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Lynch
Hill
Primary School

Outback New South Wales


It happened again.

The quiet whisper of chilling menace limped up her spine and entered her flesh with pinprick accuracy, congealing her blood to ice. This primitive instinct, like a savage voodoo curse, always came when she had to run. Run for her life.

The depth of terror that came alive, when Cameron was close.

A furtive search of the school grounds, the lane and the road beyond revealed trees, grass, the half-tarred road, softly lowing cows meandering around the paddock opposite the tiny Outback school. A tranquil country scene, nothing to fear.

But she wasn't paranoid. The pulsing beat of urgency inside her—the need to bolt—never failed. Cameron was here in Lynch Hill, using his cultured angel's face, the smooth persuasion of his TV evangelist's voice, the aura of wealth and success to get the information he wanted.

Have you seen this woman?

Like a nightmare in automatic rewind, she could almost smell his spicy lime-coconut scent lingering in the air: the subtle benediction of fear. I'm here, Theresa.

"How'd I do, Miss Honeycutt?"

Tessa started, clicked the stopwatch and walked to the boy panting by the ragged finish line at the end of the playground. "Fifty-nine point five-eight, Matt—a brilliant four hundred! You'll blitz Sam Iliah at the Country Carnival. Any scout coming from the Australian Institute of Sport is bound to spat you."

"Awesome!" Matt lifted his hand; they slapped a high-five.

A two-ton utility truck drove into the grounds of the school. The rushing breeze in its wake caused golden-ochre leaves to drift down from the trees lining the road, warming the cloudless autumn day with hues of fire. The horn beeped. "Matty!"

Relax, Tessa. Breathe. It's not Cameron.

"Hi, Dad!" Matt jumped the fence, raced to his father's truck and hopped in. He hung halfway out the window to yell, "Thanks, Miss Honeycutt. You're the best teacher we ever had!"

Moments like this made all the hours she put in after school with the kids worthwhile. She swallowed the lump in her throat. She wouldn't be here to see Matt win his race, or to help Amy blossom into a great outback artist, or enjoy little Tani and Jarred's smiles of wonder at kinder gym again. Her darling kids would have to travel twenty miles each way to school every day. "Have a great holiday."

Matt's father waved and drove away.

In the sudden hush of the truck's departure, it returned. The slow, prickling sensation rose above her spine, making all the hairs on her neck lift.

It was real. It was now. Without turning her head, she searched her peripheral vision with swift glances—

And she saw him: the silent menace. A man hiding deep within the shadow of a thick belt of windbreak trees across the road. Anonymous clothes. Dark hat. Faceless, motionless, silent.

Oh, God. One of Cameron's goons had found her.

Her stomach churned. Her heart pounded. Sweat broke out on her face. Every instinct screamed at her to run—

Act like you never saw him.

She strolled across the field to the whitewashed building that was Lynch
Hill
Primary School. She locked the door, slung her bag over her shoulder and walked to the lane. She opened the old wooden gate, flicking a quick look from beneath her lashes.

He was still there, a silent shadow in the deep green darkness. And somehow she knew he'd been there before. Just watching her. Waiting.

Whistling a little tune, she ambled down the lane to the main road. She turned left toward the doubtful safety of her boardinghouse, heart slamming against her ribs and sweat trickling in the valley between her breasts. Get to the car, to the car…

Pretending to tie her shoe, she shot a glance back. He was still there, unnerving her with his dark sense of quiet. Almost invisible. A ghost of the pines.

The taste and scent of fear filled her mouth.

She straightened and continued down the road away from him, kicking at rocks and fallen leaves, making a hopping step once or twice. A country teacher celebrating the Easter break.

A soft, oh, so soft crunching of pine needles behind her. She spun around. He was coming out of the shadows into the sun.

Tessa braced herself to run—

But her silent watcher turned in the opposite direction, walking without hurry to an old red one-ton pickup truck.

Even from his back view, she could feel the heat emanating from him, the sense of power and strength held deep inside. So much purpose in every movement. Hints of simmering fury kept under tight leash. Hidden danger radiated from him like an aura: a raw, earthy male.

Fascinated, she kept watching as he half turned for a moment. Five-eleven, maybe six feet. Broad shouldered, strong build. A taut backside encased in well-worn Levi's. Scuffed boots long past their quality prime. A dented Akubra hat kept his face in shadow. Loose dark curls touched the collar of his form-fitting shirt. Such beautifully muscled light coffee skin, he almost appeared a statue: an ancient messenger of Zeus. Obviously a physical man. So perfect of form…

A long-buried memory stirred. He looked—he looked like—

It began in her fingers. The shock hit, like a tiny current of power flowing up her arm, leaving her trembling in its wake as it flew to her very core.

"David?" A weak, stunned whisper. "David?"

Perspiration broke out anew, brow, palm, throat, breast. The pain of shock streaked from fingers to toes, flashing past her heart in its lightning journey, kick-starting a pounding beat: boom-boom, boom-boom, boom-boom.

"It's crazy," she muttered. "I'm insane. It can't be him…"

But her eyes kept telling her what her mind knew to be false. Her stomach clenched. Her lungs seized. Her pulse stormed and crashed in her ears, boom-boom, boom-boom.

The man kept striding across the grassy paddock, head down, feet rolling from heel to bail. He had a strange walk, compelling to watch: head down, feet moving as if feeling for hidden treasure beneath.

Just like David once walked.

David, the beloved. How she'd loved his name, its meaning. As she'd loved his tribal, totem, dreaming name. Jirrah the dolphin, her magnificent creature of the sea. How well it suited him. The sleekness, the movements of grace and beauty; the playfulness, the instinctive purpose beneath. Jirrah. The name she'd cried aloud in passion, in the trusting confidence of young love.

Then he was gone, and there was nothing left. Nothing but chasing shadows. Looking for David in every man she met, long after she'd married Cameron Beller.

Don't be stupid. David's gone, and he's never coming back.

But she couldn't stop watching the man behind her. Her wondering gaze drank him in, as a desert wanderer finding oasis. David, oh, David…

He climbed into the battered pickup and drove away, past the belt of pines and small scrubby paddocks lining the battered road, toward the tiny Outback township of Lynch Hill.

From over her shoulder she watched him leave, her eyes fixed on the empty street where he'd been.

* * *

He watched her in the rearview mirror as be drove off,
hating the way he automatically noted how her lithe golden body glowed in her simple denim shorts and white long-sleeved knit top. Hating that she still looked so damn good. Those incredible golden-amber eyes, in a vivid, slightly crooked face dominated by slanted high cheekbone and full, sculpted lips. The river of dark hair with a life all its own, falling over her shoulder in its habitual thick plait. That sinuous grace and exotic fascination shimmered in the air around her as strong as ever, still drawing him to her against his will.

Damn her for that.

She shouldn't be here at all. She should have changed by now, ensconced in a Harbourside mansion in Sydney, living the high life as the wife of a rich and famous barrister. Yet she was in Lynch Hill, a simple Outback teacher. Looking like she had at twenty. Shorts and joggers and a face a man couldn't forget.

Damn her for that, too.

He turned a corner heading into town, still watching her. There was a hint of a hunted doe about her: a wide-eyed wistful touch. The tense stance of her, always ready to bolt.

So what? He knew, none better, how deceiving her looks could be. The fawnlike, haunting fear in those gorgeous almond-shaped eyes of hers was as fake as her name.

With a hand shading her eyes, her gaze stayed riveted to his truck. Like she was reading the license plate.

She sure as hell didn't seem surprised to see him.

So he'd been wrong. She knew he was here. She'd probably known the whole time.

His lips twisted. "So that's how it is? The same old game. Damn stupid to even want to think differently of her," he muttered, slamming the steering wheel with a clenched fist.

That he could still hold any vestige of innocence after all these years was a joke. She was just like the rest of them. And to think he'd wanted to protect her … he'd actually thought she might need help. He must be going soft in the head! Fool. Jerk. Well, that was over. He was going ahead with his plan—all of it—and little Miss Respectable could take the consequences.

Damn her and her wide-eyed, haunting, crooked loveliness. Sucking him in with a look. Making a fool of him again. She was working with them to find and destroy the stuff he had—evidence that could put her precious family inside for ten to fifteen. No more illusions. No protection. He'd destroy them all.

He parked outside the town's only pub, bypassing the wet, malty-smelling bar, the smoky crowd watching Skychannel, playing pool or slots. He strode up the back stairs to his room, flung open the door and stopped dead. "What the—"

Torn, shredded, broken. Opened up and strewn all around. The room was trashed in a frantic search for what he'd never find.

"This time he's gone too far," he growled. "This is bloody war!" He grabbed what he needed, threw some notes from his wallet on the bedside table and bolted for the pickup.

An odd noise when he opened the driver's door—a burned-out sizzle—gave him two seconds' warning. "Run!" he screamed at passers-by, diving headlong on the road.

The truck exploded with a roar of fire.

His body lifted and flew with the force of the blast, landing with a sickening whump on the street. Smashing glass and shrill screams filled his ears as he rolled over and over on the gritty road like a flicked cigarette butt, the untarred mix of earth and gravel ripping his clothes and skin apart. He was almost relieved when he collided with something cold and solid—the makeshift red soil gutter on the other side. He slammed into the dirt wall and fell on his back, trying to catch his breath.

When the screams died down, a crowd gathered around him. "Call the police! This man's been injured!"

"No cops!" His voice croaked so bad no one heard. A kid went running to the tiny police station at the other end of town.

The game of hiding in the shadows was up. He lurched to his feet and staggered away, his left boot peeling beneath his foot, the afternoon wind stinging his cuts and burns.

"You can't go now, mister! You need help. The police and ambulance are on their way," a woman called. "You need a doctor. You have to give a statement. Someone bombed your car!"

"No duh, lady," he muttered and lurched ahead, bolting on unsteady feet to the dubious protection of the fields outside town. He had to get away. If the cops so much as asked him his name he was a goner, no matter what he answered.

There was only one way he could get out of here now—and she'd damn well better cooperate.

* * *

Could the whole world change in a single half hour?

Tessa walked home on automatic pilot. She didn't even notice she'd reached the faded gray weatherboard of Mrs. Savage's boardinghouse until she turned the knob to let herself in.

She looked at her hand in blinking confusion. Then she walked inside and wandered to the stairs, looking around her. The polished mellowness of the homey old place, the faded violet wallpaper, the scent of lavender suited the musty, old-fashioned loveliness of the latest Outback town she'd called home. She'd been happy at Lynch Hill … almost at peace. For a little while.

What am I doing? I have to get out of here. Now!

Time to go. Leave the money on the dresser and disappear. The same way she'd left the other four country towns in the past two and a half years, from Queensland to the Victorian border.

"Miss Honeycutt. Oh, Miss Honeycutt!"

She turned to her breathless, birdlike landlady coming in from the kitchen. Her flushed cheeks and sparkling eyes proclaimed she had fresh gossip to pass on. Tessa schooled her features into a smile of polite interest. Don't give her a reason to wonder about you. Don't leave her with any doubts or fear. "Yes, Mrs. Savage?"

Mrs. Savage straightened her teased mess of gray hair, with her usual mixture of quick curiosity and cringing apologetic smiles. "I do hope you're not wanting to take a shower, Miss Honeycutt. I know how you like to rinse off after a hard day, but the water's off again, and won't he back on until tomorrow. I phoned the company for you—I know how much you like to—"

"It's all right, Mrs. Savage. I'm used to country ways now." While she smiled she mentally tallied what she could pack in ten minutes.

The old lady gave her a little, knowing smile. "Oh, but you must be wanting to freshen up and get yourself pretty—what with your date tonight with that nice man—"

Nine minutes—Tessa's
hand froze on the banister. "What man?" she asked, very quietly.

Mrs. Savage's face creased with ingratiating innuendo. "Oh, my stars, you're a lucky girl. He came to see you today. I said you wouldn't be home till five-thirty, being one of your training days for young Matthew—heavens, you're early today, it's only one forty-five! Oh, of course, it's the Easter break. You let the children leave at lunchtime! Anyway, he said he'd come back at five. Oh, and he asked me not to tell you! He wanted to surprise you. Silly me—! You won't tell him, will you? What a handsome, charming man he is! That lovely hair—so wavy and tawny, like a lion's mane—and his eyes, like caramel toffee! He's so tall, so debonair! Just like Cary Grant on An Affair to Remember—"

Tessa reeled back. Cameron's here. Oh, God, it's too late, too late… Then she came at her landlady like a drunken woman. He can't find me. I can't let him take me!

"…and he was so kind to an old lady—"

Tessa grabbed Mrs. Savage by the arms, her hold deliberately gentle. Seven minutes. "You didn't see me. I never came home."

Mrs. Savage let out a squeaking gasp. "M-Miss Honeycutt?!"

Tessa pulled the old lady closer, eye to eye, not realizing she was all the more frightening because her hold was so very gentle. "You didn't see me," she whispered right in her face. "I never came home."

The landlady's rheumy eyes goggled. "But—Miss Honeycutt—!"

You're scaring her. Tessa closed her eyes. Think, think! You need time to get away, and Edna Savage can provide it! With a lightning change of plan, she released her, and gave Mrs. Savage a deliberately pleading look. "Please, I need your help. Can you help me?"

Mrs. Savage nodded, looking doubtful but willing. "Of course, Miss Honeycutt. Anything at all."

"Thank you, Mrs. Savage. I knew I could rely on you." Six minutes. "Keep him waiting here as long as you can. Don't tell him I came home, that you saw me, or told me he came here. Do you understand?"

The elderly lady blinked. "But—he's such a nice man! Why would you want him to think badly of you?"

Tessa nearly screamed in frustration. Five minutes. "Please, I'm begging you. I never came home!"

Mrs. Savage gave a doubtful nod. "All right, Miss Honeycutt."

She sagged in relief. "Thank you."

Run, Tessa. Now.

She tore up the stairs and shoved everything she'd need into an Indian-weave sack, throwing unwanted stuff on the floor in a frenzy of fear. "Shoes." Cameron's here.

"Underwear." North last time. Southwest before that. I'll have to head east or south—just nowhere near Sydney.

"Jacket—jeans——"

Oh, dear God, that man probably knows I came home. He must know where I live. If he tells Cameron—

"T-shirts. Windcheater."

Cameron's already been here, you idiot! Run!

"Toothbrush. Soap. Toothpaste."

What if he's outside now watching me? Or calling Cameron? What if he follows me? What if he makes sure I can't get away?

"Pyjamas."

If Cameron gets me—

"Hairbrush. Socks!" She flung them into the sack.

I'll kill myself before I'll go back.

She threw the sack over her shoulder, grabbed her wallet and keys and bolted back down the stairs, leaving a small, pitiful mess. The only visible sign of her time in sweet Lynch Hill.

A wailing voice halted her flight at the base of the stairs. "Miss Honeycutt! Please! What can I say to him to keep him here? I'm not clever, like you. I can't think what to say, and I—"

One minute. She turned on the babbling woman, holding her skinny shoulders. Human contact is nice to elderly people. She's scared. Reassure her. "Just act normal, Mrs. Savage. Give him coffee. Talk about your life. Tell him I'll be home soon. Tell him I've gone to one of my pupils' houses after school, or there's a Neighborhood Watch meeting you forgot about, or Amy's day changed for art lessons. Make up something. Anything to keep him looking for me in Lynch Hill until tomorrow. Just don't tell him I came home, or you told me he was here!" She released the woman, hoping to God she could trust her. She picked up her sack. "Please. I'm begging you. Tell him nothing."

"Y-es." Mrs. Savage nodded, her eyes still bewildered. "I—I—y-yes. I understand. I'll do what I can to keep him here."

Tessa kissed her soft, wrinkled cheek, inhaling her violet-scented powder. Another memory to store, another scent to conjure regret. Another unwanted goodbye. "Thank you."

"He—won't hurt me, will he?"

She swung back, realizing with a pang what the dear old lady was willing to go through for her. "No. I swear to you he won't." He'll save that for me.

She pressed a fifty-dollar note into her landlady's hand. Do the drill fast. "Can you clean up my room before he comes back? Make it look like I'm still here? Keep my things for a week. If you don't hear from me by next weekend put it all in a charity bin. And please, please don't talk to anyone about this."

She threw open the screen door, burst through the open space to the verandah and cannoned straight into a hard male body.

She looked up, saw the face belonging to it, and screamed.
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He was about to force his way inside the faded gray frame house when she bolted out the door and slammed into him.

He staggered back under the twin impact of her body crashing against him and the bag she carried thumping into his gut. The echoes of her first scream still rang in his ears; her second, riding on its wave, hit a new note in piercing pitch.

"Be quiet! I won't hurt you." He grabbed her shoulders to steady them both. "Where's your car?"

She blinked and stared at him; her shrill cry stopped with shocking suddenness. Laughter replaced it, a wild sound of disbelief—but even the cynical twisting of her lips lit her exotic face with all its crooked charm. "You're really something, aren't you. 'Hi, Tessa. Long time, no see. Where's your car?'"

He grabbed her arm, pulling her with him through the door to the verandah. "Where is it? We've got to get out of here!"

The laughter snapped off like a shuttered light. "It was you—at the school today. I thought … I thought—it can't be him! Then you left … and—but you must have known it was me…"

He pulled her off the verandah and down the stairs, around the faded English gardens to the barnlike garage at the back of the house. "We can talk about it on the road. Just run!"

With the sudden fury of a lioness she lashed out, struggling to break free of him. One fist found its mark, attacking arms and chest already battered; her nails clawed at cuts still open and bleeding. "Get away from me! Don't touch me!"

He grabbed her wrists, trying to hold her writhing body still. "Have you gone nuts? We've got to get out of here now!"

She stilled, panting; then she jerked out of his hold, her face blanched, her eyes glassy. "I thought you were dead!"

He rocked back on his feet. "What?"

"You—they said you were dead—" she whispered.

He blinked and frowned, reasserting mental control. Of course they did. Damn fool he'd been to not think of it before!

Did that mean Tessa had never—

He shook himself. "Well, you can see I'm not. Now that's established, which car is yours so we can get out of here?" He reined in the fierce desire to shake her—he had to get her trust, and bloody fast. "Every second counts. Get in your car!"

She broke away, bolting to a beat-up brown van. "Thank God, a four-wheel-drive," he muttered as he threw himself onto the passenger seat. "We'll need to go over some rough roads to—"

She leveled a small gun in his face. "Shut up."

He shut up. Yeah, she'd changed, all right.

"Good." She spoke with a fierce, terrifying quiet. "How much did he pay you to do this? Did you set this up, or did he?"

His heart pounded in sickening rhythm, but he lifted a brow in a show of cool unconcern. If she saw the fear clenching his gut she'd leave him behind on the road alone and unarmed. "Which 'he' are you talking about? Your dad, your brother or your husband?"

She held the gun before his eyes without wavering, her vivid, glowing face filled with grim hatred and desperate resolution. Terror lurked beneath the steel in her eyes, held at bay only by the force of her will. "Damn you, David, answer me!"

He reached out to reassure her, but halted as she lifted the gun barrel to level right between his eyes. "Does it matter now? For God's sake, Beller's after us!"

Her eyes glittered. "How much is he paying you this time?"

"What?" Paying him? This time? "What the—"

"I hope you asked for more this time. A resurrection's a rare occurrence. After all, anybody can die. It's Easter holiday, too—very appropriate. I hope you asked for double time, at least."

He blinked again. "Are you insane? What the hell are you talking about? And why now? Beller could be here any minute!"

She shook her head, showing her teeth in a fierce smile. "So you'd better prove to me I'm safer with you than him, and fast. Or you're on the road. Don't move, David. I know how to use this—and don't think I won't. Did you work out this plan, thinking I'd be so shocked by your sudden resurrection from the dead I'd go along with anything you said without question? How much is Cameron paying you to bring me to him? How much?" She was screaming now, her forehead beading with the perspiration of intense stress.

He could feel tiny drops of sweat breaking out on his upper lip; he watched in wary fascination as her finger curled around the trigger, her thumb pulled off the safety catch. "I've never taken a cent from your father, your brother or Beller. I'd never sink as low as that."

The gun wobbled in her hand. "They told me you were dead—and you never came for me," she whispered a second time. "Why?"

The half-terrified, confused betrayal in her eyes was something he understood—he'd been there. He'd hated this woman every minute of the past six years, and her look, her words said she didn't exactly hold tender memories of him, either. "When we're safe I'll explain," was all he could think to say.

Explain? What a joke. Could anyone understand the crazy mess his life had become since meeting Tessa?

"This is a scam." Her voice was a hoarse croak. "You can't pull a trick on me he hasn't already tried—and I'd rather die now than go back to him."

He finally lost it. "Tessa, for God's sake will you look at me? It's not just you he's after!" With a lightning movement he had the gun in his hand, jamming the safety into place, checking the barrel for bullets. "Don't scream—if I was going to shoot you I'd have done it years ago. Now look at me, woman," he snarled. "He did this to me because of you!"

Eyes wide with horror gradually unclouded. She seemed to look at him, to take in the blood trickling down his temple, the swollen eye and torn lip, the contorted purpling masses on his arms, chest and thighs through his torn T-shirt and ripped jeans. "If I had a car left I wouldn't be here. Beller blew up my truck, right in the middle of town. God knows how—I was only gone three minutes. Thank God whatever he used had a faulty timer."

Or maybe it didn't? He frowned. Maybe Beller didn't want him dead—just disabled. Unable to reach Tessa in time.

I thought you were dead, she'd said…

There's no time to think!

He handed her back her gun with the bullets still in the barrel, sweating on the hope she'd understand the significance of his act. "Your landlady's watching us from the back window. How long do you think we've got until he charms her into spilling her guts? When he knows what type of car we're in and which way she saw us go, we're stuffed until we can get a new car. So can we please get the hell out of here now before he kills both of us?"

Her eyes searched his for a moment—the strange, unforgettable eyes of amber and gold that still visited his dreams after six years. Then she started the car and screeched away from the house. But she left the loaded gun on her lap—and whether it was to use on him or Beller he didn't know.

Right now he didn't care. He was safer taking his chances with Tessa than an obsessed maniac like Cameron Beller. On a blown-out quiet sigh he said, "Head for the northern highway. We can stay at my place tonight."

Her voice filled with disbelief and contempt. "We? You think I'd stay with you? I'll get you out of town, but that's it."

"We don't have time for this," he snapped. "When we're away from here and safe we can take a stroll down memory lane, throw a few recriminations around. I've got a few questions I wouldn't mind asking myself. But let's work at keeping alive first!"

"We'll talk? About what, David?" Her voice quivered with fury; her hands clenched and unclenched on the steering wheel. "About how you walked out on me? How you disappeared without a word, leaving me to believe you were dead until now?"

"Keep your eyes on the road. I didn't escape a car bomb to have you slam me into a pole." He put out a hand, steadying the steering wheel as the van flashed past farms on the northern edge of town. They hit a straight stretch of open road, flanked by flat brown paddocks and half-rotting fences. He kept an eye on the road behind them, throwing up a fervent prayer for a quick sunset, a sudden autumn storm or miraculous fog; but the sun kept shining and the van could be seen for a mile either way. "And don't call me David. I go by the name Jirrah now. Jirrah McLaren. David Oliveri no longer exists. And I didn't lead you to believe anything. I had no idea you thought I was dead."

"What do you mean you don't exist?" Tessa drove one-handed; the other caressed her brow, as if soothing herself. "What did you think I'd believe when you didn't show up? They said—"

"If you haven't worked out by now that your family are lying, cheating sons of bitches, you're a fool." He flicked another glance back. "There's a car coming up behind us. Fast."

With a high-pitched gasp she floored the accelerator.

The car, a dark Ford sedan, sped up until it was right behind them. It weaved toward the other side, came back again, too close behind. Trying to find a way around them.

He glanced at Tessa. The hand holding the wheel was shaking; her breaths came and went in sharp-edged ragged gasps, her terror so palpable it was hitting him in waves. "Tessa?"

She fingered the gun in her lap like a talisman. "He said he'd kill me if I left him," she whispered. "But my God, what he'd do to me first…"

A sudden horn blast made her hand jerk on the wheel. The van skidded, fishtailing toward the red-mud shoulder of the road.

"He won't have to, the way you're driving—you'll kill us both." He grabbed the wheel for the second time. "Hold the bloody wheel straight, with both hands preferably, and ease off the accelerator. You're spinning the van out. Keep it steady."

"He's right beside us!" she screamed.

He squinted, trying to see inside the tinted dark glass of the car pulling level with them. "Don't panic yet. Slow down. Let him pass and see what happens."

In a flash she sped up, holding the steering wheel in one shaking fist—and the gun was back in her other hand. "You filthy bastard, was that the plan?" She held the gun on him while trying to right the car. "Gain my trust by returning the gun, get me alone, let him overtake us and hand me over to him? Do you think I trust you any further than I could kick you?"

"Not any more than I trust you," was his brutal rejoinder. "And any plans I might have don't include getting you locked up for killing a half-tanked city cowboy out on a 'roo shoot My plans didn't include my truck getting blown up, or your rolling a van at high speed with me in it. If Beller offered a million bucks, it ain't much use to me if I'm dead."

After a moment, she nodded. "Okay. I can accept that."

"Then get on the right side of the road. Let the Ford pass us. I don't think it's Beller. Your wanna-be classy husband wouldn't be seen dead in anything less than a Jag or Range Rover," he said dryly. "We're almost at the turnoff. If we have to double back on ourselves it gives Beller time to find us."

He could almost taste the bile of fear on her tongue, but she nodded again. "Okay." She slowed down, moving back to the legal side of the road and let off on the accelerator.

With another horn blast, the Ford roared past them down the empty highway. The van shuddered in its wake.

Tessa wiped her face with her sleeve. "W-where's the turnoff?"

"Left in about two minutes. There's a back way to Marshal's Creek. I reckon he'll be searching the highway for us tonight. He'll expect us to be together by now."

"How long have you been in Lynch Hill?"

"Just over a week."

She flashed a look at him, a look of magnificent fire, and he rocketed back in time to his first sight of her.

A golden-skinned pagan goddess in cut-off shorts and tank top, her silky dark hair flying around her face like an aura of dangerous magic in the warm wind of a summer's day, her strange, beautiful eyes devouring him, drinking him in like ambrosia and nectar of the gods.

A vivid face, full of life—every emotion inside her so easy to read. One look and he was gone. She exploded inside his heart, catching hold of the flying pieces in her loving hands; and in all the years he'd hated her, he'd never found a way to take them back.

Her voice of furious scorn jerked him back to a less tender present. "…and you never let me know. You leave me for six years, don't bother to contact me until he shows up and then you say, 'Hey, Tessa, I'm alive. Let's leave town together'?"

He shrugged, fighting a half urge to grin. "Yeah, well, expect the unexpected. At least I'm never boring."

Again that quick, flashing glance of molten gold, searing his veins with her inner fire. "No, I never had time to be bored with you. I only grieved for you!"

"Oh, yeah, you must have grieved for me real bad," he shot back. "A whole month, wasn't it, before you became Mrs. Beller—no, sorry, I heard you actually waited a whole five weeks out of respect for my memory. Nice grief, Tessa."

She flushed. "If I'd known you were alive—"

"What? You wouldn't have committed bigamy, or you'd just have divorced me first?"

She gasped and hit the brakes, making them both jerk forward and back in their seats.

He laughed again, but it was a harsh, jeering sound. "Yeah, that's right, princess—little Miss High Society Theresa Earldon-Beller's a bigamist. How much time do they do for that? Surely with a daddy, brother and husband as barristers, one of them checked out the facts for you before you walked down the aisle for the second time in just over a month?"

"I
didn't know you were alive!" Her cry throbbed with passionate denial. "Duncan gave me a death certificate! Dad even held a memorial service for you!"

He had to believe that. Her terrified screams at the sight of him, her words of half an hour before confirmed it, if he hadn't already known what her family were capable of.

"I thought you were dead!" she'd said, in that stunned voice. As if she hadn't known where he'd been all those years. As if she hadn't betrayed him for wealth, success and a handsome face.

Maybe she hadn't?

He didn't want to think about it. He didn't want to know. "And where did they say my body was conveniently hiding?" he asked in a conversational tone. "Just for interest's sake."

Another choking gasp. "They—they said a car accident—your body incinerated … nothing left to bury…" She swung the van off to the side of the road and buried her face in trembling hands. "I can't drive and talk about this."

"Swap," he said succinctly. He stalked around the front to the driver's door as she slid over to the passenger's side. He swung back onto the road, checking every few seconds for cars. "Go on," he grated. "So they told you I burned to death, and you believed it. How convenient for you, and for Beller. I die just in time for the society wedding he had ready. I read all about it in the paper. My wife the bigamist's glittering socialite bash."

She gazed out the window as slow darkness rolled over the eastern sky. Her ebony braid, falling to her waist, glowed like sable in the brilliant half light of the setting sun; her golden skin shimmered, playing the colors of an outback sunset across her slanted cheekbone. The pagan princess glowed even in shadow, thrumming with the pulsing beat of her inner life and heat. "David, I didn't know they lied to me. I had no idea anyone could fake a death certificate for a living person until today!"

A delicate touch of spring flowers wafted to him in the car's heated air. It always seemed an anomaly to him that exotic, spicy Tessa loved such a gentle perfume; yet it suited her once. His innocent Tess…

Was she still so innocent after all these years?

He switched on the headlights. "The death certificate's not a fake. It's a legal document. As far as the world's concerned, David Oliveri died two and a half years go."

"But…" Flicking a glance at her, he saw the helpless confusion in her eyes. "But don't you mean six years ago? They gave me a death certificate three days after you—disappeared."

He shook his head. "That one's fake. Has to be. But the one I've got is legal, all right." He eased off the accelerator to negotiate around a clump of rocks on the dark country road. "So call me Jirrah from now on. I
could do six to twelve months inside on a felony charge just for using my name."

He felt her frowning gaze on him in the gathering gloom. "That's the second time in five minutes you've mentioned prison sentences," she said slowly. "Is that why you never showed, six years ago? Is that why you're on the run now? Did you break the law somehow? Are the police after you?"

He laughed at the naiveté of her questions. "Um, I'm dead, Tessa. Last I heard, you can't do time for that." He turned into a side road, heading northeast. "But doing three and a half years in lockup for armed robbery and assault with a deadly weapon—" He heard her high-pitched gasp, and grinned in savage bitterness. "Yeah, I suppose that tends to make a man see the legal system from a more negative side of the fence than an average, decent, law-abiding bigamist like yourself."

"I'm a bigamist? I—oh shoot, so I am!" She made a tiny choking sound: the enchanting gurgle of suppressed laughter he'd once known so well, and loved to hear. "What a farce!" Half laughing, hysterical tears ran down her face. "I'm a bigamist! And I always thought I'd lead a boring, unadventurous life!"

He'd hated this woman for years; he hated her still for what she'd done to him. Yet he felt a grin twitching at the corners of his mouth. Well, the whole situation was absurd; and he'd always responded to her quirky sense of humor that shone out at odd moments. "We'd better stick to the speed limit. If the cops put my driver's license through a computer, they may notice that I'm supposed to be eighty-one." He grinned. "Jirrah McLaren was my grandfather on my mother's side who died two years ago. My cousin put my photo on Pop's ID and fudged the birth date. It was fairly easy since we were born just about fifty years apart."

She mopped the laughter-tears from her cheek. "Thank God we're in the country—if we got pulled over for random breath test or speeding, and neither of us can say who we are!"

"Crazy," he agreed, with a grin.

He could feel her eyes on him: her old, lynxlike gaze of unnerving honesty. "Duncan and Cameron did this to you, didn't they? They set you up so Cameron could have me."

He nodded, swamped by the magnitude of his relief. He'd half expected her to deny it all, dump him by the roadside when he told her what Beller and her brother had done to him. But with the integrity typical of the girl he'd known, she recognized the truth, no matter how tough it was to accept. The inescapable fact that she'd committed bigamy was the linchpin on which he'd based his hope, and he'd been right—helped along, no doubt, by the death certificate he didn't know they'd given her.

That must he why Beller blew up the car today: to stop them from meeting and swapping stories—but the plan backfired. Stupid jerk! He'd have been out of Tessa's life forever by now if Beller bad left his car alone.

He frowned. Beller had played a star part in his prosecution, and trying to prevent his parole; but it had been a respectable, plausible part. The fierceness of this sudden rampage—acting himself instead of using a hired goon, taking such risks—told him Beller was bloody scared. Scared of losing his life. Losing the support and admiration of Sydney society. Losing his wife.

This time, Beller would be out for blood. His blood.

He negotiated the rocky terrain of the untarred back road in silence, waiting for her to work out the rest. He knew she would. Tessa might be many things, but she wasn't stupid.

She drew a deep breath, and said the words he'd expected. "When did they set all this up?"

"The cops arrested me on the way to your dad's house."

It had finally been spoken, her worst fear: the connection in time between the wedding and his arrest. Tessa slumped in her seat, reliving the slow horror of that morning.

The day after their secret marriage.

She'd had to come alone to tell her widowed father about her marriage to an Aboriginal carpenter. Only she could tell him that she, his most cherished and beloved child, had gone against his will in a way he'd never forgive. Keith Earldon, millionaire barrister, loving, overprotective father and inconspicuous racist always had, always would consider David Oliveri to be a man far beneath his daughter, in every possible way.

It was hard, so hard. She endured her father's pleading, his recriminations and coldness; she even took his eventual disowning of her in unflinching silence. With tears streaming down her face she packed her bags, knowing this choice had been inevitable from the moment she met the man she loved. She dearly loved the father and brother who'd brought her up, but her heart belonged to David. They'd surely come around…

She'd stood outside the gates of the exclusive beachside acreage, waiting for her husband to come for her. Waiting with all the sweet confidence of young love. Waiting. And waiting.

And then the slow, chilling realization came creeping into her soul. David wasn't coming to face her father with the reality of their marriage. He wasn't here to take her away, to start their life together. He wasn't coming for her at all.

She'd never forget the utter desolation of the next three days, the confusion, fear and unwanted sense of betrayal, not knowing what happened to the man she loved. Then Duncan told her about the fatal accident. "Baby, I'm so sorry," her brother had murmured, rocking her while she sat stunned, silent, too empty to cry, the certificate held like a priceless treasure in her hand.

The certificate of death that was as fake as her brother's sympathy for her.

"Like hell he was sorry," she muttered. "He set it up. He handed me to Cameron like—like a human sacrifice."

"Beller was in on it, as well," he informed her grimly. "They were the star witnesses for the prosecution in my court case. I apparently robbed Beller's apartment and hit him over the head with a crowbar. I got five years but made parole after three and a half for good behavior."

"A-assault—with…?" She blinked, trying to clear the thick cloud of confusion dulling her brain. She looked at him—at his splendidly muscled body, then up to the face filled with dark, masculine strength, the single stud earring and the curly hair worn in the bead-banded ponytail he'd had when they were lovers. After all these years, his nearness could still draw her gaze to him like a magnet, fill her with a blooming of feminine warmth she thought she'd never know again. Even with the new lines on his face, and a slight hardness in his eyes, his face and body—his mere presence—still shook her as no other man ever had.

Strange to call a man beautiful, but it was the only word for Jirrah. Strong, masculine, with a dark male beauty beyond definition, beyond words.

He still looked the same.

Had he changed so much inside that he'd set up this whole insane scheme? Or had her own brother—maybe even her father—destroyed her life without a single twinge of conscience?

"Cameron came to see me after you, um, disappeared. He had stitches. He said he'd been attacked, that he'd pressed charges. That was you?" He nodded. "I don't understand. With an alibi, and no eyewitnesses … surely they couldn't frame you?"

He shrugged his shoulders—the broad, sculpted shoulders she'd once loved to touch. "They claimed I did it when I was waiting for you before our wedding, at the park. I was alone. And your brother was the 'eyewitness' to my crime," he informed her, curt and clipped. "They found his stuff in my truck. My fingerprints were all over Beller's place, and his things. They conned me into doing a job there the week before."

Her voice shook as she asked; but she had to know the truth. "Did you ever see my father? Was he a part of this, as well?" A little silence. "I haven't seen your father since the week before our wedding."

She hung on to the handle above the door as the van careered around a pothole, then up and over a gradient full of rocks. "But you suspect him. You're so obsessed, you even think Dad broke the law to get rid of you! I understand why you suspect Duncan, but what did Dad ever do to hurt you? I know he thought you weren't good enough for me because of your background—"

"Despite the fact that he married a woman who had a native Canadian background," he put in. "Don't you think it's weird that he has such an aversion to having an Australian Aborigine in
the family when he married a Canadian one?"

She frowned. "I—I don't know. Dad and Duncan never speak about my mother." Even now, she knew little about her mother apart from the words on the memorial stone in her father's garden. Rachel Beckwith Earldon, beloved wife of Keith, loving mother to Duncan and Theresa. She knew nothing of her mother's heritage. She'd only discovered Rachel's family ties when Duncan lost his temper during a fight over her relationship with David.

Not David—Jirrah. This quiet, intense man, so focused on revenge, wasn't David, the happy-go-lucky young man she'd loved. If his story was true, she wasn't Theresa Beller, either. Her brother, a staunch upholder of the law, had committed a felony. As had Cameron, maybe even her father. Respected barristers were the real criminals. Jirrah, the ex-con, was an innocent man.

Was nothing as it appeared any more?

"Haven't you ever wondered why they never talk about your mother, and her background?" Jirrah said quietly, interrupting her turbulent thoughts. "Haven't you thought about why you had to find out about her the way you did?"

A fleeting memory of sobbing the sad little story in his arms crept into her mind. Then she swept it out. "No, I don't, and right now I don't care. Why do you want me to suspect my father? Do you honestly believe my whole family went to the crazy lengths of having you locked up just to get you away from me, or do you want to leave me with no one to believe in, no one who cares about me? Do you hate me that much?"

"We don't have time for this right now," he said through a clenched jaw, holding his temper with an obvious effort. "Let's get to the house before we play Twenty Questions. I have some questions myself, as I said. But I can't carry on an emotional argument while I'm trying to stop Beller from killing us!"

Realizing the validity of his words, she closed her mouth, but the questions remained. Questions she had to have answers to before she'd listen to his story—

Then a thought, blinding in its sudden brilliance, burst into her mind. He didn't know about Emily.

Would he still want to help her escape from Cameron when he knew?









Chapter 3
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In the deep velvet hush of an unlit country night, they arrived at their temporary sanctuary.

Through the light of the van's headlights, Tessa surveyed the place, taken aback. David—um, Jirrah once took such pride in creating beauty from bricks and wood. The small, wood-plank house was crude, filled with the sense of simmering fury she felt inside its owner: a rough-made house with an uneven front verandah, surrounded by dense brush except for a coarse, bumpy dirt track. All was dark and quiet. There were no streetlights, no sealed roads, no near neighbors she could see. She almost felt like she'd stumbled into a fairy tale—except Jirrah's home was no enchanted forest cottage—more like the abandoned shack in the back of beyond. A bush-ranger's retreat: Ned Kelly's hut, or Captain Thunderbolt's hideout in the hills.

Yet once upon a time, she would have been happy here, making Jirrah's house a home, because he'd built it for them. Planting flowers, painting the wood planks rich cream and the windowsills a soft yellow. Working side by side with him to fix the roof, as she had when they were lovers: Tess the carpenter's mate, he'd dubbed her, solemnizing the event with her own tool belt and hard hat. Fitting in work between kisses. Oh, together they could make this place a home he'd want to come home to—

"Do you have a flashlight?" Jirrah asked, interrupting her reverie. "The generator might be dead by now. It's pretty old."

"What a pity you didn't think of it before," she snapped, exhausted with the day's stress, embarrassed by her little daydream. "Now I'll spend the night imagining us playing blind-man's buff with Cameron in a dark, isolated cabin!"

He made a small, savage sound of impatience. "Look, I just spent three hours driving on lousy roads after your fruitcake husband car bombed me. I'm hungry, I have a headache the size of a Mack truck, my wrist's throbbing and I'm covered in cuts and gravel bums. I want food, a shower and sleep before I have to outrun Beller yet again. So I'd appreciate it if you'd cut the complaints and tell me if you have a flashlight or not."

She yanked a lock of hair behind her ear. "Yes, I have one. I've also got food and a first-aid kit. I'll bring my gun inside, too. At least one of us was prepared for this!"

"Yeah, well, any preparation I might have had blew sky-high back at Lynch Hill, so don't expect any apologies from me."

She flushed in the darkness. "You want to compare notes? I was carjacked today by somebody I thought was dead, with a Ripley's story about my family for his excuse! If I'd had time to get you out of the car I wouldn't be here now!"

He looked at her. "If you didn't believe me you wouldn't be here, and neither would I. You'd have shot me."

A sudden jab of anguish landed over her heart, robbing her of breath. Was he right? "I'm still thinking about it. I don't shoot people without at least giving them a hearing. I still have the gun … and you have tonight to prove you're telling me the truth."

He held up a hand. "I get the picture. We're both overwhelmed and stressed now. Can we call a truce and get the flashlight?"

"Fine." In moments she handed him the torch. "I have aspirin, antiseptic and bandages. I'll bandage your wounds inside."

"Thanks." He flicked it on, and led the way in.

When the light came on, Jirrah sighed in relief. "Thank God for that. The last thing I needed was to wrestle with that crazy generator tonight. You hungry?"

Tessa looked at the house, with its rough walls, unfinished windows and loamy scent of damp earth rising from between the imperfectly laid floorboards, and frowned. Then she noticed a wood carving set on an upturned crate. An enormous kangaroo made of a deep red eucalypt wood, one of a pair. The other stood on a similar platform in a shadowy corner. "These are magnificent—exquisite pieces," she said softly, wondering at the incongruity of their surreal and radiant beauty living within the dark shadows of this sad, neglected shack. "They're so real they look like they're actually in flight."

He nodded. "I like them. You hungry?" he repeated.

Looking at him she saw the pain, the total exhaustion, and realized the toll the past few hours had taken on him, driving over unlit roads after a brush with death. "I keep tinned food in my van. I'll heat some up while you rest. You want coffee?"

"Sounds great." He fell back on an old brown-and-black striped sofa, just about the ugliest she'd ever seen. He closed his eyes—one eye purple and contorted with swelling.

She left the room, disturbed by the sight of him looking like that. He'd been hurt because he'd come to find her.

Moments later, she touched his shoulder. "Here." She handed him two tablets and a glass of water.

"Thanks." He downed the tablets, and closed his eyes again, got the food heating in the gorgeous but impractical Kookaburra wood-fire oven. Soot striped her face and top from trying to light it. By the time she'd cleaned herself up the coffee was cool in the Bodum plunger—so he was still a fresh-coffee addict—and she had to make it fresh. "Where the hell's a microwave when you need one?" she muttered, dumping the coffee grinds out the window, since there was no drain in the kitchen.

Why did Jirrah live in a hovel like this? If she could just have a week here, he wouldn't have to. It would be a home—

Don't think like that. Don't go there. That's in the past.

She returned to the living room with her first-aid kit.

A small open fire blazed behind a grate in the corner. Jirrah lay sprawled on the long, ugly sofa in a deep sleep, looking so much like her David she ached with it.

He's Jirrah. David's gone. This man is no more the boy I loved than I am the girl he married.

Fighting a second wave of grief over him, she put the water and bandages on the crate before the sofa and tended to the cuts on his arms and chest through the gaping tear in his T-shirt.

The first time she'd touched a man's body in over two years, and she didn't want to now; but Jirrah had risked his life to help save hers today. She owed him, big time.

It seemed she owed him even more if he was telling her the truth about Duncan and Cameron's setup.

He's alive, and I have a death certificate Duncan gave me. Isn't that enough?

She continued cleaning the wound with warm water, frowning.

Jirrah started half-awake when her fingers connected with his chest. "Tess," he mumbled, capturing her fingers with his.

Magic.

A sleepy word, one sleeping brush of his fingers, and all she'd tried to forget the past six years arose from slumber. One unconscious touch, and warm, dark, unpredictable magic lit the very air she breathed—

And it terrified her.

She jerked her hand away, and kept dabbing the antiseptic on the long, ugly gash on his chest.

"Ssssss." He jerked to full awareness with the stinging touch, sitting up and glaring at her. She scrambled back across the rough floor, hot and cold with panic.

"Tessa? You okay?"

Unable to drag her gaze from his, she saw him watching her with a look she didn't want to define. She pulled herself together and nodded, feeling sick, hurt, betrayed by the sting of his unwanted pity. "You just startled me."

"It wasn't the best way to wake a man, Tess."

Trying to disguise the little quiver of unwanted pleasure at the intimate nickname he'd given her seven years before, she pointed to the inflamed cut. "It's infected. I was just trying to help." She banded him the cotton pad soaked in antiseptic.

He looked at the wound, and nodded. "Thanks." She turned away, fighting another unwanted surge of sorrow. They'd been so happy once … now they were just awkward. "Dinner's almost ready. Do you want it now, or after you're cleaned up?"

"I'll take a shower. I need to get the dirt and gravel and glass out of the cuts—and some of them are in places you don't want to clean," he added, with a wry grin.

"Nothing I haven't seen or touched before," she retorted without thinking.

He looked at her—and she could barely breathe, reading the hot, urgent man's need in his eyes. She skittered farther across the floor. "Stupid comment," she mumbled through stiff lips.

After a long moment he nodded. Without looking at her again he headed for the bathroom. She fled to the kitchen, needing coffee to steady her nerves, and clear her turbulent confusion.

When he came back out, she almost spilled the hot coffee all over herself. Clad only in a towel, his dark coffee skin gleamed in the firelight, his wet hair dripped rivulets down his deep brown chest, broad shoulders and muscular arms, like hot sweat.

He walked straight past her, seeming completely unconscious of her fascinated gaze on his superb body—so superb it took her breath away even with the cuts and bruises marking it. "Sorry," he muttered as he passed, motioning to the towel, his nakedness beneath. "I should have picked up clean clothes from the bedroom first, but I was so tired I didn't think—" He turned at her continued silence. "Tess?" He made no movement, but somehow seemed closer by the power of the heat in his deep, dark eyes.

She lost the power to breathe. She returned his gaze, licking her upper lip in a fear that was paralyzing, yet delicious…

Like the first time she'd seen him.

Her lips parted, as the sweet rush of erotic memory filled her heart. Returning home from second-year exams at teacher's college. Attracted by the hammering and drilling, she'd walked around the corner of her house to the backyard. The carpenters her father had hired were tearing down the old gazebo to make way for a new one. Seeing Jirrah—David, as he was then—strip off his T-shirt and mop the sweat from his lithe, muscled body, she couldn't tear her gaze away, enthralled by an unfettered portrait of masculine beauty: a glistening sculpture of superb honed muscle and warm coffee skin. A purity of grace and perfection of form that could have belonged in Michelangelo's imagination.

Against her will, half terrified of shattering the moment, she'd kept walking to him, her heart pounding. She couldn't breathe, or think beyond reaching him. Nothing else had ever felt like this. No man, not even Duncan's friend Cameron, who was so handsome and so kind to her, had ever affected her this way.

He'd looked up as she reached him, with a quick half smile that froze on his face as he, too, stared. She saw then he was Aboriginal—or, judging by the lightness of his skin, of mixed Aboriginal-European descent; but her family's prejudice against the lower classes and indigenous Australians made no difference to her heart. She stood before him, struck almost dumb, drinking him into her heart with her wondering eyes.

"Hi," was all she could find to say, cursing her banal tongue for its stupidity; but he knew. He'd known from that first look all the need, the joy, the emotion in her heart she couldn't hide. She was his … and he was hers.

"Tess?"

She started to the present, and tore her eyes from him. "You must be starving. I'll serve dinner. Since I still can't cook, it's not much, just a canned stew on toast and coffee—"

"It'll be fine," he said quietly. "It's okay, Tess. I won't touch you."

The words dried on her tongue.

"I know," was all he said, his face filled with compassion. "How long have you been running from him? Did he hurt you?"

She stood frozen, rooted to the spot. Dear God, he was beautiful—but the gentle understanding and tender pity in his eyes seared her soul. Finally she turned away. "Don't be so nice to me. Compassion doesn't fit your new bad-boy image. It just makes me wonder when you'll tell me what else you want from me."

After a few moments' silence, she heard his rolling footsteps padding to the bedroom to dress.

* * *

Over the simple meal, she found herself blurting, "Why didn't you contact me from prison? Why didn't you write, or see me when you got out, if what you've told me is the truth?"

He looked up at the abrupt tone, his bruised face filled with shadows. "Don't ask the questions unless you're ready to hear the answers. They're not pretty."

She wouldn't turn away this time. She was tired of running and hiding and living in shadows. "I'm not stupid. Being brought up by banisters, you get to know the law reasonably well. With a criminal record you can verify your identity with fingerprints. Just by proving you're alive you can have Cameron and Duncan on charges of conspiracy to pervert the course of justice and complicity in committing a felony—not to mention the bigamy. So if all you say is true, why didn't you do it?"

He looked in her eyes, biding nothing; and in the face that made her ache with its strong, dark masculinity, she saw years of festering hate and the ugliness of betrayal chilling his soul. "I don't think you want to know, Tessa."

She clenched her jaw. "Maybe not—but I need to know! You of all people should understand that."

He shrugged. "I have a family. Parents who are getting old. A brother with juvie priors. A sister with a troubled kid. A cousin who did two years in lockup for assault. They're making a success of their lives now, but that wouldn't mean squat to the cops if Beller and Duncan got up a conspiracy against them."

"Oh, dear God." She grabbed her glass of water, but gagged on the second swallow. "You must hate me for what they did to you."

He shrugged. "Let's
just say I've had a few doubts about your part in things since the day you slipped into the hardware store in Lynch Hill when a car pulled up behind you."

She lifted her face, searching for answers in his eyes.

He nodded, with a wry grimace. "Your face still gives you away every time. The fear in your eyes, the hollow look of a hunted woman, has stayed with me ever since.

"Is that why you watched me?"

He shrugged again. "I don't think I trusted my own instincts until you pulled the gun on me today. But when Beller torched my car, I started thinking. It's a pretty desperate act for a respectable guy like him. I thought maybe he wanted to stop me from getting to you, to stop us from getting together and talking. I needed to get out of Lynch Hill—and—well, someone had to look out for you, get you out of his reach, give you somewhere safe to stay."

She closed her eyes, feeling the trembling work its way up from her fingers and toes. "Why would you do that for me? You think I betrayed you. I saw it in your eyes all afternoon."

"Because I looked in your eyes, Tess. I could see what you tried to bide." His eyes glimmered, soft and tender. "I know how it feels to be hunted down like an animal. I've lived in a cage. I couldn't see it happen to you. I wouldn't hand a mongrel dog over to Beller, let alone a woman I'd once loved. I've been watching you for the past week, making sure you were safe at the school, getting home at night."

She almost laughed at the irony. A man who'd hated her for years was protecting her from the men who claimed to love her.

She swallowed a sense of bitter betrayal he didn't deserve. A woman I'd once loved…

Of course he didn't love her now. Only a man as warped as Cameron could still love her—but Cameron loved a creature of his own imagination, a girl who'd never existed—not for him. She wasn't an innocent, trusting woman-child now, and she wanted nothing to do with that twisted emotion some people called love.

I wanted Jirrah to touch me just then.

That was something she couldn't deny, much as she wanted to.

Her heart was a seething mass of longing and fear, guilt and anger, sadness and a deep, painful confusion. She couldn't sort out truth from lies until Jirrah proved his story to her.

Maybe I don't want to hear it. Maybe I just want to run and hide again, turn my face from truth. Weak fool…

She made herself smile, weak and shallow, an ineffective cover for the turbulence of emotions even she didn't understand. "Thank you, Jirrah, but what I need is the truth," she said in gentle, cool dismissal. "I don't need a hero for hire."

"What makes you think you can buy me?"

She stared at him, taken aback by his sudden burst of incomprehensible anger. "I didn't mean it like that—"

"Yes, you did. You meant exactly that." He shoved his plate away and got to his feet, his eyes glittering dark ice. "The high and mighty Theresa Earldon of the rich and powerful Earldons and Bellers, who think everything has a price—even justice, or a man's integrity."

At the contempt she didn't deserve, something sparked inside her. "You forgot one name in that pretty liturgy. Oliveri," she snapped. "I'm not and never was Theresa Beller. Like David Oliveri, she doesn't exist. So unless by some miracle you got a divorce without having me sign papers, I'm Tessa Oliveri, or McLaren, or whatever you call yourself now—your wife. And I don't buy anything I can't earn with my teacher's wage since Cameron froze my assets and took power of attorney." She turned to the wall, fighting the urge to heave. "So don't talk to me about buying justice. I've been bought, and I'm all too well aware of how powerless I am!"

Soft clapping made her start. She whirled around to face him. He was grinning. "Good girl. You worked it out. You've decided to trust me. Now we can move out of the past and go forward."

She frowned. "Why should you think I trust you?"

"Don't you?" He moved toward her. Fascinated by the look in his eyes, the hypnotic smile, she couldn't move. "I provoked you—deliberately riled you with that buying justice crack—and you snapped back. You knew I wouldn't hit you or hurt you." He took another step. Her limbs felt paralyzed; all she could do was move her tongue over dry lips, and watch him come. "You let me walk to you without shying back like a nervous filly. I've been watching you for a week. You back off from men, from fathers of kids or storekeepers." He squatted on his haunches before her. "I'm here in front of you, and there's wariness in your eyes, but no fear. Even with all he put you through, you know not all men are like him."

His fingers were a hair's breadth from hers.

"You said—go forward," she choked.

He nodded. "It's time, Tessa. The only way to go forward with our lives is to go back. We have to find out how your family did this to us, and how they managed to get away with it."

Something inside her turned cold and dull. "I see."

Jirrah saw the frozen darkness inside her, and knew he had the fight of his life on his hands, right here and now, to convince her he was right. "They destroyed our lives and got away with it. The only way to get our lives back is to take control."

She bit her lip. "You want your name back."

"I want my life back." He got to his feet and paced the room, feeling like a caged tiger. "I want my name cleared. I want my builder's license, and a driver's license with my real name on it. I want a home loan, a credit card, to buy and register a dog, put money in the bank—to live my life in peace without worrying about the deranged lunatic obsessed with my wife." Hearing her gasp, he turned to her with a wry smile. "You were right. We're still married. I never divorced you."

"Why not?" she whispered.

He saw the shaking she tried so hard to hide, and oh, God, it hurt. He wanted to hold her, give her the comfort he sensed she desperately needed; but a deep instinct told him she wasn't ready for touch. He wasn't sure he was, either, if his full-on hard reaction to her tending his cuts earlier was anything to go by. He'd better back off fast, unless of course he wanted to live in a permanent state of unfulfilled arousal, since it sure didn't look like Tess was going to let him touch her in a hurry.

So he answered in as matter-of-fact a tone as he could manage. "I never got the chance. I was in lockup, then legally dead. Bit hard to do much when you're dead, you know."

She looked at her feet, scuffing her toe against a knot in the floorboard. "They must have tried to make you divorce me."

"Not since my conviction. When I got out, all they wanted was for me to crawl in a hole and forget we were ever together."

"I see." She scuffed harder, kicking a chip out of the wood he'd never polished. "So you gave in. You went away, and left me with them."

He knew he deserved the accusation in her voice—but he wasn't ready to tell her the whole truth. "You married Beller only five weeks after I was arrested. I despised you for that. I was angry, bitter, and you betrayed me in the worst possible way. I'll never forgive you for what you did to the baby." He dropped to his haunches before her, a torrent of passionate words bursting from his heart. "But I never thought he'd hurt you, Tess. I thought it was only me he wanted to destroy. I knew he couldn't stand the idea of me being your lover."

But Tessa wasn't listening; she'd blanked out before he'd even finished his words. She swayed in her chair, her face pale, her eyes glazed. "The—the baby?"

The choking force of useless, bitter rage hit him again in its unrelenting tide, forcing him to remember his most compelling reason to despise this woman. "Yeah. My daughter," he grated. "I know what you did to her—what you did to me." He extracted a well-folded piece of paper from his wallet, and slammed it on the table. "That's your signature," he grated. "Don't deny it!"

"My—my what?" Tessa's bewildered gaze followed his stabbing finger down to the paper. As if in a daze she unfolded it, and scanned its contents.

The signed permission to give up a child for adoption.

The last vestiges of color drained from her face. She seemed deathlike, a mask, her eyes dull and blank, fixed on the scrawl of ink at the paper's base. She swayed in the chair again; then her body gave a hard jerk forward. "Yes." A strained, harsh whisper. "It's my signature."
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"Yes," she admitted in the lengthening silence, her voice rough, scratchy. "It's my signature." Her body spasmed again.

Jirrah snarled, "So you admit it. You gave our daughter to strangers like she didn't matter. Like I never mattered enough to you even to keep my child, or even name me as her father! Explain that form of bloody grief to me if you can, Mrs. Beller!"

But her reaction floored him.

Her knuckles gleamed white as she gripped the sides of the table; her eyes burned like zealot's gold in a wraithlike face. "I—I … oh, God, my baby, my baby … my Emily's alive. A-adopted…"

Her body lurched out of the chair in a final jerking spasm. She stumbled toward the bathroom but fell to her knees outside the door and emptied out her stomach in slow, violent retching.

Jirrah closed his eyes, whacking his forehead with an open palm. "Oh, you bloody idiot. You stupid, brainless jerk." He ran to wet a facecloth and towel.

When he returned with the cloths and a glass of water, he found her leaning against the wall beside the door, ineffectually wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

He cleaned her face with the wet cloth, then handed her the glass. "Here, Tess. Sip it, don't gulp, or it'll come back up."

She took the glass in a trembling hand, and rinsed her mouth. "Sorry," she whispered: a threadbare sound.

He cleaned the mess with brutal efficiency. "Don't sweat it. I deserve it for being such a dumb-arse jerk. I actually believed them." He took the towels and threw them in the trash.

When he came back she'd slumped sideways, the fallen glass creating a slow puddle over the floor, and on her shorts. So he carried her to the sofa, laying her down and covering her warmly; but she broke into fits of shivering beneath the blanket. He pulled her close, swearing beneath his breath at the way his body reacted to the feel of her soft curves laying against him.

But the pain twisted his heart at the sight of the devastation ravaging her, in fits of hard, hurting shivers. "Those bastards." He stared down at the face he'd never been able to forget. "My God, Tess, what they've done to you—to us both."

But within seconds she pushed him off and sat up, though she swayed still. "Don't touch me," she muttered as he moved to help her again. "I'm not going to faint."

He didn't trust her to know right now. "You should get some sleep. You're in shock. You've been through too much today."

She clutched the blanket around her, her face pale and strained—a ghost of moonlight and flickering fire. "I don't want to sleep. I want answers! How long have you known?"

"Tess, you're white as a ghost. You only just found out about me, then I told you about Emily. You thought we were both dead. Hell, it shocked me when I got the birth certificate, and I didn't know you'd been pregnant. We can talk in the morning."

"No. Now!" she all but yelled. "Don't presume to know me. You don't have a clue what I need. You haven't seen me in six years."

That stung. "What about our daughter?" he asked, in soft challenge. "Do you need her, Tessa?"

Bam. Dead-on target and straight back to life. Her gaze burned into him, blistering his skin with its fever. "Are you sure?" she hissed, her eyes narrowed. "Do you know she's alive?"

"Someone left an envelope in my effects when I made parole—my death certificate and the adoption papers. The warden said it was from my barrister."

"Could this be another plot? I mean, another fake certificate to make you hate me?"

He shook his head. "I got my lawyer to check. It's authentic—the adoption's sealed, but real. She's alive. And if it's not your signature on the adoption papers it's damn close to it."

She frowned. "That day, that whole week is a blur to me. I could have signed anything." She held her arms, shivering again. "God, what a fool I was. I should never have trusted them."

He frowned. "You never suspected they'd done this?"

She shook her head. "When they said she was dead, I started screaming. I don't remember anything for weeks but crying for Emily and taking pills." She glanced at him with sad, bewildered eyes. "Why do you think they left the papers for you?"

"Insurance. They wanted to let me think just what I did think—that you betrayed me in a way I'd never forgive. They made sure I'd never want to see you again, so you'd never know I was alive, and I'd never know you thought Emily was dead."

"Oh, yeah," she muttered. "Machiavellian plots are Cameron's specialty. Especially when it comes to getting what he wants from me, or climbing higher on the social ladder. Destroying other people's lives to improve his wouldn't even faze him."

Looking at her, he knew she'd reached the limits of what she could stand. She'd learned enough today to send anyone into shock. "We've got a long day ahead of us. We need to talk about what we'll do from here, but it can wait. You take the bed. I'll sleep out here."

She nodded and got to her feet, holding the blanket around her like a talisman. She looked fragile, vulnerable, so tired; but he knew her inner core of strength and staunch courage. He'd known it firsthand when the millionaire barrister's shy daughter braved the contempt of her world seven years before, following her heart to love a humble carpenter. So he expected her next words, waited for them. "I have to know what happened to Emily."

He nodded; and filled with deep, if reluctant respect, he looked at her, really looked at her for the first time that day. He didn't see Theresa Earldon-Beller, the spoiled society woman he'd hated; he didn't see Tessa, the innocent girl he'd loved. He didn't see a helpless, abused woman needing protection. He saw the woman she was now … and before God, she was beautiful.

Her offbeat, just-crooked slant of nose and mouth, and one dimple, would never be classic. But the vivid face that had stunned him seven years before, the slanted line of cheek, the silken waterfall of hair, the amazing amber eyes in the face of a proud Aztec priestess, still left him speechless. Even the remnants of suffering added gentleness and grace to her unconscious dignity: a charm so incorruptible that age would not weary it, an inner magic so strong mere beauty could never lay claim to it.

He'd never be immune to her. He'd want her until the day he died. But loving her almost killed him once. Losing Tess ripped the soul from him and shredded his heart, leaving him locked in a cage—physically and emotionally. He'd never let it happen again.

But he swore he'd set her free from Beller's obsession with her if it killed him … and he'd make Beller and Duncan Earldon pay for what they'd done. He owed Tessa that much, at least.

"I've been looking for the baby—Emily—for a long time," he admitted. "But it was harder for me to get anywhere. I couldn't claim parentage to get the birth certificate. I tried, but they put father unknown on it."

The torment in her eyes hurt his soul. "Thank you," she said. "Thank you for caring about our daughter."

He couldn't answer her; he'd spent the past two and a half years hating her for not caring about Emily. What a fool he'd been to believe them! "My family left the city today. So we can look for Emily without worrying about them … but we'd better pray Earldon and Beller don't already know where she is."

She sat down abruptly on a chair at the old, rickety dining table he'd picked up at a roadside throw. "You knew before today? You knew I'd want to look for her?"

"No." He had to be upfront now, or he'd lose her later. She already knew he had a hidden agenda—he had nothing to lose. "I need you to help me find her. You can go where I can't. You can ask questions at the birth registry, of your dad and brother. You're far more likely to get answers out of them."

Her gaze turned cool, challenging. "Only about Emily? Is that all the information you want?"

Darkness filled his heart. "You know that's not all."

"You want me to spy on them." It wasn't a question; she knew the answer. "You want me to help you get your revenge."

"Yeah, all right, I do!" he snapped.

She lifted a brow, not letting him off the hook. "And?"

"I need you to see what they've done to you, to me, to our child. I want you to believe what I'm saying is the truth," he replied bluntly. "I want you to want justice like I do."

She stared at him for a long moment. "You want me to find evidence against my own family. You want me to help you put my brother—maybe even my sixty-eight-year-old father—in prison."

"I never said that," he shot back.

"You just thought it," she said softly.

He turned away from her. "Okay, can we at least find evidence to hold over them, so they don't start any more plots?"

She looked at him, her golden eyes boring into his, filling him with the old, uncanny feeling that she could see right past his barriers and into his soul. Back then, her love filled him with a happiness so rare and incredible he hadn't cared that she knew him inside and out. Now it just made him uncomfortable.

Damn her for still seeing into his heart so clearly! Could she see what he couldn't afford to let her know?

He crossed the room to squat before her. "If they know where Emily is, she's in constant danger," he rasped, full of passionate conviction. "If Beller works out we're together on this—and he probably already has—we've got a week at most to find her. He's got the resources to get to her quicker than we can through the official channels. If he gets to her first—or Duncan," he added, hating the need to be so ruthless, "they'll hold her safety over our heads to keep us quiet, and for Beller to take you back."

The light went out of her eyes so fast he thought she was going to faint. She dropped a white, ravaged face in her hands and whispered, "My God. We have to find her fast."

"And we have to get ammo on them. It's the only way," he went on when she looked up, her eyes dark with pain and denial. "If they're chasing their tails trying to cover up their little perjuries, they won't have time to think of getting to Emily. And any evidence of Emily's whereabouts now is more likely to come through them than the official channels."

Her face lifted to his, her eyes filled with suffering, with guilt—and complete, pain-filled understanding. "You want me to spy on my father—to get evidence that could put him in prison."

"It's the only way," he said again. God, how he hated pulling her strings when she was already in shock, but he couldn't afford the luxury of time or compassion when their daughter's life was at risk. "If he's innocent, we'll find nothing."

"If not, you'll put my whole family away."

"But you'll have Emily," he reminded her, hoping to God it would be enough to make her agree.

She looked away, chewing her lip. He waited in silence, allowing her time to think it through.

After a long stretch of quiet, she said, "I want my child."

"So do I." Watching her carefully, he said, "But I have to protect myself. I need you to come to my lawyer, and to the cops. To back up my story so the cops won't suspect me for perjury on the death certificates. Then if Beller or Duncan try their tricks, I'll have an unimpeachable witness to state where I've been at all times. As Duncan's sister and Beller's supposed wife, you can give me the alibi no one else could—and they couldn't afford to expose our history."

She tilted her chin. "Show me Duncan was part of the plot to adopt Emily and put you inside, and I'll do whatever it takes."

From his wallet he pulled out another piece of paper, and tossed it into her lap. "Here you go. Put yours down and we have a matching pair of death certificates, three or so years apart."

She looked at the death certificate, marked September 20, two and a half years before. She shook her head, but didn't speak

"Not good enough? Didn't your brother give you yours?" He sighed. "Go to the cops. Ask who the star witnesses were in my case. Show 'em your ID, and you should get access. You'll see Duncan knew I was alive when you married Beller." He threw another piece paper in front of her. "Here's my parole papers, date marked—same day as my second 'death.' I was in the cells at the City of Sydney Police when I supposedly died the first time."

She licked her lip, then bit down hard. Her fingers gripped the papers hard enough to rip them to shreds.

"Still not enough? What about the adoption papers? The parole papers tell you where I was when you had Emily," he challenged. "The adoption paper's dated. I didn't have the freedom to create it! And if I had, would I give up my own child? You know how I feel about kids." When she remained silent, he got to his feet and paced the room. "Come on, princess, do the sum!" he flung at her. "Duncan gave you the death certificate. He was there when Emily was born. How could I have got the adoption papers, since I'm not named as Emily's father? How could I have myself declared dead the day I got out of lockup, a penniless ex-con? It doesn't make sense—unless you put legal eagles with money and connections in the equation. You know what they're capable of—"

"All right."

"—and yet with all this evidence—" He wheeled around to face her when the words penetrated his consciousness. "What?"

"I said all right." She met his eyes; hers were dull gold, filled with the darkness of inner torment. "I'll help you find your evidence or whatever you want, if you help me find Emily."

He blew out a sigh of relief. He'd done it. She'd come with him. That was the only whatever he wanted from her.

Liar. You want her like hell already. Five hours with her and she's already got you inside out. Stay five days with her and you'll be her puppet again … and she'll knot your strings just like she did seven years ago.

"I don't need anything on Duncan or Beller," he said, playing it safe. "But if your dad's involved, we need to know, to hamstring any tricks he might try. Only you can do that."

She started like a nervous doe, the wide-eyed, haunted look back. "You can do most of this yourself. You could find another respectable witness, and get search warrants. Why do you really need me? There's something you're not telling me."

Yeah, she was smart, all right, even in shock. "Only you can access Emily's files, talk to the hospital staff where you gave birth, and put your name down with the relevant organizations to find her." With unthinking bitterness he added, "I have no power to search for my daughter, or ask about her as things are—and only you, her mother, can give me those rights."

After a quiet moment she said softly, "I wanted to keep her, Jirrah. I would have put your name on the birth certificate."

"Gee, thanks, princess." He gave her a wry look. "But right now, 'would have' don't count a hill of beans. She's my daughter—my flesh and blood—and I'm 'father unknown.'" He tried to stare her down, but she held his gaze, her lissome body taut with defiance; and he hated the ache building in him just watching her. "I want that wiped from the record. I want my name on her birth certificate. I want to claim my daughter."

"Yeah, well, you're not alone in that. She's my child, too!" Her momentary gentleness was gone: she was flashing fire, a streak of lightning in a dark sky—the woman of blazing passion beneath her shy cover. The girl he'd always known in bed. "I'll try to give Emily your name, or mine, if we can find her—if she wants it—but don't expect too much help if Cameron or Duncan block it. I had therapy after I lost Emily. I talked of killing myself, and was labeled depressive and suicidal. No sane woman would want to escape Cameron, so of course I'm nuts. If they get wind of what we're doing, I'm as sunk as you are! You might go back to prison, but I'll be in a mental institution!"

"So get a second opinion, or a third," he retorted, thrown by the fact that she had as much to lose as he did—thrown that the vivid passion of her fury only turned him on more. "And could any institution be worse than the cage you're in now? For God's sake, look at yourself. You might have left him, but you're still in a cage! You have to live beyond running from him. You have to start trusting people again."

"And who do you trust, David-Jirrah?" she said softly, her eyes still glittering with the fierce passion hidden deep inside her. The incandescent glow from a once loving heart that, even locked deep inside her, illuminated her from within, making her unique, radiant, so alive she made others want to be with her, to experience that soul-stirring intensity in living. "The police? Your family? Your many friends? Your wife?"

The heat of need she'd engendered in him silenced him as much as her home questions. His luminous Tess…

As if she'd read his thoughts—or seen what she'd done to his body—she pressed her lips together. "I'm tired." She got to her feet. "Thank you," she said simply. "I realize what you did for me today. You didn't have to save me. But you did."

"I'd never have got this far without you." Knowing she'd left something unsaid. Some indefinable emotion filled her heart, dousing the flame inside her. Tess was hiding something.

And you're not?

She shrugged. "Just a car." She finally dropped the blanket and walked to the bedroom door. There she turned, standing in the shadow of the flickering firelight. Her hair, half-spilling from its roped plait, glowed ebony; her proud face warmed in the golden light. Light and shadow, past and present, goddess and woman, her quiet dignity and inner beauty evident in her simple shorts and knit top—and she left his throat dry and his chest a bal of pain. "He stole your life and our child, yet you left me with him, knowing how I feel about the sanctity of marriage. You left me thinking I was married to him, that I had to stay."

He had to tell her the truth now or lose her help in finding his long-delayed justice. "You'd left by the time I made parole. I asked the neighbors. You left him four weeks before I got out." When there was no response, he added, "You saw the parole papers. You left him late August I was paroled September 20."

Her voice drifted to him through the warm, flickering darkness. "Did you keep looking for me?"

He nodded. "I remembered your dream of teaching kids in the Outback. I found out where you were a while back, and kept a few feelers out. When I heard Beller was sniffing around I came to Lynch Hill to make sure you were safe. That's all."

She said softly, "You hated me, but still looked out for me?"

He shrugged, unable to understand his own motivations, or to explain how he felt about her. Only one thing came to mind, and he stated it simply. "You're the mother of my child."

Her eyes darkened in the play of firelight and shadow. An ancient goddess: Athena in bronze. Diana in marble.

He felt like a fool standing in her presence, almost like he should kneel before her. Seven years from his first sight of her, and Tess still stunned him, still left him speechless.

When she slanted him the smile so uniquely hers, lighting her one dimple, warming her glowing amber eyes with molten honey, her whimsical face came as close to beauty as it ever would. But to him, she'd always be so damn beautiful it hurt—and never more so than at this moment. He could see the metamorphosis happening before his eyes. The woman of fire and passion had begun her slow, reluctant emergence from her frozen chrysalis.

It started a chain reaction inside him, as well. He could feel it happening—the vaguest hint of warming around the outer layer of thick, encrusted walls of ice he'd been building around his heart since the day he was put in lockup.

Damn it, he couldn't do this. The one thing he didn't want—the thing he could least afford to happen. But when he was near Tess, choices weren't something he had in his armory. One look from those amazing eyes, and he was on his knees before her.

Damn you. Tess, for always doing this to me!

She reached out, almost touching his face for a brief moment. He held his breath, waiting, half-hoping—

Then her hand fell, and the gentle memory of the forgotten caress lingered only in his damaged heart. "Thank you for helping me today. Thank you for telling me about Emily. I'm glad you're alive." Her smile was gone, leaving him so cold it sent a shiver down his spine. "I wish I felt happier about it. I wish I could forgive you for what you want to do to my family—what you want me to do for you. I wish I knew it was right, even for Emily's sake. But I can't—and I can't forgive you, either. I just can't."

She vanished into his room, closing the door, and he ached with the void she'd left behind.
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He lay in a fevered sweat on the lounge, in thrall at the visions of his mind. Faces. Illogical faces from the palette of Picasso. Black faces, brown faces, white faces. The accusing faces of his parents, Matt and Annie Oliveri. The baffled fury and terrible fear of Keith and Duncan Earldon. The thwarted lust and warped love in the handsome yet repellent face of Cameron Beller. His brothers, sisters and cousins, unsure yet willing to believe the worst. The face of his lover as she lay dying a year before. The faces of the children who had suffered, would continue to suffer until he could clear his name. The leering faces of his fellow prisoners, men he hated yet were the only ones who understood his bond, his cage.

And every face chanted words, the litany that burned in his brain for seven long years. You're not good enough for her, and she's no good for you…

And in the center of this bizarre tapestry of faces was the one they all warned him against. The unforgettable face, the haunting eyes, the threads of her midnight hair binding the anger and the sadness together.

And she gave him that smile: the lopsided smile that twisted his guts and made his heart turn over. "Jirrah," she breathed, as she had when they moved together in the act of love. The name she'd cried aloud in passion, whispered as she'd touched his body in wondrous desire, full of a woman's need. "Jirrah…"

He reached for her, pulling her down to him. "Mulgu." Ah, the beautiful totem name he'd given her years before:

Mulgu, the wild black swan. His quiet, dark-haired girl with the untamed spirit, always wanting to fly from the restrictive conventions of her family. The Earldons were always clipping her wings, threatened by the hit of inner wildness inside Tess: the legacy of the beautiful, free-spirited Native Canadian mother who died when she was four. But oh, how he loved her wildness, her passion for life … the single-minded passion for loving she only showed to him. "Ah, mulgu…" His mouth sought hers.

"Jirrah." The voice sounded almost real. He started to half-awareness, but didn't open his eyes. Her face was his addiction, and if dreams were all he'd get, let him sleep. He held her long, lithe body against the whole length of his, his lips touching warm golden-brown skin. Ah, God, it felt good…

"Jirrah, wake up!" Something tickled his chest.

His eyes snapped open. It was real. She was here with him. Her glorious face filled his vision; her unbound hair trailed over his chest. Her small breasts, covered only by a thin calico nightdress, brushed his collarbones. They lay not quite hip-to-hip, the softness of her thighs covering his tight, hard heat. His lips roamed her throat—and she didn't look like she wanted to complain. "Tess," he murmured huskily, seeking her mouth.

"Let me go." Her voice wobbled, but her denial came across loud and clear, a thread of panic winding through.

He released her. She skittered back, her gaze tormented with the inseparable emotions of hidden desire, undeniable rejection and the utter and repellent lack of trust. "We have to go soon, and you said we need to talk about how we'll find Emily."

He rolled to a sitting position, knowing she must be aware, from their intimate position, just how hot and hard he was. "I was dreaming." About you, he added silently, cursing his continued weakness when it came to her.

She chewed her thumbnail in silence. If she thought the subject too dangerous to dwell on, she was dead right. "I made you coffee and toast," she offered.

"Thanks."

"I'd better get dressed." She bolted to the bedroom. His bedroom. Right now, she was probably sliding her ridiculous, old-fashioned, damn sexy nightgown up and over her lithe golden body…

He grabbed the toast, forcing himself to chew and swallow to clear his head of the thick fog of lust filling it, so aware of her he couldn't think. Wanting her with every breath he took.

Some things never changed.

He'd spent six years trying to put her memory behind him. He'd almost convinced himself he had, when he lived with Belinda—when she carried his child. But Belinda always knew part of him was always somewhere else—with someone else.

One look at Tess showed him he'd been kidding himself, blinding himself to the truth. He wanted to forget her; oh, dear God, how he wanted to put her behind him; but he knew he never would. She'd haunt him until his last breath.

He wouldn't fool himself again. Deeper waters than their shared daughter connected them; threads bound them in a tangled maze beyond their control. He wanted her, wanted her so bad he couldn't even think of her without getting so damn hard it hurt; but he wasn't a gullible kid any more, believing their love could leap all obstacles, survive any test. They could never make it together. There were too many strikes against them.

So keep the walls of ice in place. Keep your heart safe.

His body was another matter. If she wanted him, they could be lovers—for a day, a week, maybe even longer. If he was right in his belief that Beller had abused her sexually—even he had heard rumors of the barrister's strange sexual appetites—she might need to make love even more than he did. But he had to guard his heart, because once he'd found justice—once he'd thrown her father and brother into the dark purgatory he'd suffered for years—she'd walk away without a backward glance.

She no longer loved him; that much was crystal clear. So why did she still love those heartless sons of bitches after what they'd done to her, and to their daughter?

Tess returned to the living room in jeans and a V-necked T-shirt. He tried to concentrate on her words; but she was exotic, stunningly sexual in a simple pair of jeans, her hair encased in a thong clip. "—you said Cameron wanted you to go quietly away and forget me. Why didn't he offer to drop all charges if you'd divorce me? I'm sure he'd have made it worth your while."

"Yeah. He tried." His shoulders jerked; he heard his voice, flat and hard-edged with the strain of covering his carnal cravings. Envisioning her shimmying those jeans down long, silken thighs… "That was the original deal once be knew we were married. He'd drop the charges if I left Sydney and let you get on with life without me. But trusting him to keep his word's as stupid as leaving a dingo to guard a sheep's carcass." He shrugged. "Next he offered to drop the assault charge he'd added to the robbery."

Tessa's head fell. She felt sick. "I'm sorry," she whispered. "He left me alone for a while after I moved in with Belinda."

He had a woman. He'd made love to her. That woman had kissed him, touched him, loved his body. And though some part of her had realized he wouldn't wait for her forever, knowing the other woman's name made the pain worse. Belinda. Jirrah's lover.

After a moment she asked with near-perfect control, "Will our being together—um, looking for Emily, I mean—cause trouble for you with Belinda?"

"Not now." He ran a hand through his hair, making a mess of his banded ponytail. "She died in a car accident last year, about three months after she gave birth to our son."

Tessa stared at him in horror, then bit her thumb down hard, looking around the house. No bright colors adorned the walls—there were no finger marks, no spilled food, no animal mobiles, Sesame Street posters or rainbow paintings anywhere. This house held none of the sunshine and warmth of a child's love. It was more like a prison of yesterday's anger. "Is your son alive?" she whispered, almost too terrified to ask, but she had to know.

He nodded. "Living with Leslie and her family."

She stared again, this time in disbelief. "Why leave him with your sister? Didn't you want to keep him?" If he'd been her son—

Jirrah looked at her, bleak and hard. "Of course I do. He's my son. I see him every weekend—but I can't offer him any sort of life. I can't even enroll him in preschool till my name's cleared and I'm declared alive again." He shrugged. "You know the system with Kooris," he said, using the term his people used for Aboriginals of his area. "Aunts and uncles have the same status as parents to us. Mikey knows who I am. Leslie knows she won't keep him forever. He's with her until I can take proper care of him. When I'm sure he's safe from Beller and your brother."

She turned from him. "Look, Jirrah, I didn't want this. I didn't ask them to persecute you. I didn't know you were alive!"

"No, you didn't," he agreed. "In their minds, I asked for it by having the gal to touch you in the first place."

She turned back to him, but there was nothing she could say.

After a few moments' silence, he went on. "Life was peaceful here until last Wednesday, when our storekeeper said a private eye was looking for a woman who fitted your description, and offered payment for info … he seemed to know you were in the area." He made a wry face. "My
conscience gave me hell. I couldn't eat or sleep until I knew you were safe." He grinned then, seeming to finally find something to smile at. "I should've come by bus. Beller wouldn't have dared blow that up."

Tessa couldn't smile. "What can I say?" Her hands spread in a helpless gesture. "That I'm sorry? I am sorry. I can't understand his obsession with me, ruining your life to have a marriage that made us both miserable. Cameron could do so much better than me—most other women adore him. Yet he still follows me around."

The flat look in his fathomless eyes hurt her. "You don't have to say it. You didn't do it. I know that now."

"But you think I'm weak. You think I gave in without a fight." She passed a hand over her eyes. "I wasn't even twenty-one when I was told you'd died—and eight months later Emily died—and I died." She looked up, hoping against hope he'd see the truth behind her indefensible acts. "Everything I loved vanished from my life—you, my baby, my friends, my work, my car … and they gave me him. Throwing big parties, giving me things … always watching me. Touching me. He wanted me to be a socialite wife, a leader of Sydney's elite … to love being his wife … to fall in love with him. More, always wanting more. He couldn't see how I hated his life. I just wanted to hide. The blackness and emptiness of my heart and soul—I can't describe it. So I blocked everything out."

A long silence, in which they could only hear the ticking of a clock, and the wailing screech of a lone cockatoo outside. "Everything but the hate. You hang on to that because, in the end, it's all you've got left."

"You know," she said in wonder, almost sagging with relief because, for the first time, his eyes, his face, were soft with something besides pity. "You do understand."

He shrugged. "My cage was bricks and steel. Yours was golden."

"It was even uglier for that," she burst out. "An ugly sham. The money, house, cars, clothes—the jewelry he made me wear—and when he touched me. He was always touching me, even when I said no. I hated him for that—I hated him more than anything." Her voice shook. "I never knew I could hate anyone like I hate him. It eats me alive."

"Why, Tess?" Looking at him, she saw the still-festering pain, the half-hidden reproach. "Why did you marry him so soon after you married me, when you were pregnant with my child?"

She drew a harsh breath. "I didn't know what to do. I went to your family, but your dad said what happened to you was my fault and slammed the door in my face. I thought he meant your death. He said they never wanted to see me again. He didn't want to know about the baby." She buried her face in her hands.

"Pretty eloquent for my dad." He touched her arm. "Tell me what he said to you. I'm sure it went beyond that."

She gently pulled away. "It doesn't matter. He was right to blame me." She couldn't tell him the vile names his father had called her, the accusations he'd thrown. He'd only used words against her. Jirrah could claim far worse from her family.

She looked up, her eyes dark. "A week after they said you died, Cameron bought out Earldon Associates. I didn't even know they were in trouble. Cameron asked me to marry him. It was sick. He didn't care that I loved you. He said he'd change it—that we belonged together, and he'd prove it." She dragged in a breath. "Dad and Duncan begged me, over and over. They said when they needed help, Cameron saved them—and all he wanted in return was to belong to our family in every way. They reminded me of all they'd done to make my childhood happy, especially since my mother died. They kept nagging and nagging that he truly loved me, as no other man had or would—that I'd be happy ever after as his wife." She choked on an almost hysterical laugh. "Happiness and Cameron is a dichotomy. He doesn't know how to be happy—he only knows how to want more and more. I don't think anyone but me can know what he's like, the warped nature he hides beneath that strange hypnotic charm of his. They didn't know then—they still don't now. They honestly thought it was best for me, but they made me commit bigamy." She heard herself laugh again, strange and wondering. "That's what's so weird about it. I could be the one to do time in prison for what they did to me."

"Since Beller and Duncan's testimonials in my court case two months later prove they knew I was alive, I doubt any charge laid against you would stick. But their charges'll sure as hell stick—aiding and abetting a felony, unlawful imprisonment of another and there's worse. Much worse."

She froze for a moment; then with consummate rejection of his words, she put her hand in front of her face. "This is my family. My brother, maybe even my father. I can't believe they meant to hurt me." She shuddered, knowing it was a lie even as she spoke. "I don't care what you've got on Cameron. I won't interfere. Let's just get on with finding Emily."

After a moment, he spoke. "There's something I don't get. You were born in Canada. You moved here when you were a year old, so you still have dual citizenship. Why didn't you ever call your family in Canada for help?"

She pressed her lips together. "My first plan, after Emily died, was to leave Australia, to find my grandparents, aunts and uncles. But he's had my passport hidden since I lost Emily. I apparently talked about how I hated him when they drugged me. He also has paid friends in the Department ready to notify him if I try to get another passport."

"Can't you get another one through the Canadian consulate?"

She gave him a wry look. "Not with a documented mental problem, I can't. I'm a danger to myself. The Canadians don't want a basket case entering their country in case I suicide there, and cause an embarrassing incident."

Though he closed his eyes, she could feel the fury simmering inside him … just like Cameron. The rage sheathed in a cool mask. The handsome face hiding the lonely, unhealed child beneath, abused by the social-climbing, violent doctor father she'd hated from first sight. "Don't bother. I wouldn't go now if I had a passport. Not now I know Emily's alive."

To her relief, he followed her lead. "Finding Emily won't be a picnic—more like walking a minefield." He looked in her eyes, asking the question. "You realize it means going to Sydney."

"Of course," she replied impatiently.

"I'll call an old friend this morning, a lawyer with the Aboriginal Legal Service, and ask him to hear our story. We'll start with the hospital. You can ask to look at Emily's birth records, or just talk to the staff. That should be our first priority. The sooner we find her, the sooner she's safe."

"We'll have to be careful. If we say one wrong word, the hospital staff will shut down on us. We have to make our story as innocent as possible."

He hesitated. "Tess, if we go ahead with this, it implicates your brother up to the neck. And we'll have to face Duncan and your Dad at some stage. You realize that, don't you?"

She exhaled, making her face a calm mask. "I don't care what I have to do or who I have to see. I have to know what happened to my baby."

"Even if you have to face Beller?"

The very air around her stilled. Oh, dear God. Facing Cameron, whose wealth, sophistication and blindingly handsome face covered a tortured soul and diseased mind, wanting more than she could give. A seething mass of inner contradictions who had fixed his voracious heart on a fifteen-year-old girl, waiting twelve years with undiminished hope and hunger for the love, the healing that could never come from her, the woman he claimed to love yet never knew. Looking again at the lean hungry face, the hot eager eyes…

Emily. She drew a deep breath. "Even that." She shuddered off the pinpoint shivers of revulsion that hurt her skin. "I have to know Emily's alive and happy. That's all that matters."

A long silence. Then he asked in a neutral tone, "How come you didn't have more kids? You always wanted heaps of 'em."

She allowed no expression to come into her eyes. "Do you think I'd want a permanent tie to Cameron by having his child?"

"I suppose not." He got to his feet and walked the room, reminding her of a dark panther stalking prey. "The hospital's the logical place to start. Where did you give birth?"

"Burragawang. A little town about four hundred kilometers northwest of Sydney."

Burragawang? Jirrah stopped pacing and stared at her. How had she never seen the truth of that one telling act? "Tess, didn't it seem strange that men obsessed with your social status took you to a place like that to have the baby?"

"Of course it did," she retorted witheringly. "I might have been naive, but I wasn't stupid. They wanted her born where no one—you know, people who mattered—would know about her. They knew she was your baby. I didn't let Cameron touch me until after the ceremony, and I skipped a period before the wedding."

"Fair enough." He nodded and sighed. "It never occurred to you they had another reason?" he asked carefully. "Like maybe they'd arranged an
adoption behind your back?"

Her eyes flashed; she reared up like a fighting stallion. "Do you think I'd have wasted five years before I followed it up if it did? We're talking about my only child! Call me naive if it never occurred to me that my family sent my husband to prison, kidnapped my baby to adopt out, and told me they both died, without feeling a single twinge of guilt for than five years. I suppose I have a pretty unimaginative mind, huh? Most people suspect things like that about their families!"

"No—only the people whose daughters or sisters have been doin' it with a dirty half-breed," he retorted.

She whitened. "Don't call yourself that!"

He laughed, but it held only bitterness. "That's always been our problem—even now, you see me as a normal man. They see me as a bloody blackfella Abo—a pariah, a social disgrace to lock away and forget about. They put me inside for years and didn't care! Nobody but my family gave a damn what happened to me!"

After a small silence, she said softly, "I cared."

He stopped in his tracks, wheeling around to stare at her. Then he shook his head, laughing softly. "How do you do that to me? How do you shoot down my soapbox every time I try to get up on it, but make me feel like a million bucks while you do it?"

She smiled a little, and shrugged. "I don't know."

He hunkered down before her, his eyes dark and soft. "It's so good to see you smile. No woman can smile like you. It's crazy, but it makes
your eyes look like molten gold dipped in honey. You're still beautiful, mulgu." He lifted a hand, hovering close to her face. "So beautiful it almost hurts to look at you."

Unnerved by the lovely totem name she'd never thought to hear again, Tessa could only stare—stare at the only man who knew her heart, who saw through to her soul, and still thought her lovely and desirable. A memory floated through her mind, of loving so tender, so giving and generous she'd become its addict with one taste. Addicted to him. Ngaya jirrah, my wild lover of the sea…

He crouched before her, his eyes steady, asking the question. Waiting for her permission.

Terrified of the touch, longing for it. Wanting to feel like a woman, denying she could want to be touched by a man again. She hated her confused reactions, but couldn't control them. She'd felt less than human for so long. Cameron's degrading ideas of sexuality had turned her into a pathetic mockery of a woman, hating male touch; her family's disbelief and loving guilt trips created a travesty of the trusting, loving girl she'd been.

Somewhere, somehow, it had to end; and only she could make the change. She closed her eyes, and nodded.

A tender hand caressed her cheek—just her cheek; and dark magic whispered through her, warm and soft like the touch of a firefly in the night. Giving, not demanding. Asking, not taking.

She couldn't stand it Trust and tenderness of touch had been denied too long. She pulled back, turning her face from a beauty too vivid, too strong to bear. "Don't touch me," she whispered.

Silence, long and total. When she finally opened her eyes, he was still there before her, watching her with little expression. "It'll never go away until you take control, Tess."

"I know what you want, and you can't have it!" Sudden fury flared at the grief filling her, hard, hurting. "I can't be that girl again. Don't you get it? She's gone!"

He shook his head. "No. You are a wild swan, Tess, still and always—the wild, beautiful girl who braved the world to follow her heart. We will be lovers again, but it'll be your choice—when and where you want to make love, it's your call. I can wait until you trust me." A finger touched her mouth before he moved away; yet her body betrayed her, quivering with a single caress.

The arousal she thought she'd never know again.

She got to her feet. "You don't get it. Being lovers isn't a game—not when Emily will be the one to pay the price for it. We can't afford to want each other. Making love is not an option when it puts our child in danger!" Her sleeve jerked back as she pulled at the door. "I don't know if I can go through with this—not if that's what you want."

The door closed with a quiet click behind her.
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"Tess, no! Come back! Beller could be on the main road. He could find you." Jirrah yelled, racing after her in desperation as she strode down the stairs. "Emily might need us—both of us. You grew up without your mother. Do you want that for Emily? Can't we show her a united front? For Emily's sake…"

Then he skidded to a halt, shocked by the words pouring from his mouth. Damn it, he was using blatant blackmail on her. Just like them. Suddenly he hoped with all his heart that she wouldn't fall for it. Go on, Tess, keep going. Find somewhere where you won't have to run. Find your strength and healing far away from your damnable family and what they want from you—and, yes, damn it, even from what I want. Even getting revenge on Beller isn't worth what it would do to you, my lovely wild swan.

But after a second's hesitation Tess froze. Her back was stiff, yet quivering, as if waiting for a blow—or worse. Jirrah cursed beneath his breath, wanting to kill Beller with his bare hands for what he'd done to his beautiful, trusting girl…

"I
wasn't leaving. I know the danger." Then she dragged in a breath. "I want a few minutes alone to think. My whole life's gone inside out in a day, and you want something I don't."

He sighed, recognizing the validity of her words. "I've had years to get used to all this. I shouldn't have said anything. Sorry." The word croaked out, thick with the rust of reluctance.

She gave an infinitesimal nod. "No more questions. No prying. Don't come near me. Don't touch me again." No questions. No conditions. Tess was in control here, and she knew it.

"Sure. Whatever." He made it sound casual, like his wanting her was no big deal, unlike the fast-growing obsession it was.

A deep breath—for courage, or to cleanse herself of the memory he'd ignited—and she turned, looking up at him from the base of the uneven verandah. It hurt to even look at her, yet he couldn't look away. Those tortured eyes held him enthralled—and he understood all she couldn't say. The chains of love and guilt and abuse trapped her; she was a prisoner in her own life. As sad and solemn as Rapunzel must have been in her ivory tower.

Poignant princess. Poor little rich girl.

Yet from the flotsam of her unspoken war, her surreal beauty sprang to understated life. There was no question in her eyes, no begging, no demand, nothing but truth.

And that unadorned honesty made her so beautiful.

But she didn't want him to touch her, or heal her of the past. She wanted nothing from him but their daughter, and he'd better keep reminding himself of that.

"Come back inside, Tess," he urged, hearing the hint of a croak in the words. He held his breath.

She walked inside but refused to sit. She paced the room, fiddling with her bag with jerky fingers. "You said the hospital's the best place to start."

He nodded. "Yeah, it makes sense. Even if the doctors and nurses are gone, there'd still be some record of the birth."

"But what if they—"

The sound of feet thudding up the stairs came to them. "Yo, Jirrah! Thought I'd turn up for a——" The screen banged open. A tail, solidly built man about thirty-five stepped in, cannoning straight into the pacing Tessa He grabbed her arms and stepped back to look at her, his face twisted. "Oh, great. That's just typical. Just when life's gettin' better, here conies bloody Tessa Earldon, the pampered princess, back to make trouble for us all!"

Tessa's eyes darkened in mindless panic. She gulped and skittered backward, twisting wildly out of the gripping hold. "Let me go," she panted. "Don't touch me. Don't touch me!"

Jirrah watched his cousin freeze, staring at her in disbelief; and it was no wonder. With Tessa's face in the clear light of morning, both men could see the shadows of terror in her eyes. "Oh, sheesh," Sam muttered, sounding rueful.

Jirrah moved forward, taking his time. "It's okay, Tess," he said, his voice a gentle caress. "You know Sam—he's a bloody idiot, just full of hot air. He'd never hurt you. Come back and sit down, and we'll talk calmly. It's fine, mulgu. It's okay."

But with a lightning motion she jerked away. "No!" She knocked Sam over as she pushed past him and out the door.

"What the bloody hell's going on here?" Sam demanded from the floor; but Jirrah bolted past him. "Tess!"

But the sight that met his eyes halted him at the verandah.

"Don't touch me," she snarled. "Don't ever touch me again!" She kicked out in a flying karate maneuver at the base of a sapling in the clearing beside the car. Her fist pounded a tiny branch, tearing her knuckles as she sent it hurtling over the van. "Get away from me. Don't touch me, or I'll kill you, you hear? I'll kill you! I'm in control of my life, and I don't belong to you! I never belonged to you!"

"What the hell's she doing?"

Jirrah turned on Sam. "Just leave us, okay? You're welcome to stay as long as you like. Just leave us alone now!"

Without a word Sam stalked into the house.

Jirrah walked with slow caution down the stairs to where she used every self-defense mode he'd ever seen or heard of on the abused tree. "Tess, stop it, honey. There's no need to fight. You're safe. Beller isn't here. Sam would never hurt you."

Slowly, Tessa's eyes unglazed. She stared at him, then the tree in horror, as if she couldn't believe what she'd just done. "I'm sorry," she whispered again.

He reached her, and grinned. "Well, I accept the apology, but I doubt you and Ralph here will ever be close friends again."

She giggled, then bit her lip.

"Let's go back inside. I think I'll need to fix your cuts this time." He held out a hand to her. After a long moment, with obvious wariness, she put her torn hand in his.

"Good idea, getting self-defense classes," he said, rubbing his thumb over her ripped hand with tender care, trying to ignore what the feel of her warm, golden skin did to him. "If Beller tries anything on you again, he'll never know what hit him."

She looked in his eyes, hers filled with weary defensiveness. "I know what you're flying to do, Jirrah, but you can't save me. You can't heal me. My past won't go away because you want it to. And neither will yours." She withdrew her hand from his, walked into the house and returned with her bag and the keys. Moments later the van started up and revved away in a cloud of dust.

"Good one, moron." Sam appeared so magically beside him Jirrah suspected he'd been listening all along. "She wasn't anywhere near ready to hear about the jerk findin' her. Now she's alone, and you don't know where Beller is!"

Jirrah coughed out the dust flying in the air from her sudden exit. "She just needs space. She'll be back soon." At least he hoped like hell she was safe. Hoping the isolated location of Marshall's Creek was enough defense against Beller turning up here, especially while she was alone and defenseless.

"Don't bring up his name again." Sam looked at Jirrah, hard; and he knew Sam not only understood, he was on Tessa's side, one hundred percent. A natural enough switch, since his sister Jenny's experience with a violent boyfriend a year before. "She might never be ready to talk about it till it happens."

"I know. But she needed to know I understand."

"Fair enough." Sam shrugged. "So whatcha gonna do with her?"

"Find our daughter." His words were flat with accusation. Sam started in genuine shock. "She had a kid? What do you mean, find her? Did she lose her somewhere?"

"Yeah," he retorted. "Somewhere between going to my funeral and going home from the hospital, the baby disappeared."

Sam's jaw dropped. "Eh?"

In a few graphic words, Jirrah described Tessa's life during the time he'd been in lockup.

"Crikey." Sam's brow rose. "How did they set all that up—and, more importantly, how the hell did they get away with it?"

"That's what we need to find out, before they start again."

"So that's what you're gonna do now?"

"Yep. Find Emily, at least—and get my name cleared."

"And after?"

"How the hell would I know?" Jirrah demanded, unsettled and irritable with the questions. "I only saw her yesterday for the first time in six years."

"It only took you six seconds last time," Sam said quietly.

"I'm not the stupid kid I was then," he retorted.

"S'pose not." Sam's answer was vague, as if he was thinking of something else. "So what's the story with the baby?"

Jirrah told him in a few succinct words. "I'd say the papers Duncan left me are real—they've adopted her out. We're going to Sydney to find out if Emily's alive, where she is now, if she's safe and happy. We owe it to her to find out that much."

"What're you gonna do with the kid after you find her? Just leave her where she is?"

"I don't know! How the hell would I?
We don't know where she is, if she's happy or not!"

A hand fell on his shoulder. "Bit of a strange day, eh?"

Jirrah laughed without amusement. "You could say that."

"What's gonna happen with Tessa?" Sam asked, still quiet, thoughtful. "Looks like she still trusts you, eh?"

"Maybe." He sighed, thinking of her panicked reactions every time he touched her. "If it was her fault I was put inside, it's my fault she went through this. I believed the worst about her because it was easier to believe." He wheeled around. "I knew how warped Beller was—I'd heard the stories. I knew what he could do to Tess—probably did do—sickens me. I should have called from prison, made sure she was all right." Sam gaped at him. "Have you lost your marbles? You're legally dead! How could you save her? You were in lockup, or with Belinda and Mikey, and she was gone, anyway. You barely had time to lose Beller in the past six years, let alone have a nice 'how're you going' pitstop with his wife!"

"My wife."

Sam blinked at the furious words. "Oh, yeah. So she is. Okay. Your wife." Then he laughed. "So, are you gonna fight Beller for her? You takin' her back?"

"No!"

Sam grinned. "Don't shoot me, I'm just the piano player."

"Look, it's not like that anymore! I just want to make sure she's all right. I owe her that much. We want to find Emily, make sure she's safe and happy—then I want to try to do the same for Tess. She's got to break free of the Earldons and Beller." His eyes were bleak, somber. "It's time for justice—for all of us."

"And for healing—and not just for Tessa. You need some yourself. This isn't just about revenge anymore." He squeezed Jirrah's shoulder. "You know what I'm saying. You're diseased, man. You haven't been right since before you left lockup. I know why, Jirrah—I understand—but it's got to stop, for the sake of more people than just you. You let 'em take away your belief in yourself, and if you don't have that, you can't help Tessa, or your family. Any of 'em." He hesitated. "Including Emily."

Jirrah stared at Sam, arrested by the thoughtfulness of his tone, instead of the blunt blindsidedness he was famous for in the family. He was right. Somewhere along the line his pain had turned into a disease of soul; and not once, since Belinda's death, had he tried to find the cure.

It was time to change. Time to heal. For his family's sake, for Tessa's sake—and his own. If he didn't, the Earldons and Beller would keep on winning … and their corruption would do worse than taint his spirit—it would destroy Tess.

Slowly, he nodded.
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Tessa returned to the cabin against her will an hour later.

She didn't want to do it. Every self-protective instinct she bad told her to run from this whole situation, from every reminder of her past; but she had to find Emily. She had to know her child was safe, out of Cameron's reach—and if she had to go to Sydney with Jirrah and hear the truth about her family's betrayal, so be it.

But that didn't mean she had to like it.

Jirrah was alone, busy tossing bags out the door onto the verandah. "We'd better get supplies in town if we're traveling off-road. We'll want to reach Burragawang by tonight if we can, and we can't afford to take main highways."

Relieved he didn't start on any uncomfortable topics, she nodded. "We need fuel. I have an LPG tank in the van as well as unleaded petrol," she said, slinging the bags into the van. "We'll make it to Sydney if we fill both tanks."

"Right. Give me that." He lifted the hefty sack she was struggling with, and threw it in. "Aaaargh." He winced, nursing his bandaged wrist.

"I'll drive first shift today," she offered. "Your wrist needs a chance to rest."

He smiled at her, his warm, masculine face lighting with its unconscious charm. "Much as my fragile male ego hates to admit it, you're right. Thanks."

"I—sure, um, that's okay." Disgusted with herself, she turned away. Reduced to gibbering incoherence with one smile. How did he do that to her? Needing a distraction, she looked at the growing pile in the back of the van. "What is all this stuff?"

He pointed at two cloth-wrapped bundles. "They're the kangaroo carvings. I have to take them to someone in Sydney. And that's camping gear. We might have to sleep on the road."

"The back seats in the van flatten out to make beds."

"I thought you'd be more comfortable if I slept in the tent." He stacked sleeping bags in the corner of the van near the door. "That'll do. We need to keep room for supplies."

She could feel the intense heat in her cheek subsiding with his prosaic comment. "We should stock up the first-aid kit, too."

"Good idea. You ready to go?"

More than ready to leave the little house that seemed soaked in dark memory, she nodded.

Marshall's Creek was a typical small Outback town long past its gold-panning heyday. Besides scattered, sorry-looking weatherboard houses, the main street held a dark, wide-windowed old general store-cum-petrol station, post office and pub, and a dingy blue, all-purpose hall for community events. The school and church had long since closed, with faded For Sale signs falling down in front of their fences. The place smelled of diesel and dust and heat and dead grass. The inhabitants' apathetic glances followed their progress down the road, less interested in them than in brushing persistent flies from their faces.

"How long did you live here?" Tessa asked.

"About a year." He swung into the petrol station. "I wanted to be as far away from Sydney as I could get, after— I hit here a week after I took off, and it seemed peaceful. I bought the land and slept in the truck while I built the house."

She flipped open the fuel tanks. "Go on in. I'll fill up while you shop." She jumped out of the van, frantic for something, anything to do to stop the words escaping her lips.

As far away from Sydney as you could get, offer Belinda died?

The force of all he'd left unspoken slammed into her heart. She'd thought, when she couldn't even like Cameron or endure his touch, it was because she'd found her once-in-a-lifetime love.

It seemed she'd romanticized too much about Jirrah's love for her. He'd had moved on after she'd gone. He'd found Belinda, had a child with her, grieved for her. Grieved so badly he'd had to leave Sydney. He could handle living there after losing her, Tessa. But not after Belinda died.

Romeo moves on, while Juliet grieves eternally.

Foolish, romantic girl she'd been, to turn her first love into her last. And she'd be a fool now to make more of his care for her, his fierce protection, than the simple explanation he'd given: she was the mother of his child, and he'd loved her once.

She had to keep her focus on finding Emily. Just as he kept his focus on clearing his name, and destroying her family. Allowing herself to feel anything for him could break, not just her heart this time, but her very soul. She had to find Emily, and then run. Run as fast and as far from him as possible.

She'd just filled up the gas tank when the prickling needles of warning touched the back of her neck.

"Oh, God," she whispered, hanging onto the side of the van, her heart pounding and her limbs almost paralyzed with fear. "Move, Tessa," she muttered through heaving breaths and clenched teeth. "Get up. Go!" She pushed away from the van and bolted into the old store, slamming the swinging screen door behind her.

Jirrah was pulling items from the shelves, throwing them in a trolley. She clutched his arm. "Cameron's here."

He frowned at her. "Did you see him?"

She pulled at him in panic, jarring a can from his hand into the jars of honey below, smashing at least four. "I know it. I feel it. He's here somewhere! Please!"

He stared at the sticky mess seeping onto the floor; but before he could speak Sam burst into the aisle, covered in soot and grime, gasping for breath. "Beller's here. He threw a Molotov cocktail in the house. I called the Bushfire Brigade and the cops, but there won't be much left to save—and the cops'll take hours to get here, comin' from Lynch Hill. You better run."

"Did Beller see you? Does he know which way you went?" White lines edged Jirrah's mouth.

"He saw me leave. I'd swap cars with you, but he'll be here any second. I'm headin' south to my parents' place in Mudgee. With any luck, he'll follow me awhile before he realizes I'm not you guys. Go north, while he thinks I'm you."

Tessa stared at Sam. This man, who'd hated her for years, was willing to do this for her? "Thank you, Sam," she whispered.

Jirrah gripped Sam's shoulder. "Thanks, mate. I owe you." Throwing the last articles in the trolley, he handed the proprietor two hundred-dollar bills as he passed, grabbing shopping bags. "Thanks, Ron. Got to go. This should cover what we've got, and pay for the mess in the aisle."

"But—wait—!"

They worked frantically, shoving everything in the van while Sam screeched away and the storekeeper bleated about change. "It's okay, Ron. I won't miss it." Jirrah turned to the man, nursing his wrist again. "If anyone comes to the store asking for me, or this lady, she hasn't been here at all, and I haven't been here for the past couple of weeks."

The man nodded. "Sure, Jirrah. If that's what you want."

"Thanks, Ron. See you around." Jirrah slammed the tailgate shut as Tessa bolted to the driver's seat and had it started before he jumped in. "Go, Tess. Head on the northeast road."

"I've got nothing but bathroom necessities and one last change of clothes in my bag. I left it all behind yesterday," she panted as they headed out of town.

"We'll get stuff later. You reckon your van would make it through an old dirt track that cuts through the State forest?"

"It's a four-wheel-drive. It should make it."

He looked at her. "How did you know he was here?"

She shivered. "It's this creepy feeling I get when he's close to me, like pins sticking in my spine. Like when I watched the Friday the 13th movies. I had it yesterday when I first saw you."

"Thanks," he retorted dryly.

"It wasn't you. He was talking to Mrs. Savage. I thought you were the investigator he hired to tail me." She kept her eyes on the road. "When I feel like shuddering, or I want to throw up, I know he's close."

"Sheesh. Did you always feel like that when he was around?"

"Not at first. It only began after he started telling me he loved me, or if he tried to touch me."

His brows lifted. "Must have been a happy marriage. If he weren't such a twisted, manipulative son of a bitch, I could almost feel sorry for him."

She lifted a trembling hand to her mouth, thinking of her wedding night with Cameron—and every other time he'd touched her since. "Don't," she whispered.

A warm hand touched her shoulder. "Stupid comment. I'm sorry, Tess. I heard rumors about his—tastes in women, and in sex, even before I got into lockup. It must have been hell for you."

The pain hit her so fast she almost reeled with its power. "Where do I go now?" she asked, praying he'd drop it.

"There's a State forest up on the right a few miles down the road. When you see the sign for the forest trail, turn hard left. Better speed up if he's as close as you think."

She nodded and stepped on the accelerator.

"He'll know what we're driving soon enough, if he doesn't already," he said as they flew along the road to the State
Forest. "But we can't change cars till we get to a big town. We're unusual enough to attract notice."

"I can't afford a new car."

"I've got more than enough—and for new clothes for us both." He lifted a hand as she opened her mouth. "I don't want to argue. We have to get out of here. If you want, use the money from the sale of the van for your clothes and things. I'll buy the car."

"I can't let you do that."

"Your pride's not my top priority. Finding Emily is," he retorted bluntly. "Don't worry whose money it is."

"Okay," she mumbled, ashamed. Ashamed he'd kept his focus, and she hadn't.

"Now let's concentrate on what's ahead." He grinned. "It'll take a miracle for him to find us. Sydney's the last place he'll expect us to go. Especially the way we'll take."

The shivering pinpricks hit. "You're wrong. He's close."

He turned, looking behind them. "There's a silvery blue Range Rover coming up behind us. Damn! He must have found out what you drive from your landlady."

"What do we do?" She checked the mirror, confirming with her eyes what her shuddering body already knew: Cameron was in the car behind them.

"Here's the turnoff to the forest path. Do exactly what I say," he said tersely. "I'll take over after we lose him."

She screeched hard left into the forest path, creating a spraying mist of gravel and red dirt around and behind it. The Range Rover followed them in, appearing out of the dust cloud they left in their wake.

'Tess, slow down. You'll kill us."

"But he's right here!"

"He'll be right on top of us if we crash. We can beat him if we keep our heads. Betcha he's never been on this sort of road—he won't know how to handle it."

"Neither have I!" she cried. "Oh, why didn't I ask you to drive when I knew Cameron was here? I don't know what to do!"

"Just keep your cool. I'll talk you through." His warm voice was gentle, soothing. "Concentrate on driving over the rocks and holes. Don't swerve away. That's it," he encouraged her, hanging on as the van all but took flight over a rock. "It'll come back down again. It's built to handle the bumps."

"He's getting closer!" she screamed.

"Yeah, and taking crazy chances." He laughed, watching the car's careening pursuit behind them. "Bloody twit's acting like he's the Knight Rider. He'll tip over or crash any minute. Don't look back. Just drive. We'll get through. Trust me."

She choked on a scream as a big rock loomed ahead of them like a mountain in the middle of the path.

He put a gentle hand on the back of her neck, soothing her panic with the slow motion of his fingers on her skin. "Put it in first. Keep the wheel straight and accelerate steady. We won't tip if you keep going slow and steady. Get off the brake, Tess. Accelerate just a little bit. Now go!"

She couldn't bear to think of the consequences of failure. So she concentrated on Jirrah's warm voice, the tender touch of his fingers on her neck, and followed his instructions. Up, up and over. A mighty, ear-grinding crash as the chassis landed on the hard surface. Then the back wheel skidded up, up—

"He's getting out of the car!"

"So what? He thinks he's got us trapped, but we're not beaten. C'mon, release the accelerator. You're just spinning the wheels on the back slope. Give the car time to move on its own."

She glanced in the rear mirror, and broke out in a cold sweat. "He's got a gun! He could shoot our tires!"

"He hasn't got the imagination or the guts. He's waving it to scare us into giving up—but we're not that stupid. Just drive."

"Get my gun out! Shoot him!"

Jirrah's voice remained calm and unruffled, becoming her focus of strength in a terrifying world. "I won't let him get you." He opened the glove box, plucked the gun out and pulled off the safety catch.

Adrenaline surged through her, born of desperate fear. She revved up the engine to force the van over. "He's almost here!"

Jirrah reached over her, locking all the doors. "We're gonna make it. Release the accelerator, let the van do its work and drive!"

And somehow, she believed him. Her brain cleared, and she loosened up on the abused accelerator. Like a miracle, the wheels stopped their useless spinning. The van lumbered up, up and over the rock, slamming back down on the ground. Mindless with panic, she accelerated too early, making the van skid along uneven ground.

Cameron yelled, tore around on his heel and back for his car.

Jirrah shoved the gun back in the glove box. "If he tries that he'll tip. The car might be built for the terrain, but he's not."

She careened over the crazy potholed surface, sweat pouring dripping between her breasts, making her shiver. "But what if—"

"Don't think about it. We're going to make it, Tess."

"How do you know?"

"Because I won't let a slimy lowlife bastard like Beller beat me, that's why!"

A sudden grinding sound, followed by a metallic shriek, made her shoulders sag in blinding relief. She laughed, a weak, exhausted sound. "He's blasted your truck and torched your house, and you're still going to win?"

"We just did." He grinned at her, still caressing her neck and shoulders, and it didn't occur to her to pull away. She needed the reassurance right now—needed his touch—like an addict needed their next fix. "That was the sound of his axle tearing. Not even Beller's mad enough to follow us on foot. He'll have to walk back to the highway for help."

She drew a deep breath, gaining strength from his calm belief in their imminent safety. "But will you keep winning? He could have killed us then!"

"You betcha I'll keep winning. I'll blast his career and torch his life, and make sure the woman he wants is free of him for good. Tess, you'll hit something if you don't slow down. Don't look at me. Drive! We'll laugh about this whole crazy adventure in five minutes. Let's go. There's the side path."

She tore her wondering gaze from him, and turned right down an even smaller path than the first, narrow and winding.

"Stop the car, Tess. I'll take over here. There's six exits, so time's on our side. Could you get a stronger elastic bandage for my wrist while I check the chassis—"

But Tessa unlocked her belt and threw herself on him, covering his face with little frenzied kisses, seeking his mouth with a desperation for human touch she hadn't felt in too many years to count. Because this was Jirrah—the man she'd never been able to leave behind—and he'd just saved her life.

He proved more than happy to oblige her need. With a half-smothered groan he pulled her close, opening his mouth under hers, giving her the same frantic passion she unleashed on him.

After so many years of revulsion at a man's touch, Tessa never imagined she could become lost, drown so deep in the unbridled eroticism of a simple kiss, or revel in the feel of an aroused male body against hers. She couldn't remember the past, couldn't envision Cameron's hot, eager, repulsive sexuality. Her mind and body was full of Jirrah, and the warm, dark magic of his kiss.

Hungry for more, she pulled him hard against her, moving sinuously. Little gasps entered his mouth from hers; his groans filled her throat. Her hands moved beneath his T-shirt, her hands caressing his skin like wildfire. His warm, dark skin, with its superb muscle tone, filled her with an arousal made stronger for being laced with sweet trust—for Jirrah would always leash his strength with her. He was man enough to follow her lead, to give her control. His hands caressed her back, hair and face, awaiting permission for more intimate touch. His tongue twined with hers when she wanted it. And oh, how she wanted it. A raging storm of desire filled her—

"Tess." A hoarse whisper against her mouth. "We have to stop. There's six exits, but he might find the right one. We've got to outrun Beller before he can get to help."

Like a cold dousing, the mention of Cameron's name froze her veins. She jumped out of the car to get the bandages, waiting in silence by the door as he checked the axle and chassis. She couldn't look him in the face as she strapped his wrist—but she could feel him watching her with unnerving depth. Seeing more than she wanted him to see

He said nothing until he'd negotiated the van out of the forest. "We can't risk staying somewhere overnight. We're too obvious here in the country—a Koori man with a white woman—not to be remembered. You make a bed up in here. I'll use the tent."

"All right." She looked to where the slow-setting sun turned a field of growing sorghum to a waving sea of rich golden-brown. 

"Tess. I wanted that kiss, too."

She looked around, arrested, hoping. Terrified.

Watching the road, he touched her cheek with his damaged hand in gentle reassurance. "It was a natural thing. We were in a life-and-death situation. We wanted to celebrate getting away from that jerk. And because we were lovers before, it lowered the scare factor. You knew I'd want to kiss you back."

She closed her eyes. After all these years, he still knew her, still understood her needs, her motivations.

"I've been wanting to touch you since I first saw you again, and even more since last night. But I won't," he added, as she jerked away. "I know, Tess. Being unable to control your life is the most humiliating experience anyone can go through." Another fleeting touch on her cheek made her ache with the most beautiful pain she'd ever known. "So you're in the driver's seat with this, Tess. Just know that whatever you want from me, I won't reject you, and I won't push you further than you want to go."

A single tear trickled down her cheek. She turned away before he could see it, but watched him through the reflection on the window. "I know you want to help me, but you can't. I have to find my own healing, my own way and time,"

He stared ahead to the unending stretch of tarred road. "I wasn't there when you needed me the most. You gave birth to our daughter alone. You lost her. They tricked you into marrying him because I didn't expose their lies—because I never bothered to call you from lockup. Damn it, Tess, I owe it to you to try!"

If he'd reached inside her chest and squeezed her heart in his bare fist, he couldn't have hurt her more. "You can't heal me with pity, Jirrah," she said huskily, her heart and throat aching. "You can't cry magic tears or kiss me better. Just help me find Emily, use your papers to get Cameron out of my life, and we'll consider the nonexistent debt canceled."

An uncomfortable silence filled the van for a minute. "Don't try to kid yourself you can live your life alone, Tess. The illusion of control can vanish like smoke, or blow up in your face like my truck. If I've learned from the past six years, it's that we all need to have someone we can believe in. Living alone, isolating yourself to hide from pain, only creates worse problems."

She stared out the window, unable to answer.

"You know I'm right," he pushed her, aggressive, but not angry. "You trust me, much as you want to deny it. That's why you came with me—why you're here now—why you kissed me. You've been on the run, closed away from the human race too long. Somewhere deep inside, you know you have to open up to someone again. You need to know you can trust a man, especially in a physical way. And you can." He added, low, "It will be making love, not forced sex. It will happen when and where you want it. I'll never beg, bribe or blackmail you into it, and I swear to God I'd never force you. I won't let you down, Tess. I'm here for you."

For now. Until you know the whole truth.

If he knew, he'd never speak again of wanting her. He'd never touch her again, or even look at her. She could hardly stand looking at herself sometimes.

She made herself sigh. "Look, it was just a kiss, all right? A way to break the tension. Like you said, a quick celebration after getting rid of Cameron." She kept her gaze trained outside so he wouldn't know the lie she spoke. "He's gone for now, but he's not gone forever. So let's find Emily before he does."

He said softly, "Don't count on too much with Emily, Tess. Nothing in our lives has been a fairy tale from the day we met. She might be a happy kid in a big family, with brothers, sisters and fantastic parents. She might not know she's adopted, or want to know us. She might never be yours again."

Tessa shuddered, knowing he'd looked into her deepest heart; he'd seen, and understood, her soul-deep yearning to have her daughter in her arms, in her life, to be her mother—her real mother. "Then I'll just have to be content with seeing Cameron behind bars, won't I."

When he spoke, his voice was tight and hard. "Don't cheat yourself. Revenge isn't enough. It's living in the shadows."

She turned on him, her face white. "And you're so free of the need for revenge, you give me advice? I'd have thought you the expert on wanting to punish them for what they've done to you!"

"Yeah, I am. I lived and breathed and ate revenge for six years, and it's nothing but a cheat—just cold, dark emptiness. Hatred without healing." His eyes burned into hers. "You did that to me. Watching you with the kids. After all they did to you, you can still give. You can forgive. You can heal, Tess! Damn it, don't lose yourself in bitterness now. You're better than that!"

Her heart jerked, and something inside her grew warm and gentle at his fierce, giving honesty. "You survived prison," she said softly. "You went through that for me, believing I betrayed you, and still came to save me. You're better than that, too."

He gave her a slow, lopsided grin. "Dam it, Tess, how do you do that? Every time you show up in my life you change it—change me—in
seconds."

"Like Nagasaki or Hiroshima," she retorted.

"I was talking about you, not your father, your brother or Beller. You're not responsible for what they do. Not to you, to me, or anyone else. Only they can take the rap for that."

Her heart shut down. She blinked hard and fast, feeling like a sleepwalker coming awake to a bizarre landscape she couldn't awake from. In just two days, her whole existence had become a lie, and she didn't know how else to cope with it than in anger. "If you say so," she muttered, trying not to cry. "You appear to be the expert on who's to blame for what in my family life."

He shrugged, and switched on the radio to the only station in the vicinity, a country music station, and sang Troy Cassar-Daly's latest ballad in his warm voice.

They bought another car at Dubbo, three hundred miles northwest of Sydney, and dumped Tessa's van on a graveled dirt track northeast of the town. They bought clothes, stored them in the back of the battered green four-wheel-drive, and they continued via little-used back roads for the northern route toward Sydney.

Toward Burragawang
Community
Hospital, and the first step in unraveling the truth from the tangled web of lies her family had woven around her life.
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A bundled-up blanket of darkness lay all around, still and quiet. The only sound was a rustling whisper of gum leaves from the tiny breeze filtering through the trees above; the only scent a vague tang of crushed eucalyptus leaves drifting up from the loamy forest floor.

In a lonely highland hideaway northeast of Dubbo off the road to Burragawang, Tessa lay in the cool soft darkness, her ears straining for any unnatural sound, but heard only the thundering of her heart and the whirling of her fears in her mind.

Jirrah was right. Northeast was the least likely way for them to go. As a precaution, he'd covered the bumpy mountain track with a fall of rocks after they'd passed the entrance, and even brushed away the tire tracks from the main road at the turnoff.

But she'd lived with the need to run for so long it was almost a friend. She didn't know how to live without looking over her shoulder for Cameron's Lucifer-like face: so beautiful, hiding a vile heart beneath. She didn't know how to stop mourning for the innocent, loving girl she used to be before he touched her—

A rustling sound came from just outside the car. Pulling the gun from beneath her pillow she scrambled up from the middle seat of the van, tense, silent, waiting.

Jirrah's half-alert mumble from the back seat startled her. "What is it?"

"I don't know," she whispered, holding the gun aimed at the bush beside the driver's seat with hands that shook. "There was a rustling in the scrub there."

"We're in the bush, Tess." He yawned. "It's probably some animal checking us out for food."

"And it might not be. If you want to take chances with your life, fine. I'm going to protect myself until I've found Emily!"

"Mulgu, you've been on the run too long," he said quietly, totally awake now. "Beller can't possibly know where we are."

"That's what you said about your house. Now it's in ashes." And still she watched the dark shadow of the bush, holding the gun in a death grip.

"You can't keep doing this," he said softly. "Using a gun as a security blanket's as likely to get you killed as him."

"You want to judge my life, walk a mile in my moccasins," she shot back, her voice barely audible. "Hasn't losing your car, your house and your life taught you anything yet? Cameron is crazy when it comes to me, and his social standing. If he finds us together he'll kill both of us!"

Another sound came. A queer metallic scratching.

"He's trying to break the lock!"

"It's not Beller, Tess."

"You want to stake your life on it?" She unlocked the safety on the gun. "I'm going to shoot."

"Don't be stupid," he hissed. "Stay here. Don't use the gun yet. I'll see what's going on."

"Take the gun," she muttered through stiff lips. "Keep it. If it's him and he takes me out, you'll need it." Lifting the tailgate with as much care as he could, he crawled toward the little scrubby mass beside the van.

Tessa watched and waited as Jirrah moved toward the scrub, her hands on the gun and her gaze glued to him. If Cameron was here…

Stop it! Get a grip on yourself. You've got to master this paralyzing fear!

But—if it was Cameron outside … and if he knocked Jirrah out—

A hand touched hers. She scrambled against the wall of the van, by some miracle holding the gun hard and straight. "Get away from me. Don't touch me!"

"Tess, it's me. It's all right now. It was just a wombat checking out our tires. We're almost right over its burrow."

"Jirrah…" She sagged against the wall. "Oh, God, Jirrah, I kept thinking if he hurt you, and got to me—"

His face, dark and mysterious in the moonlight, softened with something more tender, more abiding than pity alone. "Oh, what that sick bastard's done to my gentle wild swan." He reached for her, and she flew into his arms. "Never again," he whispered, burying his face in her hair. "Not while I'm here to stop him."

Her body snuggled against him, quivering. "You were right. I can't live like this, waiting for him to get me." She spoke scratchily, as if Cameron were there to hear her. "We have to stop him, lock him up where he can't hurt anyone any more!"

"We will, mulgu. We will."

"I need you," she whispered. "I don't want to, but I do."

"I know. It's okay. Shh." He caressed her cheek. "Trust me, Tess. I'm here for you. I won't hurt you."

She looked up at him then; and Jirrah's heart jerked at the searing emptiness, the hollow, hunted look just thinking of Beller brought out in her. "I know you'll go. I'm not enough for any man now. Just stay until we find Emily—a day, a week. Just until he's gone, and—" She quivered.

He nodded against her hair, fighting the hate for her sake. He had to be strong for her, to accept the words she couldn't bear to say. "I'll be here, Tess. You won't face them alone."

"Hold me," she whispered. "Just hold me."

He drew her more securely into his arms, knowing this was a major breakthrough in her trust. "I'm here, Tess. I'm here." He rocked her shivering form, murmuring soft nonsense until her softened breathing told him she slept. He laid her down on the flattened seat, covering her well, and made the same vow to himself, with the same fervor of two nights before.

If he got his hands around Beller's neck he'd squeeze the life out of him for what he's done to Tess … and as for her father and brother, he'd—

Tess stirred in her sleep. "No … don't. Please…"

He glanced at her, startled. Then he quietly shut the tailgate, locking them in. He crawled onto the makeshift double bed with her. He lay next to her, just watching her sleep. God, he could do that forever. His pagan goddess; his black-haired wild swan. Still so beautiful. And so sad.

Yet just touching her made him feel so strong, so sure: the man he'd once been—with her. Only Tess had ever brought this protective tenderness out in him; only Tess made him ache with a fierce need to hold her, touch her, slay dragons for her. Hold her close against his heart for the rest of his life.

"All right, mulgu," he whispered. "I won't. For you." He smiled at her dreaming face—incandescent porcelain in the light of the rising moon. "And maybe for me, too."

He closed his eyes. Tess snuggled against him in her sleep, and with her whispered words, and in her unconscious touch, Jirrah felt his own healing begin.

* * *

Tessa clutched her bag in both fists. She couldn't move, staring at the building before her. The butterflies in her stomach swelled to the size of eagles. This was it. She was about to find out if her only child had lived or died.

Burragawang
Hospital, where she'd given birth, was a pile of dark bricks and old wooden windows built on a tiny hill, ugly even in its garden setting, bathed in soft morning light.

A touch on her shoulder made her stiffen. "Are you clear on what you need to say?"

She nodded, knowing he was watching her for signs of stress. "I've got my driver's license for ID. I ask for the midwife or doctor who delivered her. If there's no staff working here from that time, we ask for the hospital administrator, and explain the circumstances. They'll have records still, I hope."

"There'll he something. Either a person who remembers what happened, or records." He squeezed her shoulder. "Trust me. We'll get through this. We'll find Emily."

She pressed her lips together, bard. "Don't make promises you can't keep. I've heard enough broken vows to last a lifetime."

"Tess, stop doing this to yourself," he said quietly.

"No, you stop." She turned on him like a flash. "Stop trying to save me. I'm a grown woman. I don't need your pity!"

"Good, because it's not what I feel."

She stepped back, gritting her teeth to stop the tears from welling in her eyes. "I know you want to be kind to me—"

"Stop it!" he hissed. "Stop misinterpreting everything I say. Don't tell me what I'm thinking. Damn it, Emily is my child, too! Do you think because I couldn't be with you when you were pregnant and gave birth that she means nothing to me? This is my kid we're talking about. My only daughter! So cut psycho-bloody-analyzing me and remember I might need a bit of support, as well."

She recoiled. Even though his voice remained quiet, totally in control, the memories overwhelmed her and she—

He must have seen her face change, for he softened. "I didn't mean to frighten you." He didn't move; he kept his voice low. "But I'm not just here for moral support. It's not only you who's been affected by this. I never got to see my daughter, to touch or hold her. I'm a father who hasn't been allowed to act like one. We're both her parents. You and me."

After a long moment, she whispered, "Okay." She turned back toward the building. "I'd better get in there."

"We'd better go in."

"Right." She turned her head, giving him a rueful half smile.

Something—a tiny frisson of indefinable emotion—crossed his face as be looked at her. His hand lifted; a tender finger traced the path of her lips with exquisite care, warm and erotic on her skin. "Tess," he whispered, "when you smile at me like that, the last thing on my mind is pity."

Her smile disappeared. Everything in her tensed.

He picked up her fisted hand, scraping his mouth along her scraped knuckles. "I'm not him, mulgu." His voice was low, husky with reassurance. "And don't think I'm here out of pity, or that I don't want you. Not a minute's passed in the last twelve hours that I don't remember what happened in the car yesterday, and think of us making love again." He smiled wryly. "I didn't get much sleep last night. I think I watched you sleep for hours."

Jirrah, telling her he still wanted her. Was it all her life's wishes coming true, or her worst nightmare rearing its ugly head?

She turned and fled inside the swinging glass doors.

He caught up with her inside the reception area, where she was asking a woman whether any doctors or midwives from the time of Emily's birth still worked at the hospital.

"Why?" the receptionist asked, a slight frown on her face. Tessa made herself smile back. "I haven't been back here since my daughter's birth. But we were passing through and thought we'd catch up with them if they're still here, and say thanks. Jean Whitlow in particular looked after me."

The woman's face lit. "Jean's still here—she's been a local for thirty years. My daughter's a midwife on the ward with her. She'll be pleased to see you. Did you bring your daughter?"

Oh, dear God: the one inquiry she should have expected, but couldn't handle.

"We couldn't this trip. Next time we'll bring her, won't we, Tess?" Jirrah put his arm casually around her shoulders.

Tessa forced herself to nod and smile but moved out from under his hand the moment the receptionist looked away.

Finally, the sound of footsteps approaching alerted them to another presence. "Hello, I'm Jean Whitlow. I hear I helped bring…" But the plump, creased face of the midwife whitened as Tessa stood up. "Oh, my God." The woman's eyes flicked to Jirrah, and widened in quick horror. "M-Mrs. Beller, isn't it?"

"Yes." She held out a hand. "I'm sorry if we asked for you under what must seem like false pretences, but I assure you I'm not here to make trouble for you or this hospital."

Mrs. Whitlow didn't take the proffered hand. "I didn't do it. I didn't know I was doing anything wrong. I just wanted to help!"

"I know, Jean. May I still call you Jean?" The woman nodded, looking as if she dared not say no. "I swear to you we're only here for the truth—whatever that is. There'll be no complaints or lawsuits against the hospital or its staff."

The woman's faded brown eyes lowered. "That day haunts me. I've felt so guilty since it happened. I knew something was wrong, but they talked us into it—me and Dr. Mahali both."

Tessa's eyes met Jirrah's for a fleeting moment, hardly daring to believe it could possibly be this easy for them. "My family can be very persuasive when they think they're right."

The midwife's face suddenly crumpled. "I can't do this. I'm sorry. I have to go." She got to her feet.

"No! Please." Without thinking, Tessa grabbed the older woman's arm. "This is my only child. We know you're not to blame in whatever happened. Please," she begged. "If you're a mother, you understand how I feel. I have to find my daughter. Please!"

Jean hesitated, looking deep into Tessa's eyes, flicking frightened glances at Jirrah. "I didn't do this. I didn't do anything. I just followed orders. You understand that?"

"I know that. None of it was your fault. Please, just tell us what happened."

Jean sighed. "I felt so sorry for you. Poor little thing you were, so white and silent—just a baby to have gone through so much." Again her gaze flicked to Jirrah's face, battered and bruised from the car bombing, with a strange incomprehension in her eyes. "That's why we agreed to keep the details quiet."

"About the adoption, you mean?" She held her breath—

The woman nodded. "Normally there must be a professional witness to sign adoption papers—but we allowed the lawyer your family brought with them to sign them. After what happened to you, we could understand your fear and distrust of strangers."

For the third time, the midwife gave that puzzled glance at

Jirrah: searching, wondering, unsure.

Tessa said, "This is the baby's natural father—"

The woman gasped and stepped back, her face convulsed with terror. "He's out of prison?"

They jerked backward in shock. Tessa tripped over a metal ashtray on the floor and landed hard on the thinly padded seats. Jirrah helped her up. "You okay, Tess?"

"What are you doing with him? Why are you letting him touch you? I can't believe you're here with him!" Mrs. Whitlow's cry attracted the curious gaze of the receptionist and a volunteer worker in the reception area. "That man raped you!"

Tessa didn't notice the interested looks from the staff; she stared at the midwife in half-stunned horror. "Is that what they told you?" she asked, in a slow, shocked whisper.

The woman sat abruptly, taking deep, harsh breaths. "Oh,

Lord. Oh, Lord." She dropped her head between her knees, and spoke in a mumble. "I knew something was wrong with those people—but they were so kind and loving with you, I didn't trust my instincts." She dragged in a breath and lifted her face. "Your family said you were pack-raped by four Aboriginal boys who beat you and left you for dead."

Tessa gasped and clapped a hand over her mouth, half afraid she'd he sick.

"What else did they tell you?" Jirrah asked quietly. Mrs. Whitlow sighed. "They said abortion was against your religion, being Catholics, so you and your husband had decided to adopt the baby out. They told us you wouldn't go to the police—understandable, we thought. They said you didn't want to talk about it, or see the baby. It tied in for us, because you never made a sound all the way through labor, but afterward you became hysterical. Thinking it was the baby's dark skin upsetting you, we got her out, but you only got worse, screaming for someone—David—over and over. The doctor diagnosed you as catatonic and injected you with a strong sedative. Then we left you with your family."

"And they gave me the adoption papers to sign." She looked at the shaking midwife. "They told me my baby died."

The woman's eyes closed. "Oh, dear God in heaven." Flicking a glance at Jirrah, she added in a voice heavy with irony, "I guess it doesn't take a fool to work out why they did all this."

But Tessa wasn't listening. She all but fell into the seat, tears falling down her cheeks. She rocked back and forth, racked with grief, anger, and at last, a sweet, blessed joy.

"Tess?" Jirrah crouched before her, his face creased with concern.

"I couldn't let myself believe—even when I'd seen the papers," she whispered. "I didn't dare let myself hope for too much. But Emily's alive. My baby's alive!"

"I know. I feel the same." His hand lifted, and stopped halfway. "Our daughter's out there. We just have to find her."

Caught in the magic of the moment she lifted her hand, twining her fingers through his. "I'm so glad we found out together." She whispered, scared that loud speech might shatter the moment.

"Me, too." He smiled at her, and, lost in sweet wonder, she lifted their linked hands to her mouth, cradling the scraped knuckles of his calloused carpenter's hand against her cheek.

Then she looked at the midwife, her chin high, filled with pride. "This is my husband, David Jirrah McLaren, the baby's father. We came for proof that our daughter's alive. Are there any records at all of our baby's adoption?"

Jean Whitlow met Tessa's eyes, a weary apology in hers. "I'm sorry, Mrs. Bel—McLaren. Because the adoption was legal, it's private. Unless your daughter puts her name on a list to find you on either the JigSaw program or the LinkUp program for Aboriginal adopted children, you have very little chance of finding her."

The truth hit her like a physical blow. She felt the blood drain from her face as she turned her head to look at him.

But to her surprise, Jirrah nodded. "I expected that. I've already called the JigSaw and LinkUp offices in Sydney. We have appointments on Monday." He looked at her and smiled, gently squeezing the hand he still held. "Our daughter's alive, Tess, and that's more than we've known or hoped for the past five years. Don't give up now. Emily's alive, and we'll find her."

Tessa felt the warmth of a long-dead hope touch her heart. After six years alone in cold darkness, she had a miracle she'd never dared hope for. Emily was alive. No matter where she was, her daughter was alive.

Even if she could never be her mother, she knew her child lived; and she knew, deep inside, that she and Jirrah would see Emily at least once before Cameron found them.

And looking into Jirrah's eyes, seeing the deep, heated need he tried to hide for her sake, she knew they'd be lovers soon. They'd make love at least one more time before they said their final goodbye.

He might even want to stay with her—for a little while.

She couldn't let that happen. She'd met him, loved and lost him once before, and it turned her into a coldhearted zombie, unable to love. This time, it had to be different. She didn't need love and promises and rings. Lovers for a day, a week, was all she wanted, to wash away the bitterness of her time with Cameron. Then Jirrah would leave to find the life he deserved, with the woman who would give him what she no longer could.

As she turned away, Jirrah turned to the midwife, allowing Tess her moment of private pain. "Are you willing to sign an affidavit about this, Mrs. Whitlow? Do you think Dr. Mahali will?"

"I don't know about Dr. Mahali, but I will." The woman's eyes glittered with determination. "What happened to you isn't right. You've been cheated of your child." She bit her lip. "But I can't give information on her adoption. Her adoptive parents seemed like nice people, and so happy to have—the baby."

Jirrah watched the midwife stumble over the word, and realized she knew Emily's new name. But asking speculative questions was pointless, because she was right If Emily's adoptive parents hadn't told her the truth, they'd have to back off—for their daughter's sake.

Flicking a glance at Tess's strained face and determined eyes, he doubted she'd give up without a strong fight Emily was her only child—and until Beller was out of her life for good, she wouldn't risk a relationship with a man to have another baby.

That man could never be him—even if he put Beller in prison—because it meant the exposure and possible criminal charges against Duncan and Keith Earldon. For them to be together, she'd have to lose her entire family.

He faced the facts without flinching. He and Tess were still as doomed as they'd been when they first saw each other.

He turned to the counter. "You don't need to have a legal form, Mrs. Whitlow. If you write a letter stating the facts, it's enough to start an investigation into what happened."

The woman slanted a strange, frowning glance at Tessa. He could see the woman's thoughts as clearly as Tess must. What sort of woman has her own family criminally prosecuted, even after what they'd done to her?

Tess drew herself erect. Her eyes glittered. She made no plea, gave no reasons. "I'll meet you outside, Jirrah."

He nodded, and stood before the embarrassed, apologetic woman, waiting, holding out a pen.

He met her outside within ten minutes. He jumped into the van ten minutes later, and handed her three thin sheets of paper. "Her conscience must have been working overtime from the start. She wrote this a week after Emily's birth, with times, dates and names—including the drug Cameron requested Dr. Mahali give you. It was a sedative with a possible hallucinogenic side reaction. They could have told you anything and you'd have believed it, and signed anything."

He could have kicked himself when he saw the devastation on her face. "Let's go before Cameron turns up again." Her face turned to the window in her familiar manner of hiding pain.

"Tess—"

She kept her face averted. "I know, Jirrah. I know what they've done. After talking to Mrs. Whitlow, I can't hide from it now if I want to." The quiver in her voice belied her pose of studied calm. "But they came to my ballet concerts and school turnouts. They gave up university and workdays to be with me when I was sick. Dad could have made Queen's Counsel years before he did, but he scheduled court appearances, and Duncan, university courses, around my school hours. Duncan studied for exams with me on his lap. I can count on my hands the times they hired a baby-sitter for me, because I was shy and didn't like strangers. When I cried, they held me and kissed me and called me their little princess, and said how much they loved me." She turned back to him, her face intense with the twin emotions of love and betrayal. "Was all that a lie, as well?"

"No, mulgu, no." Seeing her intense vulnerability, he took her into his arms, holding her close. "I'm a bloody idiot," he murmured, caressing her silky plait. "Why you haven't gonged me over my thick skull with a hammer before now is beyond me."

She buried her face in his neck, shuddering. "I'm with you on this, Jirrah. I'll do anything I can to help you find justice. But I can't hate them. They're all I've got," she murmured huskily. "No one else in the world cares if I'm alive or dead."

Her voice sent deep shivers throughout his body even while her closeness affected his very soul with need: the need to slay those bloody dragons for her. "You've got me. I care."

She pulled away. "No," she said, frowning straight ahead. "I have you until you have them put in prison. You want to find Emily. You feel sorry for me. You want to heal me, to save me. You might even want to make love to me. But you don't want me, Jirrah. You're doing this because you used to love me, once—because you pity me—end because you hate my family. You want revenge. You want them to suffer for what they did to you—and you want me to see you win."

His heart jerked in painful acknowledgment of her words. If he knew her too well, she also knew him. "I thought you'd want me to win, too, after what they did to you, to me, to our child."

Then he kicked himself again. What the hell was wrong with him? Why was he trying to punish her? What crime had she ever committed but the one of loving her family?

Her eyes burned into his. "I want justice," she hissed. "I told you, I'll do whatever it takes to find Emily and clear your name. Don't you think I want to hate the people who hurt you, hurt me, and Emily, too? But every time I try to envision what Dad and Duncan have done—what I know they must have done—I see me on Duncan's lap while he read stones or helped me with algebra. I see Dad sleeping on a chair beside my bed at night when I had measles, mumps or the flu. If you could reconcile all that with what I've found out in the past two days, you're a better person than me. I just need time, all right?" she finished, in a forlorn little whisper.

His heart almost burst with sadness. "Ah, Tess." He drew her close, wishing their moments of tenderness didn't always have to be within the confines of a car, living on the run. His hands shook as he caressed her hair. "Maybe they're sorry now," was all he could think to say, cursing his unthinking bluntness in the first place. His obsession with clearing his name was eating at his soul so badly he'd infected the one person who shouldn't have to lance his poison.

She jerked out of his arms. "Don't patronize me," she said in a tone so cold he shivered with its icy blast. "I asked for time, not lies. I don't need fairy stories to comfort me. I know what they are, and what will happen when we get to Sydney. I might have nothing else left, but at least I have the truth."

She was right again. She'd always had a strange, wonderful gift of seeing life exactly as it was. She saw and spoke truth straight out, no matter what consequences it brought.

He'd almost forgotten how to do that. Life had changed him, warped him, turned him into an angry, barely-there survivor who'd given up on truth years before.

"Okay—no platitudes," he retorted, angry enough to give her truth on a platter. "What's your take on life? That at twenty-seven, your life's over? Because your family manipulated you into giving up your baby and living with Beller for—what, three years before you took off?—you're unworthy of having a normal life? Because your father and brother are a pair of selfish jerks who sold you to Beller without giving a damn what you wanted, you'll pay the price for the rest of your life!"

She'd turned around during his low-voiced tirade; now she blinked, opened her mouth and closed it.

"Is that it?" he continued in a low, furious voice. "Well, I don't buy the 'eternal victim' crap you're spouting. If you want to sell yourself short, fine—settle for seeing Beller in lockup and Emily happy with her family. Enjoy wallowing in misery and self-pity. Have a drink while you're at it. Pop a few pills—why not? But personally, I'm going to live the rest of my life. I'm taking back everything they stole from me. I'll have a driver's license and credit card. I'll build a house with my builder's license. I'll do the work I want, whenever and wherever I want to. I'll share my life with the people I love, once I put a stop on the mongrel bastards who've been way too happy to destroy my whole family, including my wife and daughter!"

Tessa's mouth fell open during his passionate outburst. Her eyes dilated with shock, then filled with soul-deep yearning—a longing to live so strong it knocked him sideways. She looked so sweet and gentle, so vulnerable—and open. Listening.

Finally seeing some hope for life beyond Beller? The goddess returning to life … and she was so damn beautiful in that rich, newfound wonder, he couldn't resist her.

Despite his promise to not touch her, he found himself planting a quick, hard kiss on her surprised lips, half expecting a violent or cold rebuff—but with a little moan she leaned into the kiss, tangling her arms around his neck, giving as good as she got.

When her tongue entered his mouth and her hands moved over his skin beneath his shirt he groaned, pulling her onto his lap. She went to him eagerly, caressing him with a sweet, fevered urgency he hadn't known since he left her.

It was as it had always been between them: they couldn't get enough of each other.

She'd loved his body from first sight, undressing him every chance she got, just so she could look at him … and looking led to touching—and touching to loving.

They'd made love within a month of first seeing each other. Tessa, the shy virgin girl, who'd told him she wanted to be a virgin bride, had all but begged him to make love to her. She'd pleaded with him, with such shy urgency … her hands and lips as eloquent as her words.

And nothing had changed in the years they'd been apart. He'd never known a woman who wanted him like Tessa did, with such raw, blazing lire: spontaneous combustion ignited by a single touch. Even now, so damaged by her time with Beller, she couldn't help responding to every move he made … and making plenty of moves herself. Like straddling his lap … pushing her hips with hot intimacy against his aroused body … gasping in heated, urgent desire with every touch of his hands and mouth.

He unbound her hair, running his lingers through the thick tresses. His mouth blazed a path of fire down her throat to her shoulder. She moaned, questing hands finding bare skin, in places she knew drove him mindless. She gasped and shuddered with raw need when his hand cupped her breast, rubbing a thumb over her peaked, hard nipple. "Jirrah," she purred, arching against him. "Oh, Jirrah, yes, yes, I want it, I want it…"

She was ripe for loving. He could take her to a hotel room now, burn her fears with the fire between them, and she'd be with him all the way. He could heal the shadows of her past, wipe out the horrors of her time with Beller.

But after they made love, what then?

He had nothing to offer a woman as brave and beautiful and fragile as Tess. He was as much use to her as the dead man he'd been for years until he could clear his name. He held their lives in his hands—Emily's, too—just for being in a car with her this moment, let alone steaming the windows with the sensual heat they were creating in a public car park in broad daylight.

"Tess, we've got to stop," he gasped, forcing himself to stop nibbling her shoulder, with a jolt that was physical—like he'd ripped his lips on superglue.

Like a tap twisted off, her passion dried up in an instant. She scrambled off his lap and into her seat, looking anywhere but at him as she jerked her bra and jumper back up. "Of course. Sorry." Her words were cold, stilted, polite.

The exact opposite of her real feelings.

He couldn't make love to her. Not yet. Not until they were safe in Sydney, with their evidence in the hands of the right people. Not with Emily's safety hanging in the balance—not when it was her family putting their child in danger. "We should go. We need to get to Sydney tonight, find a place to stay."

She gave a little shrug. "They know everywhere I've been, who I've seen, who my friends are. It can't be anywhere I know."

He frowned. There was something—some murky secret hidden beneath her words… "My God," he gasped, as the connection hit. "He had you followed? Even when you lived with him?"

"Especially then. At the beginning." All he could see of her was the back of her head; the rest huddled under her coat. "And he's been tailing me ever since I left."

"And they allowed him to do that?"

She laughed: a chilling sound. "Why not? He's Cameron Beller, one of the best barristers in Sydney. He's handsome, charming, so loving to me and so very rich. He knew what they wanted to hear. I'm too delicate to work. I should stay home with a cook and cleaner, so I'm free to help Cameron foster his career. All my friends disappeared, replaced by people Cameron handpicked for me, tennis club, charity and career women I had nothing in common with. My life became his. If I was unhappy, it was postnatal depression. If I avoided his touch it was because I was immature, a romantic child. The bruise on my eye, the broken arm, was from a fall down the stairs." She shrugged. "I'd got my period again. For two years he'd wanted a baby and I couldn't seem to conceive. He screamed that I got pregnant with your kid, so why not now? I said I'd heard it was easy to get pregnant if the woman actually enjoyed sex instead of feeling contempt and revulsion for filthy, degrading acts like he put me through. He hit me—hit me hard, right in the eye. I stumbled and fell down the stairs, and broke my arm." She sighed. "He begged me to forgive him; he said he'd never do it again. But I'd seen the look on his face … he'd enjoyed hitting me. It gave him a sense of power over me he'd never had." Another shrug. "The night I got out of hospital, he hit me again when I refused sex. He threatened to put me in a psychiatric institution if I told Dad or Duncan how I got the second black eye. So I told him it was time we communicated, made this a real marriage. He was thrilled, thinking he'd got through to me at last. I made coffee for us—and dosed his with the sleeping pills the doctor prescribed for me. I took all the money out of his wallet, emptied our account at a teller machine and ran."

He slammed a fist on the steering wheel, hot fury eating his gut like acid. "Damn it, Tessa, why did you stay so long? Why didn't you leave him years before?"

"I tried." Her voice scraped, as if on stone. "I had nowhere to go, no friends, no passport to leave the country, no other family. Dad and Duncan believed Cameron was perfect for me. They didn't believe a word I said in the hospital about him hitting me, or taking power of attorney, and—they were all I had left…"

He saw in his mind's eye all she'd left unspoken. A litany of subtle put-downs smothered in love—the perfect cocktail for the destruction of Tessa's fragile self-esteem. He didn't speak, too afraid of what poison would emerge. Rage, his familiar friend, filled him, heart and spirit. He'd kill Beller with his bare hands for what he'd done to Tess. And he'd heal her, whether she gave him permission or not. That was no longer just a mission: it was his personal crusade.

A touch on his arm made him jump. "I feel the same when I think of you doing time because you loved me," she said softly.

He turned his head, looking at her gentle, concerned face. "I want to kill him for what he's done to you, Tess—and I won't apologize for that," he rasped.

"You don't have to." A watery smile. "But you'll have to get in line, buster. I was here first."

He shook his head, and chuckled. "Damn it, Tess, stop making me laugh when I feel like blue murder."

Her brow wrinkled. "Why is murder blue?"

"No idea." Smiling, he held out his arms to her—and after a tiny hesitation, she moved into them. "Life's going to get better—for both of us, mulgu," he whispered into her hair. "I swear to you, whatever happens, you won't be left alone."

She nodded, her hair tickling his cheek, soothing, arousing him. "My hero," she whispered back.

He chuckled. "I'm doing my best, Tess, but you picked a pitiful subject for your Sir Galahad."

She shook her head against his neck. "I'm no Guinevere, but you're the best protector I ever had." She pulled back, with a little smile, and he ached with need. "But if you feel you need to improve the score, my lord, a strong coffee would help right now. I'm worn-out with all this emotion and lack of caffeine."

As relieved as Tess to leave the subject, he grinned and started the engine. "If memory serves, there's a roadhouse about twenty miles down the highway toward Sydney that does a mean trucker's breakfast."

And he needed it—the food, and the distraction—because the way he was thinking right now would see him doing time until he was a very old man.
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By the time they made the northern outskirts of Sydney, night had long since fallen. Jirrah's wrist was throbbing again; his headache rivaled the one after the car bombing. By the droop of her head and her tired sigh, he knew Tess was just as exhausted.

"You know your way around the back roads of the state, don't you? I wish I did," she said as he turned onto the Pacific Highway. "But I wouldn't risk getting trapped on a lonely mad."

Jirrah didn't want to go there: he'd spent the last seven hours imagining his bands around Beller's neck. "Any ideas on where to stay? I don't want to stay on the highway for long."

She shook her head. "Sorry."

"It can't he anywhere either of us has been before." He tried to think through a brain fogged with weariness. "Let's find the first hotel with parking at the back of the building."

"But we're on the North Shore," she objected.

"We're better off staying on Beller's turf. He won't expect us to be in an upper-class place. And that reminds me. We'll sell this car tomorrow for whatever we can get at the car market at Remington and buy another one—another four-wheel-drive, but newer. He won't be looking for us in something with a bit of style. We'll get more clothes while we're at the markets."

She tilted her head, looking at him in obvious puzzlement. "Do you have the money for all this? I've got a little, but—"

"Don't sweat it, Tess. I've got more than enough."

Her brow and nose wrinkled in cute perplexity. "But—"

Knowing what she wanted to say, he cocked a knowing brow. "But I'm a nowhere man, legally dead, with no ID, no tax file and no government handouts? That's true. But I discovered that I am a
craftsman. I learned to paint in lockup, and I discovered I have a flair for carving, as well. I have an agent, but it's my business, so no one can rip me off. Aboriginal art sells for big money, here and overseas—there's plenty of collectors who'll buy my paintings or carvings, no questions asked." He grinned. "Your dad even bought a carving two years back—one of the first pieces I sold."

She blinked. "The enormous carving of the eagle chained to the tree stump?"

"That's the one."

"You're Dolphin Art?"

He laughed at her gaping expression. "Uh-huh. I work through the art gallery in Sydney where your dad saw the piece. I use the name of a friend of mine to make the transactions legal, and he gets commission for doing nothing but storing a couple of lumps of wood and some half-finished pieces in his shed."

"I saw that eagle piece when I snuck back to see Dad about a year ago. I loved it," she murmured wistfully. "The way the eagle tried to fly, even chained—the unconquered, defiant spirit. I wanted it to be me." The tiny grin twitching at her mouth turned to wild, hurting laughter, tinged with tiredness. "That eagle was his pride and joy. He shelled out thousands to get it."

He stopped for a red light. "Three and a half, to he exact—and at a time I really needed the cash. And he told all his friends about me … not knowing it was me, of course."

She bit her lip. "You mean my father helped set you on the path to fame and fortune?" He grinned and nodded, appreciating the irony of Keith Earldon's as much as she did. "How many pieces, and paintings, have you sold?"

"Enough. The kangaroos I stored in the van are part of a deal I've got with Australia International Travel Agencies. They want them for their overseas offices."

"But—they're the biggest travel agents in Australia!" she gasped. "That must mean—?"

"That I am—to put it mildly—well off? I guess you could say so, princess." Again knowing what she wanted to ask, he grinned once more. "But why do I live like a stony-broke hermit in the back of beyond? I know it seems insane, but I figured if Beller or your brother found out I was making money, they'd try to shut me down. So I kept socking it all away where they'd never know about it, waiting for this time to come."

She frowned. "You knew we'd meet again?"

"No." He accelerated as the lights changed. "I knew the right time would come to take my life back."

"Did you want revenge on me, too?" she mumbled.

Hating to upset her, he said, "Not since we met again."

Risking a glance, he saw her set profile in sharp contrast to the setting sun. "You thought I was in on their plots."

"They're great liars, Tess—with the proof to show it."

"Yes," she agreed tonelessly, "and experts at destroying me. They'd do anything to make me go back to him."

He sighed, and tried to soften the blow. "Tess, I never doubted that they love you."

"Maybe, but they hate you more. And they love their social standing and respectability above everything else. They took Emily away from me, and let you suffer in prison, to keep their reputation in Sydney society. Find that place to stay," she said, her voice hard. "We need to talk about what to do next."

He accelerated through another set of lights, looking ahead. "We'll have to stay in one room tonight." He lifted a hand as her vivid face lit in passionate denial. "We have no choice. We'll attract attention as it is by paying cash instead of plastic. Taking separate rooms will guarantee the manager will remember us if one of Beller's dogs goes there."

Her eyes narrowed. "I'll stay in the car while you book the rooms, or I'll book my own after you go. Then it won't—"

"This is Australia, Tess. There aren't enough successful indigenous people to make me inconspicuous. If I book two rooms, I'll be remembered for it—and if you book a room alone, you'll be remembered, Tess. Your face isn't one a man forgets easily," he added dryly. "Our first priority here is to remain forgotten." He pulled the car over to the side of the road. "I won't touch you, if that's what scares you. I gave you my word. I can get a twin room if you want, but that will guarantee we're remembered."

Tessa said nothing, but the bitterness in her face, the quiet disbelief, was louder than a shout.

"What's the real problem, Tess? I said I wouldn't hurt you or touch you. I didn't last night, did I? And it's not like we're strangers, or we haven't been lovers before. I'm your husband—"

Her eyes flashed in the gathering gloom. "Oh, sorry, I forgot—the ultimate argument. That's what he said every time. When I didn't want him to touch me. When I didn't like his friends or giving his parties. When he took my passport and all my money, until I had nothing and no one left but him. When he hit me!" She sounded so bitter Jirrah gasped. "So good little Theresa will do as she's told again. Do what you like. You will anyway. It's not like I matter, so long as you get what you want!"

Again, the fury ate at his gut like acid. "And you think I'm like that?" Damn it, he'd thought she trusted him by now!

After a little silence, she mumbled, "You control it, but I feel the hate, the rage in you … just like him."

Oh, damn. The fool that he was! She always saw right through to his heart. Why had he ever thought he could protect her by hiding his hatred of her family? Slowly, gently, he put his hands on her shoulders, letting them rest there. He looked deep into her eyes, those revealing windows into her turbulent soul. "I can't deny what you're saying. You know I can't.

But it's not aimed at you, Tess. I'm not like him. I'd never hurt you."

She pushed off his hands. "That's what he said. 'I love you, Theresa. I'd never hurt you'—then it became 'I love you. Theresa. I'll never hurt you again.' But he did … and he enjoyed doing it. Dad and Duncan always said, 'We love you so much. We want what's best for you.' The problem was, the best was Cameron for my husband, putting you inside and giving away my baby! If that's love, I don't want any part of it, ever again!"

Breathe in, breathe out. He had to do a mental count before he spoke, praying to say the right thing. "Was it your fault?

Does a man who loves a woman abuse her—with words or fists?"

"I didn't love him. I couldn't act like I did, or that I was happy with him. I hated sex. It drove him crazy when I felt nothing for him but distaste, and tried to avoid him—"

"Did you ask for it, Tess? Did you want him to hit you?"

She turned to him; the look in her eyes was arrested, questioning—unsure.

"Does a man who really loves a woman lash out at her, no matter what provokes him?" he went on quietly, yet full of meaning. "Does a man who loves a woman blackmail her into marriage, then abuse her for a situation he created himself?"

"But—but he didn't hit me until the end…"

"He took away your passport, your money, your job and your friends—that's abuse in my book. He stole your dignity. Would you do that to someone you love, Tess?"

Slowly, her eyes enormous, she shook her head. "No."

With a tender finger he caressed her cheek, and, watching him as if hypnotized, she allowed the touch, not flinching or moving away. "Would I take your dignity from you, mulgu? Would I take your choices away? Would I hit you? Would I force myself on you? Have I ever done that?"

A long silence. "No. You wouldn't force me." A little smile twitched the corners of her mouth. "I was the one who did that."

He grinned. "You sure did, more than once … and they're memories I cherish. So if you feel the need to force yourself on me again. I'm here, waiting in hope—but I'll never do it to you. Okay?"

Slowly, after long, hanging moments, she nodded. "Okay."

He lifted a brow. "So?"

"So we get one room, and you behave yourself!"

He laughed in sheer relief at the impish note in her voice, realizing the magnitude of the victory he'd gained. Tess trusted him—not just with her life and daughter, but with her body; and, given where she'd been the past six years, that was a gigantic leap of faith for her. "That's about the size of it. You trust me, and I wait in hope."

"Then let's find that mom. After seven hours of riding over the worst roads in the state, I'm too tired for anything but sleep."

Said with her crooked, one-dimpled smile, the one that tugged at those suddenly shaky barricades around his heart—and made everything inside that made him a man rise up in hot desire.

He bad to control it. Forcing a smile, he uttered dryly, "Typical." With a mock sigh of surrender he started the car, and drove down the highway toward the city.

* * *

"This is—nice."

They stood side by side in a pretty, country-style hotel room on Sydney's exclusive Lower North Shore, looking at the king-size bed as if it held the secrets to life.

Tessa cursed her stupid tongue. What a pitifully banal thing to say! She hadn't broken the awkwardness of the unwanted déjà vu, she'd increased it.

He remained silent, his face expressionless—but she knew what he was thinking. The same thing she was thinking. The last time they'd entered a hotel room together.

Their wedding night

Staggering through the door in each other's arms, laughing, kissing. Undressed before they hit the bed. Fast, frantic loving followed by slow, sensuous loving in the spa, slick with bubbles, high on champagne and love. They hadn't even noticed what the room looked like until the next morning.

The last morning they'd spent together.

Her eyes misted; her heart ached for the time of innocence, the complete and unconditional love she'd never know again.

He must have misinterpreted her silence, for he said only, "I'll sleep on the sofa bed if you want, Tess."

If you want.

She pressed her lips together, closed her eyes and blew out a sigh. Nothing worked.

"Tess? What is it?"

She turned to him, her eyes full of anguish. "Do you know the last time a man said that to me—if
you want?" She choked on the words. "It was six years ago—and the man was you. That was the last time anyone called me Tessa. No one knew how I hate being called Theresa. Nobody asked what I wanted. Only you."

The darkness of desire in his eyes didn't shift, but he spoke gently. "I know how it feels to have your choices taken from you. I'd never do that to another human being, especially you."

"Better get ready for bed—uh, sleep. Dibs first shower." She snatched the bag of clothes she'd bought in Dubbo and fled to the safety of the bathroom.

Only then did she start shaking.

When she reemerged, with damp, rumpled hair and the thick calico nightgown that fell to her feet, she felt on more solid ground, ready to face him. "Your turn. I'm off to sleep."

"Tess, can you define empathy for me?"

His voice, hoarse with the strain of heated sexuality kept under tight leash, arrested her at the edge of the bed. She halted, but couldn't look at him. She stared at the floral bedspread as if it alone absorbed her interest. "What?"

"It's different from sympathy, or pity. Empathy's a good thing. It means you know where someone's coming from—because you've been there yourself. Tess, I've lived with the trapped feeling, the rage, hatred eating at you like a living thing. Lying awake at night wondering if you'll ever feel like a normal human
being again." He stood behind her, close enough to touch, talking in soft, mesmerizing hoarseness. "Yes, your pain hurts me. I want to help heal you of what he did to you if I can. But I don't pity you. I understand. That's why I'll always ask you what you want, why I won't make decisions without consulting you. So don't ever confuse it with pity again. Any pity I felt died before that first night. I couldn't want you like I do if I pitied you."

He still thought she was beautiful.

She couldn't look at him, but felt the soft rushes of breath over the back of her neck. A warm shiver of carnal desire rippled down her spine, settling low in her belly. "How do you want me?" she murmured, low and husky.

His warm, furry voice came behind her ear, sensual, rasping with need. "Every minute of the day. Every second of those minutes. With your hair damp and mussed like that, and wearing that ridiculous calico nightie, you should look like something out of Anne of Green Gables—but
instead you're all cute and rumpled and so damn sexy I'm in pain with wanting to take that thing off you. I want to kiss touch, taste every inch of you as I peel it up and off your body. I want to love you all night, with you undressing me, loving me right back."

"Oh," she gasped. A quiver ran all the way through her, her blood so thick with the excited pounding it clouded her brain. "Just like we used to," she whispered, her inner vision filled with erotic memory, his bands and lips on her body, moving inside her. Time after time of beautiful, blinding fulfillment.

"Yeah." The breathless hush of sound sent anguished yearning through her, telling her he was reliving the same times, the loving that had been their addiction. "Just like that."

She closed her eyes, her craving body fighting her terrified heart. Terrified of becoming so lost in him she'd never find her way back out when their lives parted. She drew a deep breath. "But I'm in control?"

A tiny rumbling chuckle. "Just consider me your love slave. I'm up for the challenge … in more ways than one."

She choked on a giggle.

His voice, deep, soft and full of a man's need rippled into her, burning her from the inside like tiny licking tongues of flame. "Turn around, Tess. Look at me."

She turned. He was so close she could see the reflection of her aching desire in his eyes. "Tell me," he rasped. "Tell me you want me, ngaya mulgu, my wild black swan."

She couldn't deny it; she knew her eyes must be ablaze with the pounding need thrumming through her very veins and pores. "You know I want you, Jirrah," she breathed. "I want you more than I thought I could ever want a man again."

He closed his eyes, smiling wryly. "But you're not ready."

"It's only my fears that make me this way—the memories of what it was like with him. My body's gone twenty rounds with my mind over it, but the fears keep winning. Give me time Jirrah," she pleaded softly. "Just a little time."

"And you can't forgive me yet. You don't learn trust in the school of hard knocks. Don't you think I know that?" He touched her cheek. "Take the bed. I'll pull out the sofa."

She wrapped her arms around his neck, needing his nearness, his warmth and strength. But the feel of his hot, aroused body against hers made the pain worse. Oh, how she wanted to press her lips to the strong column of his neck, to run questing hands over his lithe, muscled darkness…

She didn't realize she was fulfilling her fantasy until he said, in an agonized tone, "Tess, I can't take much more. Not when a bed's right behind us."

She gulped, and tore her hands and lips from his body. Her eyes searched his face. It was alive, ablaze with masculine need—but he was still trying to smile, even if it came out like a grimace. "Please, mulgu, if you've got any compassion at all, ask the manager to put ice in the water of my very cold shower—and snore like Fred Flintstone when I come out."

Caught off guard, she giggled again.

He leaned forward, kissing her with infinite gentleness and care. "Good night," he murmured huskily. "Sweet dreams."

"Good night," she whispered against his mouth.

From the sanctuary of the bed, she watched him pull out the spare bed, and make it up. She watched him pick up his pyjamas and walk into the bathroom for that very cold shower.

He was only wearing the pants when he came out—and his gleaming brown maleness in the soft, half-lit darkness tested her resolve to its limits. His words pounding like a jungle drumbeat in her head: Kiss and touch every inch of your body as I slowly peel that thing off you … make love to you all night.

He came over to where she lay, and she tensed, filled with such anguished need she felt only a little fear of the act she'd hated for so long. "Sleep well." He kissed her forehead.

Her heart almost burst with the melting tenderness in the single touch. "You, too," she whispered, finally closing her eyes. Jirrah wanted her, cared for her and, most important of all, he respected her body. For the first time in a long time, she was no longer alone. He'd given her the greatest gift of all: dignity of choice. They'd be lovers again—but only when she wanted it.

Lovers until they found Emily, or until he found evidence against her family. If it were only for a few days, she'd take the risk. Only Jirrah could make her want to be a woman again; and whatever price she paid in the end would be worth it.









Chapter 10
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"I'm so sorry. She's not on the register. Nothing at all about her." The social worker with JigSaw spread her hands in a gesture of helpless empathy. "I'll put your names on the parent register, and hope she applies. They usually do sooner or later, once they're told of their adoption."

Tessa nodded, her face a cool, private mask. "We'll do that. Thank you."

But when they were out on the streets of Sydney, she slumped against the wall. "Just the same as LinkUp. Nothing."

"She'll join the register, Tess."

She'd never wanted anything more than to feel his arms around her—but they were on a busy Sydney street, people pushing and jostling them for the offence of standing still. "She's five, Jirrah. Her parents may not tell her until she's eighteen." She passed a shaking hand over her brow. "How do I wait that long? How do I wait for my daughter another thirteen years?"

"We don't." She looked up at his hard tone. His face was full of steely determination. "LinkUp said not to give up. They have ways of tracing kids we wouldn't dream of. And don't forget Rod at the Aboriginal Legal Service. He might have a few tricks up his sleeve—especially with Mrs. Whitlow's affidavit that she believed you were drugged when you signed the adoption papers."

"He's a lawyer, not a magician."

"You don't know Rod." His eyes twinkled. "He could talk his way into information and out of trouble faster than any kid I ever met." He held out a hand; and, needing the comfort right now, she took it. "Don't lose heart, mulgu," he said softly, his fingers brushing her palm. "We're in this together. We'll find a way. We'll meet our daughter."

He was so close she could drink in his warmth, inhale his clean male scent, the soft tang of deodorant and honest sweat. "She's my only child," she whispered, fighting to keep her strength, to not lean on him. "I have to be a part of her life."

"We'll find her, mulgu. I won't let you live alone again."

"Excuse me!"

Startled, they realized they were blocking a woman's entrance to the building behind them. Apologizing, they moved off, walking toward the new four-wheel-drive they'd bought that morning.

He opened the passenger door for her. Tessa smiled, albeit a small, watery grimace. "Even Sir Galahad couldn't give his fair maiden her heart's desire," she said huskily. "Don't make promises you're not sure you can keep about finding Emily, or about us, my Galahad, my knight in dark armor. It's not fair to either of us."

He ran a hand through his hair. "Tess—I—" He sighed. "Let's get Emily's birth certificate." He walked to the driver's side.

She watched him, aching. Watching him walk away from her had become her habit. He wanted to help her—by some crazy miracle, he even wanted to make love to her again—but he deserved far better than the pitifully little she had left to offer a man.

At Sydney's historic Rocks district beneath the Harbour Bridge, where streetwalkers once lined the cobble-stoned paths with pimps and murderers, and felons and transported convicts mingled with sons of lords in hidden gaming hells, Tessa asked a bored clerk for her daughter's birth certificate.

"Name?"

The simple question left her floundering. "I—um—" What would they have put on the birth certificate?

"Beller," Jirrah put in, quick and smooth. "Emily Anne Beller." Tessa stared at him in amazement; but the clerk punched in the information, then nodded. "And you are the natural mother?" she asked. "I'll need identification."

"Yes, I'm the natural mother," Tessa replied, supplying her driver's license. She paid the required amount.

The clerk punched in a few keys, and nodded. "Fill in the form, please. It should be ready for you in an hour or so."

"I'd like to get a copy of my brother's marriage license while I'm here," Jirrah added casually. "David Jirrah Oliveri."

The clerk punched in the name. "I'm sorry, sir, nothing's coming up listed for that name except his birth and death."

Tessa gasped, starting back. "That's impossible!"

"What?" Jirrah croaked at the same time, taking an involuntary step back with her. "But I—but he married his wife on March 10, 1996. Could you look again?"

But the clerk shook her head. "Sorry. It's not here. What's the name of the woman?"

"Theresa Rachel Earldon."

"Earldon … with an o or an e?"

"O. E-a-r-l-d-o-n."

The woman punched it in, and shook her head. "No, sorry. The only Theresa Rachel Earldon in New South Wales married Cameron James Beller on April 17, 1994." She frowned. "Beller—?"

Tessa smiled, quick, insincere. "Thank you. We'll be back for the birth certificate in an hour."

"Like hell. I'm not leaving it like this," Jirrah snarled softly, for her ears alone. He said aloud to the woman, "Does Emily Beller's birth certificate name her father?"

The clerk checked. "No. It's marked 'father unknown.'"

Jirrah looked at Tessa, his eyes narrowed in challenge. He was helpless to change this situation until he was declared alive. Only she could do this for him, and for Emily; and she couldn't leave it like this. "Is it possible to change that part of the birth certificate and name the father?"

The woman blinked. "I don't know … I've never heard of anyone asking before. I'd have to see the Registrar."

"Do so." She lifted her chin. "The birth certificate was incorrectly filled. The father is David Jirrah Oliveri."

The woman stared at them, then started backing off, her face showing patent disbelief. "The dead man. Of course, Mrs. Beller. Mr.—um. Oliveri—yes. Sorry. Please take a seat. I'll be back in a moment. I'll call the Registrar to inquire about the matter. I'll just be, um. Yes." She walked to a desk behind her, picking up the phone. "Security?" she mumbled into the receiver, trying to cover the word by blocking it with her hand.

"We'd better get out of here. She'll call security to throw us out. She thinks we're nuts," he murmured in her ear. "If the cops pick me up now, I'm gone. We'll see Rod. He can get it, and get things set in motion. We've done all we can here."

"But—the certificate!"

"Don't you get it, Tess? I blew it by asking you to change Emily's birth certificate now. I should have waited, kept this simple. I just can't afford the cops checking me out until we've talked to Rod, and given him all our evidence." He took her hand, his eyes anguished and furious. "As much as this stupid farce galls me, until I have a few legalities in motion to have myself declared alive, I have to lie low. It'd be a total debacle if the police pick me up now. With my record they'd suspect me of declaring myself dead to commit a felony—and Beller and Duncan would be right on top of it. They must be desperate to get me put back in the car by now. Let's go."

They left the building quietly; but when they got out into the pale autumn sunshine, they broke into a run, dodging people traffic, Jirrah gripping her hand tight.

As they rounded the corner, a courier on a bike cut onto the curb to avoid traffic, his speeding bike aimed tight at Tessa. She gave a high-pitched gasp of shock, but couldn't move.

Jirrah quickly pulled her back against him. "I've got you." He held her close, caressing her hair until the tremors subsided. She rested her head on his shoulder, reveling in the rare sensation of just being held without demand, cared for without wanting a return. Wanting to he touched by the man holding her; loving the rippling muscle beneath warm skin, knowing he'd never use his strength against her.

"Hey, you!"

Their foreheads bumped when, as one, their faces jerked up. Two policemen in uniform were striding toward them.

"I can't let them take me," Jirrah hissed in her ear. "They'll destroy me."

He didn't mean the police. He meant Cameron, and her family. Without thought she stepped in front of him, but he pulled her back, facing the police with flat defiance in his eyes.

"Yes, you. Come back here. You nearly hit this lady. If her friend hadn't pulled her back, you'd have knocked her down!"

Tessa gasped again, almost choking on the manic laughter of relief. "It's the courier!"

"You couriers don't own the road! Riding on the pedestrian curb to avoid traffic is an offence—"

"Let's go," he murmured in her ear. "Rod's office is in Strawberry Hills. It's only a couple of minutes away. Once he's heard our story and has the photocopies of my evidence of their corruption, it doesn't matter who picks us up or why."

They bolted for the car and safety as the policeman continued to lecture and then fine the sulky courier.

* * *

"This is unbelievable."

After an hour of explanations, Jirrah's old friend was still in shock. "Let me get this straight. Your wife's family had you imprisoned, declared dead and had your child illegally adopted out?"

Jirrah nodded again. "That's about it."

Rod turned to Tess. "The adoption was under duress?"

"If being persuaded to sign papers when under a hallucinogenic sedative is duress. We have the midwife's affidavit. She knew I'd signed no papers before the sedative was administered." 

The lawyer blew out a sigh. "That's legal duress, all right—and with the affidavit, easily proven in court. And you say Cameron Beller married you, knowing Jirrah was alive?"

Yes He was an original witness in Jirrah's indictment, and star witness in his court case three months after the marriage."

And he's chasing you around the state, fire-bombing trucks and burning houses down."

They both nodded.

We are talking Cameron Beller, the barrister, aren't we?" he asked, almost pleading for them to deny it. "I mean, this guy's stinking rich, a top gun in the legal profession, and seriously high society. He's the acme of respectability."

Tessa's chin lifted. "Yes. That Cameron Beller."

"Whew." Rod blew out a sigh. "Man, I've heard some crazy stories in my time, but this takes the blue ribbon. No one will believe this story without a great deal of compelling evidence."

Tess handed him the death certificate she'd been given six years before and, by some strange miracle, neither Earldon nor Beller had ever taken from her. "See? My brother gave me this. It's dated six years ago."

Jirrah handed his over, as well. "And here's the second one, dated over two years ago. This one's legal. I checked with the Register of Births, Deaths and Marriages."

Rod's eyebrows slammed together. "Guni," he muttered in hard anger—a word Jirrah thought better left untranslated to a bewildered Tess. "And you had this before your case? Why the hell didn't you tell me? I could've won for you with this evidence!"

Jirrah flicked a quick glance at Tess. "I didn't have most of this evidence back then."

Rod must have seen the guarded look on Jirrah's face; with a swift look of comprehension, he nodded. "Well, the fake death cert's easily fixed. Hunt out the doctor on the certificate, see if he's real and paid off, or they used the name and practitioner number of a doctor who's dead. I bet the latter … hang on," he muttered in excitement, looking at the papers. "Look at the signature, guys. What did Beller's dad do for a living?" Tess frowned. "He was a doctor—one of Australia's first specialist plastic surgeons. Dr. Beller died about a year before I left Cameron." Her eyes widened. You mean—?"

Rod grinned. "Oh, yeah, baby, that says Michael Samuel

Beller, all right. Is that the right name?"

Looking dazed, Tess nodded.

"Then his signature's on the second death certificate—more than a year after his own death."

Jirrah felt his grin almost split his face. "As they say in the classics, Mr. Beller—gotcha!"

"Oh, yeah—we got 'em good. That's a felony, using a dead practitioner's name and number—and it don't matter what they hatch up to prove you did it. This screams conflict of interest big time since Beller married your wife within weeks. Even if he maintains Dr. Beller cooked up the scheme, the second certificate tells the tale." Rod laughed. "So we just take you to the cops and have you fingerprinted to prove you're alive, and get Dr. Beller's death certificate. That'll be easy enough." He frowned. "And you say they managed to wipe your marriage from the records, as well?" 

"Yep. We just checked. But I've kept my copy of our marriage certificate in a safe place since our wedding day. Here's a copy. And there's this." Jirrah pulled out two folded pieces of paper from his wallet. "Photocopies of cheques I took out of my safe-deposit box this morning. One from Beller, one from Earldon. Fifty thousand dollars each. Both made out to me. Both dated the day of my initial arrest, the same day as the first death certificate, but before my conviction in court. I think this is why Beller had me declared dead a second time, and why he blew up my car and house. He has too much to lose—his reputation as a cleanskin, his right to practice, his reputation in society—not to mention his freedom. I have evidence to put him in lockup for a long time, and Earldon for at least a year or two; but with my record the cops will arrest me first and ask questions later. Especially if Earldon and Beller lead the cheer squad."

Rod shook his head. "This is the weirdest case I've worked on, and that's saying something in this job. You should call the TV networks—they'd make bids on turning it into a miniseries."

A tiny sound made Jirrah turn. Tess sat like a statue carved in marble, all life and color drained from her face. She didn't move, didn't speak. He couldn't even see her breathe; yet somehow he knew, he could feel the anguish tearing her heart apart. "Will you help us, Rod?" he asked quietly.

Rod grinned. "You betcha, mate. I'd help even if you weren't an old school friend. This case will make my career! Bringing top-line banisters down on at least three charges each."

But with Tess sitting beside him like a gentle creature stricken a death blow, Jirrah could not celebrate with Rod. He could only feel the relief that now, with Rod on their side and the banister he'd no doubt bring in, Beller and the Earldons couldn't stop the tide of justice. "Thanks, Rod."

"What about our daughter?" Tess asked, through stiff lips. "Is there anything you can do to help us find her?"

Rod looked up from his rapt contemplation of the papers. "With this pile of evidence? You bet. Closed files should open with proof of duress on the adoption and easily proved complicity by Beller and your brother on the bigamy. I'll chase up the JP that married you, and find out how the record went missing."

Tess smiled, a small, cold touch of frosted lips. "Thank you."

Rod turned to Jirrah, frowning. "There's one thing I don't get about the setup to put you inside. How'd your prints get in Beller's house in the first place?"

Jirrah slanted another quick look at Tess's set face before he replied. "A woman set it up. She asked for shelving in her living room, a week before I married Tess. I took the job, but it ended up being Beller's place. Beller denied knowing about the job. All my records, including the quote for that job, disappeared when they did the plant in my truck. The back cab tray was always open—I needed to come in and out freely for equipment."

"How did they plant the jewelry, CD player and VCR inside your truck without you noticing it?"

He shrugged. "It was in the corner of the tray behind the driver's seat, beneath the rubbish from the last job I hadn't taken to the local dump. I only took the cover for the tray off once or twice a week to empty the stuff."

"They seemed to know your movements pretty well. How long did they have you followed?"

"Excuse me." Tess walked out of the room.

Rod looked after her. "Is she all right?"

Jirrah's mouth quirked. "I'd better go after her. Thanks for everything, Rod. Keep the photocopies. I've got the originals stored where they can't get at them."

Rod grinned. "Smart move. Where are you staying? I'll need to keep in contact before we head to the police with this."

Jirrah gave him the phone and room numbers of the hotel and his mobile number. Then he bolted downstairs to find her.

She wasn't beside the car.

He started running. If Beller or Earldon had her—

He found her at a park a few blocks down. She sat on a swing, her head resting against the painted chain, rocking slowly back and forth. Her loose braid tumbled over her shoulder and breast in careless loveliness; but her white face, the desolation in her eyes, dull, cold and lifeless, chilled his heart.

He dropped to his haunches before her, hoping to God he hadn't lost her with his thoughtless act. "I'm sorry, Tess. I should have warned you about the stuff I had on Duncan. Then it wouldn't have been so hard to face all at once."

Her voice came to him from far away, as if filtered through an icy lake—an echo of the past. "I didn't want to know."

"But I should have told you about the cheques earlier. Finding out in a legal office before a stranger—"

"Don't blame yourself." She spoke as if she were a million miles away, a lifetime apart from him. "I deserved to hear it like that. I knew you must have had something really strong against Duncan, but I was too much of a coward to ask."

Pain twisted his gut; it was what he'd always thought of her. "No, Tess, you didn't deserve it! You didn't know I was alive, or Emily had been adopted. You're the only one in this whole mess except Emily who was innocent, whose intentions were pure!"

"Cowardice is pure?" she mocked gently, her gaze following a flock of galahs in screeching flight across a crystalline sky. "Was I innocent? Perhaps, but an innocent fool. I knew Duncan. He's always been so obsessed with our social position he said our mother was an Indian princess, not a Native Canadian. He'd have done anything to stop us being together. Yet when he gave me your death certificate I accepted it without question. No, cowardice and eyes closed to the truth deserves its ugly reward. I played the star part in what happened to you and Emily. That fact that it was a passive role only shows how stupid and naive I was … and still am, to ever want to believe all this is a lie."

Beneath the thin veneer of the ice maiden, unbearable grief crouched inside her heart, like a hideous monster waiting to tear her apart from within. He'd never wanted anything more than to hold her in his arms, kiss her pain away, give her the comfort she so desperately needed; but she'd only retreat, so immersed in self-recrimination she believed she didn't deserve his care.

So he mocked, "Well pardon me, Your Highness, if I see things from a different perspective. But we humble carpenters don't have the advantage of the lofty heights from which the high and mighty Earldons view things."

Tess blinked. Her golden gaze moved from the cold purity of the late afternoon sky and shadowed buildings to gaze at him, in puzzled wonder. Still a million miles away, watching him as if from another galaxy—but she was listening.

He couldn't stop now. He'd break down those damn barriers of hers if it killed him. "You've got the whole Ice Princess routine down pat—the cool, don't-touch-me style's so perfectly majestic. Pity it don't impress me." He pulled her down toward him; with a high-pitched gasp she fell beside him onto the mess of grass and dirt. "This is you," he said fiercely. "You're nobody's princess, and you sure ain't Theresa Earldon-Beller. You're Tess McLaren, wife of a carpenter and carver, woman of fire and earth and sky."

The cold shell encasing her heart cracked; the woman he'd longed to see finally emerged from the remote chrysalis. Soft wild-rose color touched her cheek; rushes of warm air panted through her parted lips. Her glorious eyes, warm like melted honey, fixed on him as if he preached words of salvation to her condemned soul, offering her damaged spirit a vision of Paradise.

He leaned forward, kissing those parted lips with hard male need. "If you want to fly, mulgu, then go—do what you were born for, my lovely black-haired wild swan. I won't hold you back. But I won't let you freeze yourself out of the life you were meant to live. You will be a woman. You'll live and love and find joy. You'll find your belonging place, flying to the sky when you will it, coming home to those who love you. But you won't die cheated of everything life has to give if I can do anything to stop you!"

The shards of self-blame distancing them fell at his feet. Her arms flew around him; her trembling body pushed against his. She buried her face in his neck, gulping air in, sending it out in gentle quivering rhythm over his skin. "Don't make me your Guinevere, my Galahad, my shining knight in dark armor." Her words shivered into his soul. "I'm not worthy of the honor."

It's seven years too late to tell me that. He smiled wryly, caressing her back and shoulders, less to soothe her than because he had to touch her. "You were never a Guinevere to me, Tess." My goddess, my dreaming, my reality—my wild swan—my heart and soul. Never the queenly Earldon heiress, never just a maiden in distress to save. "And I'm no one's shining knight. I didn't rescue you. I couldn't even save myself from them."

"You could have," she murmured. "We both know that. Why didn't you give them the marriage papers and cash the cheques, take the money and rim? Why suffer needlessly all those years?"

She needed the truth; but the man he'd been then, his actions, motivations and desires weren't of the heroic mould she expected of him. He shrugged. "They'd have put me inside no matter what I did. I never even considered giving them the stuff. I don't know why. Defiance maybe, or potential for revenge. Most probably it was one of my symbolic gestures. I was always big on symbolism," he admitted with a wry twist to his lips. "A kid's challenge to the Titan. A pitiful David with his little rocks fighting the mighty Goliath, hoping to bring down the giant against all odds."

"David killed Goliath with his little rocks," she said quietly.

And those words, the faith they implied, did something to him. As a tiny candle held to an ice sculpture, the slow melt of the walls around his heart began. She still held the faith. Somehow, even through all she'd lost, she believed in him. Lost in the shadows of yesterday, living only for today, seeing no tomorrow, she was healing him from within, giving him a belief in himself he hadn't known since they locked him away.

And within the depth of suffering she tried so hard to overcome, she was so indescribably lovely he ached just looking at her, holding her against his heart—

The heart he'd denied having anymore, until this moment.

Oh, God, the ice was melting, and there was no way to build up the barricades again, not with Tess near him. He knew he was falling for her again, and falling hard—but she didn't want to know. He had to stop this, for the sake of his own sanity. Yet he rasped into her hair, "I couldn't let go of us, Tess. If I gave them what they wanted, it would have felt like we never existed. I couldn't leave our love behind. I couldn't betray us, and the love we had, like that."

She pulled back, gazing at him with an emotion too painful to define, too intensely beautiful to ignore. "Oh, Jirrah," she breathed. A single tear slipped down her cheek. "It's too late for us." She buried her face in his shoulder, pressing her lips there in a timeless gesture of tenderness, of regret, of what might have been. "Nothing can change what's happened. Our lives can't be different. If only the past could be rewritten. If only the choices weren't so hard. If—"

"Yeah," he growled, lowering his mouth to hers. "If only there weren't so damn many of them. Let's forget the 'if onlys' for now. Kiss me, mulgu."

Her lips met his halfway, a kiss of earth and fire and sky as the world around them grew dark and cold. And while a city of four million people in rush hour whirled around them, making their way to buses, trains, taxis and cars, finding a way to get home, in a quiet place the souls of the dolphin and the wild black swan, two totems that could never belong to each other, connected spirits through touch with a sweet poignancy words could never give. And while they yearned for what was irretrievably gone, and dreaded what must come, they were more than content with the present moment.
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Reality intruded before long, in the form of damp ground and cool evening air swirling through the park. Tessa shivered and pulled back a little. "It's cold."

He nuzzled her neck. "I'm feeling pretty hot, actually."

She laughed, a breathless little sound. "I'm hungry."

"So am I." His heated gaze devoured her. "Somehow I don't think we're talking about the same sort of hunger," she whispered, trying to smile.

"Darn," he sighed. "Hope lives on."

She giggled, and he smiled at her. "Pathetic, isn't it? I'm reduced to such a pitiful state over you, I'm even making stupid jokes to see that beautiful smile of yours."

She dropped her gaze. "Dinner," she reminded him huskily.

"Yeah, yeah." He got to his feet, and reached down to help her up. "The woman has no soul. She talks of food when I get all deep and meaningful."

Intensely grateful for the little joke, she held on to his hand as they walked back to the car.

Driving through the side streets and back alleys of Sydney toward the Harbour Bridge, Tessa gazed out the window, filled with memories. Snaking through the ancient alleys used to be an adventure, a competition to see who'd discover the most strange or out-of-the-way store, or the most cosmopolitan place to eat— "Jirrah!" Her trembling hand pointed to the left. "Look!"

"What? Is it Beller?" he asked, his voice tense.

"No. Look!"

His gaze found the bright row of rainbow lights covering the plain white building. He smiled. "The Malaysian Wonderland. So the old place is still there. Wonder if they still serve laksa."

"Burning-hot meat soup for you, medium-hot seafood for me."

He pulled into a parking space, which, since it was a Monday night, was easily available. "Want to see if it's still good?"

"Should we?"

He didn't pretend to misunderstand. She wasn't talking about Cameron finding them at this place. "It's there, Tess. We can't make it go away. We can either keep hurting at what happened to us, or we can go past it, and move forward."

"By moving backward, into the past?"

He took her hand, caressing the palm, filling her with hot, needing shivers. "By talking about something besides them, or even about finding Emily. By creating a new beginning for us, in a place that means something to both of us."

Her eyes searched his. "I don't know."

"It's scary for me, too. But like it or not, Tess, we are connected. We're Emily's parents. We'll always have the bond, no matter what happens with us. Can't we try to be friends?"

"Instead of lovers, you mean?"

"As well as lovers, if we can." He placed a delicate kiss on her wrist and palm, and quivering heat streaked through her like wildfire. "But I learned years ago not to cry for the moon. I'll take what I can get. For Emily's sake, we need to move forward. Kids aren't stupid. If we meet Emily and pretend to be friend she'll know we're pulling on an act." He lifted his face from her palm to look deeply into her eyes. "Let's face our past, mulgu, then we can walk into the future."

Slowly she nodded. She unbuckled her belt and left the safety of the van to where he waited for her, his hand held out. She took it, and walked with him into their time of innocence.

* * *

Like many backstreet Asian restaurants in Sydney, The Malaysian Wonderland was simple and bright, with fifties-style tables and chairs, plain white walls, linoleum floors and tacky cardboard Specials signs. The workers, university students working their way through, beamed at them, not even noticing the dirt stains on their jeans or flecks of grass on their jumpers. They sat at the gray-white flecked Formica table with red padded steel-backed chairs, ordering the same meals they'd always had.

They didn't speak until the hot, steaming soup, thick with meat and noodles, anise leaves and bean curds, was before them.

The silence was awkward. Both of them knew it was time to speak. She felt like a virgin on her wedding night, except she'd be baring her soul instead of her body.

"It's still the same," she offered, after a few mouthfuls. "It's tasty, the seafood fresh—it's delicious."

He grinned. "My eyes are watering."

"That was always your criteria for a good meal," she laughed, relieved he followed her lead. "Your esophagus must have permanent damage by now."

He laughed with her. "'Take what you want, said God, and pay for it.' I love chili."

He began the real conversation when they'd almost finished their meals. "I think the best part of being in lockup was there were plenty of my people inside to look out for me. Especially the lifers, who knew the dangers. One was a sort of cousin of mine. Alfie and his mates kept the worst nightmare of a man inside the prison system from getting to me."

Tessa spluttered on the last of her laksa. She wiped her face with a napkin, her eyes locked on her enormous patterned ceramic bowl, unable to look up.

She felt her face being lifted. "Empathy, Tess," he said softly. "Look at me."

Trembling with horror she obeyed—but she saw only warmth and compassion in his eyes. "You didn't think I understood, did you? I was the new boy inside, young and pretty—but Alfie and his mates stopped the dogs getting to me. I got in a cell with Boon, one of the good guys, devoted to his wife and kids. I was lucky."

"Yeah," she muttered, her jaw working with emotion, long repressed, bubbling its way to the surface. "You were lucky."

"But you weren't." He laced his finger with hers. "You had no one to turn to. Locked in a cage, hounded, forced to give your private self to someone you hated on a daily basis. It must have made you so angry, helpless to escape from him."

She exhaled short bursts of air through her mouth for a few moments, not trusting words. She withdrew her hand in a cold, calculated move. "You were doing well until the last sentence. I almost believed you understood how I felt. But you don't and you never will." She pushed her bowl away, her hands trembling, eyes stinging. "Don't patronize me with your deep and meaningful psychoanalysis on anger and helplessness. You were locked inside the prison physically, outnumbered by them. You couldn't stop them from hurting you without help. I could have walked out anytime, but I didn't. I wasn't helpless. I was just a weak fool."

"Tess, you're not—"

"Yes, I am!" She couldn't stop the venom tumbling from her lips. "I'm a coward and a fool! I loathed him so much my skin crawled when he touched me—but he kept giving me presents, kept taking me places, throwing parties for me—and kept on trying to make me like his kinky brand of sex. He thought he could buy my love like he'd bought me!" She gave a shuddering sigh. "But I stayed three years for the sake of a family that sold me to the highest bidder like a slave, or a hooker. I love them still. I despise myself for it, but nothing changes the way I feel." She fixed a stare on him of outright challenge. "Go on, Galahad, fix that if you can. Make me your princess. Heal me of the unhealable illness—my own stupidity!"

She felt the curious stares of other diners in the tight-packed room, but if Jirrah noticed he gave no sign. After a long moment, he spoke. "Stupidity? Is that what you see? No, mulgu. I see a woman who loves her family. A woman whose loyalty was never blind, but too strong to break easily. I see a woman who lived in a life most would envy, with a man any woman would want, yet she wanted neither, because she always saw the sick man beneath the glittering package he presented. I see a woman who stayed in a marriage she hated because marriage is sacred to her, and her family sacrosanct, and they begged you to stay. I see a woman whose awesome unselfishness, courage and integrity I deeply respect. You stayed for all the right reasons, and got out when you were forced to put yourself first. Where's the cowardice in loving a family who brought you up, sacrificing you wants so they wouldn't suffer? Where's the stupidity?"

She felt dazed and wondering, like that sleepwalker again—but waking to a whole new life, dazzling and wonderful. "I shouldn't have believed them, trusted them…"

He took her hand in his once more, caressing her palm. "Had your family ever given you a reason not to until then? Had they ever let your down, failed to be there when you needed them?"

She blinked, light-headed, bewildered, she said, "No … but Emily—I just believed them … and they talked me into not seeing her. They said I'd only grieve more. So stupid!"

His eyes closed for a moment, as if struggling with his self-control. "You still loved me then, didn't you?" His voice was rough and gravelly with Strain. "You were grieving for me!"

"Yes," she whispered.

"Within eight months you'd lost me and our child. You were only twenty-two. You were catatonic, in mindless grief. You clung to those who love you! You wanted to believe in your family. I wouldn't have done any different!" His fingers kept stroking, caressing her palm, and the waves of peace she'd hungered for for so long washed through her soul! "If I try to forgive myself for not contacting you from lockup and saving you so much pain, can't you forgive yourself for loving your family?" he asked softly.

The tears she'd kept dammed for so long demanded release. Her eyes filled, overflowed, and the runoff splashed onto their linked hands. "Please," she whispered, pulling away to wipe her cheeks, "take me out of here!"

He got to his feet. "Let's blow away the cobwebs!" He held out a hand to her.

Tessa never loved Sydney more than when she and Jirrah were lovers. He knew and loved the harbor city, and showed her places her father's family, fifth-generation Sydney residents, never knew existed. Out-of-the-way curio stores, with hidden treasures buried beneath dust and junk; three-story bookstores, with narrow, winding staircases to find long out-of-print stories of living magic. Dark stairs leading down to tiny, smoke-filled jazz cellars, playing the music they both loved. Little Irish and Old English pubs, with all the flavor and character only expatriates can give: the drunken, rowdy welcome that made her laugh, singing soccer and rugby songs and spilling beer over their feet. Old doll and bear hospitals, with strange and wonderful survivors of a bygone era. Side-street coffee shops where earnest students and intellectuals discussed the meaning of life and legalizing marijuana. Hotels where biker gangs hung out, with their rough-and-ready lifestyle and strange but rigid moral code.

Places where Jirrah's people once walked in peace, fishing, hunting, bringing up their families until the explosion of muskets and the lash of the whip signaled the beginning of English occupation. Warrane, where the First Fleet landed, now Circular Quay; Jabecoulli, now the home of the famous Opera House. Warrabri and Were-were, places of good fish, now the Lower North Shore of Sydney Harbour, where the upper class of Sydney built their waterfront mansions.

Windy Yorong, where Governor Macquarie's wife sat on her natural-rock chair to look over the pristine, mystical harbor of Sydney Town in 1816, nicknamed Mrs. Macquarie's Chair.

They sat on the grass in the midst of the public park at Macquarie Point, watching ships and ferries and boats' passing lights twinkling in rainbow array on the dark and glittering harbor. Jirrah lay on his back and she fell beside him, gazing at the silver-dusted stars in a rumpled velvet sky.

"So, what do you want to do with the rest of your life?"

Startled by his question, Tessa didn't answer for a moment. "I want to find Emily."

"So do I. But I hope that won't take the next sixty years. C'mon, Tess, think. I said the rest of your life, not this week, this month or this year."

"You mean—"

"Yeah," he answered softly. "When Beller's away for good."

"I—don't know," she answered, frowning. "I've never thought beyond getting away from him, until this week."

"I know—I felt the same when they recommended me for parole. But think about it now. Running from him has been your life for too long. Think of the future. What do you want from your life?"

She wouldn't look too deeply, not even into her own heart, for what she knew in her heart she wanted most of all was too dangerous to think about. "What everyone wants, I suppose."

"Loads of money, huh?"

"I've had enough of that, thanks," she replied wryly. "I want simple things. Not having to run anymore. A place to call home. A teaching job I can stay in, and watch the kids grow up."

"You like the job? You want to keep teaching in the country?"

She nodded. "I love the kids, the country, the slower pace—I like knowing I'm a needed part of the community."

"Why not have your own kids? You always wanted half a dozen."

The jagged shaft of pain sliced her open, raw and bleeding, but she shrugged. "I told you—I'm glad I didn't have a child with Cameron. What about you? You always wanted seven or eight kids."

"Still do. I love kids."

"Is that all you want?"

He shrugged. "I have everything else I need. Family, good friends, work I love. I love carving and painting—the idea of creating something beautiful with my hands fulfills me."

"You're a lucky man, then. I hope you find the life you want." She got to her feet and walked to the point, lifting her face to take in the cool wind.

"Tess." His quiet voice came right behind her. "If you want me to stop this, I will."

They both knew he wasn't talking about the conversation.

"You can't stop now. I don't think either of us can." She pushed strands of flying hair from her face. "They deserve punishment for what they've done to us. It's simple justice. At least this way someone wins … and I might find my daughter."

"God, you're amazing." He wrapped tendrils of flying hair in his fingers. "I thought you'd hate me for doing this to them."

By lifting her face, he came closer—closer to temptation. "I can't hate you. You're the father of my child."

"And you loved me once," he said softly. He only touched her hair, but they were almost hip-to-hip. Cool wind, warm bodies a breath from touching, and a current of hunger between.

"Yes." She stared into his eyes, trying to rein in out-of-control yearnings. "I loved you once."

The beauty of the wind-tossed night enveloped them as a magical spell, the clean salt air, the far-off stars, the lights of Sydney Harbour filled their senses. "And you still want me."

Caught in the magic her palm lifted, caressing his cheek, trailing hungering fingertips over his warm skin. "Yes. I still want you." Only you. Still and always. Until the day I die.

"You look like a witch." His gaze was rapt on her face. "A golden-eyed enchantress from the Dreamtime. You looked at me like this seven years ago," he said, his voice ragged. "You stood there in the sunshine with your hair flowing in the wind, your hypnotic eyes on mine, and put a spell on me I've never been able to break."

The hoarse admission sent a piercing shaft of joy through her heart. "If I did, you did the same to me. I looked at you, and it was like you took my eyes—you took away my ability to see any man but you."

He smiled. "You were crazy—but a wonderful, addictive crazy. You said hi, then took my hand, led me around the side of your house and said 'I love you.' Just like that."

A quiver ran through her, remembering that far-off time of innocent joy and love. "I couldn't help it. I couldn't stop it."

"You didn't even know my name."

She flushed, glad it was too dark for him to see. "I must have seemed insane. I was scared if I didn't tell you right then and there, you'd go away and I'd never see you again."

"And then you kissed me." He stood against her, their bodies just touching. "You were shaking."

She was shaking now, too. It was coming closer, so close, the loving she craved yet wanted to run from… "I was so terrified I wouldn't do it right."

"It was incredible. Wild and scary and innocent and sweet." His free hand cupped the nape of her neck, giving whisper-soft fingertip caresses. She closed her eyes, drinking in the potent force of a simple touch. "You felt like a wild bird in my arms, just learning to fly—and you made me fly right beside you."

Her gaze locked on his mouth. "That's how I felt. When you touched me, I felt like I was flying for the first time."

"My girlfriend didn't know what hit her when I broke up with her that night. She thought—and so did I, until I met you—that we'd get married one day."

She gasped. "You had a girlfriend?"

"Not after I met you." He smiled in knowing sensuality, the touch of his caressing fingertips soft, soothing, erotic. "We'd been together almost two years at the time."

"Why—?"

He wound her hair around his finger, drawing her closer with gentle, compelling force. "I couldn't risk losing you. I thought you'd back off if I told you about Shelley."

"I would have tried." She lifted her hand, drawing her fingertips down warm skin, rough stubble, filled with the pulsing excitement that always came from touching him. "I'd have tried, but we both know I wouldn't have succeeded. I couldn't stay away from you, from the way you made me feel."

"Me, either. You were like air to me from first sight, like that wild bird. I couldn't think or breathe without you. I needed you to help me fly." He caught her hand against his face, kissing the palm and wrist in intimate sexuality. "I want you to fly again, my lovely wild swan." His eyes looked into hers with melting tenderness. "Don't rely on having Emily. She might never be yours. Give yourself a chance at life. Teach at the school you like. Laugh and run and shout with the kids, no more hiding or fear. Dance in the rain and sing in the starlight. Have more kids of your own—have a dozen. Think about forever, Tess, and fly to it."

As if she'd been doused with cold water she jerked back. He released her hair and hand, and she turned to the water, letting the wind cool her face. When be moved beside her, she shook her head. "It's all right, Jirrah, my friend. You don't need to hover. I'm not a helpless damsel, and I don't need saving. I know what's in front of me, and I'm not afraid anymore." She smiled in gentle dismissal. "My family will go to prison. Emily will be a happy child in a family who adore her. You'll go on to have your half-dozen kids. I'll teach and live in peace. Maybe we'll see each other sometimes, when we see Emily—maybe not. It doesn't matter. I'll survive."

His voice came to her, soft yet filled with the passion of anger. "I wasn't trying to make you face bleak realities. I wanted you to see your life can be much more than you envision—"

"You know nothing of my dreams and visions—"

"—and damn it, I'm not your friend!"

They stood face-to-face, toe-to-toe, panting. Tessa recovered first. "You're the one who said you wanted to be my friend two hours ago!"

"I was wrong. We were never friends, Tess." He took her hands, holding her with gentle pressure she could easily release. Her heart melted, realizing that even now, hurting and angry, he remembered his promise not to overpower her. "It's all or nothing with us. It always has been, and always will be."

Aching, she stepped back. "Then it's nothing. There can't be anything between us again. You know that as well as I do."

With a gentle movement, he drew her back against him. "Is this nothing? Is this?" His lips touched hers. Unable to stop herself, she leaned into the kiss until they became one entity, wrapped around each other, thinking of heat and sweat and tangled sheets. He muttered hoarsely, his lips roaming her face, her throat, her eyes, "If this is nothing, why do we both feel so much, want so much? If we weren't meant to be together—"

"It's just sex," she murmured back, wanting to give him the way out of where he was leading with this; he'd need it later. "That was always pretty amazing between us."

He jerked back as if she'd hit him. She could barely look at him, sick at seeing the disbelief, disgust and betrayal in his eyes. "Sex. That's all you think this is, all we had?"

"Why not?" She hated herself for hurting him, but it was better now than later, before his heart was involved. "Admit it, Jirrah—it was all we could think about. We couldn't keep our hands off each other for longer than thirty seconds."

"No! I loved you, damn it," he snarled. "I loved you so much I couldn't see straight!"

"I loved you, too." She couldn't afford to show the aching tears dammed up inside her, not when it meant so much. "But if you couldn't see straight, neither could I. It was like a fever in our blood, a crazy addiction for both of us. We only knew we wanted to be together, and we didn't see or care who we hurt."

"Our families were wrong, Tess."

She shook her head. "No, we were wrong. We were all wrong for each other. We always were. We still are."

"No!" He grabbed her hands. "Can't you see what you're saying? If we were a mistake, it makes Emily a mistake, too!"

"From bushfires new growth comes, strong and pure." She pulled her hands away. "Perfect offshoots from destruction.

Emily is the one good thing to come from our relationship."

He stared at her again, his eyes full of disbelief. "Why are you saying this? You know it's nothing but a crock—" Then he looked into her eyes; and, as if he could see right into the terror lurking inside her soul, he smiled. "Okay, Tess. You want to play a game? I'll play along." He released her, letting her feel the cold emptiness outside his arms. "Let's play a better game than these senseless lies. Truth or Dare."

She blinked. "What?"

The smile became an outright grin. "Come on, Tess," he taunted softly. "You want to play games, I'll go along with it. Do you want Truth? Or is it Dare? Or are you chicken?"

She licked her lip, aroused, fascinated, scared spitless. Both choices fraught with danger: danger to her heart, and his.

"Nothing to say?" His grin grew. "Fine, I'll spell it out. Truth—were you lying through your teeth when you said our love was destructive?

"I—I—dare," she croaked.

His laugh was low, rippling, filled with sensuality. "My favorite. Dare—let me prove to you that when we make love, it's not just sex—for either of us."

She stared at him, lost in his earthy masculinity: the warm coffee skin, the strong shoulders, his broad chest, deep, dark eyes and full lips. She wanted to pull out that ponytail, fill her fingers and palms with dark, tangled curls. She wanted to see his warm skin heat and bead with sweat when she touched him. She wanted to lie against him, beneath and above him without the barrier of clothes; his hands and lips and tongue on her body, hers on his skin. Heat and sweat and tangled sheets—and Jirrah. She wanted him so badly she ached, pulsed, throbbed with need.

But she couldn't let him touch her heart. What if—

He watched the yearning flicker over her face, his own expression tender and taunting. "Take your pick, Tess."

She licked her lip again, trapped between a rock and a wonderful place; the devil and a deep blue sea of desire … and she knew this was yet another gift he'd given her.

He asked for nothing in return. If she took neither option, he wouldn't push. By making it a game, he offered her freedom of choice: to make love or not as she willed. He wouldn't push to know why she refused to dignify the love they'd had.

There was no choice to make in this truth or dare. There was no real decision. One choice left her without even pretence of pride; the other made her a woman again. Yes, it would be making love—but she could walk away after, no tears, tantrums, demands or recriminations, with memories to keep forever. It was all she wanted—all she could allow herself to want. Afterward she could let him go free, no tears, strings or regrets. They wanted each other: a time of beauty and joy amid danger.

By making love, they both won—if only she kept her head, and didn't let her heart become involved.

For both our sakes.

"Dare," she whispered, and stepped into his arms.
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Oh, but this man just didn't play fair…

His kiss was a study in tender seduction—the barest meeting of soft clinging lips. His hand cupped her throat and jaw, the thumb caressing the sensitive flesh beneath her ear.

Then he loosened her braid; the wind took the released strands, floating around them as he kissed her in gentle, persuasive tenderness.

And yet he must have felt her reserve, her reluctance to give in even to this giving kiss, his undemanding touch. "No, mulgu. This is for you," he whispered. "Free your heart and soul of the blackness and pain of the past. You're free tonight, my wild swan. Let you spirit fly to the sky."

He murmured other words, words she didn't understand, but she knew: her dark knight was paying his damaged lady the ultimate chivalry … power and control to take this loving where she wiled.

If he'd knelt at her feet, offering her his sword, he could not have paid her greater homage.

"Yes," she whispered, her spirit soaring at his gift. "I want to fly again, ngaya jirrah, my wild-dolphin lover. Make me fly." She took his hand, and ran back to the van with him.

But once in the car, in the quiet, shadowy street with few nightlights, he groaned and reached for her. "Come here, mulgu. One more kiss. I can't wait five minutes to touch you again."

She all but jumped into his arms, meeting his lips with an openmouthed hot kiss that sent shudders through them both, losing time and place. "Touch me," she whispered, guiding his hand to her breast. "Oh, yes—I've dreamed of this since I saw you in a towel that first night. You make me so crazy with wanting you all I can think of is making love with you again."

His hand moved beneath her knitted shirt, giving a growl of satisfaction when he cupped her breast beneath the satin bra, rubbing his thumb over the rigid nipple. "You still use front clips?" He felt the center of her bra for a catch.

"I bought this one today while you bought lunch."

He chuckled. "Lady, were you planning to seduce me?"

She gave a low, rippling laugh. "Take it any way you like, my dark knight … so long as you take."

His eyes warm and full of sensual laughter, he kissed her again, and flicked the bra open with one expert movement.

Then, just as her whole body tensed in the anticipation of his eyes, his hands and his mouth—especially his hot mouth on her bared breasts—he gently put her aside. "No!" she cried, and scrambled back on his lap. "Not this time. I need you!"

"Not in an inner-city street, Tess." His voice was rough with desire. "What we do when we make love—what we are together—is for our eyes only."

"Please—please. I can't wait…" She pushed his hand on her heated flesh, thrusting her hips against his. "Touch me, just touch me!"

His eyes aflame, he lowered her body across the bench seat. She lay back, watching, waiting. He lifted her shirt, laying her breast with a gentle tongue, grazing a nipple with tender teeth.

A rippling wave built up in her—hot, intense, volcanic. "Don't play," she cried, arching into him. He suckled harder, teasing the other peak with tender fingers; his free hand slid beneath her jeans and cotton panties to caress her wet flesh. Soft, circular motions that sent the wave crashing over and through her. She cried his name in a strangled gasp, shuddering from head to foot, holding him hard against her as she came.

He let her return to earth before he moved. "Let's go, mulgu. I don't want our first time in six years to be in a car." He kissed her, lifted her to sit up, and started the engine.

They burst through the hotel door minutes later, laughing, kissing, completely undressed just after he kicked the door shut and locked it, pulling the chain over and the curtains shut. He picked her up in his arms and laid her down on the bed—and stood still, taking in the sight of her lying on the coverlet.

"What is it?" she whispered, shaken, unsure even after their frantic passion in the car.

"I'm speechless," he said quietly.

She felt the flush of pride fill her whole body, knowing he still found her beautiful. "I've put on weight."

He grinned. "And in all the right places."

"I—have stretch marks."

The laughter in his eyes softened, taking in the small white marks on her belly. "The marks my child made on your body—do you think they could be anything but beautiful to me?"

Moved beyond words, she took his hand to pull him down. "Make love to me, Jirrah."

He lay beside her, taking her face in his hands. "I never understood why you chose me. You're so amazing—like an Aztec goddess—and he's like some sort of god. You must've made a stunning couple."

"No," she answered softly, appreciating that he didn't bring up the name she most wanted to forget tonight. "I did have a crush on him at first—what girl wouldn't?—but something about him made me nervous. He scared me with his intensity from the start. The way he looked at my body when he thought I couldn't see him—hot and hungry, like he wanted to consume me." She shuddered. "The crush died long before he touched me. I was cold to him, inside and out. Even my veins froze when he came near me. He couldn't touch my heart, my soul. There was no life, no fire, no passion. It's only there for you, my wild-dolphin heart, my dark knight." She moved against him. "For you, I burn. With you, I fly. Make me a woman again. Make me fly!"

He groaned with the power of her words and kissed her, sweet, hot, passionate, one hand sliding down her body to mould her against him. Tessa moaned, running her fingers and palms over his heated skin, over smooth, muscled darkness. Sweat headed wherever she touched. He was tense, tight, so hard and hot, his superb body filled with raging fire.

She touched the fire and caught alight. The feel of his lips on her throat, her breast, only fed the scorching flames. His hands moved with intimate knowledge over her secret places. A slow, teasing walk down her spine, and she quivered from head to toe. A soft finger trailing along the underside of her breast to rib, and she cried aloud, bucking against him. And his mouth … oh, the slow, tender nipping kisses on her belly, her hips, her inner thighs, the aching peaks of her breasts…

"Magic," she whispered, harsh and guttural with need. A need she hadn't known for six empty years.

"Yes," he whispered hoarsely. "We're magic, Tess. Yes, touch me there—aaahhh, Tess…" He picked up her teasing fingers and kissed the tips, one by one. Then he took them into his mouth, sucking—and she covered her mouth to stop the scream at the stunning sexuality of the simple act. He moved his mouth to the soft flesh of her arm and she writhed, giving high-pitched moans of pleasure. He nibbled the juncture of her shoulder, and dark liquid heat pooled low, deep in the heart of her: a throbbing, piercing ache of craving want that sent her mindless. "Oh, Jirrah, it's burning, it's aching … now. Please, Jirrah, now!" She took him in her hands, desperate to have him inside her.

"Shh, mulgu. I'll make the ache go away." His voice was ragged, his face stretched tight, but still he smiled. And he bent his head to her most intimate place, kissing the maelstrom of banked-up pain to a firestorm of white-hot release.

She pushed her knuckles in her mouth over the high-pitched cry as the rivulets of molten pleasure went on and on, her body jerking against him in massive pulsing aftershocks.

He held her close. "Ah, yes, that's it, my wild swan. Let go. Fly to the sky. Leave it all behind."

"I think—I'm in—the stratosphere," she gasped, weak, sated, shaking. "Hold me tight, Jirrah. I'm afraid I won't come back."

He laughed, a low, rippling sound of satisfaction. "I've got you, Tess. And you've got me. You hold tight to me, too, mulgu, 'cause we're both gonna fly this time."

"I feel selfish," she murmured huskily. "It's my turn to give now." Rousing herself from the laziness of satiation, she kissed him—fevered, dragging kisses that had him bucking and groaning. "Your body drives me crazy," she mumbled against the rippling muscle beneath the skin of his stomach. "I love it, I crave it like an addiction. If we're together and I can't touch you—"

"Ah, Tess, when you talk like that…" Covered in sweat, his face tight with agony, he lifted her above him. "I can't wait, mulgu. Take over here, 'cause I don't think I can last."

But, oh, he made it last. He thrust into her, and the eruption built again, slow, faster, up and up as she rocked above him, slick with pleasure and satisfaction, glowing with the building heat and intense, exquisite bliss, so piercing it was nearly pain. He rolled around to take over, the sheets tangling beneath and between them; then he rolled them back so he lay beneath her. "Your hair, Tess—ah, yes, like that," he groaned as she trailed it over his sweat-soaked chest and stomach. "Silk, hot black silk and witch's eyes. Tess—Tess—"

She rocked again and again, the white-hot pressure building up higher and hotter, curling fingers and toes. His hands held her hips, pushing her harder—and she let go, her spirit flew to the sky and beyond in a volcanic surge of power. "Jir-raaaaaaah," she cried out, a blazing keen of fulfillment. A shudder rocked her entire body; she collapsed on him, feeling the pulses of his orgasm fill her inside and out.

She couldn't move, couldn't think, could barely breathe. She lay on him, floating on a long-unknown cloud of bliss, tasting the salt on his skin with a lazy tongue.

Eventually, she felt the rumble of his low chuckle. "Stop it, woman, you're going to kill me."

She lifted her face to him, with a sleepy smile. "Be grateful I'm immobile, Galahad—when I can move again, you're in trouble."

A sleepy grin. "I'm here to serve."

She sighed, pressed her lips to his throat, and slept.

* * *

The muted trill of the phone started them both awake. Tessa blinked as the morning light dazzled her sleep-encrusted eyes. She moved out from beneath the heavy warmth of his arm beneath her breasts, while Jirrah groped to answer the phone.

"Yeah, Rod … no problem. We'll be there in half an hour." He rolled out of bed, hanging up the line. "What time is it?"

She checked her watch. "Half-past nine!" she gasped.

He grinned. "Well, we didn't get much sleep last night. The people in the next room must hate us."

"I need a shower," she groaned.

"Again?" he queried wickedly, his eyes glinting.

She threw a pillow at him. "Alone, this time," she informed him in mock dignity. "You make the coffee."

He looked at her for a moment, his gaze penetrating—seeing more than she wanted him to. After a moment, the smile twisted. "Sure. Why not? I said I was here to serve. Might as well be the coffee." He turned to the kitchenette to fill the kettle.

With a twinge of conscience, she turned hack for a second, looking over her shoulder. He made the coffee, naked, beautiful and all unashamed male—and her rebellions body began the slow, delicious throb once more. "Well, if you really need a shower…" 

"I'll be all right." He sounded curt.

"Sure?" she asked huskily, wanting him so much she ached with it … hating that she'd hurt him with her withdrawal.

It's time, Tessa. You have to tell him why.

Soon. Not yet. Not yet. Just one more time…

He flicked a glance at her, her naked curves soft and shadowy in the muted light filtering through the curtains, her hair falling down her back, eyes full of invitation and hidden pain. "Damn you, Tessa," he rasped, and she knew he was gone, he'd lost his inner battle to keep his distance. He crossed the room to her. She took his hand, and led him into the shower.

They didn't have coffee until they sat in Rod's office.

"I found the JP who married you two." Rod pushed over a piece of paper toward them. "Here's his affidavit that he married you guys five weeks and three days before Tessa's marriage to Beller. Here's his copy of the marriage certificate, too, and a signed confirmation of receipt from Births, Deaths and Marriages." He grinned. "Congratulations, guys. You're still legally married."

Neither of them looked at each other. "That's great," Tessa managed to croak, when Rod's brows lifted in silent question "Um—I mean—it's enough to give to the police, isn't it?"

Rod nodded. "It'll be enough for an investigation. It's absolute conflict of interest. It shows Earldon and Beller had more than a passing motive to have you locked up, Jirrah—and proof of their prior knowledge in your committing bigamy."

"Could I be arrested on any charge?" she asked, low.

"With the amount of evidence we've got on Earldon and Beller, no one will believe you were in on it. Besides, there are too many independent witnesses who state you weren't exactly a radiant bride when you married Beller." He smiled quizzically. "Did you really cry all the way through the ceremony?"

Her mouth twitched, feeling Jirrah's assessing gaze on her "I was pregnant with Emily. It was an emotional time, being only five weeks after…" She gulped, fighting to keep control. "How did they get the marriage certificate wiped from the records?"

"The police will look into it, but we might never know."

Jirrah spoke for the first time. "I want to take this stuff in now, before Earldon and Beller get the cops on to us."

She flinched. He'd aimed that at her. Yes, he'd made fantastic love to her in the shower—but he'd barely spoken to her since, and she knew she'd hurt him. Torn between her fear of hurting him and her terror of getting in too deep, she maintained the silence. She had to tell him the truth behind her withdrawal—not physical, but the emotional wall she kept between them. Just a few simple words she couldn't bring herself to say, that would explain everything.

"I—can't—"

"…if you just hang on for a day," Rod was saying. "I'm waiting for some evidence to come in about Emily."

"If you need help, call in an investigator."

"Jirrah, you know from last time our resources are limited."

He handed Rod a blank cheque. "The resources in that come to half a million dollars. Spend what you need to find my daughter."

Rod gaped. "What's the deal?"

"I'm Dolphin Art," Jirrah replied tersely. "Take whatever you need to find her, Rod. Don't ask. Just do it."

"You're Dolphin Art?" Rod gaped still. "But—but Jirrah—Dolphin Art's famous internationally! Investors and collectors commission his carvings and paintings from all over the world!"

Jirrah grinned then. "Not bad for a guy who learned the craft in lockup, is it?"

"Crikey. Whoever invented the term 'life's a roller coaster' must've known you, mate." Rod shook his head. "I think I can get a handle on who adopted her without the money." He shuffled more papers. "Let's get a warrant on Beller and Earldon's offices. We need to get on to this ASAP, before they can hide evidence."

"Any evidence they have won't he there, if I know them."

Rod looked at Tessa with intelligence and respect. "Yes? Any ideas on where they'd put the stuff?"

"I think everything will be either at Duncan's Kirribilli apartment, or our safe-deposit box at the Sydney bank." Her mouth twisted. "They feel powerful, keeping evidence that can destroy their careers and put them in prison, and no one can touch them."

Rod nodded. "Okay. We'll go for the warrant tomorrow—"

"If I'm right, we won't need to bother."

Jirrah's mouth twisted. "What is it you're not saying?"

"Give me a minute—please." She closed her eyes, hating the lingering guilt inside her. Now or never, Tessa. "Duncan lives at the Kirribilli apartment, but it's mine. Dad bought it as an investment for me when I was little. I'm also part owner of the safe-deposit box. So we can go in, unless they changed the locks—and I don't think they'd have bothered, since they wouldn't remember I have these." She pulled a set of keys from her bag.

Rod and Jirrah both stared at her in amazement.

"It's legal for me to enter my apartment—to bring friends—isn't it? I never sublet it to Duncan—he pays no rent. There's nothing in writing. It's a private family arrangement. And no one can stop me looking in the safe-deposit box, can they?"

"No," Rod answered, looking dazed. "If you own the apartment and he never signed a contract, you're entitled to enter as the owner. And the box is in your name. You can open it whenever you want." Then he whooped. "Let's go now, while Earldon's at work."

Jirrah said, "Don't go, Rod. Earldon will cause trouble for you. There's nothing he can do to me he hasn't already done."

Another challenge he'd thrown at her. Tessa lifted her chin "He's right. If you came with us, he'd take the case to the media. A member of the Aboriginal Legal Service committing felonious acts on innocent barristers, etc. They'd lap it up."

"Fair enough," Rod murmured, sounding wistful. "By the way, did you know Beller's gone for Parliament preselection at a national level? I found out yesterday."

She shrugged. "It's no surprise. It's one of the reasons why he wanted to many me in the first place. He has the money, but it's middle-class money. His father was self-made, obsessed with getting his son into high society. That's why he got into plastic surgery. But Cameron needed the Earldon name to pave the way. He was always manic about getting in with the right people."

"So that's why Beller's so keen to shut you both up," Rod replied. "It still surprises me that he's acting on this himself. Why not send hired guns on this?"

"Hate," Jirrah said quietly. "When he found out I was near Tess he went berserk. He's been obsessed with her since she was a kid, and not just for her name. He can't stand losing her."

"He wouldn't want me to know Emily's alive. She's something of me he can't own or control, and it drives him crazy. He's always had to have complete possession of me." She rose to go. "We'd better make a start on the searches."

Jirrah rose, and opened the door for her.

"Go on ahead." She turned away from him. "I need to talk to Rod. I'll catch up in a minute."

He didn't move for a moment, and she knew she'd moved her face too late; he'd seen the desperate resolution trying to fight the prompting of her guilt-filled heart. "Tess, don't do anything you'll regret later. That's what I'm here for. I'm good at that."

Then he walked through the door.
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She hopped in the car within three minutes. "Let's go."

They were silent until after he'd started the car. Then he said, sounding more sincere than he had all morning. "Thanks, Tess. I know how hard it was for you to show us those keys."

She nodded, trying not to give in to the pain she felt.

"Where should we head first? The apartment or the bank?"

"Duncan's like Cameron—he likes personal control." She gazed straight ahead. "And if Dad doesn't know about all this, Duncan wouldn't put the evidence where my father would find it."

"So we go to the apartment, then."

"Yep."

"Tess, I'm sorry for being such a bastard in there. I know you're going through a lot for me, but this morning—"

"Don't," she broke in wearily. "I know you're sorry, okay? So am I. Let's not
talk about it. Let's go look for the evidence."

He rubbed his forehead, his mouth tight and hard. "Which way to the apartment?"

She directed him in as few words as possible.

She opened the door a few minutes later. "Wait. I'll turn off the surveillance cameras. It's best if he has no evidence you were ever here. Unless he's changed the numbers, it's his and Cameron's birth dates," she muttered, working on the motherboard. With a quiet click, the cameras went into shutdown. "Come on in."

Jirrah's brows rose. "Your brother uses Beller's birthday for his security?" She nodded. "Don't you find that weird?"

"Not really." She shrugged. "He's not gay, if that's what you're thinking. He's just—empty, somehow. I can't explain it, but having someone to worship fills whatever it is that's missing inside him. Cameron saved his life in a rowing accident at Parkes College when he was fifteen, and he's been his hero since—and Cameron works hard at keeping up the faith. That's why Duncan was so set on my marrying Cameron. Keeping him in the family, as well as giving me the life he thinks I must want." Her mouth twisted.

Duncan's apartment was typical of his fanatical nearness and precision. Not a speck of dust lay on his antique furniture. The carpet was pristine white, the walls pale-washed blue. Sunlight streamed in the mellow bay windows from pulled-back velvet curtains. Cool, understated elegance. "Nice place," he commented.

"You look in here. I'll take the study and bedrooms." She turned back at the door. "I don't want to be here longer than half an hour. Make sure you put everything where it was, or he might call the police on you."

He nodded tensely, scanning the shelves in the living room, pulling books out, replacing them. But though they pulled the place to pieces, opening drawers, looking under beds and sofas, even in the seat chest beneath the bay window, there was nothing. Tessa slumped on the seat she'd just searched. "I was so sure…" 

"Does he have a safe here?" Jirrah sounded frustrated.

"Yes. I won't touch it, though. It could be alarmed, and the safe isn't mine. That is trespass."

"Looks like we head for the bank."

She frowned, shaking her head. "I'll be surprised if there's anything in it. If…" Her face twisted. "If Dad doesn't know about all this, why take the risk he'd find out?"

"If he doesn't know, it wouldn't make sense."

She stiffened. "Do you always try and condemn everyone without a hearing, or is it only members of my family you hate so much?"

"At least I didn't trump up a charge against them, fill their house and car with fake evidence to put them away!" he flashed.

She turned aside, hating that he was right.

"Tess, it's time you faced the facts," he said, very quiet. "Your father had to be in on Emily's adoption. He was there. The midwife said they all told her those lies. If he'd adopt his own granddaughter out, would he stop at having me put inside?"

She could find nothing to say in response to that, either.

He sighed, running a hand through his curls. "I shouldn't have said anything. It's not like I'm an uninvolved bystander in all this, and I'm just making you feel worse. I'm sorry, I—"

"Stop it," she burst out suddenly. "Stop saying that all the time. Don't say sorry. Don't be sorry. He never was—none of them were ever sorry! Let's get the damn evidence and find Emily. Clear you name. Have the life you want. Buy your dog, get your driver's license and carpenter's license, use your name, see you family. And while you're at it, find a new wife and start on your half-dozen kids, so you can get the hell out of my life!"

The silence was absolute.

After a few minutes, she passed a hand over her eyes and said wearily, "I didn't mean that."

"Yeah, you did." He walked to the window, looking out over the bright reflections of Sydney Harbour, the ferries and ships sailing beneath the Harbour Bridge. "Let's be honest. You hate everything I'm doing. You hate knowing that you wouldn't stop me if
you could. Your sense of justice won't let you interfere."

Her head fell. Oh, yes, he still knew her, all right.

"You can't forgive me for knowing you well enough to play on that." His fists balled in his pockets. "I respect you for not trying to stop me. But we both know all we have is another day, maybe two." He wouldn't look at her. "If you're angry now, you'll blame me, even hate me, once they're arrested. But for Emily's sake, you have to hide it." Standing in the refracted light from the sun-dappled water, he looked tense, beautiful, so tired, and years older than thirty-one. "Can
you do that?"

"Yes. For Emily's sake, anything." But she knew with absolute certainty she could never hate him, or blame him for his vendetta. Her family took his life from him—and maybe from others. Someone had to stop this mad crusade of theirs to keep their little world of power intact.

She just wished it didn't have to be him, and she didn't have to help him to do it; but Jirrah was right. She wouldn't stop now if she could. No one else knew her father, Duncan and Cameron as she did. All the little things, like—

She gasped, clicking her fingers. "That's it. I know where he's hidden the stuff!" She ran to the muted cream bedroom. "Help me lift this. No, not the whole bed, just the top mattress."

He lifted it up for her, and she groped along the base of the top mattress through the bedclothes. "When he was a kid he'd hide his issues of Playboy and dirty pictures here. He had a thing for long legs and big busts and tanned blondes."

"Who didn't?" he replied dryly. "The usual boy's fantasy."

"Yes," she retorted, "but then he graduated to hiding his debts here. He went through a casino phase. You know, poker and stuff. He hid his IOUs in this place, too."

Jirrah grinned. "You seem to know all about his addictions."

"Bet your sister does about you, too. Little sisters are the pits." She grimed, still groping around. "We girls love getting dirty details on our brothers so they'll take us places or stop teasing us."

He laughed. "Yeah, Leslie always knew what I got up to. She must have crawled around in my room, too."

She wiggled her brows. "Even if we never use it, oh, it's a powerful feeling, knowing your brother's secrets…" A crackling sound interrupted her. "I knew it!" She tugged at the hollowed-out cavity she'd found right in the center of the top mattress.

A sheaf of papers fluttered around her as she fell backward, landing with a thump on her bottom. "Woo-hoo! Yee-hah. We did it!" she cried, throwing the papers in the air.

"Whoa, Tess. We don't know what you found yet," he laughed. "We could be about to see more of Duncan's big-boobed blondes."

She pulled a face. "Ick." She grabbed a stapled sheaf of papers, and scanned the top line of the front page.

"Jackpot! It's the butt of the fifty-thousand-dollar cheque he gave me." Jirrah lifted up a small rectangle of paper. "And these are the detective's notes about where you went after you left—Tess?" He dropped to his knees beside her. "What is it?"

She still stared at her handful, shaking so hard she couldn't lift her arm to show him the top page. "Emily's birth certificate and the original permission for adoption papers."

He looked at the page. "Emily Anne Beller. Mother, Theresa Rachel Beller. Father unknown," he read, without expression.

She flipped the page to the original permission to adopt. "It is my signature," she whispered.

He nodded. "Beller wouldn't have bothered to leave one for me if it was a forgery. I might have picked up the differences."

"They drugged me and talked me into signing this, knowing I wouldn't remember later."

"More likely they said you were signing something else, like hospital release forms," he suggested.

She frowned. "I—remember them mentioning that…" Her eyes filled with slow, wondering horror. "Wanting me to marry Cameron I could understand. A rich man who fitted into their world, who they loved. But Emily … m-my baby … they said they loved me…"

Seeing the unbearable pain threatening to overwhelm her, he took her in his arms, rocking her.

She shook her head, clinging to him. "I feel so alone."

And she was. Because of him, the only woman he'd ever loved was about to lose her entire world.

He'd been so certain he was doing what was right—but what if they didn't find Emily? He'd have his life back—and Tessa's would shatter for the third time in six years. Because she'd met him. Because she'd loved him once.

He couldn't stop the tide now. He owed it to his family, to Emily, to himself, to all the others the Earldons and Beller might cheat of their lives in the future, or had already cheated. It was justice, pure and simple.

But Tess was paying the highest price for that justice.

"Ah, mulgu." He kept rocking her as she lay dry-eyed in his arms. "I'm here, Tess. I won't leave you."

"Yes, you will," she whispered. "No promises, Jirrah." She pulled out of his arms. "We'd better fix the bed and get out of here." She picked up the scattered mess of papers and started tugging at the skewed mattress. "No, I'm fine here," she added as he moved to help her. "Check out what else you can use before we put the rest back. I'll manage this on my own."

And in her calm acceptance of her empty future, she'd never looked more beautiful. Or more alone.

He wanted to reassure her, to take her in his arms and kiss her pain away; but he was the cause of her anguish. He'd started this. He had to see it through to the finish.

He'd be damned if he'd leave her suffering like this; but while they were amid the reminders of Duncan's betrayals, he'd play things her way.

"Let's go," he said tersely, when all was back in order. "We can't do any more here."

"I'll just reset the camera. You wait outside—"

A key turned in the lock. Tess paled; her golden-eyed gaze fixed on the turning knob, hands fiddling with her bag.

Jirrah steeled himself. If Beller was with Duncan—

The man who stepped inside was alone. Though nine years older, he held an amazing resemblance to his sister: tall, dark-haired, golden-eyed and lithe of build. But the exotic, slightly crooked charm of face, and unnerving honesty in the golden gaze that made Tessa so unique just wasn't there for Duncan Earldon. It never had been. His face wasn't weak, or shifty, or crafty. Nothing so blatant. He could look any man in the eye as he spoke. What was missing inside Duncan was something indefinable: the depth of soul, the inner fire and spirit Tess had in abundance. She was alive in a way Duncan Earldon would never know.

"Well, well. I wondered why the surveillance system went off. Good morning, Theresa. Slumming it, are we?" her brother drawled. "A spot of breaking and entering in line with present company."

Her eyes sparked with indignant fire. "I can't break and enter into what I legally own, Duncan."

"Ah, so you remembered that." He leaned against the doorpost. "We could see what the police would have to say about it."

"We could," she agreed pleasantly, with a thread of strain in its undercurrent. "We could also see what they would say to this lot we have here. Conspiracy to pervert the course of justice, conspiracy to falsely imprison another, bribery and conspiracy to commit bigamy. Not to mention how you or Cameron made the second death certificate a legal document." She lifted the papers they'd found. "As they say in the classics, brother—gotcha."

Jirrah had always known her strength, but he'd never been so proud of her as at that moment, facing her intimidating brother down. Duncan looked stiff, wary—and damn scared. "Theresa—"

"Tessa. My name is Tessa."

Duncan ignored that. "You don't believe this rigamarole, surely?"

She tilted her chin. "It's too late for bluster, Duncan. We've been to the Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages, and to Burragawang Hospital. We left with affidavits."

Her brother paled; a hand lifted to rub his brow. "You wouldn't prosecute your brother, Theresa."

She mocked, "No more than you'd tell your sister her husband and daughter were dead, and help her to commit bigamy."

His golden eyes blazed with eagerness. "But I did it for you! I only wanted the best for you."

Tessa looked unmoved—that is if Jirrah didn't count the pulse throbbing at the hollow of her throat, a telltale sign of the pain she was suffering. "Tell it to someone who believes it. Those lines stopped working when Cameron put me in hospital. When I knew you adopted out my only child." Her unnerving gaze locked on her brother's, until his faltered. Jirrah judged it time to make their exit. "Excuse us," he said. "Nice seeing you again. I haven't seen you since you were the star witness at my trial."

Duncan looked at him with loathing. "Why the hell couldn't you stay away from my sister?"

It was Tess who answered. "Because I needed someone I could trust I needed someone in my life who didn't lie to me."

Duncan flinched. "He'll ruin your life," he rasped.

"No. You're the one who did that." She turned away. "Goodbye, Duncan. I don't think we'll be seeing each other again."

"Theresa." Duncan's face suddenly blazed with life. He reached for her. "Don't destroy me, baby. I'll never interfere in your life again, even though it kills us all that we can't have you in our lives, living the life you were born for. Please, baby—do it for me. For all the years of love I gave you…"

Jirrah watched in dread as Tess whitened, and swayed a little. The papers trembled in her hands.

"Please, baby," Duncan begged, his voice shaking—shaking with more abiding love than fear. "I never meant to hurt you. I might have done it wrong, but it was all done from love. Please, sweetheart. You've never hurt me in your life. I know you love me too much to do this. Don't send me to prison. Don't take my life from me."

She pressed her lips together, closed her eyes. The pain on her face was so acute Jirrah felt it cut his skin. He held his breath. This was a decision she had to make alone—and he had to trust her to make the right one.

"Jirrah, I…" The tears shimmering in her eyes as she looked at him made them look like lovely pools of tortured gold. She turned to her brother, her hand lifting to him. "Duncan…"

Duncan's face lit. "I knew you couldn't do it to me. I knew you wouldn't turn your back on me for the sake of a no-class jerk who deserved everything he got for having the gall to come near you!"

In the space of a heartbeat, the remorse and love faded from her face. "Oh, Duncan, that was always your problem. You could never keep quiet long enough." She turned her back on him. "Let's go, Jirrah."

Duncan took a hasty step after her. "Theresa, no! I—I'm sorry. I didn't mean it!"

She looked back at her brother over her shoulder, her eyes filled with fire as well as sadness and regret—and just a touch of disgust. "Yes, you did. I wish you didn't, but you did. But why is what I never knew. You're too intelligent to hate Jirrah because he's Aboriginal. Without ever having talked to him you judged him unworthy of me. It's just not like the brother I grew up with."

Duncan whitened. "It's not that! I'm not racist. You never got it, did you? If he were Chinese, Indian or Italian I wouldn't have done it. It's him—what's inside him. He's not like us. People like him don't stay, Theresa. They get you to love them and trust them and they rip you apart!"

"People like—you mean indigenous people? Like our mother?" Tess stared at him, frowning. "But we're indigenous, Duncan!"

"Don't call me that," he snarled.

"It's the truth." Slowly, a sad comprehension filled her eyes. "You hate Jirrah for our mother leaving us? You blame her for dying? Surely you can't hate her, deny what she was—blame all indigenous people for something she couldn't help?"

Duncan turned from her, his shoulders sagging in strange defeat. "Just leave it, Theresa. It's not worth the pain. Just give me those papers and go, and I won't bother you again."

"I wish I could believe that, but I can't. There's only one way to stop you destroying Jirrah's life." She handed the papers to Jirrah. "Take these, and do whatever you have to."

Jirrah took the papers, and her hand. "Thank you, mulgu." She pressed her lips together, her lovely face torn, filled with such suffering it ate at him, heart and soul. "Find your justice. It's the only way."

"Take them, then. Go ahead. It won't help you."

At the sneering sound of Duncan's voice, they turned to him. "If you're thinking of repeating history, Earldon, think again." Jirrah strode over to Tessa's brother, standing toe to toe with him. "It's pretty hard to have a dead man put inside for anything … and to get me arrested, you have to know I'm alive, know the death certificate you gave Tessa was fake—which means you helped her commit bigamy. Especially since you gave evidence at my trial two months after the wedding." He lifted a hand as Duncan tried to speak. "I've lodged copies of the trial with my lawyer. Another complete set is in a safe place. He also has the death certificates—certificates signed by Dr. Michael Beller, Cameron's father, who died the year before my second certificate was signed. I think that discounts the idea Dr. Beller signed it. An expert will soon know who signed it. My lawyer has a copy of Tessa's second marriage certificate, dated the day after my arraignment, with you and Beller as the star witnesses. Total conflict of interest. Enough for a full investigation. Disbarring at least. Prison at best." Jirrah grinned in Duncan's face, making a two-points sign in the air. "And that's the game."

Duncan reeled backward. "Oh, God, no—no."

Tess added, "Try hurting Jirrah again if you dare, Duncan—because I'll have a witness, too." From her bag she lifted a tiny tape recorder. "I taped this conversation. I got this from the lawyer's office this afternoon, in case you tried anything."

"It's inadmissible in court," Duncan protested, his gaze fixed on the tape recorder.

She shrugged. "Maybe, but will the police want to prosecute him when he has several proofs of conspiracy against him, and a taped admission of your guilt? I don't think so."

Duncan crumpled before their eyes. "I never wanted to hurt you," he whispered. "I— Cam has everything a woman could want: looks, success, political connections, and he's a great guy. I knew he'd make you a fine husband—he loves you so much—"

"Pretty story," she sighed. "My answer's the same. He hit me. He took my power of attorney, my friends, my job, my life. I was never happy with him." Tess turned away. "Fool yourself if you like, but you love Cameron more than you ever loved me."

"You talk to me about love?" Duncan charged around to face her, but Tess stood her ground, white-faced and unflinching before him. "After all I've done for you. You ungrateful little bitch, you'll—"

Then he gasped and stumbled backward with the force of a hard fist in his face. He fell to his knees with the second crippling blow, blood spurting from his nose.

Jirrah stood over him, fists clenched. "Don't call my wife a bitch, Earldon," he said, keeping his face and voice calm and controlled for Tessa's sake. "No man calls my wife names. Not even me. Especially not me." With a foot to Duncan's chest, he pushed the other to the ground.

"You'll regret this," Duncan snarled.

"Why don't you go to the cops, Earldon?" he taunted, with a little smile. "Use the Earldon money and influence to make them believe you, even with such a compelling conflict of interest in your case." He lifted up the sheaf of papers. "But somehow, you know, I don't think they're going to believe you." He held out his hand to Tess, with a reassuring wink. "Coming, mulgu?"

She bit her lip, through a misty smile. "That's a name," she pointed out, putting her hand in his. "Mulgu, I mean."

He grinned. "So it is. Coming?"

Together they walked down the hall to the sunshine outside while Duncan Earldon flopped onto a chair, his head in his hands, waiting for the police to come to arrest him.
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"Want to go out for dinner?"

She shook her head. "No. Thanks."

"We can order in or get take-away."

"I don't mind."

"How about Chinese? We could get that lemon chicken you used to like, or honey king prawns."

She looked up from her book, her gaze fixed about six inches from his face. "Yes. That sounds nice."

"I'll go get it, then. Put the chain on when I'm gone, okay?"

She nodded, her face buried in the novel.

Jirrah squatted before her. "I'll be back soon."

Her gaze remained fixed on her book. "Okay."

He got to his feet, flipped her book around so it was right side up, and left the hotel room; but she stared as blindly at the words when he'd gone as she had the past hour.

* * *

"Nice meal?"

It tastes like ashes. She gulped down a mouthful of honey king prawns, her favorite food. "Lovely."

"If you change your mind about the wine—" She shook her head. "Water's fine."

"Tess, we need to talk about it. I need to talk about it."

"Why? What will it change?" She shoved her plate away and got to her feet, pacing to the opposite side of the room.

"Maybe nothing. But getting it out—"

"Use your psychological skills on an amateur. I've been analyzed by the best." She leaned her heated cheek against the coolness of the windowpane, feeling trapped, her heart tom by a warring sense of justice and the unwanted visions of her brother behind bars—maybe even her father.

"I'm not a doctor they've used to label you," he replied, his tone serious. "I care about you."

"And so do they. They love me." Her heart, aching with sadness, released words filling like a swollen dam. "But it doesn't stop any of you. I'm a pawn in this triple game of power and justice. I've bad no choice in what any of you have done to me. So go ahead with your justice—but you can't switch off my feelings, or force me to be your cheer squad. Take your life and name back, and destroy my family—but don't expect me to forgive you, or believe you really care about me."

She hadn't heard him move; but his voice came right behind her, full of passionate conviction. "It's not just for me, Tess. Would I take such a monumental risk with you or Emily if it was only for me? Nearly everything I've done is for you."

"No," she whispered, wanting to deny it, wanting to hear it. "That's not true."

"Yes, it is." Though he didn't touch her, his voice sent warm shivers down her spine. "Like you said, I could have taken the bribes and run. I could've started all this when I got out of lockup. But I couldn't do it. Not until I knew where you were, and safe out of Beller's reach."

Her voice wobbled. "No … you did it to clear your name."

"Yes, in part. I don't deny that. But I could have done it years ago. I waited all this time for your sake."

"Why?" she whispered.

"I couldn't bring myself to hurt you, Tess. I couldn't destroy you that way."

"But you are hurting me. I can't blame you for what you're doing—but I don't know if I can live with it, or forgive you."

"I expected that. I'm not a fool. But I have to do this." His warm breath touched her neck. "I saw you hiding in the post office that day, and I wanted to kill them. I couldn't stand the fear in your eyes, the pain shadows in your heart. My wild swan had become a sad bird with a broken wing who'd forgotten how to fly. When I'd seen you last—on our wedding night—you were joy on wings. I had to do something to fix it. Until you're set free from him—from all of them—you'll            never fly again."

"So you know what's best for me," she said softly. "Just like them. You'll go ahead and do it without talking to me."

"I'm nothing like them! I told you what I wanted from the start. I didn't bribe you or blackmail you—"

"Didn't you?" she asked cynically. "'I'll help you find Emily if you'll help me find justice.'"

"There was never an if attached. If you see an if in the deal, it's a shadow of your time with Beller." His answer was firm, uncompromising. "Yes, I needed your help—and you needed mine. I want to find Emily for myself as well as you. I'd have come with you whether you agreed to help me or not—but it would have been a hell of a risk without getting evidence on Duncan." Silence. "Think about it, Tess. Did I put if in the bargain, or did you?"

"I suppose I did," she sighed.

"Tess. Look at me."

She turned to face him, her eyes searching his for answers to which there'd been no questions spoken. His face was strong and beautiful in his dark maleness, his uncompromising integrity. "You're a partner in everything I do. I'll never blackmail you, or tell you I know what's best for you. We're together in this, as we were in everything we did from the day we met."

"Are you saying that if I took up your offer to stop this, you would?" she challenged.

His mouth quirked. "I don't know. I'd think about it. But if I did, you'd regret it later. When Beller keeps chasing you the rest of your life—which probably wouldn't be very long, not after what we've done to expose him. He'd have to shut you up."

Shamed, she realized he was right. He'd thought this through, not just for him, but for her, as well. "You'd regret it, too."

"I'd be back in lockup, or dead. I wouldn't be able to regret anything." He took her shoulders in his hands, his eyes intent on her face. "I understand your feelings—the guilt, the grief, the anger and fear, especially after facing Duncan today. If I could wave a wand and make all this go away, I'd do it—but all I can do is try to make both our lives better. This is our only shot at freedom as well as justice. I have to do this, and I have to do it now. If I don't, more people than just us will suffer. We're not the only people your family have hurt in all this."

"I know." Her head fell. "Don't worry, Jirrah. I won't ask anything from you but to help me find Emily."

"Won't you?" he murmured, moving closer, warming her with his sweet breath, with the heat from his body. "I told you, mulgu. Ask anything of me, and it's yours. Anything."

She couldn't look at him, or inside her own heart, to the blackness and turmoil and hope inside her. "I just want Emily."

His lips touched her forehead, sure and tender. "Emily's not here with you tonight—but I am. Don't keep grieving forever. Let me take it away, if only for tonight."

"No," she muttered, with a little wobble. "I can't."

He bent to her throat, placing the softest of butterfly kisses there. "Ask me, Tess. Just ask me."

"I can't!" she cried, arching her neck backward, drinking in the feel of his lips on her skin.

He took her hand, lacing his fingers through hers, kissing each fingertip with exquisite care. "Anything, my wild swan. Anything you want, Tess. Anything you need. Just ask me."

A wild quiver ran through her entire body. "You said you didn't want—just sex," she gasped.

A low chuckle rumbled against her palm. "Call it what you want—" from above their linked hands, he smiled with gentle forgiveness into her eyes "—but I'll be making love to you.

However, whenever, wherever you want me, my brave, beautiful warrior woman. I'll be there. You've twice braved your family's disapproval and prejudice, standing against them for my sake. If you ever need me, I'll be there for you."

"No." She shook her head. "You don't know what you're saying. Don't make promises I can't believe." But her body betrayed her, her craving heart overcame her self-loathing at the fear that she was sleeping with the enemy. She didn't know who the enemy was anymore. All she knew right now was her dark knight could take the pain away for a few hours. She threw herself into his arms. "Just give me now. Give me tonight." With a little cry of surrender, need, yearning—she didn't know which—she lifted his face with her free hand, and kissed him.

Tenderness. Desire. Need. Faith. It was all in his kiss; it shimmered in the air around them.

Promises.

I'll always be there for you.

He said it all without saying a word. She felt the abiding care for her in every touch, the promises coming straight from his heart. But she had to fight it. He might begin to believe in forever, make the promises, dream of a life together—and he'd be left with nothing but an empty cheat when he knew her greatest reason for holding back.

So she kissed him with pulsing passion to make them both forget this night might be all they'd have. She took his gentle, reverent loving and injected it with heated fever, undressing him so fast she tore his T-shirt, pushing her body against his. She wanted this, oh, how she wanted it—she wanted him as she'd never want another man. She threw out all the sweetness she couldn't bear to feel, and kept the memory. The memory of being a woman again, of the sweet, giving loving she'd only known with him.

They fell back onto the bed; he thrust inside her, kissing her face, her hair, her throat. She pushed him down to her breast. "Jirrah…" She arched her hips to take him deeper inside her. Then slowly, through the sensual fog, she realized he wasn't following her lead anymore; he wasn't going to give her the quick, heated satisfaction she craved. "What is it?" Frowning at his sudden stillness, she looked up at him—and felt scorched by the innate sadness in his eyes.

"This really isn't making love to you anymore, is it, Tess?" His voice was thick with sadness. "This is thanks for telling you about Emily. This is about keeping your distance from me until you say goodbye."

Stricken, she could only look, and breathe, wishing he didn't know her like he did.

He closed his eyes, but not before she saw what the truth had done to him. "I thought I could handle this, but I can't," he said quietly. "Not like this. I can't just have sex with you after what we had, when you loved me." He withdrew from her body, but remained next to her, watching her face. "It feels all wrong in my heart, like I'm betraying the memories of how I loved you, how you loved me. Loving only your body, without giving from your heart, is an empty travesty of what we had."

She turned her face, so he wouldn't see the burning tears building in her eyes. "I can't give you what I haven't got."

"I'm not asking for your soul." His voice was tender, filled with a strength she craved to feel inside her own heart. "I'm not even asking forgiveness for what I'm doing to your family. I just want to make love, not to you, but with you. I want to see the joy in your eyes when I touch you, not just the passion."

She turned to him, tears trickling down her cheek. "Don't you ever get tired of giving, ngaya jirrah?"

He took a tear on his fingertip, tasting it on his tongue; and something inexpressibly painful, unspeakably beautiful exploded in her heart. "Not to you, mulgu. Never to you."

"I can't give you anything," she whispered.

"But you do." He cupped her damp, flushed cheek in his palm. "You give to me as naturally as breathing, Tess. You give so much I'm on overload with your sweetness." He kissed her mouth, with slow, loving seduction. "You took a chance with me at Lynch Hill, believing I was in league with them. You believed my crazy story. You stand by my side, knowing I'm taking your family down." He held her shaking body close, running his fingers through her hair. "Don't think I don't know how hard this is for you. I know what I've asked of you. I understand your grief, and I respect it, because your loyalty's torn. Most people would stand back and let me do it, so they wouldn't have to cope with the guilt and pain—but your courage and integrity won't let you hide in the shadows. You've been with me all the way. You made love to me last night, knowing it might be all we'll have."

"That was pure selfishness," she whispered.

"No." He kissed her. "Of course you wanted healing from your time with him—but you didn't let his sick memory overwhelm you. You loved me all the way. You gave yourself to me last night. You trusted me. You forgot him while you touched me. He never even entered your mind, did he?"

Stunned, she lifted glazed eyes to his. "No…"

"When I touched you, you couldn't think of anything but wanting me. So don't tell me it was just sex—we made love last night, all night, no matter how you deny it."

Fear flooded her, the sheer terror that he could be right, that her slumbering heart was awakening against her will. "No!" His eyes grew cold. "Hide if you need to. But I won't make love with you until it's making love for you, too. I won't betray myself that way." He rolled off the bed. "I'll have a shower."

Blind panic filled her. She bolted to him, throwing her arms around him from behind. "No! Jirrah, don't leave me," she whispered, shaking all over. "I need you!"

He was stiff, unyielding in her arms, not budging an inch. "I can't stand seeing you this way—what you let them turn you into, what your fear and lack of trust in me is doing to you. I can't keep giving it all, when you hold back, living in fear, choosing to stay in the shadows of the past."

"You don't understand!" she cried.

"I think I do—more than you do right now." He turned in her arms, holding her shoulders to gain distance. He looked in her eyes, as if he could see all the festering fears seared into her heart. "I'm not him, Tessa. I don't want to own you. I don't want your soul, or force you to make love, or to give me your heart." When she shuddered in ugly memory, he touched her face. "But I won't settle for sex, either. I want to make love with the woman I could never put behind me. I want to mate with my lovely wild swan. If you can't be her, then I'll stick to the memories I treasure of us. I won't belittle the love I felt for you, or how much I care now, if you won't make love with me, I don't want anything from you but justice and our daughter."

His words humbled her, shamed her. He'd known—oh, yes, he knew, even if she hadn't: she'd turned him into Cameron. Not last night, not this morning, but when her contempt for Duncan became grief, she'd turned Jirrah into Cameron, waiting for the if in the deal, the twist—the guilt trip and betrayal sure to follow.

But she was so wrong. She was Jirrah's first love, the mother of his child; he'd never cheapen that. He'd always care for her, respect her. Even if they couldn't be together after tonight—if he found the woman who'd fulfill the dreams she couldn't—he'd still care for her, still want to be there if she needed him.

Her dark knight, whose armor shone from his absolute integrity, and his giving heart.

A tear streaked down her face. She stood before him in surrender—not of her heart, but her trust, knowing he would accept nothing less. "Love me, Jirrah." She caressed his face. "Just love me one more time, before it all goes dark."

He captured her hand, pulling it from his jaw, an erogenous zone for him. "Show me your heart, Tess, or I'm out of here."

Her head fell. "You already know my heart. You know I lied, to myself and you." She sighed. "You said that I knew not all men are like him—but you were wrong. I only know one man isn't like him." Her eyes shimmered like golden lights on the night harbor as she faced him, trying to find words to unlock his trust, his tenderness. Her arms crept around his neck. "I can't help it. I can't hide it. You see everything I think, know everything I feel and you don't condemn me or hate me, because you understand. I know you'd never hurt me." She kept her gaze on him, pleading with her eyes for this to be enough because, dear God, she needed him tonight. One last time… "I am your wild swan, ngaya jirrah, and you still speak to my soul," she whispered.

"Ah, Tess." A smile spread across his warm, strong face. "When you give, you do it with a vengeance, don't you?" He lifted her in his arms and carried her to the bed, laying her down, kissing and touching her in tenderness—not as a conqueror, but a lover. He loved her body with such respect and reverence she couldn't remember Cameron's eager hunger, how he'd ravage her body without respect or permission, wanting what he could never have.

Jirrah wasn't Cameron.

Deep in her heart, she knew this was their last night together before this half—dream existence exploded in their faces. So she gave him loving with heart and soul, giving and receiving, taking and sharing. Sweetness, tender caring, a joining of body, heart and spirit she'd never forget.

He kissed her tears away after. She wound herself around him and slept in his arms, happy and content … until, like a thin, cold mist, the insidious thought threaded into her mind, breaking her sleep, shattering her peace.

He hadn't used protection when they made love. He'd never even asked her about it.

Was it forgetting in the heat of the moment—or was part of him hoping to start on those other babies he wanted? Hoping for forever, to share houses and mortgages and nappies with her?

She shivered, feeling a chill spread from her heart to her skin … and sudden pinpricks of quiet warning.

Slowly, gently, she slid out of his arms.

* * *

Jirrah stirred in the hour of deep quiet before dawn to coldness in the bed, the sudden chill that told him he was alone. He pulled on his jeans without buttoning them and walked to the window, pulling aside the heavy curtains to check for the car.

Tess was gone.

He sighed harshly, leaning his forearm along the door frame, watching the flickering parade of headlights flying past, as a cold and dreaming world came to life. He watched for almost two hours with hopeless intensity, shivering, angry and sad, watching every car that passed, hoping one of those sets of lights would belong to her, that she was coming back to him.

He'd hoped—oh, damn it, he didn't know what he was hoping for any more. But when they made love tonight, it felt so damn right, so perfect … like it used to be. Like when she'd braved her whole world to be with him, giving him her whole heart and soul: the single-minded intense love she'd given him from the first look. The love he would once have died for.

Is that what I want?

He wished he knew his mind. He knew with crystal-cut clarity what he wanted with everything in his life—except with Tess.

Wanted her? Oh, yeah, like an unending addiction. Needed her? Yes, and for more than just finding justice and Emily. Tess made him feel happy, strong, a complete man once more.

She needed him, too—he knew she did. She did feel something for him beyond desire, he was sure of it. Damn it, if he could get her to admit that, he'd look at his own feelings, or know why he was so churned up at her leaving without a word.

All he knew right now was that he felt bloody cheated.

But why the hell did he? She'd given him everything he'd asked for when they made love last night, and more—much more. She'd worshiped his body like a pagan priestess at her temple. She'd loved him with a sweet fervor he knew she'd never given Beller. She'd cried aloud his name in her release. But all he could think about as they lay twined together in the afterglow of their intense loving was that, in the past, the cries of rapture had always come with words of love. I love you, ngaya jirrah … I'll love you till I die.

I don't want your soul, Tess. I don't warn to own you.

Show me your heart…

His words tonight came back to taunt him. Yeah, she'd shown him her heart, all right. She'd given him everything he'd said he wanted, and it tasted like dust and ashes in his mouth. He wished to God he knew what it was she was hiding—and that, if she ever told him, he'd know how to deal with it.

He was losing her.

The one thing he knew with all his heart and soul he couldn't stand. Losing her last time had all but destroyed him. And since meeting her again, he hadn't guarded his heart well enough—not against the potent magic that was Tess. Having her in his life again, even for five short days, showed him the stunning truth. He'd never put her behind him. He'd never forgotten her. He'd never stopped loving her.

And she was slipping away from him.

Slowly, from a pocket in his jeans, he retrieved his most treasured possessions. He'd always kept them with him, even who he'd hated her most. Symbols of love and union, of peace and trust, of anger and defiance and vengeance. He fingered the cool entwining of rose and white gold, feeling them warm beneath his hand. Then he slipped the chain over his neck, letting it fall over his heart with a sense of rightness, of belonging.

He and Tess couldn't be doomed forever. His love for her had to have a purpose beyond loss and pain…

Yeah, he thought bitterly. Eternal worship of a humble knight for his queen. The wild, majestic swan, always soaring high above me, always flying away.

He finally saw the perfection in their beautiful totem names—and the irony. Dolphins mated for life, grieved eternally for a lost mate. Swans, too, were monogamous, but they always flew away—and no matter how hard he tried, he was bound to earth. He could never catch her. Their totems said it all. Wild, loving, eternally faithful—absolutely incompatible, unless she chose to stay. If she returned to him, it had to be by her own choice.

"Tess, my wild swan, come back to me. Love me again," he whispered.

The phone rang. He snatched it up. "Tess? Where are you? What's happened? Are you all right?"

"Yes. I'm at the Sydney City Police Station. I left the hotel, but he followed me. I know I shouldn't have left the room, but he'd already found us. And then I had to do something before he killed you. And I did—but I think I've been arrested." A little pause. "Could you come? Now?"

He reacted without pause. "I'm on my way. Hang on, mulgu. I'll be there soon."

"Bring everything we have, Jirrah," she whispered. "We're going to need it. Cameron's here, saying I'm nuts—and he still has power of attorney over me."

"Don't worry, Tess, I'm on my way." He slammed down the phone and called a cab, offering to pay double if someone came fast. He pulled on a shirt and his boots; then he grabbed all their precious evidence—proofs they'd need for a hardened city cop to believe their crazy story.
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She'd been a fool to leave the safety of the hotel room. Desperate to escape from Jirrah—or the overwhelming intensity of her emotions as they made love—she'd bolted, only to find the trap snapping shut behind her.

The lights of a car across the road came on as soon as she left the hotel car park. It started up, U-turning to come behind her. The sleek lines of a gorgeous red convertible flashed up under the highway's streetlights. It was Cameron's Jaguar; and like a voodoo doll in the hands of a cult crazed by hate, the pinpricks came thick and fast all over her body, sharp needle points of slithering revulsion.

She was alone … and on city streets, Cameron's turf, his Jaguar, a turbo convertible which replaced the Range Rover in the city, had the advantage even against the four-wheel-drive.

It was 4:00 a.m. He could ram her car and kidnap her in seconds.

Oh, dear God, what can I do?

And, like an answer to her hopeless prayer, came the inspiration she needed. Don't spin the car out with accelerating and braking, mulgu. Hold the wheel steady!

With Jirrah's warm, furry voice came other memories—visions of a time of innocence, and knowledge of the inner city that Cameron, contemptuous of the back streets, didn't have.

She drove instinctively for the Harbour Bridge, knowing he wouldn't try anything with toll collectors as witnesses. She wove in and out of lanes on the southbound expressway to throw Cameron off overtaking her. She reached the Bridge only meters in front, and hit one of the small gutters on the Bridge that kept the eastbound lanes separate from the city lanes. She gasped and righted the car, heading for the City South/Kent Street exit.

She threw her toll in the automatic collector and screeched through, hoping to attract attention; but luck, or envy, was on Cameron's side. She saw through the rearview minor that all the collectors on night shift gazed only at his beautiful car.

Kent Street was darker than the other main streets of Sydney at night, having more old-fashioned buildings without light blazing from plate-glass windows. But it also had fewer traffic lights and a maze of back streets leading to half-lost suburbs and a labyrinth of old flats. She drove like a maniac down the darkened street and screeched right, then left into a tiny alley.

A squeal of tires behind her, accompanied by smoke, told her Cameron was unprepared for her knowledge of Sydney's back streets. Adrenaline hit her in a rush; a slow smile covered her face. "You want me back, do you? You want gullible little Theresa. Then come and get me, if you've got the guts!"

She sped through red lights, wove in and out of lanes without indication or warning, making him screech to turn. She flew across the Glebe Island Bridge flashing her lights at other drivers, honking her horn. She circled cars at intersections, waving at furious drivers. "Come on, somebody, this is the age of angst! Let's get some road rage going here!"

She checked the mirror, laughing at Cameron's blank look of shock at her escape tactics. "That's right, mate, innocent, naive Theresa's all grown up. So catch Tessa, if you dare!"

Then Cameron flew up, bumping her rear—and, like a flash, she knew what to do. She sped through the next set of lights and rammed the four-wheel-drive into the little car in front of her, buckling in its back end with the thick bull bar.

The man who jumped out of the sedan wore a black leather biker's jacket and long, unkempt hair, and was built like a brick wall. He had a cut over one eye from the impact of the smash, and looked ready to throttle her. "What the hell are you up to, woman? You rammed me on purpose!" he bellowed. "I'm calling the cops, you psycho!" He started punching numbers into his mobile.

She climbed out of the car, sighing in relief. "Thank you."

But the Jaguar stopped, too. Cameron approached the man, his handsome face smooth and smiling. "This lady is my wife, and she's—not well. I'm happy to pay for any damage she's caused—in cash—with, say, an extra thousand in compensation?"

Tessa went white. "Please, I need your help. Call the police. This man's stalking me. He's the reason I hit you. He'll kill me if you leave. Call the police—please."

The man looked at Tessa's face, her pleading eyes, and kept punching in the emergency number. "Stay where you are, mate," he growled. "We'll let the cops sort this out."

Cameron's hands twitched. "Theresa, come to me," he purred, in that soft, hypnotizing voice he was so famous for in court.

She lifted her chin. "Go to hell," she suggested pleasantly. "Sweetheart, you need me. I'm your husband. We're together for life."

"You're not my husband, and I have proof of your crimes."

"You don't know what you're saying, darling. Of course I'm your husband. We married before God and your family, remember? You vowed to love me forever. And I vowed to keep you in sickness and health forever. I'll take care of you now while you're sick."

So he was playing mind games again. Just like when she lived with him. Hiding her things and making them reappear. Taking her money before she went out, putting it back at home. Changing dates of outings without telling her, making her think she'd got it mixed up. So loving before people, taking her body with such indignity when they were alone. Mind games, designed to drive her mad: to make her so confused she'd depend on him, weak enough to need him, too afraid to ever leave him. The kind of warped, miserable, love-hate relationship he'd had with his father—the only kind of love he knew or understood: total control of another human being. "It's not working, Cameron. My real husband's alive. I'm never coming back to you."

"Have you been with him?" He spoke softly, his eyes narrowed, flashing the old danger signals. "Did you open your legs for a dirty half-breed con?"

She flung her head higher, filled with a pride and strength he'd never seen in her. "What my husband and I do is none of your business—and you know, better than most, why he was in prison. The police are about to know why, as well."

Cameron licked his lips. "How do you think your father and Duncan will feel about you selling out your own family—"

"I don't care," she stated with cold accuracy. "After what they did to me, and to my baby—oh, yes, I found out—I owe them nothing. I'm not your wife. I never have been, thank God! I never have to put up with you again."

"You're mine, no matter what a piddling certificate states!" Cameron's fists clenched; his tawny eyes glittered in the ferocious sexual heat that made her want to throw up. "Get over your stupid infatuation with that loser! You're mine, destined for me before we met. You're coming home with me now!" He pulled a gun from his pocket.

She'd waited two years for this moment. She'd often wondered whether she could do it, or if he'd intimidate her. But who he grabbed her, she responded automatically. She smashed down on his wrist, making the gun fly out of his hand. She planted her feet wide, grabbed his arm and flipped him over her head in a judo throw. He landed headfirst beside her with a thump in the middle of Victoria Road. When he struggled to get up, she put her foot on his chest. "Don't bother, Cameron. That's only one maneuver I've learned in the past few years to stop you touching me."

He sighed but looked up at her with mock-sad eyes. "You know you'll regret this, Theresa. You're sick, and I'll prove it."

She merely grinned at him, and kept her foot firmly planted on his chest. "Control can be addictive, can't it, Cameron?"

The man she'd rammed into approached her with mingled respect and caution, and helped her hold Cameron down. "Whoa, lady, that was awesome. I'm glad I didn't come at you with my fists!"

The police arrived, and she was more than happy to ride in the back of the squad car to the City of Sydney Police Station.

* * *

Jirrah bolted up the steps of the massive building, too intent on finding Tess to remember the last time he'd been here—hauled up the stairs in handcuffs.

She said she'd been arrested. What was Beller doing? If he were trying to claim her as his wife, he'd have the fight of his life to do it. He'd get that mongrel out of her life—

He entered the building, and jerked back in shock. Beller was sitting with his head in his hands in the waiting area while Tess serenely gave her statement to a young policewoman and an older woman, as calm as if Beller weren't only twenty feet away.

"Tess," he called. He looked at the policeman at the desk. "I'd like to sit with my wife."

The policeman looked from him to Tess to Beller and back again, his eyes confused.

Tess turned to the constable. "Can my husband come in?"

The policeman still looked confused, but let him pass.

"He's not her husband." Beller got to his feet in an unsteady motion. "Check with Paul Saunders, her psychiatrist. She doesn't know who she is, because of her mental problems. Check her driver's license. She's Theresa Rachel Beller, my wife."

The policewoman frowned. "If you claim this man here is your husband, why is the name on your license Theresa Beller?"

"That's why we're here. Here's the marriage license for the wedding to Mr. Beller. See the date?" Tess turned to Jirrah.

"Did you bring our marriage certificate with you?"

It seemed she wanted to handle this situation. Feeling more than a little superfluous, he handed the papers over in silence.

She passed the sheaf of papers to the women. "See the date? Despite appearances, I am not Theresa Beller. I married this man, David Oliveri, a month before the wedding to Mr. Beller."

"The man is a convicted felon!" Cameron interrupted again. "I don't know what he's done to convince her of these lies, but—"

"Wait a minute, sir. I want details of the MVA. That's my department," the older woman said, looking confused. "CID can sort out which man is married to the lady."

"While they're working it out, I'd like to make complaints about the crimes committed against my husband by Mr. Beller and my brother, Duncan Earldon. There's conspiracy to pervert the course of justice, perjury, conspiracy to commit bigamy—"

A feral scream split the air, making almost everyone in the building jump. "There-sa!"

"And complicity to unlawfully put a child up for adoption." Tess was the only one who seemed unruffled by Cameron's yell. "I'm sure you'll find a few others if you dig deep enough."

"Don't forget the charges of attempted bribery." Jirrah plucked the two cheques out from the pile.

She gave him a smile almost blinding in its beauty. "Yes, of course. That's right. Thanks."

He couldn't help smiling back at her, but he wondered what the hell had happened to make her so strong and self-assured.

The cops looked at Beller, then at her. "You know the law?"

"My family are barristers. So is Mr. Beller."

The women blinked. "Look, Mrs.—um—we want to sort out the motor vehicle accident, and who assaulted who. We'll call in CID for the other allegations."

Jirrah, seeing she'd confused them almost beyond hope of recovery, said, "Ho w about you explain what happened tonight, Tess, from the beginning?"

She told her story from the time she left the hotel to her arrest; and Jirrah battled twin feelings of awe and loss. He was so damn proud of Tess for taking Beller down, and coming into her own strength; but he felt unnecessary. If she could take care of herself, what was left for him to do but walk out of her life when he gave her justice and freedom?

One of the policewomen asked a question. "Was Mr. Beller under the lawful impression that you're married to him?"

"That's what we need to talk to the detectives about," he said. "Our lawyer should be here any minute now."

Rod arrived as he spoke, and they were all conducted to an interview room.

The two detectives ran the same gamut of disbelief as Rod, and filled with the same grim purpose within minutes of seeing the certificates and cheques. They checked Jirrah's case on the database, and saw Cameron's name and Duncan's come up as star witnesses. They checked the dates of the court case against Tessa and Cameron's marriage certificate—and found irrefutable proof of conspiracy to commit bigamy, at least. "We need to talk to Mr. Beller," one detective said. He called to the young man at the front desk. "Bring Mr. Beller in here, please."

"He left a few minutes ago." The constable faltered. "I'm sorry. He wasn't in any trouble, was he?"

Jirrah's eyes met Tessa's, seeing his fear mirrored back at him. They knew where Cameron, thwarted of his control over her, would go—to find the only person who could help him regain his power over the woman he considered his wife, his possession.

They pushed their chairs back simultaneously.

"Wait. You can't go now," the detective said flatly. "We need you to make your statements, or we can't proceed with the case against Mr. Earldon and Mr. Beller."

"Sit down," Rod added. "We have to put this in motion before we can do anything else. And Tessa needs to sign a statement admitting culpability in the MVA before they'll let her go anywhere. Your car needs to be seen to, as well, doesn't it?"

"No." Her voice was thin, scratchy with fear. "Only the bull bar has any damage." Her hand groped until it found his.

Jirrah looked at her again, seeing the same sick fear in her eyes he knew filled his own. Every minute they delayed, Beller got a step closer to Emily—and they still had no idea where to find their daughter. Beller now knew he had no hope of getting out of this unscathed unless he had insurance. They had to get out of here fast. But what choice did they have?

He sat down again, and saw Tess, white-faced, follow suit.
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An hour later, in an austere white-and-silver bank vault in the center of the city, Tessa held the safe-deposit box in her hands. Only one piece of paper remained inside.

Jirrah shrugged. "I thought we'd find it empty by now. Duncan's had a whole day."

"We have enough on him and Beller for an open and shut case, anyway," Rod added. "This is nothing big."

"It is to us," Tessa flashed. "I don't care about the case, I want information on Emily! Our daughter's in danger, Rod, in case you've forgotten!"

"Sorry," Rod replied, in quick sincerity. "I was thinking like a lawyer." He shrugged, reading the single sheet. "This is just the legal partnership between Duncan Earldon and Cameron Beller at Keith Earldon's retirement Beller was made a full partner six years ago. Now he's a co-owner of the firm."

Tessa felt the blood drain from her face, sidetracked for a moment from her desperate fear. "So it was all a lie," she whispered. "Cameron never owned Earldon Associates. Dad knew. My own father blackmailed me into marrying Cameron!"

Jirrah said quietly, "Don't think about it yet, Tess. There's nothing here on Emily—that's what counts. We have to find her fast. Beller probably knows where she is by now."

Tessa squared her shoulders, tossed her braid back. There was only one reason Duncan left that paper behind: to let her know her father was in on the bigamy. A last-ditch effort to stop her from pressing charges. "Then we'll see my father. He'll know where she is, if anyone does."

Jirrah's mouth quirked. "Are you okay with that?"

She shrugged, to cover the deep sense of shame and pain the thought of facing her father evoked. Seeing the guilt in his eyes … or worse, no guilt at all. "I have to be, don't I?"

Rod left for his office, and Jirrah and Tessa headed north, to Keith Earldon's exclusive beachside property.

The housekeeper let them in, welcoming her home with genuine pleasure. "He's upstairs in the solarium, Mrs. Beller," Joan said, with the formality Keith Earldon insisted on despite more than ten years of service. "I'll bring you some coffee. Shall I show you up first?"

"No, thanks. We know the way."

With a curious glance at the man she remembered, and had also believed dead, Joan retired to the kitchen.

Tessa's first sight of her formidable father in over a year came as a shock. Her heart twisted. He sat in a large padded rocking chair covered in a blanket. His gaze was to the world outside, watching dark clouds racing over the Tasman Sea toward the coastline. He looked every single one of his sixty-eight years. He was thinner than the fine, robust figure of a man she'd seen last; his hair was closer to white than iron gray.

Was that a tremor in his hands?

But the hawklike face that had terrorized many witnesses in court, though more lined, perhaps a little sadder, was as sharp and haughty as ever.

"Hello, Dad," she said quietly.

Keith Earldon turned his head, his eyes alight with eagerness. "Theresa, baby, you came back…" Then the flicking glance took in Jirrah standing protectively behind her, and his expression turned cool, assessing, with a hint of pain in their depths. "I see." He paused. "You're only here for answers, I take it."

More taken aback than she'd ever admit by his out-front admission that he'd known Jirrah was alive, she nodded. "I need to know if you helped them to hurt David."

"It's all right, Tess," Jirrah interrupted her. "I'm sure Beller keeps him updated. He must know my new name by now."

She stared at him for a moment, then turned back to her father. "Did you help get Jirrah imprisoned?"

"No." Her father looked out the window. "I told them this scheme would backfire one day. So I didn't get involved."

"But you knew." She sat beside his chair, just out of reach. "You knew Jirrah was alive, and you let me grieve. You made me marry Cameron, even though you knew I was committing bigamy!"

Keith shrugged, in the gesture of a tired old man. "I knew, yes. I had nothing to do with their plans, though."

"Why, Dad?" she whispered. "You broke the law you've upheld for forty years. You were an accessory by your silence. How could you know what they did to him, and not put a stop to it?"

He turned to look at her then. "That man could never he what I wanted for you, Theresa."

"What you wanted for me. What about what I wanted, Dad? What about ruining Jirrah's life? You helped send an innocent man to prison by your silence!" she replied passionately. "Why didn't any of that count with you?"

His hand trembled as he reached out to lay a hand on her hair, but revolted, she moved out of reach. "So like your mother," he murmured, dropping his hand. "Rachel had such glorious passion for life—such intense feeling. I loved her from the moment I saw her on a stage in Montreal, talking about indigenous rights." He added, with a sigh, "Cameron worshipped you the moment he saw you. Just like I did with your mother."

Knowing her father well, Tessa said nothing, waiting.

"We promised him," Keith sighed. "We promised he could have you when you were old enough."

"And what about me? What about what I wanted? Did that ever occur to you and Duncan?"

Her father, the man who'd been the center of her world, looked at her in solemn tenderness. "Of course it did. I wouldn't have dreamed of agreeing with Cameron's scheme if you hadn't forced my hand. If you'd chosen another man. One worthy of you."

"You married someone the same yourself. My mother was Native Canadian! How can you hate Jirrah for being what my own mother was—for what your children are?"

He shrugged. "I made a mistake," he stated simply. "One I wanted to save you from repeating. We should breed the bad blood out. It's foolish to marry outside your social sphere. Passion dies in the end, and all you have left are the differences. They can't be better people—they can't change what they are."

In sorrow, Tessa realized her father had no idea what he'd said, and he probably never would.

She turned to look at Jirrah. He hadn't stiffened at Keith Earldon's unthinking arrogance. He wasn't displaying any signs of anger. He waited in silence, understanding her need to talk to her father, ready to protect her if need be. Her heart swelled in tender gratitude for the only man who respected her enough to believe she could handle her own life.

She stood silent, at a sudden loss for what to say next.

"Tess. Emily."

The quiet words drew her back from her pain' and gave her a forward direction. She flicked a smile at him before turning back to her father. "We want to know where our daughter is."

Her father's frown grew deeper. "Why? She's well and happy. If you want children, you and Cameron can—"

"Dad, you know I'm never going back to Cameron."

Keith Earldon sighed. "He's a good man. Wasn't he a kind and loving husband? Yet you persist with this silly fabrication of—"

"Emily, Dad," she broke in yet again. "I know you know the truth. Where is my daughter?"

The phone rang beside him at that moment. "Yes? Duncan? You're what?" He gave Tessa a narrowed-eyed look. "Yes, she's here. I will, son. I'll be there soon." He hung up the receiver. "So you've already done you worst. You association with this person has ruined us all. You've betrayed your family. You'd send you brother, your own husband to prison for him!"

Suddenly a cold fire burned in her. She got to her feet, her pain and sorrow submerged in icy strength. "Jirrah is my husband—my legal husband," she reminded him in tones of ice. "He's done nothing wrong in seeking justice for the wrongs done to him by my family, who betrayed me by putting my husband in prison for a crime he didn't commit. By taking my daughter from me and giving her to strangers! How could you, Dad?" she cried in anguish. "How could you send an innocent man to prison, and give away your only granddaughter?

Did you never feel any conscience over what you'd done to us? How could you get rid of Emily as if she didn't matter?"

His dark-ringed hazel eyes flashed. "I know she's my grandchild. I placed her in a good home, with loving people. You think I didn't care? But I couldn't blame Cameron for wanting her gone. If you were going to settle to a happy life, a living reminder of your past mistakes was the last thing you needed."

"The only mistake I made was trusting my family," she replied bitterly. "It was all lies about Cameron saving our home, you business. You were in on the plot to make me marry him!"

"I only did what was best for you."

"No. You treated me as a prized possession, not a woman with feelings of my own. Is this how you treated my mother?"

Her father paled so fast it frightened her.

She rubbed her neck, feeling tired, besmirched by the hideous truth behind the loving facade of her family. "Just tell me where to find Emily. I don't want to look at you anymore."

"Theresa." Her father's voice quivered. "I miss you, baby. If you come home to your family, no one would mention—"

She kept facing the window, watching the breakers over the rocks of Avalon Beach to the south. "I have no home. I have no family left but my daughter. If you ever loved me at all, give me her address, and let me live my life in what peace I can find."

Jirrah saw her father flinch with the rock-hard determination beneath the dispassionate demand of her words. He almost shivered himself, in awe at her clearness of purpose, her depth of strength against the man who'd brought her up. He knew now—as Keith Earldon probably did too—what a mistake it was to underestimate a woman on a mission to find her only child.

The old man sighed and walked with slow, halting steps to his safe. He extracted some papers, then began writing on a piece of paper at his desk. He placed the written sheet on top of the sheaf. "These are her finalized adoption papers, with her family name. And this is her address now."

Tess snatched at the top paper, her vivid face filled with life in an instant. Her eyes blazed gold as she devoured the words. Then she whitened, gasped, and swayed. "This—oh, dear God—this—this must be a joke…" She closed her eyes. "Of course. When I saw the ad for the job at Lynch Hill, I thought it sounded familiar. I walked in on you with Max Farrars one day, talking about it." She turned on her father in a flash. "You were talking to him about her. You've known all along where she was. You've had me traced since I left Sydney, haven't you? How could you let me live right near my own daughter, teach my own child, and not tell me? Did you think it was funny? Were you laughing at me, thinking it was a good joke?"

"We didn't know where you were, Theresa! We lost you after you ran from White Cliffs until Cameron found you this week!"

Jirrah took the sheet of paper from her trembling fingers. Tani Jones. Lot 97 Camden Valley Road, Linton via Lynch Hill.

He closed his eyes. Dear God, how this must he hurting Tess. The ultimate betrayal by those who claimed to love her the most.

But he couldn't help thinking about his daughter, too. He'd seen all of Tessa's pupils in the week he'd watched her; the tiny Outback school only had seventeen kids. She'd he five now—

The little girl he'd watched on the trampoline in Tess's kinder gym classes—the tiny, curly-haired kid with the light coffee skin and the big, gorgeous smile. Oh, yeah, it had to be her! She looked just like he had as a kid, but prettier.

Tani was his daughter! He'd seen her laugh and play; he remembered smiling as he watched her intense joy in life. She was a real cutie—and, most important, she already adored Tess. How many times during the week he'd watched Tess had he seen Emily—Tani—fling her arms around her teacher, and Tess cuddle her back?

But would she feel the same once she knew her beloved teacher was the mother who'd given her up? Would her adoptive parents let him and Tess into Tani's life? Would Tani want to know them?

The low-voiced argument brought him back from the unnerving questions in his heart. "Tess, we have to go."

"Of course." She took a deep, calming breath, then turned to her father. "Did you tell Cameron where to find Tani, Dad?"

Keith's face lifted, without a shadow of guilt. "No. His feelings where she was concerned were never—reasonable."

She nodded. "Thanks for that at least." She turned for the door as Joan brought up a tray of coffee, cakes and cookies. "Thanks, Joan, but no, thanks. We're leaving."

"Theresa, don't leave me."

The heartfelt plea touched even Jirrah. He turned to the man who'd always hated him, and saw a pitiful old man—one who truly loved his daughter. "I need you, baby." His shaking hand reached out to her. "You're the joy of my life. You have been since you were born. I've missed you so much since you left."

Tess looked at her father for a long moment. "Then you can imagine how I feel about Tani. Tani, my daughter, my baby, the child I'd never even seen when you took her from me. The child you told me was deformed and dead."

Keith's hand fell. "I retired because I have Parkinson's Disease." His voice trembled. "I may not have much time left."

Tess's lips quivered. "You know, five minutes ago, that would have made a difference. But not now. Not anymore. I've done my duty by you. If I stayed now, duty is all it would be, because love, like respect, has to be earned." She tucked the papers in her cotton-weave bag, then looked her father right in the eyes. "You want me to deny my daughter, my past, myself—my heritage from my mother, like Duncan does. You don't even know how much I hate being called Theresa." She stood beside Jirrah, taking his hand in a motion that held no defiance or anger: just a plain statement of support. "Jirrah always knew."

Jirrah looked at the man who was his father-in-law, and wondered how a man like Keith Earldon had ever produced such a pure and honest miracle as the woman beside him. "I feel sorry for you. It's not your wealth that blinds you, or your social position—it's your own prejudice. I know rich people who are nothing like you, high-society families who love their kids enough to let them find their own lives and happiness, their way. But not you. Your pride, the need to control those you love, has made you lose what matters most—your daughter's respect and trust. She loved you so much once, she'd have done anything for you and Duncan. And you betrayed her too many times to count. You even closed your eyes when Beller put her in hospital."

The old man closed his eyes. "No—Cameron wouldn't—"

"Doctors and nurses, strangers, knew what he did to her—but you never wanted to know the truth, Mr. Earldon. You still want to believe Tessa's lying. How do you think that makes her feel?"

Keith swallowed, but didn't reply.

Tess took his hand; he felt her need of his strength at that moment. He squeezed back in gentle encouragement. She drew a deep breath. "Something Duncan said yesterday made me wonder. Did my mother die? Where you're concerned I don't know what's true anymore. Is the memorial stone a sham, made up to cover your pride? Is my mother alive?"

Keith was a cold gray shade now. His breaths were shallow and gasping; but his eyes turned to Jirrah, narrowed in a strange fury reminiscent of Duncan's inexplicable rage yesterday. He wouldn't look at Tess. He made no answer.

Tess sighed, her face hard. "I should have known even that was a lie. I'll find the Beckwiths in Canada if you won't tell me—but I'll never forgive you if I have to do that. Tell me the truth for once, Dad. Give me that dignity. Is my mother alive? Have you and Duncan kept her away from me?"

Her father's head fell; his fists clenched and unclenched, in feeble pain. "I don't know if she's alive or dead now," he mumbled. "She left Australia that night with Bob Masters, the gardener. They had a landscape gardening business in Alberta last I heard." He looked out the window. "She tried to get access to you and Duncan. She wanted custody if she could. She told me she wanted to bury the past. She wanted to be friends with me!" His voice filled with quivering rage. "Duncan wouldn't speak to her. He hated her for what she did. I blocked her attempts at access visits and custody. I used every legal avenue to keep her away from you. I burned every letter she sent, changed the number to a private one so she couldn't call, but she wouldn't give up. She tried to see you for at least the next twelve years." His face, when it turned to her, was working with emotion. "She loved you and Duncan very much."

"I see," she said slowly. Finally she understood why her father, who'd married Rachel Beckwith, had become the man he was. "Your motive for hating Jirrah was never racism—it was because of my mother. You still love her. And, knowing you, you couldn't look at your own dominating nature for her leaving, so you took the easy way out, blaming her indigenous background. You cheated me of my mother's love, and warped Duncan's heart with your poison, to get revenge. You didn't care what it did to us. You allowed me to commit bigamy to keep yourself safe from reminders of my mother! You married me to a man just like you, to prove to yourself it wasn't your fault Mum was unhappy with you, that she left you! You love me? What sort of love is that?"

Her father lay back in the chair, looking old and tired. "Yes," he said, very quietly, as though shedding a burden. "Yes, you're right. I did all that." His gaze fell on her. "You don't understand, Theresa. You never could unless you've known the kind of love that blinds you to everything else. And she left me for the gardener, one of her damned low-class Aborigine mates she kept associating with! Then you grew more and more like her every day. So I obliterated everything that would remind you of her, including your name." He sighed, resting his head on the wing of the chair. "She's the reason you don't like being called Theresa. You couldn't pronounce it as a little girl—it came out Tai-sa. She called you Tessa after that. She said you named yourself better than we had." He sighed again. "I thought you'd have forgotten about it by now. I wanted you to forget I was afraid you'd end up like her."

"And leave you," she said, soft with meaning. "That's it, isn't it, Dad? That's why you did all this. You were afraid I'd leave you, just like my mother. That's why you married me off to Cameron—because he'd keep me in a cage, and close to you." She gave Jirrah a slow, crumpled smile. "Rut I left anyway. I'm just like her. I live like her. I married a man like her. And you know what, Dad? I'm forgiving, like her. I hope she's happy. I hope she found love with her humble gardener."

Keith stared at her. "You've changed. You're harder on me. On your brother."

"Maybe." She shrugged. "Maybe I am hard. Like you were when you didn't tell me my daughter was alone and needed me, after her adoptive parents died. You left your own granddaughter alone and suffering, so you could feel comfortable with the way you wanted me to live." She turned to Jirrah. "She's an orphan," she told him, biting her lip, her eyes glowing in vivid happiness. "Tani lost her adoptive parents eighteen months ago in a car accident. She lives with her grandparents, who love her dearly, but they're old and sick—and Tani…" She swallowed tears. "She can barely remember her other parents. Her grandparents find it difficult to cope with her. She asked me if I'd play pretend with her the other week. I was her mummy. My poor baby's been so lonely." She gulped again. "I know it's selfish of me to feel so glad she's lost her adoptive parents, when she's been alone—"

He cupped her face in his hands, smiling. "But it's the miracle we never expected to happen. Our daughter needs us. She needs her mother."

"She needs her daddy, too," she whispered. "Let's go to her." She grabbed his hand again, started to the door.

"Just a second, Tess." He turned to Keith. "I want you to stop the surveillance of Tessa and Tani. Call off your watchdogs. Is that clear enough, Mr. Earldon?"

"Or what?" Keith asked, his eyes glittering with hate. "You'll have me sharing a cell with my son?"

"No. I have too much respect for Tessa to do that." He sighed. "Just do it, Mr. Earldon—for your daughter's sake, for your granddaughter's—and maybe yours, too. Maybe one day you'll get Tessa's trust back … maybe even her respect."

Keith Earldon looked at his daughter's face: high, proud, trying to hide the tears of shame—and, slowly, he nodded. "Call me sometimes—Tessa? Let me know how you and Tani are?"

His voice wobbled; he suddenly sounded very old.

Tessa nodded, her glowing eyes glazing over with sudden sadness. "I'll try." She touched her father's hand for a brief moment. "Goodbye, Dad." They held hands as they left the house she'd grown up in, without looking back.
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Tessa's continued silence as they drove toward the northern freeway out of Sydney made Jirrah nervous. "Are you all right?"

She sighed and nodded, her eyes clouded, detached. "Do you know, I am? I don't understand—I thought I'd be a mess. But, though it hurts—though I know he'll never change, and I'll probably grieve later for that—I feel somehow free, as well."

"Free to find your own future?" he suggested, uncertain of what she'd say to that … unsure if he really wanted to know.

"Maybe." She shook her hair from its plait, rebraiding it over her shoulder and down her breast. He almost careened into oncoming traffic, watching her. Such a simple act—so exotic and sensual under her tapering fingers, her golden, slanted face incandescent in the half-dark glow of the stormy morning light. "Maybe," she finally said again. "At the moment I just feel free. Peaceful. Finally alone to think for myself without guilt. Like the chains they put on my heart have been broken." She shrugged. "I'd like to meet my mother. I'd like to get to know her."

She was staring straight ahead, as if she spoke to herself … as if he didn't exist.

He didn't know what he should say to her quiet, emotionless assertion. Should he call it for a lie, or believe her? Maybe she didn't know; he sure as bell didn't. The only thing he knew right now was Tess was slipping away from him. He felt it growing stronger in every word she spoke. She'd walked out on her brother and father without a backward glance. She'd told him time after time their daughter was all she wanted. What if the things she'd said about feeling free were just plain truth?

"We can't go back to the hotel." He pulled over to the roadside next to a park, got out a card from the hotel, and punched numbers into the mobile. "I'll get the manager to pack our things up and send them to the pub in Lynch Hill."

"Good idea," she murmured absently. "Cameron's bound to have someone watching Mrs. Savage's place, in case."

"He won't be there himself. I reckon he'll have others watching for him, now he knows the police want to talk to him—but we won't take any chances." He talked into the phone. "Hi, it's Mr. McLaren from room 106. I'd like our things packed up, held for one week, then sent on. I'm prepared to give you an extra five hundred above what anyone else offers for your absolute discretion on this matter. Yes. Talk to no one but the police. You know nothing about us except we stayed two nights, and you don't know where we went." He gave the proprietor the contact number. "Thank you. I'll send a thousand now for your good faith. I'll call you with the address when I want the bags sent on."

She smiled at him after he disconnected. "Good thinking, 99. You covered all the bases."

"You have to, to outsmart them. I've made my life a maze of conflicting information and half-truths, so they never know where they are, or exactly what I'm doing."

"Do you know?"

He grinned at her knowing little half smile. "Most of the time. I fly blind sometimes, for the hell of it. Like when I landed at Marshall's Creek." His mouth twitched. "It's going to be a hell of a mess, putting my life back together once all this is over. Just being me again is going to feel weird."

She was silent for a minute, looking as though she was trying to find the right words to say. He held his breath, waiting—then the phone bleeped again. "Yeah," he snapped into it.

Rod's voice crackled over the line, sounding ecstatic. "Good news, Jirrah! We haven't found Beller yet, but Duncan Earldon suddenly offered to turn State's evidence against him, and led us to Aladdin's Cave! He gave the police more information than we could ever have hoped for on the creep."

"Is there anything to connect Keith Earldon to it all?" he interrupted tersely, seeing Tess had gone stark white, knowing who it was on the phone, and what he must be saying.

"Nothing. If he was in on this, we can't find it."

"So neither of the Earldons will be prosecuted." He nodded and smiled at Tess; but jealously clawed at his throat, watching Tess sag in relief at the lawyer's confirmation that her family wouldn't be hauled to prison. He got out, and strode to the park on the left, overlooking Middle Harbour.

Tess soon followed him, her face anxious.

A crack of lightning hit the water south of Middle Harbour. "Seems Beller fooled Earldon into believing the bigamy and your imprisonment was the only way to stop you mining Tessa's life," Rod was saying. "Beller saved Earldon from drowning when he was fifteen, risking his own life and giving him CPR. Earldon felt he could never repay him for that. Beller could tell him the sun was green and he'd try to believe it."

"Then why the sudden turnaround?"

"I think his conscience started working. But even when he turned Evidence, he honestly expected to find nothing except the bigamy and perjury. When he opened the safe, he found a real stash. He nearly fainted when he saw the extent of Beller's high jinks to further his political aspirations—the bribes given, the types of people he's accepted money from."

He paced the park, feeling Tess hovering behind. "What about the marriage wipeout? Any clues on how they did that?"

"Oh, yeah." Rod laughed again. "The police found the source within half an hour of turning up at the Register. When they started questioning staff, one assistant manager was quiet—too quiet. They took her aside, and she broke down in tears. It seems Beller seduced her, making the usual promises, got her to wipe your marriage—then blackmailed her to do the death certificates by threatening to expose her. She's been waiting for the ax to fall for years over this. She seemed almost relieved it was all over. I said I'd represent her. I'm going to try to get her off with community service."

"Good for you, Rod," he said softly. "Will Earldon get off?"

"I don't think so," Rod replied dryly. "He'll probably avoid sentencing, and get community service, but he'll be disbarred, for sure. Perjury and conspiracy to commit felony and bigamy isn't looked on with indulgence by the legal powers that be."

He didn't know whether to feel glad or cheated Duncan had cut a deal. For Tess's sake, he tried to be glad. "And Beller?"

"Six to ten years minimum. He's looking down the barrel of fifteen charges. We can only find three against Earldon, and they were under duress. Beller's going down, Jirrah. With all the Royal Commission investigations against dirty dishes in the legal system in the past decade, no one would dare let him off."

His head fell back as fat plops of rain fell on his face, drowning in the sweetest relief he'd ever know. His face broke into an enormous, openmouthed smile, and, like a warrior going into battle, gave a blood-curdling scream. "Waaaaaa-hooooooooo!"

The phone fell to the ground as he spun on his heel, bumping into Tess. He steadied her with his hands at her waist; then carried the momentum, whirling her around and around as he laughed, pulling her down for a long, deep, sensuous kiss. "Waaaaaa-hooooooooo!" he yelled again, finally letting her go.

"What?" she gasped, laughing. "What? I couldn't hear the conversation. What are we celebrating?"

"Six to ten years inside!"

Her face drained of its sweet flush in seconds. "Duncan?"

"No," he reassured her. "Likely he'll get off with being disbarred. Beller won't be so lucky." He filled her in with all the news; then, with another whoop, he kissed her again.

She broke it off to pant eagerly, "It's over, then? They have him?" Her eyes were shining. "He's in custody?"

"Not yet."

The sparkling fire quenched. "We'd better get to Tani, then, before he does." She strode back to the car.

He saw his future in the relentless purpose of her stride and ached heart and soul for the precious tenderness forever lost.

Unless—

With a start, he realized how much had changed in five days. Her family, while losing their prestige, wouldn't go to prison. They'd found their daughter. And, though he'd shown her in every possible way that his initial feelings about her had changed—changed the moment he knew she hadn't given Tani away—he'd never said a word to her of how he now felt about her. All she knew about his feelings was the telling words he'd spoken their first night together last week. Words he'd believed then, words she probably still believed were true.

A woman I'd once loved.

It seemed Tess wasn't the only one of them that had been lying to themselves. He'd been denying his love for her for six years, denying it to himself, and her. Now she believed it.

Was it too late now to right the wrong?

He strode to the car, climbing into the driver's seat; but he drove out of the Sydney metropolitan area, through and past the thunderstorm, and was well onto the northwestern highway before he spoke. "Tess, we need to talk. So many things have changed since last week, and—"

"Yes." Her face broke into a tender smile. "We found her. Tani's a lovely name, isn't it? Since she can't be Emily—"

"Yeah," he replied, diverted despite his resolution by the mention of their daughter. "It's a pretty name. She's a real cutie, too. I've seen her at the school."

She turned her face, eager and shy. "Isn't she gorgeous? She looks a lot like you."

"I noticed that." His eyes were warm on her face. "She adores you, doesn't she?"

She nodded, her face heart-wrenching in its tender love for their daughter. "We had a bond from the first day. I think part of me must have recognized her. She's so much like you—her father's daughter, inside and out. She likes sports and art and craft things. She's always up trees, making tree houses from bits and scraps of wood. She's fascinated with how things are made or built—just like you."

A lump of pride filled his heart and throat. He'd helped create that beautiful child, bright and cute and affectionate—and she was just like him. "I don't know about that," he said gruffly. "She's loving, just like her mother. I've seen how she is with you, with the other kids."

"Yes. They all love her. She hugs and kisses everyone. Even most of the boys like it, though they pretend not to." She bit her lip. "I remember watching her so many times, thinking, Emily would be just her age now. She might even look like her. I—" She gulped. "I want to see my baby, Jirrah. I want to see her, hold her again—" her eyes misted over "—but this time as her mother."

Looking at her radiant face, the love shining in her eyes, he choked back the words he was aching to say to her. She looked so beautiful now—so happy. If his love wiped the smile of joy from her face, he didn't think he'd be able to handle it.

He listened to her raptures over Tani all through the drive north, then west, heading for the Outback. He drank in all he could hear about the bright, sweet daughter he thought he'd never find, feeling deep emotion and aching pride.

Though he knew he had to burst the bubble, he waited until the sun fell low in the vivid patchwork sky. Not until they were within ten miles of Lynch Hill did he put the shadows in her heart, questions she had to answer for them both. "How will her grandparents react to us? You've met them, haven't you?"

"Yes." Tessa blinked, her lush crooked mouth falling open. "Vincent and Esther are a bit reserved, but they're completely devoted to Tani. Tani's adoptive parents, their son and daughter-in-law, died on the way to Sydney to pick up their second child. The child was given to another couple. Tani's all they have now. Their other son died of leukemia nine years ago."

A cold chill hit him, a premonition of the reception to come. "So maybe our announcement won't go down so well."

She chewed on a thumbnail. "I honestly don't know. Neither of them are very well—Esther has diabetes and Vincent has mild emphysema. Tani's an active little girl, bright and always up to mischief. They can barely keep up with her. That's why I created the kinder gym and art lessons three afternoons a week for her and Jarred, the other kindergartener, and dropped them home at Linton after. I wanted to help." She looked at him, with the stricken eyes of a wounded deer. "Do you think they'll believe I knew Tani was mine all along, and tried to worm my way in?"

His heart cracked and bled, thinking that his beautiful Tess's open heart and typical generosity of spirit could lead to Vincent and Esther Jones shutting the door in their faces. "I'm sure they won't," he lied valiantly. "You did the athletics training for the other boy, as well, ran the art class and Neighborhood Watch. It's just the way you are, to see a need and fill it if you can."

But she saw straight through him, just as she always had. "Yeah, right," she retorted. "It looks like I was sneaking in the back door. And if they tell her that, she'll hate me."

With a flash of insight based on his knowledge of her, he asked, "But I bet you did all these things for the kids you taught in the city, right? And they could easily check on that."

She nodded, looking out the window. "Until Cameron had me sacked for mental incompetence, yes, I did." She lifted up a hand as hot words rose to his lips. "No. He's not worth it. Let's talk about Tani. How can I convince them it wasn't how it looks?"

With difficulty, he swallowed the furious words. "They might not even think of it, so let's not borrow trouble. Cross the bridge if we hit it, okay?" He turned left toward Lynch Hill. "Tani could love us, and her grandparents might be willing for us to be a part of her life."

"But what if—"

"No, mulgu. Don't." He picked up the hand that fluttered over her forehead with each painful question, holding it in his lap. Looking straight ahead, he took the plunge. "The best way we can convince them we'd be good parents for Tani is to be focused—to have a clear purpose. Right?"

"Right Tani—"

"So we need to know where we're going," he interrupted inexorably. "Right?"

"Okay." She turned a frowning gaze on him. "Where are you heading with this?"

"Tess, we need to talk about us. Our future."

"We have no future. You know that."

"No, I don't," he replied strongly, pulling off at the side of the road across from the old pub.

"The turnoff to Linton is—"

"Tessa, stop it," he growled. "I want to see Tani, too. But it's almost eight, she's only five and most likely asleep by now, and we've both been awake half the night. We'll stay in the pub tonight and head straight out in the morning. It's time to talk."

With a tug, she pulled her hand free and snapped, "There's nothing to talk about except what we'll say to Tani!"

"Okay," he retorted, "so what do we say when she asks if we're married like other mummies and daddies, or if we love each other? And you can bet your boots she'll ask. I have four nieces. Little girls are romantic. They want to know about love and marriage and things like that." She turned to look at him, stricken, and he nodded. "Exactly. So let's go inside, get a room and talk this over." He stalked inside the pub, got a room for them, and ordered room service. They'd need privacy for the things he was about to say—for the pain he was about to put them both through.
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Jirrah didn't notice the peculiar quality of Tessa's silence until they were alone in their room. "We'll have to wait until the stores open tomorrow to go to see Tani. We'll need another change of clothes."

"I have clothes at Mrs. Savage's. You can pick me up there in the morning."

He swung around to her. The quiet restraint in her voice, the stiffness of her presented back, warned him something was very wrong. "You can't stay there. She can't protect you from Beller. He knows where you lived before—and if he knows where Tani is—"

"Oh, that's right. It's always for me." She swung around to face him, hands on hips, legs akimbo. "You're always putting me first. My protector. My dark knight." Her face was white, her eyes blazing. "Well, I don't need you to arrange my life."

"What in tarnation are you talking about?" he demanded. "All I did was get a room—"

"You told John Sutherland we're married!"

He blinked, then burst out laughing. "I've never heard a woman accuse a man of destroying her reputation by telling people they were married! Skewed logic, or what? I mean, so what if I did tell them? It's the truth. We are married!"

"And the news will be around town by tomorrow that the local teacher's married—how long do you think it will take for Tani to find out? Why did you do that?" she cried, her voice throbbing in passionate emotion. "How could you do that to your daughter?"

He scratched his head. "Why not? How can it possibly hurt Tani to know her parents are married?"

"What if she wonders why married people gave her up? And what if she expects us to stay married? Sooner or later she'll find out we're getting a divorce. She's already lost one set of parents!" Her voice broke. "How could you do that to her?"

"Divorce." The breath whooshed out of him. He grabbed her arms to stop himself from falling. "You want to divorce me?"

She jerked out of his hold. "You'll be the one to divorce me."

"No." He kept his distance, but held her gaze, trying to show her he was sincere. "I don't want a divorce."

"Not now—not yet," she muttered, shaking him off. "But when you meet the right woman—"

"I met the right woman seven years ago," he answered, just as low. "I married her a year later." He reached out to her, but her shuttered expression held him back. "I lost you for six years, Tess, but I never forgot you. Never stopped wanting you, or—"

She put up a hand—and the terror in her eyes halted the words about to burst from him. "Don't," she mumbled, her voice shaking. "Don't say things you'll regret later."

"I can't regret the truth. I'll be damned if I'll leave it like this. I love you, Tess! I always have. I always will."

"No—no," she muttered, her face white, her eyes shattered. "Don't say that. You'll get over it one day."

"No," he replied strongly. If he knew anything, it was this. "If in the six years we were apart I never stopped loving you—even believing you'd betrayed me—do you honestly think I will now? I'm going to love you the rest of my life."

A tiny silence, as if she was thinking it through. Then she did a total about-face on him. "I see. You always loved me," she sneered, her tone cold enough to freeze him. "And no doubt that explains why you moved in with Belinda and got her pregnant after you knew I'd left Cameron—when you knew we were both free!"

Belinda.

The shock hit him, the twin waves of guilt and regret. The torn loyalties that had, until now, kept his lips sealed. He wouldn't speak now, if anyone but Tess had asked. She was the only one who needed to know about Belinda. He'd never break her barriers without telling her the whole, sorry mess of what he did to an innocent woman.

He wheeled away, looking out the window to the dark, unlit street, feeling the velvet darkness envelop him. "I met Belinda a week after I left lockup," he muttered jerkily, feeling as if he was betraying a dead woman, the mother of his son. "I'd already been to your place—Sam got the address for me against his will—and I knew you were gone. I had nothing, Tess. No money beyond the couple of hundred the Government gave me on parole, no one who wanted to help me find you. I was legally dead. I couldn't get assistance anywhere. My family said if I was going to keep up what they called my stupid obsession over you, to go it alone. I couldn't get work. No one would take me on without my carpenter's license. If Earldon and Beller wanted to beat me down, it looked like they'd won. I didn't know what to do." He leaned against the window, drawing in deep, ragged breaths. "So I walked into a pub and got drunk. Crazy, roaring drunk. I fell off the stool at closing time." He leaned against the window, drawing in deep, ragged breaths. "Belinda was a barmaid there. She told me to go home. I told her I had no home. I think she took pity on me. She took me home." Leaning on the windowpane, he passed a tired hand over his brow, wishing it all could be left unsaid. "I apparently talked all the way to her place. She said I needed comfort—and she comforted me. I was desperate enough to take it."

A dog barked in the silence. Tess didn't speak.

After a while, he went on. "I stayed. I had nowhere else to go, nothing to do. I didn't go back to the pub. I started fixing up her house to thank her for putting up with me. I worked night and day, avoiding her when I could, talking like a maniac when I couldn't. I didn't sleep with her again for a long time. She was—kind to me. I didn't want to use her, especially after I met my agent through her cousin Peter—he's an artist. Pete saw me carving your Dad's eagle from a spare piece of wood I'd hauled from the council dump to fix a door, and Dolphin Art was born. I thanked her for everything, and packed to move out." He felt Ike a traitor as he blurted, "Then she told me she was pregnant."

The deep quiet of the night laid over them like a blanket, punctuated by the occasional laughter of people leaving the pub beneath them. "So you stayed."

"I couldn't marry her. Staying was the only thing I could think to do for her."

"You cared about her."

He shrugged. "She was good to me. She was having my child."

"So you made love to her, then?"

He looked around, and saw no pain or anger, only the shimmer of gentle acceptance in her eyes. "Yes," he rasped.

"She loved you, didn't she?"

He closed his eyes and grated the word out, as if his throat were filled with sandpaper. "Yes."

"But you wished she didn't love you so much," Tess said softly. "You wished she'd blame you or hate you—even hit you. Then you could walk out without guilt."

As if she'd pressed a button, a bottled-up weight released itself, lashing at him with relentless force. All he could say was, "Yes."

"If she'd hated you, if you could have looked in her eyes and not seen that love—but that need in her always made you guilty. Because no matter how hard you tried, no matter what she gave you or said or did or hoped, you just couldn't love her. So you stayed and made love to her, even if you had to force yourself to do it because you had to give her something back."

Beyond words now, he nodded. Ah, God, those memories hurt—seeing the despairing love in Belinda's eyes as she lay dying…

"What happened to her?"

He forced the words out. "She had the baby. We called him Michael. I gave him the name Kalkara—'storm bird'—because he was born in a horrendous storm. The car flooded. I delivered him before the ambulance could get there. He was beautiful, and she was happy—for a little while. I thought we'd be okay. Then she got postnatal depression. She couldn't handle me being near her. She hated that I loved the baby, and not her. She'd tell me to get out, then she'd cry and beg me to stay. I hated myself for it, but I couldn't make myself lie to her. I told her I cared, I loved her, but it wasn't the love she wanted. She threw me out again one day, and I cracked. I started walking, not to leave for good, but just for an hour of peace. She chased me, the baby in the pram, crying and yelling for me to come back." His voice broke. "The car came out of nowhere, ran her down and kept going. The cops found the burned-out shell the next day. It was stolen by a fifteen-year-old kid high on amphetamines the morning it hit her." He shuddered. "All I could do was hold her as she died."

The warm softness of her body filled his back as her arms slid around his waist from behind. "So that's why you couldn't stand being in Sydney after she died," she murmured.

He nodded, drowning in the waves of shame washing over his soul, the never-ending regret for what he couldn't change.

"So you did understand my cage. I'm sorry I yelled at you the other night."

He leaned back into her, needing her warmth, her generous heart, her healing touch. "It's okay. I knew why you did it."

She laid her cheek on the back of his shoulder. "I don't understand why you don't hate me. It all comes back to me."

He lifted one of her hands to his mouth, caressing it with lingering sweetness. "I love you, Tess. I can't help it. Even when I wanted to stop, I had no choice. You took my heart the moment I saw you, and I never found a way to get it back."

Her arms tightened around him, until he couldn't feel a part of him not filled with her. "I wish you didn't," she whispered.

Jagged pain ripped him open. "So you want me to find someone else?" he asked huskily. "You want me to share my life with another woman, making love to her, letting her touch my body?"

He felt the shudder rip all the way through her. "Yes," she cried out, harsh, strangled.

"You're lying, Tess." He kissed her hand. "You can't stand the idea of me loving another woman any more than I can stand you being with another man without wanting to kill him. We belong together. Why are you denying it?"

"No," she cried, just as she'd cried "yes" moments before—as if her will fought her heart, her voice crying out the opposite of what she really wanted. "Stop pushing me, Jirrah."

"Don't go," he said quietly, just managing not to beg. "Your family's safe, Tess. They won't do time for what they've done, because I didn't force the issue. Do you still hold what I've done against me?"

She moved her cheek against his shoulder. "I can't blame you for anything you've done. I'm grateful you haven't gone for revenge, especially against Dad."

"Do you wish it all undone? Do you wish we'd never met again, or that none of this happened?"

"No," she murmured, holding him close. "It hurts. It will always hurt, what they did to us, but I don't want it undone. I'm glad we've had this time together."

"It doesn't have to end."

The shuddering breath she took hurt him. "Please don't make this harder for me."

He turned to face her, still in her arms. He cupped her face in his hands, looking into her eyes, scared spitless but needing to know the truth. "Are you saying you don't love me?"

A tiny cry tore from her throat. She hid her face on his chest. "You don't understand," she whispered.

"No, it's you who doesn't understand." He lifted her face, streaked with tears, to his. "I love you, Tess. You're all I'll ever want, all I'll ever need. I thought I was finished as a man. I thought what they'd done—losing you and Tani, what happened to me in lockup, and my time with Belinda—had warped me so bad I'd never be normal again. But in five days you turned me into a man again … the man I want to be."

She swayed, her face white. "No. I've done nothing. You—you've been healing me…" 

He nodded, his thumbs caressing her jaw. "After all you'd been through because of me, I owed it to you to heal you of your hurts, thinking I'd never have healing for myself—but I forgot the power of your unspoken magic. In a single night, with a few words, you took my pain and threw it to the sky. With a single touch you took the filth in my soul and washed it clean. With your quiet faith and unflinching support of what I've been doing against your own family, you gave me back a belief in unselfish giving. You think I healed you—but you remade me. My bitterness is gone, my anger a thing of the past. Because of you."

"I'm glad I could help." Her voice wobbled. "I'm glad I gave something back. We both have good memories of our time together."

"I don't want just memories. I want you," he rasped. "I want you in my home, my life, my bed, for the rest of my life. I never want to spend another day without you in it."

She broke out of his hold. "Please—don't ask me again. I can't be with you. I can't," she cried desperately.

"Don't you think I deserve to know why?"

Her head fell against the curtain. Then she slowly turned around to face him, her face as white as it had been before. "We can't be together if you want those kids. There's nine years between Duncan and me because my mother had problems conceiving, and I've inherited the problem. Cameron had me tested while I was in hospital after he hit me. The doctors said I have only a small chance of conceiving another child, or carrying to full term. If I have one more child it will be a miracle. My body could never carry even two more children, let alone five."

Though he'd been prepared for something bad, he'd never dreamed of this. The harsh breath he dragged in felt like it was ripping his chest open.

If there was anything he knew about himself, it was that he wanted to be a dad, six or seven times over. A house filled with love, with the joy of kids…

Like it had been with Belinda? An inner voice mocked him.

Tess took a few shaking steps, laying her cheek against the cool, whitewashed wall beside the window. "So now you know why this week is all we can have." He could see her sad smile, her face half-vanished in the shadow of the wail. That smile said it all. "Don't say anything. I always knew this week would be all I'd have with you."

Soft knocking on the door startled them both. "Your dinner," a feminine voice said, muffled through the wood.

"Please put it down outside," he replied. If he ate anything now he'd be physically ill. Oh, God help me! Was it so much to ask for? All I ever wanted was those kids…

But with Tess as their mother, the voice whispered again.

She moved to the door. "I'll go to Mrs. Savage's tonight."

"No!" Words tumbled from his mouth, words of love and despair, words of a man who only knew one thing right now: the woman he loved beyond life was leaving him. "Tess, stay with me. We can work it out—"

She shook her head. "For a day, a week, a month, maybe, but not for life. You deserve more than I can give you." She sighed, still half-turned from him. "Losing you almost broke me last time. Living with you, seeing you hiding the growing anger every time I get my period … seeing you looking at pregnant women, wishing she was your wife instead of me…" She gave a helpless shrug; but her words had been eloquent enough. "I don't think either of us could stand to live that way."

Was she right? He wanted to scream, to rage and curse, put his fist through a wall. Damn it, was having a few kids with the woman he loved too much to ask from life?

After a long silence, he said the only thing that came to mind. "I love you, Tess."

She reached out and touched his cheek, and he ached with love and anguish. "When I was at my worst, going mad with his touch, I wondered if I was conjuring another you up. A dream man, to give me something to live for, even if it was only a memory. But this week with you showed me reality can be far better than dreams." She bit her lip. "For a little while."

"Don't talk as if we're over," he pleaded.

She turned to look right at him. "Aren't we?"

She didn't believe they could work this out … and oh, how she knew him. The thought of not having those kids … not doing childbirth classes, standing beside his woman as she gave birth…

But it's always Tess I see with those kids. She took my heart seven years ago and I'll never have it back.

He looked in her eyes, trying to read her soul. "You say it's about having kids—but is it about the fact that you don't trust me? You think love is manipulation and degradation—treating you like a pawn. But that's their kind of love, not mine. I gave up my revenge. I didn't prosecute your family. I did it for you, because I love you. But you don't trust me to be different from them. You can't even ask me to stay. You just assume I'd rather live without you than those kids!"

"Wouldn't you?"

"At least give me a chance to think," he snapped, feeling tom, wrung out and hacked to pieces. Nothing he'd endured in lockup had ripped at his soul like this night. "Give me a chance to grieve for those kids I might never have. Give me a day to say goodbye to my dream before you walk out of my life!"

Her eyes squeezed shut. "You think you know me so well—but maybe it's that I don't love you enough to stay."

Agony jackknifed through him. "I see," he said quietly.

She turned away. Her loosened hair spilled over her averted face and shoulder: a barrier of dark silk covering her eyes and heart as effectively as a shield. "Just leave it—please. I don't want to hurt you, but there's nothing left to say."

She was right. He'd said all he could. if he opened his mouth now, he'd only come out with something wrong—something stupid, needy and pathetic like, "if you change your mind—even in fifty years' time—I'll be waiting."

But she knew that; they both knew. What had he ever done but want her, love her, wait for her? She was all he'd ever wanted, all his heart had known, even when another woman carried his son.

He turned away, tired to his soul.

"I should leave now," she said quietly.

He couldn't stand it. "Don't go. Not tonight. If you have to go, go tomorrow. Just give me this last night. Let me love you one more time."

A little silence. "It probably isn't smart," she muttered huskily, with all the longing in his own heart.

"To hell with being smart. I need you." He wheeled back, taking her hand and placing it on his cheek, letting all the heartache inside him fill his eyes. "I'll be what you want me to be tomorrow. I'll smile for Tani. I'll follow your lead, agree with anything you say. If you want me to lie to her I'll try to do it. I'll say goodbye, let you find what you need." His voice cracked. "Just give me tonight. It might be the last time I touch you, hold you, love you. Please, Tess. Just one last night."

"Yes, oh, yes," she breathed. She wrapped her arms around his neck, her lips seeking his with tenderness, beauty, trust—

But not forever. Not forever.

With that first touch, his heart cracked open.

He kissed her with all the desperation inside him, all the love he felt for her—the love she wished he didn't feel. He loosened her hair, held her close, sipping at the sweetness of her lips with unending hunger. He kissed her over and over, touching her skin with every part of him—breathing in the fresh-washed scent of rain-drenched spring flowers, drinking in the feel of her, the lithe grace, the softness, the textures, the light and shadow. The wildness and blazing fire hidden deep inside her that made her unique, unforgettable, Tessa.

This was their last night together. This could be the final time he ever made love to the woman he loved, would always love, with all his heart and soul.

And too late, he knew the truth: whether or not she could give him children made no difference. She was his wife, his life and heart, the fire in his soul. Having even one child with another woman now would be sacrilege to him.

Clothes shed, falling into a huddled heap at their feet. He bent to her small, tip-tilted breasts, worshipping at the beauty he found there, loving the little high-pitched gasps she gave, as if in never-ending surprise he could arouse her so.

"No, mulgu," he whispered, as she tugged him toward the bed. "If this is our last night, I want to take in all of you I can. Let me look at you, touch you."

"Ah, Jirrah," she cried, quivering. "I wish—I wish—"

He gazed up at her as he lowered to his knees. "Let's forget about tomorrow, except in seeing Tani. This night lasts forever."

Her hair fell over her face. "Yes, ngaya jirrah," she murmured, soft and husky. "Tonight is forever."

The anguish was savage, but he held it back. With gentle hands on her waist, he kissed her ribs, belly, the dimples inside her hipbones he'd always loved. He caressed her back, his lips drifting down, oh, so slowly, to kiss the soft skin inside her thighs; a tender trail to her knees, calves, ankles, feet. Laying her on the bed, he knelt beside her as one in worship, kissing her arch, instep and toes, caressing her legs, showing her with adoring touch the simple truth: no matter where she went, what she chose to do with her life, he'd always, always love her—till death did them part. He belonged to her, heart and soul: the love of his life. No other woman would ever be Tess, would ever be the mother of his children. If he couldn't have her, he'd live the rest of his life alone.

"Jirrah!" she cried aloud.

She'd cried out his name, not in fulfillment, in need or yearning, but in wonder. In tenderness. In savage pain. As if she loved him … but she didn't. He'd asked for a lifetime together, but she'd only given him tonight.

He rose to his feet and straddled her, letting his palms and fingers taste her skin as he watched her face, entranced by her vivid, glowing crooked beauty.

Then her hand touched his chest. "Jirrah?" She sounded stunned—horrified. He closed his eyes. Damn. He'd forgotten the rings.

He looked at her shocked face as she held her wedding ring in her fingers, the simple, old-fashioned weaving of white and rose gold. "I was keeping it for you," he muttered defensively. "But if you don't want the lifetime of love and faith that comes with it, you can't have it back. I'm keeping it."

She dropped her hand, and the rings on their chain fell back to his chest. "Why?" she whispered still, as if she couldn't speak. "Why?"

"We promised forever, until we died. I suppose it's good one of us meant it." He held her gaze, his flat, defiant. "And one day I'm going to tell Tani that her dad loves her mother. That he always did, and always will."

She closed her eyes, but, before her lids closed, he saw the anguish in them—the searing regret. "How did you get it?"

"Beller sent it to me in lockup after Tani was born. He said it was all I'd have of you, since you didn't want it—or me—anymore."

"It disappeared when I was out of it, after they took Tani away. Cameron was so jealous that I still wanted to wear it. I figured he'd tossed it on the road. I hated him even more after that." Her eyes opened, searching his in amazement, wonder, humility. "And you kept it. Hating me, believing I'd betrayed you, you still kept it."

He smiled self-mockingly. "I never hated you, Tess. I hated what I thought you'd done to Tani, to me. I hated the power you still held over me. That I couldn't stop myself from wanting you to come back to me." He shrugged. "These rings were my reminder that, no matter what you'd done, once upon a time, you'd promised love and fidelity, trust and forever to me."

Watching her closely, he saw the struggle inside her, and willed her to speak, with all his heart. Trust me, Tess. Tell me you love me, and I can forget about having kids. Tell me you want us to be together for life, my wild swan, because there will never be another woman for me. 

Slowly she opened her eyes … and the shutters come up, the barriers within her smile he'd fought so hard to break down. "Tomorrow will come too soon. I promised you tonight—all night. That's one promise I can keep."

The disappointment cut him like a knife. He wanted to run from the rejections she kept giving him every time he bared his soul. He wanted to pull the ragged shards of his pride together and get out of here. But Tess wouldn't follow him as Belinda had, begging him to come back. He'd given himself to her on a platter, and she'd thrown the gift away. So he'd take tonight, and damn her for the death of his heart. No more words. No more begging.

He removed the chain from around his neck. Yeah, one of his damn stupid symbolic gestures—but he couldn't stand their wedding rings, symbols of love and eternal union, becoming a barrier between them as they made love.

He lowered himself onto her and, with a hot, hungry kiss, entered her, touched her, caressed her, loved her. Felt her shudders of need, heard her nameless cries of release. He made love to her all night, over and over again, without a word.

As did she. No words. No promises. Only this. He'd gambled with his soul for her love, and lost. So he'd take all he could have of her. Just this night. One last time.

Until the dawn.

He fell into the sleep of total exhaustion near daybreak.

And then, only then, did Tessa let her guard down. She lay beside him, caressing his face, brushing his hair from his brow. When he mumbled her name, she lifted his head to her breast and held him close. "Goodbye, ngaya jirrah." Her tears wet his cheek as she whispered goodbye.
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Tessa unbuckled her seat belt, drew a shaking breath and said, "Well, we should go in."

He nodded, unbuckling his own belt.

She gulped. He'd barely spoken a word since last night. He wasn't rude or angry; he treated her with unfailing kindness and courtesy, putting her needs first.

He'd simply withdrawn from her—and it hurt.

She understood why. Last night had almost killed her. His incredible, giving love tested her resolve to the limit, wringing her heart's blood with its anguish. But she'd passed the test—thanks to a stark memory from her time with Cameron.

Sometimes love isn't enough.

She couldn't ask him to give up his dream. And one day Jirrah would understand what she'd done and why—when he was happy again, in his house with a new wife and his six or seven kids.

She walked down the dirt path to the old green house where the Jones family lived, feeling him right behind her, watching out for signs of Cameron's presence.

Even now, her sweet Galahad watched over her, cared for her, wore her ring around his neck. Eternal love and fidelity.

She had to pray it would be otherwise, for his sake.

She knocked on the door, her heart pounding a tattoo so strong it hurt her ribs. She waited, knowing that if Tani was out playing it would take Vincent or Esther a while to answer the door; neither of them were very mobile.

Then the door opened. "Tessa!" Esther Jones's round, honest brown face beamed as she opened the door. "Come on in! Tani will be so glad you came."

Tessa moistened her lips. "Esther, this is—a good friend of mine, Jirrah McLaren."

Esther held out her hand. "I knew a man by that name once—he was one of the Awabakal people, from near Newcastle. He was a first-class boxer and rodeo rider."

"And don't forget the quickest sheep shearer this side of the black stump." Jirrah grinned. "He was my grandfather."

"You look a lot like he did at your age." Esther's smile filled with the genuine pleasure of finding the Koori way of bonding with another Koori: family connection. "He was a good man. It's nice to meet you, Jirrah. Come on in."

After she and Jirrah shook hands, they all walked in to the simple, plain-furnished living room, and sat down.

They sat side by side on the sofa, but not touching; Jirrah made sure of it, sitting a good six inches from her. Aching for the unconditional support, the tender touches he'd given her just yesterday, she started. "Esther—"

"Would you like a cup of tea?"

"I would," Jirrah replied, smiling at the elderly, sick woman. "Thank you."

Tessa shook her head dumbly.

When Esther returned with tea and a plate filled with cakes, Vincent was with her, huffing and puffing. "Sorry to not be here when you came," he said after shaking Jirrah's hand and speaking with affection and respect of the first Jirrah. "It's holidays, as you know, and our little girl's got me on the run, as usual."

"You sound out of breath," Tessa replied, smiling. "What's Tani up to today?"

"Making adjustments to her latest tree house." The chubby old man grinned, showing a gap in his teeth. "She's working out how thick the wood needs to be to take me on it as well as her."

Jirrah laughed. "She sounds kike a clever kid."

"A handful is what she is." Vincent beamed, the proud grandpa. "So, is this just a social visit, Tessa, or do you have plans for our little wildcat today?"

Tessa pressed her lips together for a moment. "Actually, I have something to tell you. Something I had no idea of until yesterday. You probably won't believe that once I tell you why I'm here, but—"

"You haven't been transferred?" Esther almost choked on her tea. "Tani will be heartbroken."

"No, no," she reassured them. "I'm here as long as they'll have me, I hope. If all goes well."

Vincent frowned. "Then what's wrong?"

She drew another calming breath, but her wits had deserted her. She couldn't recall a word of her rehearsed speech. All she could remember was plain, bald truth. "I discovered yesterday that I'm Tani's natural mother—and Jirrah is her father."

Esther dropped her cup and saucer with a gasp. The remains of the hot tea splashed on her legs. Jirrah ran to the kitchen, coming back in seconds with a cool cloth, which he pressed against the reddening patches.

Esther didn't even notice. She pointed at Tessa with a shaking finger. "Is—is this some kind of sick joke?"

"That's what I thought, when my father gave me the paper yesterday with Tani's name on it." Her hands clenched and unclenched on her lap. "I didn't believe it either at first." She handed them Tani's birth certificate and adoption papers. "But here's the proof. We're Tani's birth parents." She handed them her driver's license, proving she was Theresa Rachel Beller, mother of the child adopted by their son and his wife.

After Vincent read the papers, he turned, staring hard at Jirrah. "I thought you reminded me of someone at first … I got sidetracked by Esther's talk of your grandfather." His voice quivered. "Tani's the living image of you."

Esther's eyes were full of fear. "If you try and take her away from us, we'll fight you."

Tessa's worst nightmare was now hideous truth.

Jirrah spoke quietly. "I think for Tani's sake we should try not to fight about this. After you hear our story, you'll see we'd have a strong case for regaining custody of Tani. But neither Tess nor I want it to come to that."

Tessa's voice shook. "I wouldn't take her away from you. I wouldn't hurt you, or her, that way. You're the only family she knows. She loves you both too much to lose you."

"She loves you, too." Esther's finger didn't drop. "You. You did this deliberately. You wanted us to take you into the family, to make us trust you—you made her love you before you told us!"

"No!" she cried passionately. "I swear to you I didn't! I didn't even know Tani was alive until last Friday!"

Jirrah leaned forward, handing them more papers. "Here's the affidavit of the attending midwife and doctor for Tani's birth." He added, as their eyes widened on reading it, "I know it's hard to believe, but all this can be verified with the City of Sydney Police. They've arrested Tessa's brother and there's an APB on Cameron Beller, the man she married after me." He told them as much of the story as they could absorb in one sitting.

Within minutes, though still confused, they knew Tessa was innocent in Tani's adoption, and her motives in coming to Lynch Hill. "What do you want from us?" Vincent asked in quiet dread. "What do you want with Tani?"

"We want to tell Tani who we are. We want her to know us. We want to be a part of her life."

Before either of them could answer, a door slammed. "Gwampa, aren'tcha gonna come and…" came from the direction of the kitchen; then, a quick, joyful scream. "Miss Honey!" A flying blur launched into Tessa's lap. Little arms hugged her so tight she couldn't breathe; wet, sloppy kisses landed all over her face. "Miss Honey, oh, Miss Honey, I been waitin' and waitin' for you to come an' visit me!"

Tessa laughed, ruffling Tani's mop of tangled dark curls with wrenching tenderness. No longer just her loving pupil, but her very own child. Her daughter… "I'm here now, Tani. Sorry I took so long. I had to go to Sydney for a few days." She inspected the vivid little face, and made a discovery. "You lost a tooth!"

And I missed it.
Like I missed her first smile, her first tooth, her first word, her first step…

Tani nodded, full of self-importance. "Gwamma said I was gettin' big now." Then she tugged on Tessa's shirt, her pretty face lively with curiosity. "Who's that?"

She was staring at Jirrah, who was watching her in turn.

"That's a friend of mine. His name's Jirrah. Be nice to him, all right?"

Tani tilted her head; after a short inspection, she apparently approved of him, for she grinned. "Hullo."

Jirrah smiled back. "Hullo, Tani."

"Are you Miss Honey's boyfriend?"

Jirrah's smile faded a little at the eager question. "I used to be. Now we're just friends."

Her lower lip pouted. "Oh, nuts," she sighed, her favorite expression of disappointment. "I could of telled everybody at school next week."

Tessa, knowing the time had come, looked at Vincent and Esther. After a short hesitation, they nodded, both sets of eyes identical in their wariness and cool assessment. She turned to Tani. "I've got some news for you, Tani—but I don't know if you'll think it's cool news or nuts."

Tani, in her usual pose for learning, tilted her little head and waited.

Her stomach churning, Tessa said, "Do you remember telling me about the reason why you were special to your mummy and daddy?"

Tani nodded, her big dark eyes serious. "'Cause I was 'dopted. They picked me special."

"Do you know how they got to pick you, Tani? Why were you at that place, waiting to be adopted?"

"Gwamma said it's 'cause my other mummy and daddy couldn't look after me, so they gived me to that mummy and daddy." Tani smiled. "Gwamma said they made my mummy and daddy very happy. I was a special present—better than Christmas!"

"That's true, sweetie. I'm sure you did make them very happy." Her heart breaking, Tessa kept speaking in a tender tone. "But sometimes wrong things are done by people who think they're doing the right thing."

Tani frowned. "Huh?"

Tessa looked into her daughter's eyes. "Your other mummy and daddy wanted you, Tani, but some other people thought they couldn't look after you properly, so they gave you away." She drew a shuddering breath. "I'm your other mummy, Tani—and this man, Jirrah, is your other daddy."

Tani blinked. "You're my mummy? The mummy who gived me away to my mummy and daddy that went away?"

Her heart in her throat, she nodded. "Yes, Tani. I'm the mummy who carried you in my tummy."

Tani frowned again and pointed at Jirrah, sitting tense and silent beside them. "And he's my other daddy."

"Yes." A rasping whisper. Where was the squealing joy, the strangling hugs she'd secretly hoped for at the news? "He's your other daddy."

Tani looked at Jirrah, obviously working something through. "Mummies and daddies are married," she announced. "Didn'tcha wanna marry Miss Honey?"

Jirrah looked at Tessa, a challenge in his eyes.

Oh, Tani, Tani my baby, you're making this so hard for me! Biting her lip she answered, soft and husky. "He did want to marry me, Tani—in fact, we did get married. But things changed, and now we're friends—"

"No!"

Tessa blinked, bewildered by the forceful interruption. "Huh?"

"No." Tani's mouth drew in tight, her pretty face stubborn. "Mummies and daddies aren't friends! Mummies and daddies are married. They live in a house and have kids, wif their gwampas and gwammas next door, like Jarred's fambily."

And the picket fence, too. Tani was the child of her heart, longing for the big, loving family she'd always wanted. "Tani, life doesn't always work out the way we want it to," she choked.

Tani looked at Jirrah, her eyes challenging. Looking just as he had, moments before. "Don'tcha love Miss Honey?"

Jirrah flicked a glance at Tessa, and she knew, in despair, that this whole situation was all about to unravel because, despite his promise to try, he could never lie to his daughter. "Yes, I do love her, Tani. I love her very much."

"Don'tcha want to live with her in a house and have kids?"

His gaze flicked to Tessa, dark with pain and grief. "Yes, Tani. I do."

"And me, too?"

Jirrah smiled at his daughter in heart-melting tenderness. "Yes. Definitely with you, if your grandma and grandpa and Miss Honey would all agree to that. We'd be like Jarred's family."

"I could be a big sister," she cried eagerly.

Jirrah grinned at her infectious enthusiasm. "I bet you'd be a great big sister."

Tessa could only watch in never-ending agony. How could Jirrah talk like that, when he knew it would never happen?

Tani turned her face to Tessa. "Don'tcha love my other daddy?" she demanded, apparently reasoning that her tactics would work with her as they had with Jirrah … and she'd have the family her little heart craved.

Four pairs of eyes watched her, waiting for her answer. Her world was about to come crashing down like a house of cards, for, like Jirrah, she couldn't lie to her daughter. "Tani, it's—sometimes love just isn't enough," she replied sadly.

Tani's eyes filled with tears. "You don't!" she cried. "You don't love my other daddy! I hate you!"

She jumped off Tessa's lap, and bolted out the back door.

Esther smiled, not nastily, but with a hint of satisfaction threading through the worry for her granddaughter's pain. "You didn't think it'd be that easy, did you? Did you think you'd just tell her and she'd want to come home with you? That we'd just gratefully hand her over to you and fade out of her life?"

Tessa sighed for the foolishness of her dream of having Tani with her—for the anguish she'd caused her only child. "I'll go talk to her." With a heavy heart, she followed in Tani's wake out the back door, down the verandah and across the scrubby paddock to the tree that was her favorite place to play—

She found her daughter exactly where she'd expected to … but with a deadly visitor. "M-Miss Honey," she whimpered, quivering with fear. Standing in the unwanted protection of Cameron's arms.

"I've got something in my pocket, Theresa. Something lethal, if you catch my drift," he smiled. "Would you like a practical demonstration on how it works?"

Tessa froze. "What do you want?" she whispered.

* * *

Jirrah looked at the Joneses when they were alone. "You know, all she thought of when she found out was that Tani had been alone since her parents died, without brothers and sisters, and how hard it had been for you. She thought of how sick you two are. She hoped maybe you'd let us into her life, to help you as well as letting us love her. She's spent the past five years grieving, thinking Tani was dead. We were robbed of our daughter, while you got to love her, hold her, see Tani grow—yet Tessa doesn't resent you for that, and neither do I. How could we?"

Esther bit her lip, looking slightly ashamed.

"She didn't know Tani was our daughter when she moved here," he went on. "She started all the after-school activities because she wanted to help you, as well as Tani. She thought her child was dead. That's what her family told her. She thought I was dead, too." He gazed at them in turn until their eyes fell. "I know you're scared of losing Tani—but please, don't take it out on Tess. She's suffered enough."

Vincent said softly, "You really love her, don't you, son?"

He nodded, glad they knew the truth. "I'd better go see if they're all right."

He walked out after Tess—and found the frozen tableau: Tess, ten feet from Tani, who stood stock-still in Beller's arms, looking confused, and more than a little frightened.

And Beller himself, looking at him with the mocking grin of a man who knew he'd won.
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"Come on in, McLaren—the water's fine," Beller mocked. "I just told my wife that I have something very interesting in my pocket. Something that makes holes." He smiled at a whimpering Tani with vicious hate. "I call it my little problem solver."

Tess sagged and whispered, "No … don't do it—please…"

Beller's mouth curved into a nasty smile, creating something repellent within the handsome face. "Beg me, Theresa. Tell me you'll do anything…"

Jirrah felt the presence of Tani's grandparents behind him, watching and listening in silent terror.

Tess closed her eyes; they both knew what was coming, what Beller wanted. "I—I'll do anything … just don't hurt her."

Beller's smile was slow, smug. "I love you, Theresa. You know I love you, don't you?" She nodded mutely. "Tell me, Theresa!"

"I know you love me," she replied, her tone dull, lifeless.

"And you're coming home with me, aren't you, Theresa? You belong to me. You're mine."

Tess's gaze fixed on Tani in terrified love. "I'm coming back."

Beller grinned at Jirrah. "See? Nice and easy to make an erring wife come to heel. My wants are simple." He ticked off on his fingers as he spoke. "Drop all charges against me, McLaren, give me every piece of evidence—and, of course, you know the rest." His hot eyes ran over Tessa. "Don't bother packing. I don't like you in contempo casual. Your real clothes are waiting at home—once you've lost those few extra pounds. I like your body when it's more slender. And we'll cut your hair. Layer it at the shoulders. This way makes you look like a squaw, like your mother. Not suitable at all for a politician-barrister's wife."

Tessa's eyes glittered, flashing with hatred and revulsion; but before she could speak, Jirrah said quietly, "It's too late to drop the charges. There's a warrant out for your arrest—and Duncan Earldon turned State's Evidence."

Beller licked his lips. "Then we'll skip the country until things settle down," he stated, ignoring Jirrah. "I have your passport ready. We'll fly out of Sydney tonight."

"And Tani?" she croaked, although Jirrah was sure she already knew the answer.

Beller shrugged. "She can stay out here in the backwoods. She was a stupid mistake in your life I meant to rectify, but if you come with me, I'll let the brat live."

Jirrah, watching closely, knew Beller made a big mistake. Never knock a kid to their mother.

Tess reared up, her eyes flashing; but her answer was restrained for Tani's sake. "I'm not meek, gullible Theresa now." She kept her eyes on his, filled with a defiance she dared not speak aloud with a gun trained on Tani. "I'm not the woman you want anymore. I know you lied about saving my family. I know what you've been up to in your political career."

"Don't you understand? It was all for you!" Beller's face of tortured longing was worse than pitiful; it sickened Jirrah. "I knew you couldn't be happy outside your own world—and if it took a few lies to keep you safe, I did what I had to! Sooner or later you'd need me, need the life I could offer. That's why I had the parties and dinners. That's why I climbed to the top, why I bought you the house and car—why I'm in politics. It's all to make you happy! I'll get rid of him if he won't leave you alone. I loved you from first sight. Your father promised I could have you if I gave you what you deserved, and I did it! I did it all for you, to prove how much I love you!"

Tess's eyes slowly lifted from her shaking child. She didn't speak. With all her rare gift of seeing through a man, she saw what Jirrah saw clearly for the first time: beneath the handsome face and aura of wealth lay a twisted, diseased soul, a sickness beyond healing.

Finally she spoke. "I'll come—but I won't lie. I'm only coming for Tani's sake. I'll never love you."

Beller's face twisted. "It's him, isn't it?" He pointed with a stabbing finger at Jirrah. "It's always him with you. Nothing ever changes!"

She shrugged. "You don't get it, Cameron. It's nobody else. It's me. I don't want you."

She'd finally said it. Her fear was gone, the last hold Beller had had over her was gone, and Beller knew it, too. It was all over. Tess wouldn't be flying anywhere tonight. But a cornered snake was the most likely to strike. Jirrah tensed, ready to protect Tess and Tani if need be.

Beller looked at him, as if puzzled. "Why didn't you die in prison? I paid those thugs more than enough. You even escaped the car bomb. But did you take the warning and stay away from her? No." He shook his head, his face pained. "Did you call her from prison? Is that it? Is that why she was always so cold to me?"

"No." Jirrah felt a jolt of unwanted pity, even empathy with this strange, demented creature, still hoping for love he could never have. "Tess thought I was dead until last week, and she still didn't want you." He looked Beller in the eye. "Why waste your life chasing a woman who never loved you, and never will?"

"You could never understand." Beller's hot, eager eyes moved back to Tess, who shuddered in open revulsion.

"No, I don't understand. No man who loves a woman beats her, or scares and intimidates her by stalking her."

"I don't beat her. I don't stalk her." Beller screamed, losing control. "You don't understand. I have to follow her. I have to have her with me. I can't breathe without her!"

Jirrah almost pitied him then—almost, for he understood exactly how Beller felt. "But you can't make Tessa love you with blackmail, with houses or cars or presents. What she wants, what she always wanted was respect—and the freedom to choose her life. She doesn't like being called Theresa, either, by the way."

Beller stared at him, his face blank.

Jirrah's voice was clear and cold now, all pity vanished. "You don't get it, do you? Real love doesn't force a woman to stay where she's unhappy. Love doesn't separate a mother and child." He looked at Tess as he went on. "You even let them go, if that's what they need. If they need to fly away, you give them your blessing, and live in the hope they'll come back one day."

He watched Tess bite her lip, her gaze glued to him … and he saw—he was almost sure he saw that complete and total love in her eyes, for a fleeting moment in time. The love he'd give his soul to know once more. The love he'd die for.

The love he'd give up his hope of children to have.

"You should have died!" Beller screamed, startling them both. "She must have known you were alive the whole time. She left me when you came up for parole! I'll make sure she knows you're dead this time, you and the kid both!"

In a flash his gun turned on Jirrah; but Jirrah flew at Beller in a diving tackle, yelling, "Grab Tani and run!"

Tess pulled Tani from Beller's slack arm and dived with her behind the tree. Jerking sideways from Tess's pull, Beller took a startled second to react—and Jirrah was on him, using his legs to trip him back, his arms to pin him down, one with a viselike grip on the arm holding the gun.

Beller fell back, screaming in fury—and he fought back with the savagery of obsession, trying to lift the gun hand. Jirrah held it down with grim desperation, bashing it over and over on the hard ground. Let go, Beller, you crazy jerk—let go!

But Beller struggled madly against him, trying to roll around to get on top, while Jirrah held him down. Beller's free hand socked him in his ribs, still tender from the car bomb, taking his breath with the pain.

Beller would be on top of him in a second. "Someone call the cops!" He dropped on top of Beller in a wrestling motion, feeling his enemy grunt with a sudden loss of breath. And again and again, Jirrah hit that gun hand on the rocky ground, willing the gun to fall. Again and again the free fist flailed. Jirrah dropped on him hard, hearing the oof of pain as he landed on unprotected ribs. Damn it, you stupid jerk, give up!

The wail of a police siren came closer. Only a minute more—

Beller jerked his arm up. There was a strange pinging noise; burning pain seared the arm holding the gun. "Ssssssss … aaargh," he grunted, fighting with all his strength to keep holding on. "Tess, run to the cops!" He couldn't last much longer—and he saw the lust to kill in Beller's eyes. If he let go, Beller would take him down before the cops got here; but at least Tess and Tani would be safe.

A sudden evil grin on Beller's face warned him even before Jirrah saw the shadow behind him. "Duncan, get this piece of dirt off me. I'll take it—"

But the fist Jirrah tensed for landed in Beller's surprised face. He fell back, gaping. "Duncan?" he gasped.

Duncan kneeled over his longtime close friend and partner, his face twisted in fury. "I might be going down—and I made sure you are, too—but you won't take my sister down anymore!" Duncan knocked Beller out with a quick, hard punch, and plucked the gun from Beller's slack hand. He looked briefly at Jirrah. "You take that end. I'll hold his arms."

Exhausted, half reeling with the shock, Jirrah worked with his brother-in-law in silence.

"Duncan?"

Both men looked up. Tessa, holding a shaking Tani on her hip, walked toward her brother, a rock in her hand—presumably to hit Beller with—and her face filled with anguished hope.

Duncan gave his sister a wry, slanted smile, lopsided like her own. "After the police let me go—after they showed me what Cam had been up to—I went to the hospital he put you in, and finally asked the right questions." The smile faded; his eyes closed tight. "Oh, God, I'm sorry, Tessa. What I did to you out of blind devotion to him—and hate. You were right. I hated your husband because he's like our mother, like the man she ran off with. I had to believe you'd be happier with the life I wanted for you. I closed my eyes to the truth. I don't expect you to forgive me, but I had to stop him hurting you again if I could."

Tess bit her lip over a gentle smile. "You called me Tessa." She didn't have to say any more.

Duncan Earldon's wary eyes met those of his real brother-in-law, with weary expectation; but Jirrah only grinned. "Nice TKO, mate. Thanks for coming when you did. I was just about out."

"Better late than never." Duncan gave that tight, wry smile again. Then he looked up at Tani. "So this is my niece," he said softly. "Hi, Tani. I'm your Uncle Duncan."

Tani didn't answer; she was still shaking, her teary eyes wide, her thumb half in her mouth in self-comfort.

Duncan's gaze swiveled to Tess. "After the trial, I'll be gone for a while. I need to reinvent myself, think about what I'm going to do with the rest of my life."

"Going walkabout, eh?" Jirrah laughed. "Maybe you got more of the blood in you than you know, Duncan Earldon."

Duncan bit out a laugh. "Yeah, maybe. Maybe it's time I found out who I really am."

"M-Miss Honey, I think I'm gonna puke…"

Tess gathered a shaking Tani even closer, both arms around her, kissing her daughter in loving reassurance. "It's all over now, sweetheart. We would never have let that naughty man hurt you, baby. Never."

Vincent and Esther, frozen by the back verandah, ran to Tani, snatching her from Tessa's arms, petting her, soothing her until her hiccupping sobs fell quiet. Tess stood beside them, touching Tani's face. Wanting, needing to be a part of that circle of love, to comfort his daughter, Jirrah struggled to his feet.

"Stand still. You're bleeding," Tess gasped. She turned to him, and quickly pressed down on his arm.

"I'll be fine, Tess," he protested, loving her fuss, her care. "Just a flesh wound." Even if it hurt like hell.

"It could get infected. Tani, could you get a clean cloth? We need to fix
Jirrah's arm."

"Yes, Miss Honey." Tani, still shaking with shock, struggled from Esther's arms and bolted for the house. Vincent and Esther followed her.

"Don't worry, Tess. I'm fine," he assured her, wondering if she even realized Beller lay doggo beneath them—and that Duncan was keeping a foot on his old friend's chest, just in case.

The sirens finally stopped. Within seconds, two uniformed policemen ran around the house. "Is everyone all right?"

Jirrah turned to them, ignoring Tess's anxious murmurs to hold still. "This man's Cameron Beller. There's an APR on him. He's wanted by the City of Sydney Police on about fifteen charges."

"We know." The policemen hauled a groaning Beller up. "A Keith Earldon QC called half an hour ago, saying we'd find this man here, armed and threatening his daughter and granddaughter."

Tess, still holding his wound together, looked at Duncan, then up at him, her face filled with a dawning of hope so lovely, so delicate and agonizing it cut him to his core.

The police handcuffed a semiconscious Beller and had to half drag, half carry him to their car out front. "Can you come to Lynch Hill to make statements?" one of them returned to ask.

Jirrah grinned. "Only if you want extra paperwork. You'll find there's already enough on Beller for six to ten years inside. We've got a bit of cleaning up to do. If you still want us after you've talked to the Sydney cops, you know where we are."

The policeman shook his head. "This was attempted abduction and attempted murder, among other charges, sir. We can't leave it. Can you come in soon?"

Jirrah nodded. "Sure. About an hour?"

"Earlier, if you can. Thanks." The policeman walked away.

Tani ran back with a towel, torn in strips. "Is this good, Miss Honey? Will it help my other daddy?" she panted, anxiously gazing up to Jirrah.

His heart melted, looking at the little face so like his, with the loving heart just like Tess. A permanent bond between them … and a beautiful girl all on her own. "I'm fine, Tani." He ruffled her tangled mop of curls with his free hand. Tani took it, holding it between hers.

Tess lowered her face a moment too late; for he'd seen the tears swimming in her eyes, the flash of pain streak across her features. "Take this and push against the bridge of your nose, but let the blood run out," she murmured. "Just apply pressure."

He did as he was told, and waited.

"My family helped me. Dad called Tani his grandchild," she murmured, soft and husky, with a little quivering catch in her voice. "They even helped get Cameron arrested to save me."

"Yeah," he replied, feeling only gladness. Tess deserved this happiness from her family. "Maybe they're changing. Maybe even Duncan here might get to like me one day." He gave a mock-challenging look at his brother-in-law, who was dusting off his high-tech running shoes.

"Maybe," Duncan shot back, the anguished guilt in his face at Tessa's words changing to a slow grin. "Don't hold your breath."

Tessa pushed his shirt from the wound, fussing with the strips of toweling, looking only at his arm. "So you have your life back, everything you wanted, without putting my family in prison." She looked up briefly, seeing Tani clinging to his free hand with lingering pain in her eyes. "Thank you—David."

She was right. He could take his name back now. He'd disabled the men who'd taken his life from him. He'd cleared his name, found his daughter, taken control. He could be David again now.

Except that he wasn't David anymore.

It wasn't David who stood up to fight the mighty Earldon-Beller Goliath. It wasn't David who'd taken on the world and won. David was the boy who suffered in silence. David Oliveri, the boy he'd been, died two and a half years ago, and Jirrah McLaren, the man he'd become, had taken his place.

He threw away the towel, and Tani grabbed his hand again. "Jirrah's fine," he replied gruffly. "I'm kind of used to it now." He looked at her lowered head, the heavy fall of hair she used so often to hide her pain from him. "You can have the life you want now, too. You're free to fly, Tess."

She shrugged. "Free from everything but being a fool." She looked up for another too brief moment before turning away.

Treasuring the feel of Tani's little hands in his, he still wished for nothing more at that moment than to touch Tess, to hold her and kiss her pain away. "Say it, Tess," he said softly. "Let it out."

"You risked your life for me," she muttered in a low voice. "You should have taken Tani and run. I'm not worth it. I've never caused you anything but grief."

Ah, God, how he loved this woman … and how she punished herself, blamed herself for the twists of fate that tore them apart. "The pain always came from somewhere else. You've given me far more joy than pain. And you gave me our daughter. You're worth any risk to me. I love you, Tess. That's all there is to say."

She finished binding the wound, doubling the end over in a makeshift pressure bandage. Then she took a few steps toward the tree, fiddling with the bark with her fingers, her lovely, slanted face in shadow. "Did you mean what you said to Cameron? About loving someone as they are, not how you want them to be?"

She couldn't even look at him. He could taste her fear on his tongue. Oh, God, give me the strength to accept my future. Help me to give Tess this final healing. Since she couldn't see him nod, he replied, "Yes, mulgu. I meant every word."

She stared at the tree as if it alone held all the answers to life. "Can you live with me, knowing I likely can't give you any more children?" She lifted a hand as he started to speak. "Think carefully before you answer. If you say yes, I'd never let you go … and it's a lifetime without the family you want."

But he had no doubt, for last night, two visions had entered his dreaming mind, over and over.

Belinda big with his son, the pain always in her eyes because he didn't love her. Living the rest of his life without Tess in it.

"Then we'll just have to love the two we have all the more, won't we?" She stared at him. "Don't forget my son, Kalkara—Michael. We can go get him from Leslie's, now that Beller's gone." He watched her bite hard on a trembling lip; he could feel her resistance, all her barriers, come crashing slowly down. "Would it bother you, bringing up Belinda's son?" he asked softly.

"No—oh, no." She shook her head. "But you want six or seven kids. With me, two is all you'll ever have."

Slowly he moved forward, bringing Tani with him, who by some minor miracle had remained silent—most probably she was already planning their family life, the adorable little imp. "Yeah, I'd have liked four or five more kids. But I realized something last night—I'd rather have two kids with you as my wife than seven with any other woman. Living with Belinda taught me that."

Tears spilled down her face. "You don't know what you're saying. This is a lifetime, Jirrah—a life without babies," she whispered, trembling all over. "You have to be sure—very sure."

"I am. I don't want those kids without you. I hurt Belinda over and over because I had nothing to give except faithfulness. No woman ever replaced you for me, and none ever will—because you're not just in my heart, Tess, you are my heart. You always have been, and you always will be." He stood before her, holding out a hand entwined with Tani's, hoping like hell it would be enough—that love was enough. "Will you take us, Tess?" he asked softly. "Will you take us for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, however we come or wherever we live, for the rest of our lives?"

Tani piped up, looking up at Tess with anxious love. "Please, Mummy-Miss-Honey. Please take us!"

With a little cry Tess scooped Tani up, holding her close; and with another swift movement, she nestled in his arms, where she belonged—where he needed her to be, forever. "I love you," she whispered, kissing both of them all over their faces. "I love you, I love you, I love you so much."

Holding his girls close, he murmured huskily, "Um, just to get things straight, it's not just Tani you're talking to, is it? I am included in that?"

She laughed and cried and held him as if she'd never let him go. "You betcha, McLaren. You've done it now. You're mine for life. I'll never let you out of my sight again."

"There's nowhere else I'll ever want to be." With a self-mocking smile, he pulled the chain over his head. "You know me and my stupid symbolic gestures." She watched him, her eyes alight with love, as he pulled the rings off the chain, placing hers back on her left hand. "That's never coming off again."

"Till death us do part." She slipped his ring back on his finger, kissing it tenderly. "I never stopped loving you, not for a minute of the past six years," she whispered. "But I couldn't tell you, or let myself think about it. I couldn't stand it if you'd stayed with me out of duty or pity, once I told you the truth. I had to give you a way out. If I made you believe I didn't love you—if I didn't even acknowledge it to myself—it would be easier for you to leave." Her eyes searched his. "Be very sure, Jirrah. It's a lifetime without those other kids."

The anguish twisted his guts again—maybe it always would. But having Tess's love was more than worth the cost. "No duty. No pity. I love you, Tess. I always will." His lips met hers in a sweet, timeless kiss. Faith and trust and love—and finally forever. Till death did them part, and maybe beyond.

A question broke their loving kiss. "So where'd the other man go, the one who hit the naughty man?"

It was only then they noticed Duncan was nowhere in sight. Tessa's eyes met his. "I guess he's gone to find himself."

"He'll be gone a long time," he said quietly. "I think he's been through more than we know … but he must've had a hell of an epiphany to be the man we saw hit Beller today."

Tess nodded, her eyes filled with joy and peace. "I hope he finds what he's looking for."

Tani, losing interest in a man she didn't know, asked eagerly, "Hey, anyways, so're you guys married again now?"

Jirrah smiled down at the daughter he thought he'd never know. "Yeah, I guess we are, kiddo."

"And you're gonna live in a house together till you get old, like Gwamma and Gwampa?"

He grinned and nodded. "Yup."

"Me, too?"

Jirrah looked swiftly at Esther and Vincent. "Well, I reckon we need to talk to your grandma and grandpa about that."

Tani gaped in alarm. "Do I hafta leave my gwamma and gwampa?"

As one they turned to face Tani's grandparents. Vincent and Esther had moved away from them, standing together at the base of the back stairs. They held hands tightly, watching Tani's obvious rapport with her parents, their faces filled with painful sorrow. "It looks like you already won," Vincent muttered bitterly.

Tani flew to him, kissing her grandparents. "I love you, Gwampa! I don't wanna leave you and Gwamma!"

Esther kissed her with trembling lips. "But you want your mummy and daddy, Tani. You can't live with all of us."

"Why not?" Tani cried, tears streaming down her little face. "Why can't we all live together like Jarred's fambily? Why?"

Vincent's eyes burned into Tessa's, then Jirrah's, in open challenge. "You take her from us, and we'll all pay the price—including Tani. She'll hate you for it one day."

Silent tears streamed down Tessa's face.

Jirrah nodded curtly. "True—but the same applies to both of you." He looked Esther and Vincent straight in the eyes. "We don't want to take her from you—but we've been cheated of our daughter the past five years. We want to be a part of her life. If you want to stay here, we can move here, too, live right nearby, so Tani can have us all."

"Yes!" Tani cried, dancing around the yard. "Oh, cool!"

Jirrah went on. "Or if you'd like to move closer to town, I could buy a few acres—say, ten or twenty—and build houses on it, one for you, one for us. I also need a studio separate from the house, and a place for my family when they come to visit." He watched their reactions. "I could build you a house of your own, right next door, where you'd always have Tani with you. We could become one family. Would you consider that—for Tani's sake?"

"We—we don't have any family left—all we h-have is Tani," Esther quavered, fat tears rolling down her cheeks.

Tess smiled, with all her generous heart. "Well, since I already love you both, maybe we can try Jirrah's idea? We have two kids who need grandparents, who'd love to have a resident grandma and grandpa—and Tani won't have to decide who she wants to live with, because she'll be with all of us, all the time. And she won't be subjected to legal arguments or court cases."

Vincent's mouth worked, his eyes hard; but then he caught sight of Tani capering up her tree house, and slowly, he nodded.

"Thank you, Vincent," Tessa whispered. "If you'd consider it, I'd love to have parents as loving as you are." She smiled up at Tani, giving Esther and Vincent time to think. "You already got one wish, sweetie. You're a big sister. We're going to Sydney to get your baby brother Michael from Aunt Leslie's—that's Daddy's sister—so he can live with us."

As Tani whooped, she looked at the Joneses, tense and silent. "There's two grandchildren who need you. I already love you. Please think it over. Please."

Vincent whispered a few words to his wife. Esther nodded; then he came to them under the shade of the enormous old gum tree. "This place is too much for us now—you know that, Tessa. We can barely keep it up anymore, and, if we're honest with ourselves, we've known for some time we're not well enough to bring up Tani on our own. If—if you'd build us that house, we'd do our best to be good grandparents—to both your kids."

Jirrah and Tessa turned to Esther, who nodded and smiled through her tears. "We knew your grandfather, boy. That's enough for us to know you're a good man. And Tessa, you're already good for Tani. If—if you mean it—we'd be proud to join your family."

"Oh, we mean it all right," Jirrah replied gently. "I reckon we'll need you as much as you need us."

Tess turned to look at him; and, in her eyes, he saw the one expression he'd craved to see since the first day he'd seen her in Lynch Hill.

Joy.

The brave wild swan flew high, pure bliss on wings. She'd found her forever, and she was flying joyfully toward it. To him, and the life they would make together.

"Mulgu," he murmured huskily, reaching for her. With a little cry Tess threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck.

Tani yelled from the tree: "I think they're gonna start kissin' again. Yuk."

"I think you're right," Esther agreed with a little wise smile. "And I reckon they'll be doing more of it in the future."

"Reckon she's right," Jirrah murmured, grinning; then Tess's lips met his, and no more words were necessary.









Epilogue

«
^


Five years later


"Dad! Daddy! Daddy, come here quick!"

From inside his studio Jirrah put aside his planing tool with a wry grin. He always knew when Tess and the kids were home from school—Tani always called him as if the house were burning down.

At ten, she had a strong flair for the dramatic.

He'd long since learned he didn't have to panic when Tani screamed for him. His parents were due for a visit, coinciding with the summer holidays. Probably they'd arrived early. "I'm here, darlin'," he called. "What's up?"

His daughter flew in the studio door and cannoned into his arms, panting, with Michael right behind her. The frowning, worried look on his little son's face told him something really was wrong. At six, Michael was the quiet, calm one, as artistic as his father, learning carving and painting at his side. Michael rarely let things get to him. If he was upset, there was something worth worrying about. "What is it?"

"It's Mummy. There was a letter in the mailbox, and she went all white when she saw who wrote it," Tani got out, in a breathless rush. "She's on the phone now, tellin' someone off. You know she's not s'posed to get upset, Dad!" she wailed.

"Okay, Tani. Thanks." He ran over the paddock to the large ranch-style brick and tile house he'd built for his family.

As Tani said, Tess was on the phone. She sat on the heavy wood-frame sofa before a blazing open fire. She held an unopened letter in one hand; the baby they were fostering for two months nestled sleeping in the other arm. "You should have called first!" She kept her voice low and soothing for baby Megan's sake. "Do you know how much you terrified me? No, I didn't read it. I don't want to know what he said. I don't care how he died! He's dead, and that's enough for me."

There was only one person she'd speak of this way. Jirrah sighed in deep, quiet relief. So Beller was finally out of their lives for good…

He crossed the room. Squatting beside her, he put a hand on her shoulder, the other caressing the rounded belly beneath the woolen smock-sweater, where their baby grew and flourished.

Another miracle they'd never expected to have.

The doctor's opinion was that this was the last pregnancy she'd have. There was no reason why she couldn't carry this baby to term, if she was careful—but he advised Jirrah that trying for any more babies would be dangerous for her. Jirrah promptly took care of it. A vasectomy was a small price to pay for the peace of mind that came with it. As much as he adored his kids, he loved his wife more. He couldn't stand the thought of another day of his life without Tess again.

He'd thanked God every day of the past five years that he'd made the right decision, standing by Tess. Now his gratitude knew no bounds. Seeing the woman he loved rounding out with his child was worth the wait, the five years of having her incredible love, believing it would balance never knowing this intense joy.

"You all right?" he whispered.

She nestled her cheek against his hand, but kept talking. "I don't want it, Rod. No—not a cent. I don't want the house. I don't want anything that belonged to him. I don't care what you do with it! Just get rid of it."

He couldn't hear all of Rod's reply, but the stunned words seven million dollars! came through, loud and clear.

She didn't even hesitate. "Do some good with it, then. I don't want it … no, Jirrah won't, either. We don't want anything of his. Take half the money for your service … use it for people who need legal representation and can't get it. I don't know, however you think … take the other half with the house, and turn it into a shelter for battered women. Of course I know it's a Harbourside mansion," she replied impatiently, "I lived in it. And yes, rich women are abused, too, and can have nowhere to go. I don't care who stays in it, rich or poor. Open it to everyone. No—don't put my name on it. I don't want thanks for getting the last of his sick baggage out of my life!" She sighed. "Call back later with the details. Megan's asleep on me, Jirrah and the kids are worried, we're expecting family to visit tomorrow and I'm tired. Please just do it. I want nothing of his, Rod. Nothing!"

Seeing she was emotionally frayed, he took the receiver from her, keeping the other hand gently caressing her in reassurance. "G'day, Rod. Go ahead with what Tess wants. Take a hefty commission for the Aboriginal Legal Service while you're at it. We don't want Beller's money. Just send us the papers and we'll sign them … yeah, I'll be a trustee if you want, but a silent one. We don't want recognition in this. I'm happy for you to be the other trustee. You're too honest to cheat people who need the money. I have to go, mate. Thanks. We'll talk later."

He lifted baby Megan in his arms, and put her in her cot. Then he returned to Tess on the sofa, taking her hands in his. "Mulgu, right now I'm so proud of you I could burst. I didn't think I could love you more than I did five minutes ago, but I do."

"I love you, too. More and more every day." She buried her face in his shoulder. "It made sense, to give his money to people who are going through what he did to us."

"You all right?"

She nodded, with a trembling smile. "Better than all right. I'm so relieved! Rod sent me a letter Cameron wrote from prison. I was terrified. I couldn't read it. I called Rod, and he told me Cameron died in a prison brawl … and all I could feel was glad!" She shuddered. "I've been so afraid he'd get out and come after us—but he's gone, Jirrah. He's out of our lives forever."

"And he left you everything?" No surprise there. Knowing Beller, he'd thought it a romantic way to make Tess remember him forever. He was also unsurprised by his wife's reaction. It was typical of Tess to give it away to people in need—and he was glad she chose to throw out everything Beller wanted to give her.

She nodded in answer to his question. "Seven million dollars, and the house in Mosman. No one can even contest it. He named Tessa McLaren, not his wife, as the beneficiary."

Jirrah shrugged. "No one we know would contest it any way. Keith will support our decision. So will my family."

Her face gentled. "Yes." Her father was too sick now to leave his home, but they visited him every month, taking the children. Keith had softened in his old age. The shock of discovering the truth about the man he'd picked for his daughter humbled him. Knowing Jirrah had saved her forced him to reevaluate his belief systems—at least where his son-in-law was concerned. As had Matt and Annie Oliveri, finally taking Tessa into their hearts as their daughter-in-law. Thanks in part to Tani, and also to Jirrah's cold promise that he'd always put his wife first—even before his family, if he had to. Now, after five years, they were a close-knit and loving family entity.

They only needed Duncan to finally come home from his long wandering to complete the unit … but where he was nobody knew. They occasionally received letters from around Australia; but he had yet to face them. His guilt was so deeply buried they couldn't assuage it with any amount of forgiveness.

"The kids are worried about you," he said as they burst through the door, Esther and Vincent huffing and puffing in their wake. But even in their fear, the kids came to Tess gently, not barreling into her as they did Jirrah. "Mummy, are you all right?" Michael asked, his little hand caressing her burgeoning belly as his father's had moments before.

Tess kissed the son who had become hers through her tender love for him. "I'm fine, baby. In fact—" she looked up at Jirrah "—I feel so happy I could burst!"

"Don't," Tani cried. "You'll hurt the baby!"

After the laughter stopped, Jirrah pulled Esther and Vincent aside and told them what happened. Then he asked aloud, "Can you mind the kids for us tonight? I'd like to take Tess to dinner. We've got a few things to celebrate." He touched his wife's face.

She gaped at him, understanding what he was trying to say. "You won the award?" she gasped.

"I got the news today." He grinned. "Looks like we're flying to London once the baby's born—all of us, if you'd like to come," he added to Vincent and Esther. "The gallery owner wants me to meet distributors for the U.S. and European markets. We can all have a holiday. We can swing by Alberta on the way home if you want, see Rachel and Bob and the family."

"Mum would love to see the kids again." She flew off the seat to throw her arms around him—and Beller's letter fluttered to the floor, unnoticed. "We'll all celebrate tonight. You guys get pizza, burgers, anything you want. Your daddy won the Richmond Award for the wildlife carving!"

"Can me and Michael eat in our new treehouse?" Tani's eyes lit with eagerness.

"Absolutely." Tess kissed Jirrah with knockout enthusiasm, the unopened letter crushed beneath her feet. She'd already forgotten Beller … again … and Jirrah would make sure it stayed that way.

That night, in the town's only restaurant, they celebrated in style … and later, in bed, they celebrated again. The loving was tender, showing their unborn child just how much their daddy cherished their mother.

He never let himself forget how he'd lost her once—how close he'd come to losing her twice. He never wanted to live any part of his life again without Tess in it, without letting her know, every day, just what she meant to him.

She lay with her head on his chest in the afterglow, idly toying with his skin. "Hmmm. Now this is what I call a real celebration, Galahad."

He chuckled. "You're going to persist with that ridiculous nickname for the rest of my life, aren't you?"

Tess didn't laugh. "I don't want to forget what you did for me. You saved me, in every possible way. You gave me life and love and happiness again. And my children."

He tipped her face up to his. "No more than any man would do for the woman he loves." He touched her nose, running his finger lovingly down its gently crooked slant. "Besides, I can't claim my motives were entirely unselfish, mulgu. I more than got my reward for any effort I put into our adventures."

"Me, too." She snuggled into him. "I never, never thought I could be this happy."

"You make us all happy. You're the heart and soul of the family. We all live to love you, to be with you."

"If I'm its heart, you're its protector," she teased, obviously wanting to shift the limelight. "My hero lives on. My gallant knight in dark armor."

"Just don't say all that romantic junk when we're in London," he groaned. "The art reps and buyers will think I'm a sap."

"You love it," she stated in total confidence. "If you didn't, you wouldn't try so hard to stay in the heroic mold."

"I don't do anything," he protested.

"Oh, yeah?" she mocked. "Let's see—he builds a house for people totally unrelated to him, to keep his wife and daughter happy. He builds another three houses for the family who turned their backs on us, forgiving them without question when they accept me into the family. He takes his wife and children to Canada for a late honeymoon even before the spring thaw, so she can meet her mother and know her heritage. He spends hours every day minding the baby his wife offered to foster. He creates world-famous works of beauty and inspiration, hut does it around his wife's working hours because he wants to help her out with school sports while she's pregnant. He helps cook and clean. He visits the father-in-law who watched him go to prison, and not only forgives him, but ends up his friend in the process. And to top it off, he even forgives his wife's brother, who did put him in prison, and would welcome him home if we only knew where he was."

"He'll come home, Tess. When he's ready."

The momentary touch of sadness left her eyes; she poked out her tongue at him. "See what I mean? No hero, huh, Galahad?"

"Hey, I can't help it if making my beloved wife happy is my top priority," he protested, with a grin. "I'm just an ordinary family man, doing the best I can."

"Far from ordinary, my love, my dark knight." She drew him down for another kiss. "Very far from ordinary."

 

* * * * *
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