T/the%20man%200n%20hal f%20moon.txt (50 of 75)11/05/2010 14:49:39



file://[E[/My%20Library/books/ROM ANCE/margaret%20way/novel ' 1...man%200n%20hal f%20moon%20T X T/the%20man%200n%20hal f%20moon. txt

with his environment, vivid and somewhat unpredictable.
Katharine deftly spread out the rug and flung a crisp checkered linen square over it, then set out the
contents of the cooler : roast chicken, curls of pink ham, crisp salad in a plastic box, the dressing kept
separate until the last minute, freshly baked rolls that were golden on the outside and white and tender
within, a home-made lemonade for Sally, and a Thermos of coffee for Katharine accompanied by spicy
chunks of Martha's best ginger cake.
'‘Are you ready to join us? invited Katharine.
"Right | ' Curt said briefly, and opened his eyes. "Sally?
'Do | have to come yet? Sally complained.
"Not if you don't want to. I'll keep a plate for you.'
‘Just adrumstick, that'sal | want 1' Sally told them. "Oh, and my lemonade and a piece of Martha's
cake.'
"That's all? Curt called across to the child. 'I'm ready.to start when you are, Katharine.' His green eyes
were taunting, aware of the colour under her skin that wasn't put there by the sun.
She almost felt dizzy, as she passed him the highest piled plate, neatly tucking her long legs to the
side opposite him.
"What are you trying to do, hide? he queried.
'Haven't you somewhere else to look? she retaliated.
“All right, Katy, I'll take no further notice of you. Where's the salt?
'Didn't | salt it?
‘No.'
“| thought | did.’
'‘Obvioudly, but you're not yourself.'
'‘And you know me so well? she asked.
'So well it hurts.'
She accepted thisin silence, then sidetracked.
'Would you care for some mustard?
“Trying to make conversation?
"Yes. You do it on purpose, | know that. Trying to torment me.'
"Come on, Katy," he drawled, 'that's an outrageous statement . '
'| thought you didn't like abbreviations?
"Katy will do for astart.’
'If only you would explain yourself.' She gave alittle shiver, turning fully to face him.
"Curiosity killed the cat, Katy. | know. Now eat up. No girl should completely forget that a man likes a
few curves!'
'‘Are you saying I'm not ample enough? she demanded.
"Keep your pride. I'd offer you a contract if | were looking for star material.'
'It'sno use. ' shesaid finally. "Y ou must have been aterrible little boy, teasing and taunting . '
"It keeps one alive sometimes. Besides, there were never sweet little girls around in my day. Only
Grandma.'
‘There've been plenty since.’
'‘Meaculpa! | wish | could deny it, but you have to remember, athirty-five-year-old bachelor. Asa
matter of fact, avery dear friend of mineisflying in for the weekend Jo-Ann Macauley. She's good fun.
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Plenty of glamour, but lively. You'll like her. We'll make up a party and spend a night in the rain-forest.
It should prove quite educational. If you don't see it soon it will be too late for this year. Oncetheran
starts, that'sit . '

"Curt? Her voice was low, pleading, obviously trying to humour him.

He lifted his head, alert, and for amoment his expression had a black brooding. Even his eyes darkened.
"When you start off like that, | can guess what you want to say. Don't bother me today with Darin. This
Isapretty good lunch, so let's get on with it. It's been a twenty-four-hour day of late.'

“I'm Sorry. You do work hard.'

A crooked smile played about his curvy mouth. Thank you. How could | fail to accept such a charming
apology? Pour me some coffee like agood girl.'

'Y es, master.'

"That'sthe way of it, Katy.'

"Well, well, well . ' she smiled.

“At least I'm not leading you on in ignorance.’

‘Three teaspoons of sugar, right?

Y ou remember.'

“It's very dangerous, al that sugar.'

Y ou can say that again. May | have adlice of at ginger cake? Marthais very lavishh with her helpings,
but you're something else again ! ' She passed it to him very absentmindedly and he tugged at her hair.
"What's wrong?

'I'm fine. Fine.'

“You were when | arrived,’ he said shortly.

“It's not you," she answered |ow-voiced.

He gave a deep sigh, not the man for suffering is gladly or encouraging weaknesses. "That's the worst of
families," he said, staring up at the sky through the trees. 'They're almost interchangeable. Let Darin back
out of his own tight corners. Why have you got to get in there with him? Don't worry it to death. No
good will come of it. Please.’

She swung fully towards him, aimost involuntarily, into his arms. There was scarcely a breath of space
between them. 'What then am | doing here?

'Enjoying yourself ." he answered almost with violence, not touching her but looking at her so intently
shefelt dizzy. | would say there's been precious little enjoyment in your young life.'

"Why do you say that? She had to look away from him, bending her head forward, curtaining her face.
'If 1 hadn't been a cattle man | might have been a doctor. Y ou see, Katy, you interest me.' Curt put out a
lazy finger and hooked the silky swing of her hair behind her ear. "There, that's better . Do you want to
talk to me about your mother?

'As a matter of fact, no.'

"Poor Kat . You will. Bottling things up can be hell. It's my view that you're very repressed. Improving,
but still along way to go.'

Y ou know how | feel about Darin,’' she said quietly.

'I'm on your side, not Darin's," he said with a flash of sharply etched anger.

"Why mine?

‘There's so much less of you,' he drawled, back to a smile again. 'And what's there, | likeit'

"You're dreadful .’
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‘That sounds familiar. | think you mean, Katy, I'm different from what you're used to and | won't let you
wallow in this adolescent passion for your brother.'

“You're avery hard, dynamic man,’ she said gravely, reflectively, almost speaking to herself.

“In aminute we'll be in each other's arms.’

"Actualy I'm only speaking in honesty. No come on intended.’

‘I know that. * he flicked her a green, lancing glance. "Answer me, fair Katharine, have there been any
suitors for your hand? Any unspeakable affairs?

“I'm not as exciting as you are.’

'‘Nonsense. ' He put down her coffee mug carelessly and a shiny blue beetle immediately flew into it.
"That's not

true .’

‘There was one person | was very fond of . ' she admitted.

“That sounds delightful. Fond?

'He was hardly more than a boy,' she protested, annoyed by his suave, sardonic tone.

"What difference does that make? he pointed out reasonably. “Y ou may think of me differently, but |
was once a boy myself.'

'He was nothing like you,' she said feelingly, and even shuddered, a sweet little ripple down her spine.
“I'm grateful for that!" he said dryly. Y ou look what you are, Katharine extremely tender and sheltered.
I'm very taken with you when | didn't think | would be.’

'l detested the sound of you," she responded, thinking it was perfectly true.

‘And now look at us 1 Such asurprise .’

"Areyou ever serious? she asked.

Curt allowed himself to lean back on the bank and look up at her, his sparkling eyesintensely alive. Her
silver-gilt hair streamed round her shoulders.. Shining hair. Shining eyes. Shining skin. Graceful asa
swan and in some ways just as innocently remote.

"Am | ever serious? he repeated softly. 'Honest to God, yes. '

"You'd never think so .

One minute she was sitting upright, watching him, the next, pinned down on the thick carpet of grass.
'‘What good would it do me, Katy?

She was swallowing convulsively, her cloud-grey eyes showing an exquisite kind of panic.

"You see," he said lightly, 'one has to encourage little birds to eat out of the hand. Y ou've got alot to
learn.'

"Sally'swatching.' It sounded like an appedl.

"No, she'snot. I've excellent vision, even in the back of my head. Why are you so frightened of me? he
asked, his eyesfalling to her thudding heart.

'I'm glad you redlise." There was real shock in her eyes and she had never looked more beautiful.

"A foolish question really ." He moved quickly, his hand in the small of her back, lifting her up again.
"We both know why.'

'Nothing to do with Darin, asit happens,’ she whispered, completely off-balance, aching.

'I'm quite aware of that. There's asimple, effective way of handling you, Katharine, but for obvious
reasons | must proceed with caution.'

‘The happy bachelor? Her head was whirling and the words almost hurt her.

"Now why is a bachelor regarded with suspicion? Pretty nearly every woman | meet wants to change
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that.'

‘| don't . ' she said with shocked emphasis.

‘Bethat asit may, Katharine ..." He suddenly stood up, towering over her, the sunlight like a bar of gold
across his brown throat. There was an odd silence for a minute while he continued to look down at her,
then he moved abruptly and extended his hand. "Rise, girl, thisis all very distracting, but I've more
important things to do.'

“I'm not a child to be entertained!" she said crossly.

"Yes, you are.’

She swayed alittle and he put a steadying hand on her shoulder. "One day | may changeit.'

"No . ' she protested automatically, and his hand encircled her white nape.

"Good. We understand each other!”

“I'll never understand you.' Her sensitive face was shadowed, softly, innocently ravishing.

"That's what you tell me," he said curtly. 'But you're not convincing yourself. Don't try to detain me with
all this delicate beguilement, I'm very busy with my work .’

"I wonder you took such a short time off ." she said over-emotionally.

'‘Don't cry.

'I'm not. How ridiculousl' He was so much under her skin she was surrendering by the minute.

“Your eyes are shimmering," he pointed out. 'Really, Katharine, they're the ultimate in seduction,
whether you know it or not.' He tapped her cheek with a stinging finger that actually left amark. "But
like | said ... more urgent matters call.'

He began to walk up the bank, idly collecting his wide-brimmed hat. She betrayed her own resolution
not to call after him.

"Do you mean that about taking me to the rainforest?

“You bet . ' he drawled laconically, intensely male, hard and alert, green eyes flicking back to look over
her. 'Understand, Katy, I'll have to ask afew other people along. Alone with you | might forget al my
training .’

'It'salot to ask you to stop all thisnonsense .

'Silly child . In reality I'm behaving very suitably. | don't talk like this with everyone.’

Y ou've broken dozens of heartdl' she accused him.

‘Grantedl' He gave awhite grin. 'So long, sunflower. Sally ." he called to the madly splashing child, "I
have to go now.'

"See you, Uncle Curt. I've got the prettiest little frog to show you, but never mind.'

‘Katharine will come and admire it. Goodbye, Katy, you look entrancing staring up a me like that. | like
you inyellow .’

'‘Well, green eyes are absolutely devilish ,'

“That'smy girl . ' He laughed outright and briefly saluted her, then continued his course up the bank,
whistling up the black stallion that instantly came to him.

Katharine could, if she were quite silly, fall madly in love with him, with no restraint. He was that kind
of man, with all sorts of things going for him. A high degree of perfection, arare technique with a
woman. It was a good thing she was so reserved. Even the lightest emotional entanglement with a man
like Curt Dangerfield could leave her scarred, in every way different. She put her hands to her cheeks,
felt their warm flush, and immediately a hundred little fears struck her. To speak about barrierss was one
thing, but how did one achieve them?
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Standing alone in the centre of the silver stream, unaware of Katharine's frightened speculations Sally
was calling:

"Oh, do come . You can't imagine all these brilliant little speckles'

Katharine walked back to the water's edge, moving gracefully like a ballet dancer or the crane called a
brolga. The monsoon was coming and a lot was to happen to her then.

CHAPTER FIVE

Jo-Ann Macauley was a natural anywhere. A tall, sparkling brunette, not overly glamorous, but just
right, very pleasant and friendly, huge pansy brown eyes and unabashedly marriage-minded-her
longtime friend, Curt, to be exact. Far from backing away from her determined and dedicated pursuit, he
appeared to enjoy her company immensely. They were both witty and worldly with beautifully polished
manners, both members of the landed gentry with much the same background. As well, Jo-Ann was
really adelightful person. No one could help liking her. The whole house was caught up in her
irrepressible gaiety.

She arrived with far too much luggage, inspiring one of Rada's habitual waspish comments, but went on
to shower everyone with presents, including Katharine whom she had never expected to meet; hurling
“trousseau, gear, darling . ' at Curt, Italian silk shirts, neckties and even a gold medallion pendant which
he had promptly hurled back as out of character, though he accepted the rest and thoroughly kissed her.
Sally sat dazed and pink with pleasure amid six or seven dollsin national costume, and even Rada
approved her precious bottle of perfume. Jo-Ann was anything but stingy. She was a striking-looking,
generous-hearted woman, taking her thirtieth year beautifully in her stride.

Katharine knotted her beautiful swirl of a French scarf round her throat and smiled, thanking Jo-Ann
prettily, after aninitial disclaimer which Jo-Ann refused to acknowledge. Despite Rada's tedious
manner, very wearing to the outgoing, Jo-Ann was never happier than to be on Half-Moon. Six months
in Europe was wonderful, to be sure, but she was glad to be home. Rada managed to inquire sweetly if
there wasn't someone el se who needed her, but Jo-Ann, well aware of Rada's peculiar disposition, let
such comments slide off her back like bath oil. Jo-Ann was committed to liking most people, and those
she couldn't she charmingly ignored.

Not surprisingly Katharine found herself laughing continuously over dinner-funny little anecdotes that
occurred to Jo-Ann by the minute or were prompted by Curt, the results of her recent travels and various
misadventures. Always the unforeseen elementt that came along to upset the routine. Katharine found
herself relaxing, content to listen to the winged exchanges between Curt and his much admired house-
guest. Rada, from her face, didn't appear to be deriving the same pleasure. Rada liked to be the centre of
attention and it seemed likely that she might have to wait for hours, days even. Jo-Ann hadn't said how
long she would be staying, and the only one who saw fit to ask her, Rada, had somehow not received an
answer.

Jo-Ann gave the impression that she had never even heard the question, but Katharine remarked the
glight, significant tightening of her full, luscious mouth. Rada, in whatever background, would make
things unnecessarily complicated. It seemed to be her life's motivation, and Jo-Ann without ever
inquiring had come by the fact that Rada was broke-broke by the Lewis or Dangerfield and even her
own standards. She and Jeff must certainly have lived it up for what pitifully short time Jeff had had. Jo-
Ann had known him well. In the early days before Rada she had even gone out with him. Jeff had been
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very attractive, but he couldn't hold a candle to his cousin, as the saying went. Jo-Ann had an extensive
list of male friends, but not a one of them seemed interesting beside Curt. He was the sort of man who
made a woman know what she was designed for-extraordinary. Every time she saw him, it hit her like a
wave.

'‘Gosh, there's not much left . ' she exclaimed, tilting the near empty wine decanter.

' can get more if you're desperate,’ Curt said indulgently.

‘Don't worry, darling. A liqueur with my coffee, out on the veranda with the blossoming stars. They
don't have stars like that in Europe. Are we all coming?

“I'll see to the coffee, then | have work to do," Martharegjoined lightly. Silence from Rada, her golden
eyes flashing specks- of amoody spirit. Katharine smilingly declined, saying she had promised to |ook
inon Sally. It was a pleasure just to look at their visitor. Not everyone would wear scarlet and still
triumph, but on Jo-Ann it sang, just adither of jersey with an adventurous plunge, lending a glow to her
bright, observant eyes, a sheen to her olive, blusher-lit skin.

'Later, then, dear,’ Jo-Ann said kindly. "The night has only begun. What do you say, old buddy, shall we
go out on the veranda and hold hands?

'What's wrong with here? Curt asked mildly.

'It's not the same . Jo-Ann groaned. "I've waited half my life for you.'

"More or less. A few interludes between.’

"Who are they? she cried. "My God, al joking aside, who are they? Honestly, honey, you're my ideal. |
searched the continent for just such aman.'

"I should have thought so," he said dryly.

'Well, that's the general idea, darling. What would you have me do? Pine?

"Never mention the word. | doubt if you'd know how.'

‘Damn it all, Curt, does it make that much difference? Tell me, darling, I'm here now.’

"Well, flutter up and be charming.' He held her chair and she immediately jumped up and embraced him.
Katharine stood like a silver birch, Rada like a prophet of doom, possessed by a seething cauldron of
resentments.

"Coming, Rada? Jo-Ann waved her shapely armsin all directions.

'Loveto,' Rada responded tightly, knowing there was no better weapon than her presence.

Jo-Ann did not collapse. A visitor she might be and Rada almost on her home ground, but Jo-Ann
remained cam. It was a Macauley asset. There had been plenty of times since she had arrived when she
had felt like pushing Rada off the roof, but not the slightest sign of it lurked in her eyes or her warm,
drawly voice. Katharine, who had very gracefully and tactfully disappeared, she had liked on sight.
Dressed properly, the girl would be absolutely ravishing-not that she didn't ook bewitching in asimple
turquoise long skirt and a pin-tucked cream georgette blouse. Such a beautifully balanced body could
carry such awillowy outfit.

Rada preferred things with more zing to them. Rada, as usual, was turned out beautifully. That she
loathed the girl, Katharine, Jo-Ann had instantly perceived-not that Rada didn't actively dislike most of
her own sex. Still, Jo-Ann turned back to smile at Curt's least likeable relative as though she was dying
to discuss every last thing with her. The perfect woman friend, clamping down hard on her very natural
frustration at not having Curt to herself. Yet . She had never been able to overdo it with Curt. In fact, she
had the strongest suspicion that he only needed women for colour. If she played her cards right, she just
could be the mother of his children, but she would have to hurry up about it. Childbirth was never easy,
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and she was not as young as she once had been.

It was all she had ever really wanted out of life-Curt and his children, alovely homestead, a vast
property, plenty of animals about, horses and dogs and cattle. No problem. Rada, however, had been on
Half-Moon too long. It wasn't, Jo-Ann considered, that she was just rotten lazy and afearfully callous
mother, Rada was trying to make something of herself. She wasntt born into all this, Jeff had slipped in
his standards in more ways than one, and Rada was out for Curt's patrician blood. She was herself-not
that he had consented to marry anyone, but Jo-Ann felt she had a better chance than most. It was her
own and her mother's honest opinion, and she didn't allow too many virtues to interfere with her pleasure
or plans. If Rada wanted a fight, Jo-Ann wasn't ashamed to give her one. Rada was already acting as
mistress of the household, and funny asit was, it couldn't be allowed to continue.

Sally was very pleased that Katharine had come to look in on her. Katharine was no longer a visitor but
adear friend. She sat up in bed in a clean blue nightdress, watching Katharine move gracefully around
the room collecting some scattered L ego pieces and putting them back in their box.

"It seems a shame you didn't finish this. It was very good.'

“| didn't have enough wheels for the bus,” Sally explained.

“Still, it was good.'

"What do you think of Jo-Ann? Sally asked, propping herself up on one elbow.

Katharine looked across at her and smiled briefly.

‘I like her. She's very nice and friendly.'

"Mother couldn't possibly 1" said Sally.

"Why.not?

Sally made alunge for the end of the bed. "Guess.’

'‘No,' Katharine said resolutely.

‘All right, I'll tell you. Jo-Ann'sin love with Uncle Curt.’

"Well? That's pretty obvious, Sally.'

'So's Mum.’

"They can't both be," said Katharine reasonably.

"That'swhat | say. What's going to happen now?

“Let's not interfere with anyone's plans;’

Katharine said lightly. Not for the world would she have told Sally that she thought Curt Dangerfield
regarded women as pawns.

‘Jo-Annisvery determined...'

‘Listen, darling..." Katharine broke in.

'Please let's discuss it, Katy-1'm worried.’

'l don't think your Uncle Curt wants to get married at all.'

'Oh, | hope so | He'sreally marvellous. At least he'll aways let me come here. He told me. The first time
| ever saw him he said: "Hi, chicken . ™

“It's hisway to dazzle the female," explained Katharine.

"Don't you like him? Sally asked in surprise.

"Of course | do." | could very nearly love him, Katharine thought to herself. Another one. She turned her
head away because her own face was reflected in the mirror. It looked very soft and revealing. Sally
evidently thought so too, because her expression became owlish.
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"You'd make Uncle Curt a beautiful bride,’ she said.

'‘Why, bless your little heart, I'd be the last woman in the world your dear uncle would light on.’

"Why do you say that?

"Thisisasilly conversation, Sally." Katharine leaned forward and kissed the child. In some respects
Sally wastoo bright. “First of al, he certainly hasn't told me he loves me." She began to laugh and Sally
joined in. 'And | will never love him.'

'l think you're very fond of him," Sally said, determined to pursue the point.

"What a child . Y ou may have noticed, my pet, your uncle Curt treats us both pretty much the same.’
'He doesn't ook at us the same.’

“That'sirrelevant.’

' don't think so, and neither does Mother. In any case, | love you.'

“You're the dearest, sweetest little girl and | cann certainly agree that your uncle Curt will always look
after you. You're very lucky .'

‘There What did | tell you? Sally cried triumphantly.

You arein afunny mood.'

'I'min agood mood,' Sally said sincerely.

‘Then sleep well. Another piano lesson in the morning. Y ou're coming on nicely.'

“I'll never be as splendid as you," Sally sighed.

"Oh, | don't know. Just keep at it.'

If Mummy lets me.'

'I'm sure she will, dear, you're so good.'

"‘Would you speak to her?

“She's made no objections so far," Katharine told the child, not wishing to commit herself to a
conversation with Rada.

‘| am good, aren't |7 Sally said with dignity. ‘Maybe if I'm very good at something Mummy will be
proud of me.'

"She's proud of you now.'

'No, she's not," Sally retorted with great conviction. “She thinks I'm pretty ugly.'

"Oh, don't say that, Sally.' Katherine turned back in distress. "No child in thisworld is ugly, and you've
been blessed with many assets. Y ou're sweet and you're clever and when you grow up you're going to
turn heads. Any woman can learn to ook attractive. A pretty face isfar from everything.'

“Yes, but it takes such along time for anyone to look further.’

Y ou have noticed that your uncle Curt is excessively fond of you. Marthais. | am. Believe me, your
mother cares forr you. Some people just aren't that capable of showing emotion.'

"Boy, you've never seen her angry .’

'Don't hurt yourself, Sally. Gently, darling, gently al your life. Y ou combine alot of things. You don't
have to be obvious.'

'Blue eyes and blonde curls? Sally asked, putting her thumb in her mouth and rolling her eyes.
'Exactly. Now it'stime for your magic sleep. Y ou're on a bed of goose feathers. Goodnight, pet, see you
in the morning.'

"Night, Katy."' Sally struggled briefly, then fluttered back on to the piled-up pillows. She was very thin
and her hair was amess, but if she wanted to she could be a swan-Katy had made that quite clear.
Underneath her wispy brown hair was a good brain. It shouldn't be too difficult. Everyone said she
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favoured Grandma, and if she turned out like Grandma she wanted nothing more. Tears stung her eyes
for amoment. It was always so when she thought of Grandma Lewis, but if she was agood girl and
patient, Uncle Curt promised she would get to see Grandma before long. Things weren't easy for Uncle
Curt. Oh yes, she knew about Mother's plans even if Katy didn't. Katy wouldn't be serious, but Sally saw
in her the very lady Uncle Curt might wish to marry. Mother would be furious. She went up like burned
paper and that was the only part Sally didn't like. She moved on the mattress, resting her cheek on her
hand, and started with fervour to think of beautiful things. Katy had taught her that-and what's more it
worked .

In the Blue Drawing Room, so called because so much blue had been used as a mood-setter, Katharine
turned back the lid of the Bechstein and sat down on the long brocade-covered seat. Small bronze
winged figures stood on either side of the music stand holding aoft a bright flare of light. Beyond the
piano stood a fine lacquered screen, so tall it was almost celling-high, flowers and trees and birds and
Oriental figures. An elegant blue rug covered the centre of the polished floor, there were severa
beautiful formal chairs all covered with a distinctive blue and white silk and a much more relaxed,
deeply comfortable custom-built sofa piled up with silk cushions, side tables, apair of Chinese
Chippendale gilded mirrors, a collection of small canvases, part of the continuing collection found
through the house.

Coming back through the central hallway she had heard the sound of voices from, the veranda . Jo-Ann's
husky laugh, Rada's faintly caustic tones, the dark murmur of Curt's, the tinkling of ice in atumbler. She
would be disturbing nobody here and it was much too early for bed. She would like to do as Sally asked
and speak up on her behalf, but she knew only too well any opinion of hers would only antagonise Rada.
If anyone was to speak to Rada it would have to be Curt. Busy so much of the time, he wouldn't know
just how much progress Sally was making. The child was a natural with considerable manual dexterity
and an affinity with the keyboard. It didn't happen that often, and when it did, such potential had to be
recognised. Sally badly needed self-confidence and to really shine at something, the piano, for instance,
would be excellent therapy. Any suggestions, however, would have to come from Curt. He was the one
who would have to play the positive role.

As an experiment, the lessons were already enriching Sally's young life and all the dull little patches she
had suffered were being channelled into an engrossing artistic pursuit. Sally, in short, was a born pianist
and had Katharine known her background better she would have discovered that this was not so unusual.
The Lewis family, the womenfolk in particular, were al music-lovers and each had been given the
opportunity to develop above average talent. Sally had in fact told Katherine that it had been Grandma
who had arranged for her to have lessonsin the first place. Her mother had been perfectly indifferent and
was in actuality tone-deaf. Poor little Sally, she was certainly handicapped with a mother like Rada.
Katharine's hand tenderly embraced the bronze nymph, then dropped to the keyboard. Eyes closed, her
mood changing, she began to pick out a melody, then fill in the chords with her left hand, very skilfully.
It had always been atrick of hers, improvisation. Just the merest outline of something, but it was clearly,
essentially, romantic. She should be ashamed of herself. Night-time was aways the worst time for this
kind of feeling. She should be out on the veranda drinking Tia Maria or whatever it was Jo-Ann had
ordered up with her coffee. Not that she had any desire to join the group. Either woman, Jo-Ann or
Rada, would be extremely lucky to find herself for amoment alone with Curt. Sally was right-both of
them had their minds a good deal on the same subject. It would be a hard fight. Katherine smiled just to
think of it.
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The lovely, faintly melancholy little melody grew under her hands, slender, long-fingered, but certainly
not frail. Her wrists were strong from long years of practice. A pool of golden light fell all about her,
enhancing her downbent blonde head. Absorbed, she was merging with the atmosphere. Half-Moon. The
tropical wind, the scented Queen of the Night, the flowering stars, unbelievably big, the luxuriant great
ferns of the rain-forest, the swift running gullies, the floating blue lilies on the lotus ponds ... It was
tranquillised yet haunting music, with here and there a gleaming thread of excitement. Something was
burning inside her. A soft flame. It was spreading to her fingers, exposing her heart. It was hopeless .
Soon it would be all over. She would go away again, for in truth the harm was already done.

‘Don't stop . ' It was an order, given with alarming gentleness.

She remained as she was, motionless, the light on her hair, a shiver starting at her nape. 'Y ou startled
me." she exclaimed.

“I'm ready to apologiseif you'll turn round and look at me.’

He was sitting behind her on the deep sofa, utterly relaxed, hisiridescent eyes with such a claim on her
she couldn't turn away again.

"How silently you move,’ she said. ‘Like atiger in ajungle.’

"And that's exactly how you're looking at me. | assure you I'm not nearly so dangerous. Since when did
you play the piano so beautifully?

‘That's a very pretty compliment indeed.'

'No compliment, Katy, the truth.’

"Why aren't you outside with the others? Her soft voice was faintly shaded with mockery.

He responded with a spiked glance. "My darling child, | always feel saddened by feminine malice. Not
yours, of course, you're as good as you're beautiful-naturally. Rada. She's busy insulting afew peoplein
high places, most of them Jo-Ann's bosom friends.'

'Oh.’

"Yes, oh." Curt shrugged his wide shoulders, his green glance travelling over her. "Well escapein a
minute. Pick that melody up again. What isit?

“Three guesses.'

"Not something of your own. Katy, I'm filled with awe.’

'l know you too well.'

“You don't, but let it pass.'

Her head tilted to one side as she cqnsidered. "I don't really know if | could start al over again.
Sometimesit comes and just as quickly goes. | lose my powers.'

'WEell, that provesit, if it needed proving at all. You'reawitch .

His black hair curled crisply to his head, his eyes as green as a deep pool, lamp-glossed bronze skin
accentuated by his pale shirt-one of the Italian shirts Jo-Ann had bought him. He was too attractive to be
respectable and she felt like telling him so. "Have no fears, Katy, I'm not going to kiss you.'

“Such a sense of humour '

'‘Don't you want me to?

"No.'

'I'd like you to remember that. Y ou are, without question, a poor liar.'

Barely seeming to move, he had his arm out holding her while she sat staring up at him seemingly in
thrall. "It seemsto me, Katy, you were playing alove song. Perhaps you fedl it around you.'

"Enjoy your teasing while you can, because I'm going.'
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'‘Are you? Y ou're coming with me. | can always apologise later.'

It was almost a compulsion, afeeling that she didn't really know about to resist him. "That'simpossible .
'Don't tell me you'd rather be by yourself. That's anti-social. Come with me, Katy, I'm lonely.’

‘Lonely? Y ou?

'It'stheway | feel." He tightened his grip on her.

'l can't believe it. In what way do you mean?

"Oh, this ... | need you specificaly, Katherine.'

His hand slid under her chin and he turned her mouth up and kissed it, taking everything, victory,
initiative, so extraordinarily bitter-sweet it was impossible to get close enough to him, nothing violent,
but urgent, so that she turned fully into his arms, allowing him an inevitable surrender. If it was an
impulsive or calculated gesture, it was now neither, but enormously, exciting, and she knew she was
sliding out of control. Simple, much simpler to allow him to press her still closer to his lean, hard body.
The myriad sensations were too much for her-such an infinite variety, his mouth and his caressing hands.
She was breathing deeply, her creamy skin flushed, eyes closed, lost in this swift tide of feeling. There
was no gulf between them, no problems.

Curt pulled his head away, standing there just holding her.

“lsn't this what you wanted? she whispered.

'It happened. It's not enough, Katharine.'

She couldn't say anything. She shook her blonde head as though trying to banish suchh an emotional
storm, but she knew quite frighteningly she was desperate to go on seeking such intense physical
pleasure. It was terrible, this uncontrollable desire, and her shimmering grey eyes were deeply
expressive, so much so that Curt responded this time with alittle force, more driving urgency, kissing
her so deeply she lay quietly against him, deliberately choosing to relinquish her heart.

‘Don't do thisif you don't mean it," she begged.

'‘And | don't? Hislow murmur was lost against her throat. 'Oh, Katy, you're necessary, but not these
damned buttons.'

Conditioning overrode her own feelings. Her slender fingers locked and entwined with his own hand.
‘Curt?

“Far enough,’ he said mockingly, unaware that his clear green eyes were amost dark.

Lately, Katy ." he began.

‘Lately, what?

Whatever he might have answered she was not to hear. Jo-Ann's piercingly loud call sounded down the
hall, at such afrequency Katharine felt her own ears vibrating.

“Curt, darling!'

'l see no reason why she should spend her first night alone," said Katharine coldly.

"What on earth are you talking about? He very nearly hurt her, his winged brows drawing together. 'Jo-
Ann. Shelovesyou.'

'‘Rubbish 1

“You're not being helpful. | thought we were waiting for an early announcement.’

'‘Don't be unhappy '

The soft caressin his voice had her shaking her head helplessly. She turned back to the piano, her hands
trembling, astounded how much and how deeply she felt for him. Her grey eyes were emotion laden, but
shetilted her chin, trying to breathe normally. In a moment Jo-Ann would be upon them.
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‘Do | look al right? Katharine asked.

"Youvenoidea.'

"Please!’ she begged.

"You're beautiful, Katy, alittle heart-torn at the moment. Keep those luminous eyes down. Jo-Ann's
alarmingly shrewd.'

"And you have to fool her?

‘Littleidiot .

'‘Sweet talk, Curt Dangerfield. You're good at it. Even Sally knows that.

'I'm serious. Really, Katy.' His gaze was still dark jade, lit now by a devastating humour.

“Take your kisses where you can,' she accused him.

"Especially with you. Play something, for God's sake. Y ou looked terribly chaste at dinner, but now
you're something else again. Jo-Ann doesn't miss athing.’

' don't particularly care. Maybe she'll realise you're no jewel of perfection.'

He smiled at her, his eyes glittering with sardonic amusement and much as he might try to deny it, a
thwarted male passion. “Smile, then.'

"Notrick at all .'

When Jo-Ann, closely followed by Rada, finally burst into the drawing room Katharine was calmly
discussing Sally's progress as a music student. Vehemently Rada broke in:

"For God's sake, is thiswhere you are?

“In my own drawing room.’

It took a moment for Radato ingest the fact that she had better say no more, to her cousin at any rate. He
could never be snarled at as she had constantly snarled at Jeff. In fact alook of dark hauteur had come
on him.

'Katharine's just telling me she thinks Sally hasreal talent,’ he told her.

"Doesn't that make you happy, dear? Jo-Ann asked gaily.

“I'd rather she had some looks to speak of,' Rada replied rudely.

Y ou weren't al that good-looking yourself ten years ago,' Jo-Ann said sweetly. 'Y ou've improved .
"And everyone knows you're thirty.'

‘A dirty word. Naturally | never discuss my age, but surely you're more?

"Make aclean break, ladies,’ Curt said rather tersely. 'Katharine, don't let us keep you. Y ou said you
were rather tired.'

“She looks absolutely wide-eyed to me," Jo-Ann said searchingly.

‘Sheer bravado. Run along,’ Curt ordered indulgently asif to achild. ‘A game of bridge, Jo-Ann. It seems
like a sober game. I'm sure Rada and Martha will join us!'

"How depressing ' Jo-Ann collapsed into achair.

"It doesn't make any difference to me," Rada said on purpose. That way they would all stay together.
"Let'sgo for aride. A bit of looniness," Jo-Ann suggested, and Katharine waited to hear no more of it.
She knew for afact that Jo-Ann meant it and Rada would prove no competitor, for Rada couldn't ride at
all. Incredibly she was nervous of horses. Katharine opened the double cedar door and walked out,
moving fast. Ten minutes |later she heard voices in the courtyard and Jo-Ann's laugh, ssmply oozing
seduction, floating along the veranda and in the French doors. So they were going on that idiotic ride. A
huge moon, the music of the cicadas, the swish of the thick grass on the savannahs. She couldn't think
too badly of Jo-Ann, for she liked her. Curt ... well, Curt with his talent should be ‘famous.
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CHAPTER SIX

It took Katharine along time to realise she was being followed. The chestnut gelding she was riding had
plenty of lifein him, but she swung him about, holding him easily. A coloured stockman on an old work
horse broke cover of the bush, making directly for her. She sat her horse, staring at the approaching
figure, failing to recognise him until he was afew yards away. He was old, his dark glowing face
seamed with grey. She looked at him without surprise. Neither of them smiled, but both knew what he
had come for.

'How are you, Barney?

"No complaints, miss." He had swung along beside her, looking at her amost with pity. "The Boss don't
know I'm here, yet. I've come from Arrow Head-took me all yesterday. | camped out overnight.'

Y ou've something to tell me?

'l have, miss.'

‘About Darin?

"Yes. Don't be afraid, miss, he'sal right.’

"Where is he? she asked breathlesdly.

"Not far from here." Barney waved a noncommittal hand about. "He's pretty sick-picked up afever. I've
donethe best | can.'

Katharine's voice was brittle with strain. 'But why are you helping him, Barney?

'l owe him,’ Barney said simply. "Never treated me like a black.’

“You could get into trouble with Mr Dangerfield.'

'l know that,' Barney said, and swallowed. "No need to get upset. Little chance of puttin' anything over
the Boss. | owe thisto Darin before | let on to the Boss. That'sif he don't know already.'

"What's the message? she asked.

"No message, miss. Y our brother knows where you is. He hasn't asked for you, but | reckon he needs
help. The Boss never sacked him-he just made off. | reckon he knows somethin' about the cattle, maybe
not. | know nothin' myself and I've been on Half-Moon al me life. Easy enough to steal cattle on a
property this size. Some organised gang, maybe from the South. We can't cover everywhere. Someone
has been giving out information, someone knows where the herds are runnin' that kind of thing.'

And not beyond Darin, Katharine thought, her soft mouth twisting. "How ill is he? she asked.

“Pretty sick.'

'Where has he been al this time?

'Dunno. Easy in this kinda country.'

'I'll come with you.'

'‘More better you tell the Boss!'

"No.' Katharine shook her blonde head. 'No one can prove anything against Darin. | have to see him first.'
'All right 1 ' Barney nodded his old head gravely, "but there's only one way you're gonna do it and that's
tell liesto the Boss. Wouldn't do it myself '

“You found him, Barney, didn't you? Y ou're avery good tracker. Y ou were behind me for amost an
hour.'

'Darin needed a shelter,' Barney said doggedly. 'He can't run no longer. Thisis a secret, miss, between
you and me, for alittle while, anyway. Y ou get a chance to talk sense to your brother. Y ou can trust me,
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missy.'

‘| know that.'

“| can't bring him here,' Barney cautioned. 'Too close to the Big House!'

'Well ride," Katharine decided.

‘Kindarough,' Barney objected.

"Don't worry about that, I'll make out. How will I find you? I'll have to go back to the house. Think up
some excuse.’

“I'll hang about here. Don't worry, no one seen me. | can hide out most anyplace, better ‘an Darin.'
"WEe'll haveto leave soon ." Katharine said, looking worried.

"Heain't dyin',' Barney said amost cheerfully. 'Just sick.'

'l don't want him sick.'

‘Tell the Boss, then. Y our choice, missy. I'll go along with you.'

'l want to see my brother first,' she insisted. '| want to hear his story from his own mouth. He must be
pretty desperate.’

"Funny,’ Barney observed in his soft melodious voice, "he doesn't seem to care much .’

Katharine sat lost in amazement. 'Just give me the chance to see him, then we'll go straight to Mr
Dangerfield.'

‘That's what I'm here for.’

‘Then we won't waste any more time. I'll concoct some story and be back as soon as | can. Does Darin
need food?

'‘Got some.' Barney grinned for the first time, displaying excellent strong white teeth.

“All right.!

'It might be pretty hard going, missy," he warned.

“You don't have to worry, Barney. We'l get there!”

All the way back to the homestead, Katharine's heart raced painfully. Darin meant so much to her. He
was her worry.,She knew in her bones she should tell Curt, but that might drive Darin away. Darin
trusted her. She began to realise that there was no clear road to anything. For another reason she had to
see Darin first: she had to find out what Rada meant to him. Rada, like some exotic dark snake in their
midst. Rada cared less than nothing for Darin. Little flurries of dust whipped up about the gelding's
flying hooves. It was intensely hot, not a cloud in the peacock sky. The leaves of the trees were
sparkling, quartz green, edge on to the sun. A goannaraced out of the bush and saw her, raced up atree
and clung there for dear life, its forked tongue flicking.

If Darin had afever, was he lucid? In the face of hisillness, it was irresponsible to continue to hide him.
He had enough problems without this further complication. The knowledge that she should go straight to
Curt, if necessary beg for her brother, warred with Katharine's decision. It was ssimply that she wasfilled
with an immeasurable pity for her brother. Was that so bad? She was, she realised, as she raced through
the huge wrought iron gates of the homestead, quite frightened of Curt. He would make a formidable
enemy, not aman to be treated lightly or fooled. She cantered into the yards and a coloured boy in a
vivid red work shirt took charge of the gelding, leaving her free to hurry back to the house. Her skin was
overheated, and her silvery grey eyes were oddly brilliant. Even the flowers and shrubs of the garden
were amost overpowering her with their sweet, heavy fragrance.

“Got aminute? She was scarcely inside the cool glittering interior when Curt grasped her arm. He pulled
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her closer, staring down into her upturned, flushed face-an interminable scrutiny. "Where have you
been? he demanded tersely.

"Oh, out and about, seeing as much as | can of the station.'

“You don't have to seeit in one morning. Y ou look feverish.'

'‘Don't fuss. '

His hand tightened. "Don't chat me up, Katy!.'

‘I'm sorry, | didn't mean to.'

Y ou could try telling me what's really on your mind.'

"Why, nothing ." She looked up at him innocently, then quickly away again, jarred by his turbulent
expression.

‘Casual words, lady, when you look anything but. Naturally | won't inquire further. It might put you even
more on the defensive.’

“There's nothing wrong,' she said, her cheeks burning. ‘Please, Curt, you're hurting me. '

“I'd like to keep on, and | would, only you look so damned defenceless. Don't say nothing's wrong when
there'salot of things that aren't right.' His normally dark velvet voice was amost metallic. "Why can't
you trust me, Katy? Why? Y ou must know I'll always help you.'

‘There's simply nothing to tell you,' she said, trying in vain to pull away from him. 'l went for aride, |
got overheated. That'sit .’

‘All right ." he burst out contemptuously, his chiselled mouth set. Y ou sure love to follow atortuous
path. By the way, we're taking atrip over to Kurabee this afternoon the Boynes' place. They're our
neighbours on the south-western border. Want to come? Jo-Ann went to school with the girls.'
""Thank you, no,' she said tautly. 'I'd only be in the way.'

"What if | said | want you to come? It's supposed to be a pleasure trip .'

“You give the orders,' she said ailmost bitterly.
A sudden spurt of anger shook him. He grasped her by the shoulders, his strong fingers biting into her
collarbones. "I thought | was being pretty kind to you.'
"You'll al have lots to catch up on,' she protested, the tears very nearly coming to her eyes and further
angering him. "I'm the outsider. I'll be perfectly al right here.’
“True," he said with unbearable irony. "Y ou're safer on Half-Moon than you'll ever be anywhere else.’
"When are you leaving? She could feel herself trembling under his hands as he surely must.
"Actualy we were waiting for you.'
"And now? She kept her eyes lowered, her heavy lashes down.
“In lessthan an hour," he said briefly. “It'sonly aflip in aplane. Are you sure you're decided?
“Is Sally going? She had no choice but to throw in ared herring.
"Certainly," he said dryly. | wouldn't leave her behind, as you very well know.'
Katharine tried to smile at him, which was difficult, because he looked asif he could choke her. “It'sa
beautiful day. | might go for a swim, maybe another ride. I'm very fortunate to be in such alovely place.’
"Have it your own way .' he said just astersely as he could.
'It's never my intention to make you angry ." She put out a hand helplessly, but heignored it.
Y ou say onething, Katharine, but you mean different. Don't think I'll drown in your silver eyes| won't.
There are degrees of anger. I'm not all that angry at the moment, otherwise you'd know. Do what you
think best, but take care. Stick to the beaten tracks. I've grown quite used to you.'
'‘But you still don't approve?
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"No." His green eyes were narrowed, faintly hostile. "Y ou're a deep one, Katharine Sutton. Now I'min a
hurry. Y ou know how it is?

"Yes, and | don't feel too badly. Jo-Ann is very attractive. Congratulations .

“She's truthful too. Lies are always a mistake . '

There was an awful challenging directness to his gaze. She couldn't sustain it.

"May | go now? she asked.

"Please do," he said very politely, utterly remote now, walking away from her back through the west
wing of the house.

She put up a shaky hand to brush back her silky fall of hair. The wind had skeined it all about her
flushed face. She felt on the brink of disaster.

Apart from the birds that reigned supreme everywhere, the only life they spotted on the whole ride was a
young bull coming down on the creek to drink. It planted its forehooves, sniffed the clear water, then
elegantly bent its glistening neck. It was obvious that Barney wanted to return it to the herd, but he
continued to ride up ahead of Katharine, machete in hand, making the path easier for her to negotiate.
Almost tremblingly she noticed a huge amethyst snake uncoil itslong length in front of her before it
slithered swiftly away along a branch.. She rode under it with her nape crawling, fully expecting a thick
slimy body to fall heavily on her shoulder.

Several times along the way Barney looked behind him, grunting to himself. Katharine was almost
tempted to scream aswell. Thiswas very nearly jungle, alive with snakes. It would be just her luck to
encounter ataipan. Just thinking about it could make one go into hysterics, but she had to keep her head.
Barney was a good guide. He was more at home in the wild bush than she was in a safe bed. She, too,
had the queer feeling that something was stalking them with relentless perfection and her head was
constantly tilted in an attitude of listening.

Somewhere in this green tangled fastness was Darin. No wonder no one could find him. It would be an
almost impossible task. Another upward glance and she saw a peculiarly marked snake pressed close to
the long shaft of atree. She put her tongue to her dry mouth, swinging round as a brilliant blue and
yellow parrot let out an aggressive, warning shriek. Under the steaming belt of the trees there was hardly
any sunlight, but had she eyesfor it, it was fascinating. At their approach, the birds began to rise up all
around them, every colour of the rainbow, their voices unbelievably loud. The thick springy grass and
the canopy of trees was jade green, the trees flowering in a profusion of pink and coral and an electric
violet. Such a beautiful, bewildering variety of them .

A small spotted tree goanna, yellow and grey, left off robbing a bird's nest to mark their progress, and
Katharine knew this kind of country would come alive at night with animal life. At the edge of the rose
gums, there rose up alow granite wall, masked with thick vegetation, and a great staghorn that grew on
the bark of a giant eucalypt. Barney looked behind him and held up the pinkish palm of his hand, to halt
her.

"We're here, missy.'

She dismounted at once, handing the reins to Barney and rushing to she didn't know where.

"Wait, miss. You won't find it.'

'Isit acave?

Barney made sure of the horses then came towards her. "Easy, miss. You're safe. The snakes didn't get
you.
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“There were quite afew about.’

Barney moved ahead of her, very nimbly for an old man, pulling away at athick screen of tangled ferns
and vines. They came away with great ease until Katharine realised they had been chopped away long
hours before. Barney caught her frenzied sigh.

"Go in. Thisisyour brother's hiding place.’

"Oh, Darin ." She no longer knew what to think. Her heart came into her throat as she bent her head, her
eyes trying to pierce the sudden gloom. Outside Barney was hacking more vines away and the interior of
the small cave lightened. An unguessed at wave of pity came at her.

‘Darin?

She still couldn't see him, and atremor of fear hit her. She had trusted Barney, followed him here
without aword to anyone, no sense of caution. Could he have deceived her? Her voice bounced back
softly from the walls of the cave.

‘Darin?

A moan answered her and she felt an uprush of shame. Barney had helped both of them. She stepped
across the floor of the cave, feeling icy to her fingertips. Darin was lying on some camping gear, his skin
above the thick tawny stubble on his cheeks and chin a dreadful grey with mottled red patches. He could
have been any age, not a young man. She dropped to her knees, weeping now asif she was in an awful
nightmare.

'Darin . Isthishow | find you? Her tender hands ran over his heated face, the scorching brow. He was
mumbling again, tossing his head fretfully to one side.

She stood up quickly, calling behind her: '‘Barneyl’

It was vital now to get him back to the homestead. No more secrets, no evasions. Something had to be
done no matter the cost. Darin could die here. She could no longer wait to hear from his own mouth the
story of hisinnocence or guilt. A shadow fell across the cave opening and if it was much too tall for
Barney she didn't question it. She spoke shakily, the tearsin her voice. 'Oh, Barney, he could die here .
"Hewon't. HE's too tough.'

Her heart contracted. She spun around, her hand going to her throat, utterly beaten. “The hunter to the
hunting ground .’

'‘Don't goad me a step further.’

“I've sentenced him, haven't 1?7 she cried wildly. 'l led you here.’

‘Bequiet ." he said crudly. "Just be thankful I'm here.’

She watched him drop to his knees, leaning over her unconscious brother. He looked pitiless, indifferent,
astrong, hard, handsome man. Dangerous to her, dangerous to Darin. Her voice cracked. "'Don't hurt
him. If he's done wrong, he's been punished . ' Her whisper was desperate, barely audible. She came
closeto him. "Please, Curt .’

"What do you think | am, some kind of monster? He looked back at her asif he hated her and she ran
her hands violently through her own hair, spilling it in silky disorder about her pale face.

'l don't want him to be punished any more.' She put her hand on his arm, feeling the iron tension in him.
'l asked you a question. What would you do for your brother? Stay with me on Half-Moon?

'Y es, anything. '

‘Then it'sdone. I'll take care of him.'

'‘What isit? What isit you want? she demanded.

"You,"' he said coldly, his dark face quite ruthless, his cleft chin pronounced.
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“Then I'll make you a solemn promise!" A tear slid down her cheek and fell on his hand. He brushed it
off angrily and lifted Darin in hisarms.

"I could beat you . | will, when | get the chance. Barney? He lifted his voice explosively and the old
aboriginal stockman jumped to attention, certain he would have done better to go to the Boss in the first
place.

"Yes, Boss?

'‘Before | murder you, ride back to the homestead. Give Martha all the details, and get her to fly in
Doctor Briant. He's more discreet than most. Then get Viv to bring the jeep to the edge of the clearing,
asfarinashecan.

"I knew you was behind us,’ shrugged Barney.

"Did you really think you could pull it off?

"I used to be good. Remember?

'Y ou're getting old. Y ou're slipping.’

‘Taught you a thing or two,' Barney said, greatly daring.

'So you did-the only thing that's saving you. Now get going. '

"Need a hand with Darin?

“I'll get him up on my horse. I'll lead him in.’

"What about Missy? Will | take her? asked the old man.

'‘Missy can damned well walk '

'It's pretty rough. ..'

‘Say another word, Barney, and | swear ... '

“I'm going. Boss,' Barney said with alacrity and a soft pitying glance for Katharine, who had not come
into the conversation at all. She looked as delicate as alily or amoving bird on the wing, but the Boss
was bent on punishing her. Women needed to feel the sting of anger. Barney wheeled his horse around
and headed it for the homestead. He was sorry to leave Missy, but there was nothing else for it. Defying
the Boss would lead him exactly nowhere, except maybe damnation .

Katharine couldn't sleep. She lay in the huge fourposter bed going over and over the events of the
afternoon. She shivered remembering, but at least Darin was safe. That was all she had to remember.
Whatever Darin had done, Curt had promised to protect him. His reason she couldn't search for; she had
sold her soul for it. She turned her face into the cool nest of pillows, her whole body blazing. How could
so much tenderness and cruelty go into the one man? Darin was a part of her, her brother. Surely Curt
could accept that? Darin was weak, unreliable, the picture wasn't pretty, but their mother had always
called him her golden boy. He had been that for both of them. The golden boy. She felt genuinely bereft
that she could no longer feel proud of him. Still, she was filled with compassion-it was her nature. What
shefelt for Curt was deeper, stronger, akind of agony that wrenched at her.

He had been in awonderful rage; a thunderous silence that lasted all the way back to the house. Nothing
could quench histhirst for hurting her and he wasn't finished with her yet. It would be impossible to
make peace with him, but she had given her solemn promise to remain on Half-Moon. It was nerve-
racking, an intolerable situation. He would have to release her from her promise.

Footsteps came to her door and she sat up in perplexity. The door opened and atorch light flashed over
her.

‘Katharine? The tone was firm, not concerned about waking her.
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'I'm awake . ' She leaned over and turned on the lamp on the small table beside her, half in, half out of
the lake of light. She looked very fragile, her hair cascading over her bare shoulders, a delicately
endangered silver-blonde in the huge mahogany bed. Her eyes were apprehensive, half dazed. Curt stood
in the doorway watching her, no trace of friendliness or serenity in his dark face. He was till dressed in
the same clothes he had been wearing all day, so he hadn't gone to bed. His eyes slipped over her, poised
so warily, and she leaned alittle forward so that her face and hair fell into the rosy gold pool of light.
"What isit?

He seemed to relax alittle. "I haven't come to claim any non-existent rights,” he said with hard mockery.
Y our brother has regained consciousness.'

‘Can't you say Darin?

'No, | can't.' He spoke with a take-it-or-leave-it arrogance. 'Y ou want everything, Katharine, but
everything you can't have. Get up. Thiskind of thing gets us nowhere. I'm acting pretty well in the
circumstances.'

"Shall | dress? she queried.

"Haven't you arobe or something?

Hurriedly she murmured: "Of course . ' But not the charming little froth that lay over the end of a
chair. She was too fully aware of his eyes on her, astonishingly brilliant. He was insensitive to her
dilemma, so she dlipped swiftly out of the bed, crossed to the mirrored wardrobe and took out aloose
flowered patio dressin a sky blue and gold. Determinedly she pulled it over her head, grateful for its
silky envelopment.

‘A child again . ' he said after abrief glance at her. "Come aong, Katharine, comfort your brother. It's all
you've ever wanted.'

They were facing each other now and she had never been more conscious of his height, his leanness, his
breadth of shoulder. He looked immensely strong and vital, his shirt collar carelessly ruffled. It wasn't
simply that she was without shoes that made her feel so agonisingly ineffectual. She was the foolish,
untutored child he evidently saw her as. He was standing quite still, a curious trick of his, for he was
neither cool nor detached.

She said in alow voice with pain init, | never wanted to involve you in my problems, Curt.'

‘That's no use to me now. I'm up to my neck.' The light caught the icy sheen of his eyes.

'Haven't you one kind word for me?

"Sure, you're beautiful, but I'm curious to know what goes on inside you.'

‘The usual things, | care about people. '

Her slightness and smallness was too much to be borne. His dark face grew sombre, not in the least
inclined to smile. It was, as she had realised from the beginning, a demanding kind of face, the face of a
man of considerable pride and achievement. She had seen him with a dozen moods on him, but now he
looked unbearably cynical, self-ironic. It hurt her. He took her arm and she shivered.

'‘Are you coming or not? he asked very crisply indeed. Y ou look as though you need a helping hand.
Come along, Katharine, a cosy little chat with your brother, but remember you're not completely free to
doasyou like."'

She glanced at him quickly and her glance wavered. She felt a sudden upthrust of inevitable excitement.

His hand on her forearm was hard and possessive. He had exhausted his supply of indulgence.

“Try to understand,’ she said pleadingly, her skin under his hand tightening electrically.
"Believe me, I'm tryingl' Almost compulsively his thumb had fallen to caressing her wrist, his hold on
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her compelling and achieved very easily, yet anger touched his face. It was tormenting to have things so
strained and untrusting between them. Once he had held her in hisarms, full of an undeniable passion,
now he was a hair-trigger away from hurting her. Such a puzzle . Even the nearness of him, angry as he
was, was exquisite. She never wanted to break free of him no matter what the cost. He wasn't aman to
forget and no woman could tame him. She looked up at him swiftly with all her small torments there in
her face.

“One more thing-I know you'll never believe me, but | loveyou .

The change in him was stunning. It was like throwing an electric switch. "Y ou've no idea what you've
just said .’

Her heart shrank and she ailmost recoiled from him. ' | told you you wouldn't believe me.'

“Convince me. No fuss.' He sounded hard and businesslike, anything but lover-like, a glittery look on
him. He dragged her ruthlessly back into an alcove, almost lifting her off the ground. 'Do you say this
kind of thing often? His hands and his voice communicated a swift urgency. Tell me.'

‘Never .

“Then why don't you damned well trust me? Isn't that an important part of it? Loving? Oh, never mind.
I've nothing left in restraint. I'll shape you my way-God knows you're young enoughl'

Katharine turned her mouth up just to please him and he claimed it with such passionate fury she was
stilled into a near-oblivion, her senses swimming, no area of resistance in her soft, yielding body. It was
impossible to match the devouring desire she had aroused in him. Such a blinding rush of headlong
emotion left her quivering and spent. He was capable of anything. She just wanted to go on giving and
giving-anything to please and placate him. Her heart was beating too rapidly. He lifted his head briefly
and drew an audible breath.

“I'm hurting you.’

'Impossible. ' she whispered.

'l am. There's so little of you I could crush you .'

She looked so very young and vulnerable, her heart in her cloud-soft grey eyes, instinctively he lowered
his head again, kissing her this time with control on himself, such a devastating tenderness, an
underlying need now to arouse her as she had aroused him, that she felt herself melting; her head twisted
back into the curve of his shoulder, responding convulsively. All the towering protective walls she had
built round herself were crumbling. He was stripping them all away from her. He knew her better than
she knew herself. He knew everything there was to know about making love to her. She didn't know she
was making small, yearning sounds against his mouth.

Helet go of her suddenly, holding her steady. "I've meant to do that about a dozen times in the past few
hours," he muttered.

'‘But you seemed so remote and indifferent .

'‘Maybe. All | know is|'d better let go of you. See your brother alone. I'll wait for you in the study.’

The change in Darin was extraordinary. He almost |ooked jaunty. Washed, clean-shaven, the good bones
of hisface very pronounced, the bright patches of colour fading, he measured Katharine's advance as
though he was never more surprised to see anyone.

'l didn't bargain on your interfering in this, Katlin.'

"Don't be afool, Darin. You're my brother. | didn't want anyone or anything to threaten you. How are
you? She crossed to the bed and looked down at him.
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'‘Much better. Loaded with antibiotics. It's abad business, | can tell you.'

'‘What happened? Y ou must tell me.’

'It'salong story-too long. Pull up achair.'

'l know about Rada, if that's what you mean.' Looking carefully behind her, Katharine sank into a small
curve-backed chair. 'Y ou gave her the gold collar.’

For an instant the hazel eyes blazed. "How do you know that?

'She was wearing it the very first night | came here.’

"How incredibly stupid! | can't accept that of Rada . '

"Women are vain. Y ou had no right to that necklace.’

"Forget that .' Darin said wearily. 'Y ou got the house, didn't you? Wasn't it enough?

“You could have had all of it,' she pointed out. "Y ou chose to leave us. How did it start, the smuggling,
therest of it? | have aright to know.'

“You're not my keeper,' he grumbled. “Y ou sound like Mum. She stifled me. She did agood job on you
too. Y ou don't know what it's like, Kat, having no money, and seeing it all around you. Power, the big
time. Say athing and everyone moves on the double. No need to prove anything, you just are. Curt's got
it made. '

'‘And you chose to cheat him. The man who had befriended you and offered you the chance of managing
astation.’

"Not good enough, Kat. I'm a man on the make, always have been. That's what you don't understand.'

'l understand you could go to jail.’

‘I don't think so . * In arough brotherly way he slapped at her hand. “I'm not the only member of this
exclusive circleinvolved.'

'Who then-Rada?

‘A woman's intuition. What a gift. | thought of it, Rada put it into operation. At first it was just a crazy
way we had of talking, day dream value to fill in the conversation, but Rada figured it out. She had the
contacts. | wasin it that one time. Just a hit and run job, and after that | wanted out. Rada and her friends
got the bulk of the loot anyway. The trouble was Rada could put the finger on me at any time. She loves
her profits. In fact, she's no good. Y ou could even say she'sabit mad .’

‘She doesn't care a jot about you.'

"Does it matter? he replied bitterly. 'l believed her for awhile. She was going to come away with me. |
was crazy about her Rada, and no one else. It was only that one time with me. | intended to stay out after
that.'

Y ou mean you were ready to commit every sin for her.'

"And then some . Y ou have to admit she's got something.' He glanced at Katharine curiously as though
he found her moralising hard to understand. "Oh, grow up, Katlin. Curt's amillionaire. What's a few
hundred head matter?

‘That's hardly the point .

He couldn't evade her searching glance. "I know. I'm sorry, Kat, damned sorry on lots of counts. Curt
was pretty good to me. I've got the greatest respect for him.'

'‘But you didn't mind stealing his cattle.’

"He's got enough, more than he could ever want. Still, I'm sorry now. Anyway, | took time out to check
Rada's connections-an exercise in futility. Curt had already caught up with them. He evened up the score
and then plenty.'
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"And Rada?

'He was on to her, of course. He even set her up. Her pals sold her out pretty smart. No one likes prison
and they were given an out. There was an amighty scene-didn't you hear it?

'l ' heard nothing.’

“You wouldn't in ahouse this size, | suppose.’

"When did you regain consciousness? she asked then.

‘About two hours ago. Curt wasn't very agreeable. I've had quite a shake-down. He's got Rada over a
barrel. He's avery shrewd operator, our Curt. | should have had him as a partner. Rada loses the kid.'
"Sally? Katharine was taken aback.

"Curt becomes her joint guardian with old Mrs Lewis. Sally will probably live with her grandmother.
She'sanicelittle kid. I can't imagine how Rada had her. Don't worry, Rada's not too sour on the deal.
She'll get plenty to shove off and it's better than going to jail. Curt just has to say the word. She was
pretty steamed up at first frantically denied everything, tore into me, the incompetent bungler, then when
sherealised he was on to her she just went to pieces. The whole collapse lasted about a half hour, then
she got her second wind. Rada knows exactly what she wants.'

"Well, she's not getting it . Katharine pointed out dryly. 'Don't sound asif you admire her. She would
have left you to die.

'I figured that out all by myself. It's all right, I'm a big boy now, just a bit rusty at the moment. When |
think of the time | wasted trying to pin the swag on Rada and Curt knew all the time. | could have saved
myself alot of pain.'

"You deserved it.'

“| needed the cash ." he said bluntly. "There was atime when Rada looked and sounded pretty different to
me. It was quite a shock to find out just how mean sheredly is. I'm a bad judge of women. Once she
was eager, hooking into me, promising me the world. She found the right people for the job not
professionals she couldn't control but people who could handle themselves. Curt has done business with
them anyway. They're all paid up now and happy to get out of it so lightly with only a huge belt in the
pocket. They'll never come into it again. He has complete control of everything.’

'What about you? She looked at him with unexpected censure.

“I'm finished here by any standards. Sold up. In fact I'm out on the morrow. The big man doesn't want
me here, contaminating the homestead. I'm being shifted to Base Hospital for afew days. After that, |
might take in New Zealand. It's a beautiful country, | hear. Y ou know, Kat,' he went on, ‘there's an odd
factor in al this. It's not Rada, nor the child, and Curt wouldn't give adamn if | rotted in hell. There'sa
chink in hisarmour. | can't believeit, but it's got to be. Why else would he have arranged it thisway? No
one gets hurt except the boys on the Coast, and then only in the pocket:'

Katharine sat quite still hesitating for amoment, then she said: "From his conversations with me, Darin,
Curt wants to protect Sally. Radaisn't good for her own child. Worse, she doesn't even care for her.'
‘That could be," said Darin, sounding unconvinced.

“That'sit.'

"Maybe. It's been along day.'

“You'retired.' She put her hand on hisarm and pressed it.

"Played out, girl. Make no mistake about it, | was double-crossed.'

"It seems to me, Darin, you're mostly to blame. Rada just happened to be around at a critical moment.'
'It could never have happened without Rada. She was the serpent. She was going to come away with me-

file://[E[/My%20Library/booksyROM ANCE/margaret%20...al f%20moon%20T X T/the%20man%200n%20hal f%20moon.txt (72 of 75)11/05/2010 14:49:39



file://[E[/My%20Library/books/ROM ANCE/margaret%20way/novel ' 1...man%200n%20hal f%20moon%20T X T/the%20man%200n%20hal f%20moon. txt

she promised. We couldn't do it without money. What other way was there to make some ready cash?
"Work for it.'

'‘Don't be so damn virtuous-! Properly handled we could have pulled it off.’

'l don't agree. Y ou're adimwit beside Curt.'

"It was Rada who derailed the situation. She got greedy. Don't worry, kid, I'll get myself a new face. I'll
still land myself afirst-classjob.’

"Not in this State you won't . * she said amost sadly.

“Or the next or the next. The Dangerfields, dear, run an empire. | just wanted a piece of the action.'
“Incredible . ' Katharine sighed, almost at aloss for words. "How could you imagine you were entitled to
any part of it?

"It wasn't only me," Darin defended himself. ‘Rada thought she was entitled to afair share as well. Jeff
was Curt's cousin.'

'‘Good God, Darin, plenty of people have rich relations without dreaming of touching a penny of it.

Y ou'd better start seeing things straight. Y ou wouldn't want this kind of thing to finish up aritua?
“I've learnt my lesson,’ Darin said, after alittle. "Thisfever aone nearly killed me.’

“You werein no real danger. You'd have come out of it even in the cave with only Barney to look after
you.'

'l never said anything to Barney,' Darin considered. "Thank him.'

‘| aready have. Remember when we were children? she said painfully.

"That was an age ago.’

"I loved you then, looked up to you. Mother used to call you her golden boy. She always cared more for
you than me.’

"Then she was stupid.'

“In that way, perhaps. Y ou're not really that admirable, though it breaks my heart to say so.'

I'll makeit. Listen, Kat, | haven't sunk too low. | lost my head over awoman. It happens al the time.
Nearly everyone has at |east one disaster. Maybe if I'd met anice girl, someone like you, things would
have been different.’

"You may yet meet her,' Katharine promised. 'I'll pray for you.'

"Good girl. You've always been that-very loyal. Yes, | remember you, Kat. Silver plaits and big eyes.

Y ou were the prettiest little girl in the world. Come to that, you're still the tops.'

Katharine leaned forward and kissed his lean cheek. "Please learn something from all this, Darin. Don't
ever get caught again.'

Darin chortled somewhat reluctantly. 'l know what you mean. | won't. There could be only one Radain a
man'slife.’

"The wicked charmer. Just aswell .’

'I've come to my senses, Kat. I'm not the sentimental type. No more complications.' He turned and
smiled at her and it took her back all the years. She was the sentimental one. "Turn out the light, Sis,
right at this moment | want to go to sleep.’

She got up obligingly, walking to the door and switching off the main light. "Goodnight, Darin. God
bless. See you in the morning.'

‘Thank you, little sister. And listen, Rada was raving on about you and Curt. She seemed pretty sure of
her facts. Livid, if you ask me. She hadn't ahope in hell there and many'sthe time | told her. If you can
land him, hang on like hell. He's nothing less than a superman. Even without all the dough he'd still
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zoom ahead.'

"I know." Her dlight frame was etched in the doorway against the hall light.

“You either haveit or you don't,’ Darin agreed wryly. ‘Goodnight . *

"Believe me, Darin, you can make something of yourself. Start again .

"What's my reason?

'‘We've all got to go on improving ourselves.!'

‘Well, damn it, let'sgo .

Katharine shut the door on him, smiling. Darin was an unabashed sinner, she couldn't pretend otherwise.
All the events of the past weeks had fully illumined his character. He was lucky. He would be given
another chance. She began to hurry along the hallway, sunk in her thoughts. Darin in away was amost a
total stranger to her. Lifereally was funny. For the first timein her life she could see her brother clearly.
She reached thee study and threw open the door, her expression alive, almost passionate.

"You waited . 'she exclaimed.

'l said | would." He stood up and walked towards her. "What is it now, give him another chance a
thousand miles from here?

She shook her head soundlessly, just staring up at him. Vivid energy and integrity and everything
worthy, She loved him. "Nothing like that,' she whispered at last.

'‘What, then? He put out a hand and brushed back her hair. 'I'll tell you now, nothing doing. Darin has to
work out his own salvation.’

'l agree.’

'Y ou agree? Katharine, how extraordinary .’

‘That's all | wanted you to know.'

‘And | need no more encouragement. Y ou promised me you'd stay with me.'

Her mouth parted, but no words came out, just a strange rising fever.

'l can see you don't understand me,' he said smoothly. ‘Marry me, Katharine. Certainly there's not
another woman in the world who's going to hear that offer.'

"Marry you?

‘That's the catch .'

She hit out at him in a nervous reaction and he caught her up easily. "Life would be just too tame
without you.'

“There would be no life without you. I've no choice .'

Her words hit him like arrows. Y ou'll never get away from me .’

'Such apith 1 I'd never want to.' She turned her face up to him, helpless with love. His fingers touched
her creamy skin, threaded through the long silky strands of her hair.

'It was too late for me that very first day,' he said with a faint shade of mockery.

‘| feel guilty. | very nearly hated you.’

"Why? His brilliant green eyes demanded an answer.

'l don't know," she said truthfully. "Y ou seemed to know too much about me. | never expected anyone so
vivid, so challenging. | never expected a man who would love me. Not in alifetime.'

‘Life holds nothing but surprises, Katharine. | promised myself you from the very first moment. | knew
then it wouldn't be the last time I'd find you asleep. Y ou're very responsive awake .'

"Y ou know, you're very specia .' Her words came out like a soft, yearning sigh. "Kiss me, my dearest,
undeniable tyrant, | can't seem to do without it .’
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'‘Asthough | can 1 What | feel for you would take aeons to describe. Right now I'm pretty desperate |
hope you redlise.’

She was trembling, but her young voice was ardent, filled with awonderful elation, yet very serious.
"Feel my heart.' she begged him. 'Fedl it beat for you. What more do you want?

'Katharine . ' Therewas an odd break in his voice. He swept her up easily, carrying her to the long
sofa, kissing her until she could think no longer, nor wanted to. Love was the greatest necessity of all,
and her love for Curt knew no bounds.
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