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—Rendezvous


“An absolutely joyous book, it will warm every reader’s heart.”


—Romantic Times
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“Linda Lael Miller continues to prove that she is one of the hottest romance authors writing today. This is a novel filled with passion, mystery, drama, humor and powerful emotions. Her love scenes sizzle and smolder with sensuality.”


—Romantic Times


“Sizzling love scenes and excellent characterization make Moonfire a delectable morsel of romantic fiction.”


—Affaire de Coeur


“Dynamic, sensual, very emotional… Ms. Miller’s explicit account of events is stimulating.”


—Rendezvous


Angelfire


“FIVE STARS—HIGHEST RATING! … Linda Lael Miller is a most talented craftsman with the written word. Her characters step out of the pages majestically and the reader is soon on very intimate terms with them.”


—Affaire de Coeur


“One of Linda Lael Miller’s hottest, most sizzling romances … Readers will be captivated by these headstrong, vulnerable lovers, their heartwarming love story and the scorching sensuality that pervades every page.”


—Romantic Times


My Darling Melissa


“[An] adorable, sprightly romance. Melissa is a delight—probably the most stubborn heroine of the season. Her determination to succeed, her unbridled sensuality and special brand of humor will capture your imagination.”


—Romantic Times


“A fast, entertaining read. Ms. Miller’s incorporation of the suffrage movement and the returning Corbin characters gave an added dimension to the story.”


—Rendezvous


“Unsinkable fun. The author dishes up her favorite fare: plucky women with the strength to reason and the passion to follow their hearts; powerful men who find an independent woman infuriating yet irresistible; countless love sequences that leave plenty to the imagination; and a flavorful, 1890s setting.”


—Publishers Weekly
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IAN YARBRO WAS IN NO MOOD FOR A PARTY.


Dingoes had brought down four of his best sheep just since Monday.


Water holes all over the property were coming up dry.


And worst of all, Jacy Tiernan, damn her, was back from America.


The first two plights were sorry ones, all right, but a man had to expect a fair portion of grief if he undertook to raise sheep in South Australia. That last bit, though, that was something personal, an individualized curse from God.


With a resounding sigh Ian leaned back against the south wall of the shearing shed, a mug of beer in one sore, lacerated hand, and scowled. Every muscle in his body throbbed, for he’d shorn more squirming woollies than any man on his crew in the days just past, and he felt as though he could sleep for a month, should the opportunity arise. That wasn’t going to happen, of course, not with all he had to do around the place.


Ian took another sip from his beer, which had lost its appeal while he pondered his troubles, and surveyed the rustic festivities.


The music of the fiddles and mouth harps seemed to loop and swirl like invisible ribbon in the warm summer twilight. Shearers and roustabouts alike clomped round and round the long wooden floor of the shed, some dancing with women, some with each other. The night air was weighted with heat, since it was January, speckled with dust and bits of wool fiber and rife with the smells of sweat and brewer’s yeast, cheap cologne and cigarette smoke.


And Jacy was back.


Ian muttered a curse. It had been bad enough, this past day or so, knowing Jacy was living right next door at Corroboree Springs, but at least she’d had the good grace to keep her distance. Until about five minutes before, that is, when she’d walked into the celebration with her father.


Ian could have ignored her completely, and would have, if it hadn’t meant slighting Jake. Jacy’s father was one of the best mates Ian had ever had, and he was just out of hospital as it was. Collie Kilbride had flown the pair of them, Jake and his daughter, up from Adelaide in his vintage plane the day before yesterday. If he was going to live with himself, Ian reasoned sourly, he’d have to go over to Jake and shake his hand and tell him it was good to see him up and about again. No need for so much as a glance in Jacy’s direction, as far as he could see, but if an acknowledgment was required, he’d just nod at her in the most civil fashion he could manage.


Frowning, he pushed away from the wall, tossed what remained of his beer through the open doorway of the shed, and handed the mug off to Alice Wigget as he passed her. Wending his way between the spinning couples was like moving through the gears of some enormous machine.


The colored light from the paper lanterns dangling from the rafters played in Jacy’s fair hair, which just reached her shoulders and curled riotously around her face. She’d put on a bit of weight since he’d seen her last, as well. Too bad, Ian thought uncharitably, that it had all settled nicely into just the right places.


Drawing nearer still, Ian saw that Jacy’s blue-green eyes were luminous with affection as she gazed up at her father’s face. She was good at looking as if she gave a damn, but where had she been for all those years, while Jake’s luck was getting worse and worse by the day? Where had she been when her dad’s health had started failing?


Ian was seething by the time he reached them. He felt a muscle twitch in his cheek, set his jaw in an effort to control the response, then thrust out his hand to Jake.


“It’s about time you got back and started tending your property, instead of leaving the whole place for your mates to look after,” he said, half barking the words. Even though he tried hard, he couldn’t force a smile to his mouth.


Jake, always good-natured and full of the devil, had no such problem. He beamed as he pumped Ian’s hand, but his grasp was not the knuckle-crusher it had once been, and he was thin to the point of emaciation. There were deep shadows under Jake’s pale blue eyes, and his face had a skeletal look about it.


“Well, then,” Tiernan teased, “let’s see what you’ve made of the job before you go complaining too loudly, Ian Yarbro. I’ve just been back for these two days, and for all I know, you’ve ‘helped’ me straight into the poorhouse.”


Ian was painfully conscious of Jacy’s nearness; he felt her gaze on him, caught the muted, musky scent of her perfume. And, God help him, he remembered too damned much about how things had been between them, once upon a time.


“Hello, Ian,” she said. He felt her voice, too—soft and smoky, evoking all kinds of sensory reactions.


She was going to force him to acknowledge her. He should have known it wouldn’t be enough for her, just coming there and stirring up all those old memories again.


He forced himself to look down into her upturned face and instantly regretted the decision. Jacy was twenty-eight now, as he was, and far more beautiful than she’d been at eighteen. He saw a flicker of some tentative, hopeful emotion in her eyes.


“Hello,” he replied, and the word came out sounding gravelly and rusted, as though he hadn’t used it in a long time. Jake and the shearers and the roustabouts and their women seemed to fade into a pounding void, and there was only Jacy. Ian hated knowing she could still affect him that way, and he hated her, too, for ripping open all the old wounds inside him.


The dancers pounded and thumped around them, shaking the weathered floorboards, and Ian had an unsteady feeling, as though he might tumble, headlong and helpless, into the depths of Jacy Tiernan’s eyes. He didn’t notice that the music had stopped until it started again, louder than before, and strangely shrill.


Jake put one hand on Jacy’s back and one on Ian’s, then pushed them toward each other with a gentle but effective thrust. “I think I’ll sit this one out,” he shouted, to be heard over the din, and then he stumped away through the crowd.


By no wish of his own Ian found himself holding his first love in his arms. He swallowed hard, battling a schoolboy urge to bolt, and began to shuffle awkwardly back and forth, staring over the top of her head. Jacy moved with him, and they were both out of step with the music.


Nothing new in that.


“Is it really so terrible,” she asked, in the familiar Yankee accent that had haunted his memories for a decade, “dancing with me?”


“Don’t,” he warned. The word was part warning, part plea.


Ian felt exasperation move through Jacy’s body like a current, though he was barely touching her.


“Will you just lighten up?” she hissed, standing on tiptoe to speak into his ear. “You’re not the only one who’s uncomfortable, you know!”


Ian’s emotions were complex, and he couldn’t begin to sort them out. That nettled him, for he was a logical man, and he hated chaos, especially within himself. He wanted to shake Jacy Tiernan for all she’d put him through, but he also wanted to make love to her. He was furious that she’d come back, but at one and the same time he felt like scrambling onto the roof and shouting out the news of her return.


He clasped her forearm—it was bare and smooth, since she was wearing a sleeveless cotton sundress—and half dragged her to the door and down the wooden ramp to the ground. The farmyard was filled with cars and trucks, and the homestead was a long, low shadow some distance away.


“What are you doing here?” he demanded in an outraged whisper.


Jacy raised her chin and put her hands on her hips. Her pale yellow dress seemed to shimmer in the rich light of the moon and stars, and her eyes sparked with silver fire. “That depends on what you mean by ‘here,’ “she retorted just as furiously. “If you mean why am I here at this damn party, then the answer is, because my father wanted to come and see all his friends and neighbors, and I came along to make sure he didn’t overdo and land himself back in the hospital. If, on the other hand, you meant why am I in Australia, well, that should be obvious. My dad had a heart attack, and I’m here to look after him.”


Ian was fairly choking on the tangle of things he felt; he might have turned and put a fist through the rickety wall of the shed if his hands hadn’t already been swollen and cut from all the times he’d caught his own flesh in the clippers while shearing sheep. “Ten years you stayed away,” he said instead. “Ten years. Do you think he didn’t need you in all that time?” Do you think I didn’t need you? he thought.


Her eyes brimmed with tears, and because Ian wasn’t expecting that, he was wounded by the sight.


“Damn it, Ian,” she said, “there’s no need to make this so difficult! I’m here, and I plan to stay for an indefinite period of time. If you can’t accept the fact, fine, just stay out of my way, and I’ll stay out of yours. When we have the misfortune to run into each other, let’s try to be civil, shall we? For Jake’s sake, if nothing else.”


Ian couldn’t speak. He was reeling from her announcement that she wouldn’t be leaving the area anytime soon. Only one thing would make him crazier than her absence, and that was having her live at Corroboree Springs day in and day out.


Naturally, she couldn’t leave well enough alone and keep her mouth shut. Oh, no. That would never have done.


“Well?” she prompted with a sort of nasty sweetness.


Ian shoved a hand through his dark hair. With all the business of mustering and shearing the sheep, then dipping them in disinfectant to prevent infection in the inevitable scrapes and cuts and to keep the blowflies away, he’d let it grow too long, and it felt shaggy between his fingers.


“You should have stayed in America,” he said stubbornly. “Jake has mates here. We’d have been glad to look after him, with no help from you.”


She dried her eyes with the heel of one palm, smearing the stuff she wore on her lashes, and then tossed her head. “God, Ian, you can be such a bastard. Would it kill you to be polite, at least?”


“Would it have killed you to say good-bye before you left?” he snapped, regretting the words even as they tumbled from his mouth. “Even ‘go to hell’ or ‘drop dead’ would have been better than just leaving the way you did.”


“So now it was all my fault!” she flared, making less of an effort to keep her voice down that time. “Has it escaped you that Elaine Bennett came up to us in front of the movie house in Yolanda and announced that she was carrying your baby?” She threw out her hands for emphasis. “But maybe you did forget. After all, you certainly never got around to mentioning that you’d been sleeping with her while we were going together!”


Ian tilted his head back and glared up at the stars. He didn’t know why he bothered to tell her, since she’d never believe him, but the truth was all he had to offer. There had been many occasions in Ian’s life when a lie would have been convenient, but he’d never gotten the knack of it. When he tried, he stuttered and his neck turned a dull red, so he’d long since given it up.


“Elaine and I were all through before I ever touched you, Jacy.” He made himself meet her eyes and saw there the incredulity he’d feared all along. “And somewhere deep inside yourself, you know it. You knew it then. You just needed something to throw between us, some excuse to run away, because you were scared to death of what you were feeling!”


Jacy retreated a step and hugged herself as if a chill had struck her, even though it was nearly ten-thirty and still hot enough to smother a camel. “Okay, so I was scared,” she murmured testily, but with less conviction than before. “I was only eighteen.”


“So was I,” Ian responded brusquely, giving no ground whatsoever. “And I was just as frightened as you were. But what I felt for you was real, and so was the hell I went through when you walked out on me.”


It was all he could trust himself to say. He turned to walk away toward the long, one-story cement homestead he shared with his nine-year-old son, Chris, intending to wait out the party there. Chances were, no one would miss him.


She clasped his arm, and Ian stopped cold, bracing himself, refusing to turn and face her. “I’m sorry, Ian,” she said. “Please believe that.”


He wrenched free. It wasn’t good enough, after the way he’d suffered. “Do us both a favor,” he said, still refusing to look at her. “Go back to America and stay there.” With that he strode off toward the dark and empty house, where the light and music of the party wouldn’t reach, and it was like walking into his own soul.


* * *


Jacy stood watching as Ian disappeared into the shadows, trembling a little, flinching when she heard a door slam in the distance. She hadn’t expected their first meeting in ten years to be easy—not after the way things had ended for them—but she hadn’t anticipated anything so wrenching and difficult as this, either.


She needed time to compose herself, not wanting her dad and the friends, neighbors, and workers jammed into Ian’s shearing shed to see how shaken she was, so she sat down on a crate in the shadows, drew a deep breath, and folded her arms. Some of the things Ian had said stuck in her spirit the way briars and nettles stuck in the sheeps’ wool and the callused fingers of the shearers—especially that bit about her being afraid of the love she’d felt for him. It had been as vast and deep as an ocean, that youthful adulation, full of treacherous beauty and alive with mysterious currents. She’d thought, sometimes, that the great waves would encompass her one day, and she’d drown.


Jacy sighed, looking up at the summer moon, mentally tracing its gray ridges and valleys of cold light. Another of Ian’s accusations had struck its mark, too; she’d neglected her dad, keeping her distance those ten long years when she’d known how much her visits meant to him. It had been hard staying away, because she and Jake had always been kindred souls, but she simply hadn’t been ready to face Ian.


She still wasn’t, she supposed, though she hadn’t had much choice in the matter.


“Jacy-me-girl?”


Startled by her father’s voice, gentle as it was, Jacy jumped a little and turned her head quickly.


Jake was standing at the base of the ramp, leaning on the cane he’d been using since he left the hospital. His heart attack had left him weakened and gaunt, and Jacy still hadn’t gotten used to the change in him. He’d been so strong as a younger man, as vital and tireless as Ian, though always more good-natured.


“It didn’t go well, then?” he asked in the lilting accent she loved.


Jacy blushed, knowing Jake had had hopes of his own for the evening. He had been a second father to Ian, since the elder Yarbros had passed on within a few years of each other, when Ian was still very young. Jake had never made a secret of his belief that Jacy and Ian belonged together.


“It couldn’t have been worse,” she said with a sigh and a rueful, shaky smile. “Except if he’d drawn a gun and shot me, that is.”


Jake made his way to the crate with a slow awkwardness that was painful to see, then took a seat beside his daughter. “Give him time,” he counseled. “Ian’s a hardheaded sort, you know.”


“I hadn’t noticed,” Jacy mocked, but she moved a little closer to her dad and let her head rest against his thin shoulder.


Jake patted her hand. “Once he works it all through, he’ll come ‘round.”


Jacy stiffened. “I don’t want him to ‘come around,’ Dad. Not in the way you mean, at least.”


The glow of the moon only highlighted the amused skepticism in Jake’s face. “Is that so? Then I’ll confess to wondering why a simple shearing shed would be filled to the rafters with blue lightning from the moment the two of you spotted one another. There was so much electricity flying about in there that I’d have been afraid to step in a puddle of spilled beer.”


Jacy couldn’t help smiling at his description of the tension that had coiled between her and Ian earlier in the evening. She slipped her arm around Jake and said, “I’ve missed you a whole lot.”


“Don’t be changing the subject,” he replied, his accent thicker than ever. It happened whenever he was being mischievous or having trouble controlling his emotions. “This is a small community, and you and Ian won’t be able to avoid each other forever. You’ll need to settle things.”


She linked her fingers with her dad’s and squeezed. Jake had a point; Ian’s property bordered their own, and if that wasn’t enough, they were bound to meet in nearby Yolanda, in the post office and the shops. Or in Willoughby, the slightly larger town fifty kilometers to the northeast, where homesteaders and townspeople alike went to see the doctor, purchase supplies, and attend to various other errands that couldn’t be taken care of in Yolanda.


“Are you sure you wouldn’t like to come back to the States with me, just until you’re feeling strong again?” she ventured, though she knew as she spoke what the answer would be. Jake had nothing against America—he’d married a Yank, after all—but he’d often said he was no more suited to the place than a kangaroo was to Manhattan.


He simply arched an eyebrow.


“All right,” Jacy burst out. “Then we’ll go up to Cairns again, like we did when I was twelve. We could collect seashells and lie out in the sun and eat those wonderful giant avocados.” She still had some of the colorful shells she’d gathered back then, displayed on a shelf in her room at the homestead. To her the shells symbolized eternity and the extravagant, careless continuity of life. “We could leave tomorrow. What do you say?”


“I say that you’re trying to run away again.” Jake paused, still gripping her hand, to study the spectacular display of stars, their majesty undimmed by the lights of any city. When he looked at her again, the expression in his eyes was sad and gentle. “You’ve done enough of that in your young life, Jacy. It’s time to stop now, and face matters head on.”


She averted her eyes, afraid of all that was in her heart, good and bad, noble and ignoble, terrified that all those mixed-up emotions would spill over and disgrace her if she let down her guard for so much as a moment. There was no point in denying her father’s words anyway, because he was right—Jacy’s unspoken credo had always been She who loves and runs away, lives to love another day.


Only she had never loved again. Not before Ian, and certainly not after.


“What do I do now?” she asked in a soft voice.


“Nothing much,” Jake replied easily. Tenderly. “Just stand still for a time, Jacy-me-girl. That’s all. Just hold your ground and see what comes toward you.”


She laughed, but the sound resembled a sob. “What if it’s a freight train?”


Jake chuckled, slipped an arm around her shoulders, and gave her a brief hug. “See that you don’t stand on the railroad tracks, love. Now let’s take ourselves home, shall we? I’m tuckered.”


Jacy was relieved to be leaving Ian’s place. At the same time she was worried about Jake’s physical condition. “You’re all right, aren’t you?” she asked, peering at him anxiously. “We could drive over to Willoughby and see the doctor, just to be on the safe side—”


“And rouse the poor bloke from his bed?” Jake spoke amicably, as he almost always did, but Jacy knew the suggestion had annoyed him because he shook off her hand when she tried to help him stand. “Get a grip on yourself, sheila. I can’t go waltzing off to the doctor every time I feel a bit worn down, now can I?”


Wisely, Jacy said nothing. She just walked along at Jake’s side, and when they reached his dusty old truck she got behind the wheel and left him to hoist himself into the vehicle on his own.


Jacy rose early the next morning, even before Jake was up. It was her third day back, but she was still greedy for the sights and sounds and smells of the place. She loved the house, with its green lawn and sheltering pepper trees and the old-fashioned roses Grandmother Matty had planted at one end of the veranda. Loved the shed, although there were no horses there now, and the paddocks, though there were no sheep. As little time as she had spent there, the homestead and the land surrounding it were dear to her in a way her mother and stepfather’s luxurious town-house in Manhattan had never been.


She lingered on the veranda for a while, watching the sunlight sparkle and dance on the surface of the spring-fed pond a little distance away, in the midst of a copse of thirsty trees. From there the water flowed away through the paddock in a wide stream, eventually forming the border between the Tiernan land and Merimbula, the huge cattle station to the south.


Standing still, she heard her mother’s voice in her mind. “You’re an Aussie through and through,” Regina had often said, always adding a long sigh for effect. “It’s in your blood, that hot, lonely, harsh place, and for that, my darling, I offer you my sincerest apologies.”


Jacy smiled. She’d spent most of her life in America, but there was an element of truth in her mother’s words. She was an Aussie, in so many ways.


Some of her pleasure faded. Despite her Australian heritage, Ian and not a few other people would always view her as an outsider. It would be naive to believe her former lover was the only one who thought she’d failed Jake by staying away all those years; in the bush, where everyday life was a challenge, abandoning someone was just about the worst thing a person could do. A betrayal of one was a betrayal of all, and the homesteaders around Yolanda had long, long memories where such matters were concerned.


She turned reluctantly and went back into the cool shelter of the house.


Jake was still sleeping, apparently, so she returned to her own room and pulled Grandmother Matty’s handmade quilt off the bed. The coverlet hadn’t been washed in a long time, and it had a musty smell to it.


In the homestead’s primitive kitchen Jacy heated water on the gas-powered stove, making as little noise as possible. Then she rinsed out the quilt in the kitchen sink, wrung it gently, and carried it out to the clothesline in back of the house. When it was drying in the warm morning sun she brewed a cup of tea and sat on the back step to drink it, watching with delight as a mob of kangaroos sprang across the paddock separating her father’s property from Ian’s.


She was exhausted, and not just from the hasty trip across the international date line, after she’d learned about Jake’s heart attack, and the long vigil at the hospital in Adelaide that had followed. There were troubles waiting back in the States, snarls to untangle, things that, true to form, she’d run away from.


The way she’d run away from Ian.


“Ian.” She spoke the name softly, but aloud, and it hurt more than she would ever have expected. Memories overtook her like a bushfire; tears stung her eyes, a sob escaped her, and finally she knew it was futile to try to hold back her grief any longer. She wept in earnest.


When the personal storm was over Jacy sniffled, tilted her head back, and closed her puffy eyes. Scenes from that awful time ten years before played on the screen of her mind in Technicolor and stereo.


She made herself walk through the memories, facing them one by one. Having done that, she reasoned, she might be able to look Ian in the eye the next time they met without losing her dignity.


Jacy saw in her thoughts a smaller and wilder version of her sophisticated twenty-eight-year-old self, a sunburned waif in blue jeans. Her dark blond hair had been short then, and she’d ridden all over the property, and some parts of those adjoining it, on her aging white mare, Biscuit. She’d been free as a gypsy in those days, knowing nothing of heartache. Even her parents’ divorce hadn’t truly touched her, for she’d been too young to remember leaving the homestead with her mother, and she’d made the long trip Down Under often throughout her childhood to stay with Jake.


Ian, like Jacy, had been just eighteen the year the world turned upside down, but more man than boy even then. He’d already begun taking over the responsibilities of running the property he’d inherited from his father.


Jacy had fallen in love with Ian at a spring party much like the one the night before, after the shearing had been done and the wool baled and sent off to Adelaide in semis to be sold. Miracle of miracles, he had felt the same way about her, or said he did, at least, and in secret places on her father’s property and his own he had taught her to glory in her womanhood. He had introduced her to the most excruciatingly sweet pleasures, and, in fact, no man had touched her so intimately since.


They’d planned to marry, over Jacy’s mother’s frantic long-distance protests. Regina Tiernan Walsh was strong and smart, but she’d entered into a rash marriage in a foreign land herself once, and subsequently her bridegroom, Australia, and her own disillusionment had combined forces to break her heart. Not surprisingly, Regina had been terrified that the same fate awaited her daughter.


In the end, though, it had been Elaine Bennett, daughter of the American manager of Merimbula Station, who had brought Jacy’s dreams down with a soul-shattering crash. She’d come up to Jacy and Ian outside the theater in Yolanda, looked Ian straight in the eye, and told him she was going to have his baby.


Even after a decade Jacy could still feel the terrible shock of that moment and the helpless, fiery rage that had followed. Ian had not denied the accusation; neither had he troubled himself to explain or apologize. He’d simply expected Jacy to understand.


A distant bleating sound jolted Jacy from her musings, and she rose slowly from her seat on the step. Way off she saw a sea of recently shorn sheep approaching, kicking up the dry red dust as they came.


Jacy’s heart rose immediately to her throat and lodged there, impassable. The sheep were Ian’s—she had no doubt of that—on their way to the springs to drink.


For a few moments she nursed her scant hope that someone else would be driving the flock, or mob, as the locals called it—one of Ian’s two or three hired men, maybe. Even before Ian himself came into view, however, mounted on that enormous liver-colored stallion Jake had written her about, she knew she couldn’t be so lucky.


She wasn’t ready, she thought frantically.


Not so soon.


The baaing and bleating of the sheep grew until the racket filled Jacy’s skull and stomach, and she watched the mob divide like water coursing around a stone. Two lean dogs kept the odd-looking beasts moving when they would have stopped to nibble the grass in the yard, and great clouds of red dust billowed in the hot, still air, covering the freshly washed quilt with grit.


Jacy just stood there on the back step like a felon on the scaffold, waiting for the noose to tighten around her neck. Her clothes—jeans and a white T-shirt—felt all wrong, her hair probably looked like hell, and she hadn’t bothered to put on makeup. She’d never felt less prepared for anything.


She figured she’d be really upset about the quilt once her thoughts calmed down, but at the moment she was too distracted.


In the dazzling light of a summer day it was plain that Ian’s features had hardened with maturity. His violet gaze seemed to slice through her spirit, cutting cleanly, leaving no jagged edges.


Her knees went weak, and she sagged onto the step. Jet lag, she insisted to herself, though it had been more than three weeks since she’d landed in Adelaide.


Ian was wearing perfectly ordinary clothes—a battered stockman’s hat; a blue cambric workshirt, the front of which was stained with sweat; jeans and boots—and yet the sight of him stole Jacy’s breath away.


“How’s Jake this morning?” he asked, shouting to be heard over the last of the sheep and swinging down from the saddle. There was nothing cordial in the question; she could see by his expression that things hadn’t changed since the night before.


“See for yourself,” she replied, amazed that the words had gotten past her constricted throat. Her heart was pounding like a ceremonial drumbeat, and she feared she might be sick to her stomach.


Ian tethered the horse to a rusted hitching post, resettled his hat, and crossed the yard to stand facing her. “See for myself I will,” he answered in that low, rumbling voice that had once urged her to passion and then consoled her afterward, when she’d feared that all the scattered pieces of her soul would never find their way back to her. “If you’ll just get out of my way.”


Jacy looked straight into those impossibly blue eyes, and her heart shattered all over again. She rose and turned her back on Ian, praying he wouldn’t guess how shaken she was.


“Dad was sleeping before your sheep came tramping through here like a herd of buffalo,” she said in a moderately acidic tone. She could feel him behind her, though of course they weren’t touching, feel the heat and hardness of him in the small of her back, the space between her shoulder blades and her nape, the tender flesh of her thighs and the insides of her knees. “I don’t suppose you noticed what those creatures did to my clean quilt.”


They entered the kitchen.


“I don’t suppose I did,” Ian said, utterly without remorse.


“I’ll tell Jake you’re here.”


“Thanks for that much, anyway,” Ian grumbled. In an involuntary backward glance Jacy saw him hang his hat on a peg beside the door and shove splayed fingers through his hair.


Suddenly the old anger crashed through all her carefully constructed defenses, swamping her, and it took every ounce of Jacy’s self-control to keep her voice calm and even. “What did you expect, Ian? That I’d welcome you with open arms? That I’d thank you for teaching me that love has fangs?”


Ian’s jawline hardened, but before he could speak, Jake appeared in the inside doorway, leaning on his cane.


“Hello, mate,” he said. “I wondered when you’d get ‘round to paying an old man a visit.”


Ian’s laugh was a low burst of sound, only too well remembered by Jacy and somehow excluding her. “You think I’ve got nothing better to do than eat biscuits and sip tea with the likes of you, Jake Tiernan?”


Jacy hurried outside before her father could suggest that she put the kettle on. She’d eat a bale of raw wool before she’d make tea and fetch cookies for Ian Yarbro. If he wanted refreshments, he could damn well serve himself.
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STANDING OUTSIDE, HEARING JAKE AND IAN TALKING IN the kitchen, Jacy was restless and not a little resentful. The dust had settled, but the sheep were almost as loud as before, since they were just across the yard and down the slope in front of the house, at the springs.


Ignoring the quilt, which would have to be laundered again, Jacy turned her attention to Ian’s massive horse, its flesh glimmering with sweat, and felt a stab of pity for the creature. She brought an old bucket from the shed, which was practically falling down from neglect, and filled it from an outdoor faucet.


She was just setting the pail on the ground so the stallion could drink when Ian’s voice lashed her from behind like some invisible whip.


“Get away from that horse. Now.”


The words had a cold, brutal edge, and they sliced deeply into Jacy’s pride. She flushed, stunned and angered by this new emotional blow, and stepped aside. “I was only giving him water,” she said when she found her voice again.


Ian came toward her, grasped her hard by the shoulders, and half dragged, half thrust her away. “Damn it,” he hissed, through his teeth, “that’s a brumby, and he’s all but wild. Last week he kicked in a man’s ribs!”


Jacy gave the hem of her T-shirt a sharp tug and tossed her head once to let Ian know she wasn’t daunted by him or his damned wild stallion. Furthermore, she resented the implication that she was a witless greenhorn bungling into danger. She’d been around horses all her life.


“He seems tame enough to me,” she said, giving the animal a cool once-over before glaring directly into Ian’s narrowed eyes.


A tiny muscle in Ian’s jaw clamped visibly. Then, in a sudden, furious motion, he tore off his hat and threw it hard at the ground. Jacy jumped, startled, and the stallion danced and nickered nervously, pulling at the reins that tethered him to the hitching post.


Jacy had recovered by the time Ian bent, with a muttered curse, to pick up his hat. He slapped it once against his thigh, making the dust fly, then wrenched it onto his head again.


“No wonder that thing looks like it’s been stepped on by every elephant, giraffe, and pony in the circus,” she said with a sweetness calculated to irritate. “You ought to learn to manage your temper, Mr. Yarbro. For the sake of your wardrobe, if nothing else.”


With that Jacy turned and walked toward the house. She could feel Ian seething behind her, there in the dooryard, but she didn’t look back. As she passed Jake, who had made his way to the bottom step, she saw just the ghost of a grin touch her father’s mouth.


The sight cooled her temper a little, giving her new hope that Jake would soon be his old, mischievous self again. She was still profoundly shaken, though not because of any near-miss, real or imagined, with the brumby. Jacy’s nerves were bristling because Ian had touched her.


She heard her dad stump into the kitchen with his cane, but she didn’t look at him. “We’ll have something cool for lunch,” she said, wrenching open the refrigerator door to peer inside. The rush of chilly air was heavenly, for she was drenched with perspiration, being unaccustomed to the heat.


There were still some casseroles and salads in the fridge; word of Jake’s return from Adelaide had spread fast, and several of his friends had come by with food the first day he was home.


“Never mind lunch,” Jake said quietly. “It’s plain to see that the last thing you want right now is a meal, Jacy-girl, and I’ll feed myself when I get hungry.”


Jacy only nodded without meeting his eyes and hurried into the sanctuary of her room. There she stripped off her jeans and T-shirt and put on a cotton robe. After that she crossed the hall to the bathroom and took a cool shower, keeping it short because water was so very precious in the bush.


When she came out of her room some twenty minutes later her hair was still wet, though neatly combed, and she was wearing white shorts, a tank top, and sandals.


Jake was seated at the table by then, reading the weekly paper that was published up in Willoughby. He made a tsking sound at something he’d taken note of and shook his head.


“What’s so fascinating?” Jacy asked, opening the fridge again. Now that she’d had time to cool down, literally and figuratively, she was hungry. She chose a creamy fruit salad over a beef and noodle casserole because she didn’t want to use the propane stove while it was still so hot. There was no electricity at Corroboree Springs, and whatever wasn’t powered by gas ran off a generator.


“Another of Ian’s letters got into the paper, that’s all.”


Oh, sure, Jacy thought sourly. It had to be something about him. Weren’t there any other topics of conversation?


“Ian makes a habit of writing to the editor?” she asked airily, to prove she had her emotions under control. Which, of course, she didn’t.


Jake nodded, and again, in a sidelong glance, Jacy caught a glimpse of his old smile. “Ian thinks there’re too many foreigners coming to Australia these days. He doesn’t take to those people who run Merimbula—says they ought to go back to the States and leave us alone.”


Jacy couldn’t help the immediate association she made. Ian had certainly “taken to” one person on Merimbula—Elaine Bennett. He’d liked her well enough, in fact, to father her child.


She slammed the teakettle onto the burner with unnecessary force. “Ian’s a bigot,” she said irritably.


“Is he, now?” Jake asked in a distracted way that meant he was reading the paper again and not paying any attention at all to what she was saying. “I’ll have a bite to eat after all, if you wouldn’t mind dishing it up.”


They didn’t speak again until the plates were on the table and Jacy was sitting down across from him.


“I’d better drive into Yolanda for supplies,” she announced. “We’ve about finished off the stuff your neighbors brought by. Want to go along for the ride?”


Jake shook his head. “Believe I’ll rest instead,” he said. He ate hungrily, “You might get some meat pies while you’re there. Couldn’t get one to save my life while I was in hospital.”


Cheered by her father’s good appetite, Jacy ate her lunch and put the leftovers back into the old refrigerator, which chugged and rattled once in genial acknowledgment. Then, humming softly, she began washing the dishes.


“Jacy?”


The earnestness in her father’s voice made her turn from her task and look at him with concern.


“It means the world to me that you came back,” he said. “Thank you.”


Tears of love sprang to her eyes—she’d done more crying in recent days than she had since Paul’s death—but she knew it was good for her. “Nothing could have kept me away,” she replied.


Jake made an effort at a smile, scraped back his chair, and labored off into the other room. Moments later Jacy heard the familiar, comforting creak of the rocking chair.


Before setting out for Yolanda, Jacy applied sunscreen to her nose and cheeks and ferreted an old straw hat out of one of the closets. For good measure she put on a long-sleeved cotton shirt.


The dirt track leading into town was hardly better than the rough sheep trails crisscrossing her father’s property and Ian’s. The summer heat was enervating, and dust rolled in through the open windows, half choking Jacy.


A lot of good it had done her to take a shower and wash her hair, she thought ruefully when the town finally came into sight.


Yolanda was an odd assortment of shacks, houses, and shopfronts tumbled across the stark terrain in no particular order. There was one grocery shop, one patrol station, a school, a pub called the Dog and Goose, and a post office. The picture theater was closed down, probably for lack of funds, and the single church looked weathered and small against the vast landscape that sprawled beyond its rickety picket fence.


After one turn around the town for old times’ sake Jacy pulled up in front of the grocery, tossed her old straw hat onto the passenger seat, and went in.


The inside of the shop was like something from the fifties. The large white coolers roared with the effort of keeping milk and eggs and frozen dinners cold—Yolanda, unlike the outlying regions, had electricity—and the Coca-Cola sign over the counter would have brought a fortune at an antiques sale back in the States. The floors were bare wood, worn smooth by decades of passing feet, and the cash register was scrolled with brass.


Darlis Shifflet was sweeping the floor, her dishwater blond hair straggling from a loose bun at the back of her neck. She wore an old cobbler’s apron over her faded cotton dress and a large plastic pin with her first name printed on it.


She offered a tentative smile. “Jacy Tiernan?” she asked.


Jacy nodded and smiled back. “Hello, Darlis.” She didn’t ask the usual question because she could guess how Darlis was—still married to Redley Shifflet, no doubt, still getting beaten every Saturday night, and still making excuses for her husband. The sad thing was that Darlis’s predicament wasn’t all that uncommon, either in the U.S. or in Australia; she was trapped by her own lack of self-esteem.


Her husband, Redley, was what Jake called a no-gooder, and just the thought of him made Jacy fighting mad. To men like that, women and children were property, not human beings, and deserving of whatever punishment their lords and masters chose to mete out.


Still, if Darlis wouldn’t help herself, there was nothing anyone else could do. Jacy pushed the problem to the back of her mind and concentrated on her shopping list. She opened one of the coolers and took out milk, a non-dairy concoction for Jake’s coffee, some butter and eggs.


Darlis wheeled over one of the two carts in the store—a rusted one with a squeaky wheel. “How’s Jake doing?”


“Better,” Jacy said, though she wasn’t sure that was the whole truth. She glanced around, but apparently she was the only customer in the store just then.


“You tell him Darlis and Redley say g’day,” Darlis said.


Jacy ached for the woman. “I will,” she said gently, and she pushed the cart into the aisle where cereal and pasta were displayed.


As she was loading her purchases into the truck a small crowd gathered. Revelers came out of the Dog and Goose, cue sticks in hand, to ask after Jake’s well-being, and old Mrs. Dinter even left the post office to wave and offer her good wishes.


When Jacy arrived at Corroboree Springs the sun was finally relenting a little, and an almost indiscernible breeze was ruffling the leaves of the pepper trees Matty had planted fifty years before. She pulled around to the back of the house so she wouldn’t have to carry the groceries so far and was startled to find the yard full of old trucks and cars, along with the odd horse and one rusty motor scooter.


She smiled as she got out of the truck and walked around to the other side to reach for the first box of groceries. More of Jake’s “mates” had come to offer an official welcome home.


Jacy set the box on the kitchen table and went back for another, pleased by the sounds of laughter and talk from the front room and at the same time hoping Jake wouldn’t be too worn out by all the excitement. She was turning toward the house again, her arms full, when she collided with Ian.


He’d showered and changed clothes since she’d seen him before, and his dark hair was still damp. Without a word he took the box from her and carried it inside.


Jacy followed with the last of the grocery order and felt a wicked and very inappropriate thrill when she saw that Ian was still in the kitchen. He was leaning against the refrigerator, his arms folded, regarding Jacy with a slight frown.


His presence seemed to fill the whole room, not just the space he occupied physically, and his eyes were troubled.


“I’ve got some beer,” Jacy said awkwardly, unable to bear the silence any longer. If only they could pretend that nothing had happened between them and start over without all the emotional baggage. “I don’t think it’s very cold, but—”


In the living room someone made a raucous joke, and an explosion of laughter followed.


“Never mind the beer,” Ian said. “How long are you planning to stay at Corroboree Springs?”


She’d already told him the night before that she meant to stay awhile. Evidently he was hoping she’d changed her mind, or that he’d heard her wrong the first time.


So much for the idea of live and let live.


“I bought a one-way ticket,” she replied in a mild but defiant tone. “Why don’t you write a letter to the editor and complain about me? Maybe you can get me run out of the country on a rail.”


Ian glared at her, opened his mouth to say something, then snapped it closed again.


Jacy was ridiculously pleased to see that she’d stymied him, momentarily at least, but she was also deflated. It was painful feeling so unwelcome in the very place that always tugged at her heart when she was away.


On the theory of quitting while she was ahead Jacy turned her back on Ian and rummaged through the boxes and bags until she found the beer. Then she opened one for herself.


Only when she’d poured the brew into a glass and taken several sips did she bother to look and see that he was still in the kitchen, glowering at her as though he hoped the very heat of his gaze would incinerate her.


“Was there something else?” she asked with acid politeness.


Ian was leaning against the fridge. He narrowed his eyes as if he thought Jacy were an infuriating puzzle with no solution forthcoming. “Jake’s been getting along well enough without you these ten years,” he said at last. “You’re not needed here. You’ll only cause more trouble.”


Jacy’s fingers tightened around her glass, and she raised her chin a little. “You don’t get to tell me what to do, Ian,” she said, making an effort to keep her voice down so she wouldn’t spoil her father’s party. “Whether I go or stay is my decision, and Jake’s. So why don’t you just go off and tend to your own business, along with your sheep?”


Having blurted out this speech, Jacy found that her energy was depleted. She sagged back against the edge of the sink, needing its support, wondering why the simplest encounter with Ian Yarbro had to be an athletic experience.


Ian didn’t trouble himself to respond to her taunt—not verbally, at least. Instead of speaking he pushed away from the fridge, crossed the space between them in a few unhurried strides, and leaned in close, trapping Jacy against the sink. His hands were braced on either side of her, and the muscles in his arms seemed hard as concrete. His breath touched her face, smelling of mint, and the soap-and-fresh-air scent of his skin was better than any cologne could have been.


For the longest time they just stood there staring at each other. Finally, though, Ian broke the silence.


“It seems we always get off on the wrong foot, you and I,” he said in a voice just above a whisper. She felt the words, soft against her mouth, and they made her lips tingle. The sensation moved quickly through the rest of her system, pulsing in all the wrong places, as if her heartbeat had multiplied. “Why is that?”


You know damn well why, Jacy thought, but she couldn’t quite manage to speak out loud. She’d used up her nerve before. Now it seemed that all she could do was tremble.


Ian bent his head and brushed Jacy’s mouth with his own. Then his strong hands closed on her waist, and he kissed her in earnest, tracing the seam between her lips with his tongue, coaxing them to part for him.


This is insane! Jacy thought wildly. The man broke your heart! Somehow, though, she didn’t try to push him away. Indeed, she returned Ian’s kiss in the old way, and in that moment she lost touch with reality. They might have been kids again, making love in the sweet soft grass that grew around Corroboree Springs.


He raised his hands slowly to her breasts, brushed her nipples with the callused pads of his thumbs. Even through the fabric of her blouse and the thin lace of her bra she felt the peaks harden and reach for him.


And all the while the kiss went on, fiery, eternal, forbidden.


Jacy’s mind was bedazzled; her most primitive instincts had taken over; her body wanted Ian’s conquering and was preparing itself for it.


Ian took a breath, turned his head, and took Jacy’s mouth again with a fevered desperation to match her own. He released her throbbing breasts to cup her bottom in both hands and press her hard against him.


She moaned, so ferocious was her need. She’d thought she’d mastered it during the years away, but now she knew the dangerous desire had been there all along, just beneath the surface of consciousness, waiting.


It was the worst, and the best, moment for Jake to come in.


He cleared his throat, and they bolted apart, both embarrassed and disoriented. Jacy’s heart pounded against her breastbone like a bird beating its wings in a frantic effort to fly away, and she knew her face was crimson.


“Sorry,” Jake lied good-naturedly, going to the bag that contained the beer and extracting a bottle.


Only then did Jacy realize that his party had broken up. Behind the house car doors were slamming and engines were starting. Thank heaven the celebrants had left via the front door, she thought.


She felt ruffled and hot, like a teenager caught rolling about with a boyfriend in the backseat of an old Chevy. She moved away from Ian without looking at him, but she could still feel him pressed against her. In fact, she feared she would bear the imprint of him on her skin for the rest of her life.


Ian gave a ragged sigh—no doubt he was relieved that fate had rescued him from the clutches of the dreaded foreigner—then murmured something to Jake and left.


Jacy burst into tears and fled into her bedroom as if she were eighteen again and the cracks and fissures Ian had put in her heart were brand-new.


* * *


Inside his late-model truck Ian knotted one hand into a fist and slammed it against the steering wheel. What the hell had he been thinking of, closing in on Jacy like that, kissing her, practically making love to her in her father’s kitchen? Losing her had nearly killed him once before. Hadn’t he learned from that?


The plain fact was that Jacy Tiernan wasn’t cut out to live in Australia. She was pampered and rich, like her mother before her, and when things got hard, as they always did in the bush, she would get on an airplane and wing it back to America and the soft city life that awaited her there.


It had been all for the best, ten years before, when Jacy had returned his ring and gone home to the States, even though the pain had fractured something inside him. It was her coming back that was bad luck, that was a fact, and if he was smart, he’d stay the hell away from her.


His own place came into view, a large block homestead with a wraparound veranda and shutters on all the windows, and the familiar sight quieted his spirit a little and gave him comfort. Beyond were the various sheds and the farmyards, the paddocks, the horses he bred and trained to work on stations all over Australia.


He parked the truck in back and grinned to see his son, nine-year-old Chris, leading his piebald pony out of the main shed. The boy looked just like his mother, with his glossy chestnut hair and round hazel eyes, but Ian loved him with all of his heart.


“Did you see Jake?” Chris asked, swinging deftly up into the saddle. He’d been riding since before he could walk; Ian had made certain of that.


Ian nodded and reached out to stroke the horse’s muscled neck with one hand. “Jake’s on the mend, all right, though he looks a bit puny. Don’t go far, now—Mrs. Wigget’ll have dinner ready soon, and you’ve got your lessons to do.”


Chris beamed. “I don’t have any lessons,” he said. “Mr. Ryerson’s gone off on another of his walkabouts.”


Ryerson was the teacher at Yolanda’s one-room school-house, and he was about as dependable as a street rat. He disappeared regularly, leaving his handful of students to fend for themselves, and yet the town had felt fortunate to have him. Not many teachers wanted to work in such an isolated place, and they’d taken special care to hire a man for the job. The idealistic young women who had preceded Ryerson had all either gotten themselves married to some bushman in the middle of the term and resigned or been overwhelmed by the isolation and the spareness of the accommodations and gone scurrying back home to Adelaide or Melbourne or Sydney, where life was tame and safe.


“At this rate,” Ian told his son, “you’ll end up too ignorant to look after yourself. I’ll have to support you until you’re a hundred and three.”


Chris laughed, and the sound reminded Ian of the chimes that hung on the front veranda and sang softly whenever a breeze came up. God in heaven, he loved that boy, loved him so much that it scared him. “You won’t have to support me,” he assured his father, grinning. “I’m going to be your partner when I grow up. And when you’re old I’ll take care of you.”


The words made Ian’s throat tighten and his eyes sting. With the drought, and Merimbula trying to squeeze him out, and the economy the way it was, he sometimes wondered if he’d have a property to turn over to his son when the time came. His grandfather had settled this land, and Ian would have sworn there were grains of it in his blood. He didn’t want to be the one who lost it.


“Thanks, mate,” he teased. “It’ll be nice to give all the work over to you one day and just sit there on the veranda and rock and watch the ‘roos go hopping by.”


He slapped Chris’s blue-jeaned leg. “Go on, get out of here,” he said. “But mind what I said, and have yourself washed up and at the table in half an hour.”


Chris gave him a cocky salute, reined the game little pony away, and headed off toward his favorite haunt, an old mining camp a few kilometers from the house. He knew to stay away from the mine shaft itself, and Blue, Ian’s best sheepdog, trotted along behind. The mutt was tame as a canary most of the time, but at the first sign that Chris was in danger he’d turn vicious.


Ian watched them go and then went into the house to change out of his good clothes.


His room was large, taking up almost a third of the homestead. The roof slanted over his bed, and there were shelves everywhere, stuffed with books. He’d read most of them more than once, being largely self-educated, and many were dog-eared and falling apart.


A few pictures hung on the wall, one of his mother as a young bride, and one of Chris, taken when a roving photographer had come through Yolanda the spring before.


Ian had always liked his room, especially when it rained. He’d never thought of moving into the master bedroom after his father died. Just then, though, as the light was beginning to change, it seemed a lonely place, too big and too plain and too empty.


He swore softly as he changed into battered jeans and a work shirt. He was getting sentimental, probably because he’d kissed Jacy in her father’s kitchen and because he still ached, inside and out, with the wanting of her.


He was determined to think with his head this time, instead of his pecker, but he knew only too well what would happen to that noble resolution if he found himself kissing Jacy again, touching her breasts, pressing her close against him….
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