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Dear Reader,

 


I'm delighted to share one of my favorite classic
romances with you at last. Rainbow Fire was published in
1989, the third of a four book series entitled Tales of the
Pacific. The series came to life after I traveled to each of
the four different settings on a family trip. Just me, my husband
and our four children ages four to fourteen. What a trip.

 


I hadn't been in Australia for long before I realized
I had to see the heart of the country. With an uncharacteristic
burst of adventuring spirit, I signed up for a two week camping
trip into the outback with several dozen strangers. I waved goodbye
to my husband and children and set out to see more of the land I
had already fallen in love with.

 


Several days into our jolting bus trip we landed in
Coober Pedy in South Australia, where many of the world's opals are
mined. By then we were all old friends. We slept in a dugout,
noodled for opals, and laughed with the miners at the local
pub.

 


Of course, I also bought opals. How could I not? I
still wear them, tiny little opal chips with brilliant red lights
dancing inside them. I treasure them, but I treasure the memory of
the trip even more, and this book, which it sparked inside me.

 


By the time I came back I was bursting with ideas and
research information and ready to do something with both. Somewhere
on my trip--probably the night I was sleeping in that opal mine--I
decided that the flash of an opal looked like rainbow fire. Of
course I knew immediately that Rainbow Fire had to be a book
title.

 


But if I had fire, didn't I also need embers, smoke
and ashes? From Glowing Embers (Hawaii) became the initial
book, followed by Smoke Screen (the thermal regions of New
Zealand) and finally, after this one, Out of the Ashes
(Kangaroo Island).

 


Over the years my novels have departed from pure
romance into women's fiction. But as you read this novel you'll see
all the elements I continue to share with my readers. Family
relationships, a search for identity, suspense and adventure, and
never least, that very human search for love.



All four of these books have been made into movies in
Germany, where they've aired in the prime Sunday night slot. Since
all the German films were shot in New Zealand, and since there are
no opal mines there, the producers changed the screenplay to one
about sunken treasure. I was delighted how much of the story they
kept intact anyway.

 


And the sunken treasure they searched for?

 


Opal, of course.

 


Happy Reading,

Emilie


 


This country has an opal heart

A heart of heat and thirst and drought

A heart that beats with rainbow dreams

That keep the unbeliever out.

 


And if I take my own heart there

To mine the dream that never dies

What dreams will I have left behind?

What promises exchanged for lies?

 


Yet still my brothers, sisters, come

The starry-eyed, the fool, the liar

To mine a dream, to touch the past

To search the earth for rainbow fire.
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 CHAPTER 1

 


SHE HAD LANDED on the moon. Without
benefit of rocket, space suit or NASA's famed countdown, she had
landed on the moon, and the trip had only taken three hours,
ninety-one dollars and the wind-tossed flight of a Cessna 421.

Kelsey Donovan squinted at the dusty
landscape that spread in front of her like a Jules Verne fantasy.
She half expected to see astronaut litter: abandoned space buggies,
useless rocket modules, or, at the very least, competitively waving
flags proclaiming a race for control of the heavens.

Instead the sun beat down on her bare head,
reminding her that this was Coober Pedy, South Australia. If she
didn't find shade quickly, her legs were going to crumple, and she
was going to litter this remote corner of Planet Earth with her
slender body and small, battered suitcase.

Kelsey picked up the suitcase once more and
began to trudge down the track that had been pointed out to her by
the airport taxi driver who had grudgingly dropped her off half a
mile back. Half a mile was nothing. In her quest for mastery of her
body and emotions, she had once run miles every day as a prelude to
more difficult training. Her small-boned frame and delicate
milkmaid skin said nothing about the strength of the woman
underneath.

But even a strong woman could be defeated by
a blazing midafternoon sun that reflected off coarse red earth like
a raging bonfire.

She wouldn't think about it. She would put
one foot in front of the other and keep walking. She would not
curse herself for turning down liquids on the flight from Adelaide;
she would not curse herself for wearing her best forest green dress
and matching heels. She would not curse the faith that had brought
her to this strange place.

This place. This strange, sterile,
desolate place. Why would a man like Jake Donovan choose to live
among barren red hills in a country that wasn't his own? He would
be sixty now, a time when even rugged men begin to think about
reaping the rewards of years of hard work. Kelsey had been told
often enough that Jake was a dreamer, a man with no common sense
and no sense of responsibility. She had been told that he chased
the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow and found his pleasure in
the chase. But there was no rainbow here, and no pleasure that she
could see. Just an endless vista of dust and earth and shimmering
heat.

And one slowly melting woman with a dream
she had nurtured since she was three years old.

She stopped again, pulling a tissue from her
pocket to wipe her forehead. Surely she should have reached the
house by now. But there wasn't a house in sight; in fact, she had
seen nothing resembling one since she had left the airfield.
Perhaps if she had gone into town, as the taxi driver had insisted,
she wouldn't be so disoriented now. Certainly there had been houses
in town. She could have checked into the motel, along with the
other three passengers and the rest of her luggage, then found a
ride to Jake's front doorstep. But she had been stubborn—a trait
that some people claimed was synonymous with the Donovan name. She
had waited twenty-one years for this moment, and she hadn't wanted
to wait even one more hour.

So the disgruntled driver had dropped her at
a fork in the road and pointed, muttering something with a heavy
accent that she hadn't taken the time to decipher. Half a mile
later, she wished she had made more of an effort.

Kelsey trudged along the dusty track again,
lifting one foot, then the other. The track curved, skirting a
clump of naked hills to her right, but she had almost passed the
first before she noticed a door in its side.

A door in a hill.

"Curious and curiouser," she mumbled with a
tongue that felt swollen and heavy. She wondered if the door led to
a mine. This was opal mining country. If she opened the door, would
it lead to riches beyond imagining? Or would there be nothing
except darkness and mildew and disappointment?

She wished she could find out. Instead she
hiked on to the next hill, past another door, and then to the
next.

There was a door in this hill, too, but
unlike the others, it wasn't constructed of ill-fitted planks
leaning haphazardly against a narrow hole. The door was sturdy and
green, a door meant for a brick ranch house in some suburban
subdivision. And in front of the door was a flat stone porch
crowded with plants and shaded by a grass roof like a South Sea
island hut.

On the porch, in a straight back chair, was
a man. Kelsey felt a voluminous surge of relief. Only then did she
allow herself to recognize the fear that she had struggled so hard
to suppress. She had learned something about the Australian outback
today. She would never underestimate it again.

"Excuse me." She cleared her throat, then
tried again, moving off the track toward the man. "Excuse me," she
said a little louder.

The man had one hand buried deep in the fur
of a dust-drenched cat at his feet. At her words, he lifted his
head and stared at her as if she were a mirage.

Kelsey noted brown hair not yet touched by
gray and the bronzed skin of a man in his early thirties. This man
was certainly not her father, but maybe he could lead her to him.
"I'm looking for Jake Donovan's house." She swallowed painfully.
"Would you mind pointing me in the right direction?" She watched
surprise spread across his features as she swayed in the blazing
sunlight. His face blurred as sweat dripped into her eyes, and she
blinked twice. "Please?" she added when he didn't say anything.

"Jake Donovan?" he asked finally, his voice
resonant with the music of Australia. He stood, stretching to a
height that towered over her five foot four. "Who's looking for
him?"

She shut her eyes and swayed again, half
expecting to feel the earth rise to meet her. "Kelsey Donovan," she
said through thirst-parched lips. "His daughter."

* * *

THE APPARITION WAS real. The
wraithlike female was flesh and bones and pale red-gold hair, a
curling mane of it that reached past her shoulder blades in a
fiercely glorious profusion. Her skin was cream, scorching to an
unhealthy rose as Dillon watched. And if his first impression had
been correct, her eyes, now squeezed tightly shut, were the pale
brown of outback desert before the spring rains.

Dillon took two huge strides to the
collapsing woman and circled her with arms that were turning black
and blue from the battering of another rescue mission that day.
"Here, let's get you into the shade."

Kelsey let him take her weight for a moment.
Gratefully she leaned against his chest, barely aware of anything
except strong arms and the rasp of a cotton shirt against her face.
"I'm sorry," she murmured. "I guess I'm just not used to the sun. I
feel like a fool."

Dillon realized he was just about to stroke
her hair. His right hand hovered over the gold-red mass like a
falcon with no place to roost. "Let's get you into the shade," he
repeated awkwardly. He was suddenly very much aware that he was
holding a beautiful stranger in his arms and that the smell of his
own filthy clothing had been replaced by the fragrance of
lavender.

Half-assisting, half-dragging, he helped her
to the porch and seated her in the chair he had just vacated. He
gave the cat a helpful nudge with the toe of his boot and watched
him slink a yard or two to rest between potted plants. "Are you
going to pass out?" he asked, turning his attention back to the
young woman.

Kelsey shook her head, and Dillon nodded in
satisfaction. "I'll get you a drink." Without waiting for her
answer, he disappeared inside, coming back out a moment later with
a glass of water. "Take it slow, a sip at a time."

Kelsey gripped the glass with trembling
hands. Every bit of coordination she still possessed went into
guiding it to her mouth. The first sip tasted like salvation. Three
sips later she cleared her throat. "Thanks."

Dillon went back inside and returned with a
wet washcloth. Kelsey flashed him a wan, grateful smile and bathed
her face and hands, appreciating the moist coolness against her
heated skin. "I don't even know your name."

"My name's Dillon. Dillon Ward." Dillon
satisfied himself that she was recovering before he took the chair
next to her. He watched her smooth the cloth over her cheeks until
the worst of the flush disappeared. Only then did he let himself
think about her announcement. "So you're looking for Jake."

"Am I looking in the right part of the
universe?"

Dillon didn't know how to answer. He made a
steeple of his hands, resting his unshaven chin on his fingertips.
"You say you're his daughter."

Kelsey drained the glass and wished for
another. She turned to examine the man she had only viewed through
sweat-tainted eyes. He wasn't just tall, he was broad, although she
would stake her life on the fact that there wasn't an ounce of fat
on him anywhere. His shoulders were wide enough to create problems
in doorways, and his chest strained against the buttons of a
remarkably grimy shirt. His curly hair was shaggy and rumpled, and
what might otherwise be an intriguing face was dirt-streaked and
unshaven. He was an unlikely savior, but her savior nonetheless. "I
am his daughter." She set the glass beside the washcloth on
a wooden table. "Can you tell me where to find him, or shall I push
on?"

"You won't find him if you push on," Dillon
said grimly.

"I was told his house was nearby."

"This is his dugout." Dillon gestured behind
him. "Rather, it's my dugout. He's been living with me recently.
Jake and I are partners."

"Partners?" She savored the sweet thrill of
being so close to the end of a search that had begun a lifetime
ago. In strange ways she had been searching for Jake Donovan since
he had walked out of her life with nothing more than a kiss on her
chubby, baby cheek.

"Mining partners."

Kelsey wet her lips and tried to figure out
how anyone could live inside a hill. "Is he inside?"

"He's not."

She ignored her frustration. "Then where is
he?"

Dillon wondered how he had worked beside
Jake for years and never once heard him mention a daughter. He
wanted to dispute her claim, at the least tell her she was
mistaken, that this was not the Jake Donovan she was looking for.
But there was something about the anticipation in her brown eyes
that forced him to be silent about his qualms. And if she were
indeed Jake's daughter, he sensed how devastating it would be if he
told Kelsey Donovan that in all the years Dillon had known him Jake
had never mentioned a daughter, never mentioned a marriage, never
mentioned anyone name Kelsey. The news would be almost as
devastating as what he had to tell her instead.

"Where is he?" she repeated.

"Jake's been hurt," he said, watching to see
if he was going to have to pick her up off the ground after all.
"There was an accident at the mine. Jake's in the hospital."

Kelsey heard the words, but she couldn't
absorb them. They skittered somewhere in the sunshine, just out of
reach. "Hurt?"

He passed a hand over his hair, belatedly
giving a thought to his appearance. If he and Kelsey had met on a
dark city street, he would probably have struck terror in her
heart. But then, no one looked like a prince after crawling through
mine drives dragging rescue equipment and lights and. . .

"There's no pretty way to tell you," Dillon
said. He stared at the horizon, wishing for the first time that
there was a tree to focus on. But there was nothing, just red-brown
dirt and conical hills, a numbing sameness that was broken only by
patches of scruffy saltbush. There might still be the occasional
wildflower—pink hops and even Sturts desert pea—hiding in the
shade. But from his porch he couldn't see them.

Kelsey felt herself deflate, like a balloon
slowly losing helium. She had come so far. So far. "What
happened?"

"He fell down a fifty-foot shaft."

She nodded blankly, as if she understood.
"He's been hurt."

Dillon was exhausted. He hadn't slept for
sixty hours; he hadn't eaten for twelve, and then he had only
wolfed down someone's idea of a sandwich so he could keep searching
for the man who now lay unconscious in a hospital bed. Dillon was a
man of both warmth and wit—or so he had been told by the occasional
women in his life. Now his insides were frozen, and each word he
spoke was a death knell.

"I'll take you to him," he said wearily.

Jake was hurt, maybe dying. Kelsey mentally
repeated the words, trying them out like a half-memorized poem.
Jake was hurt. Her father was hurt. She felt nothing except
the first sting of sunburn on her cheeks. Giving up, she looked
down at her sweat-stained, dust-covered dress. "I should
change."

Dillon wondered if Kelsey even knew what she
had said. She was in shock; the response had been rote. Someone,
somewhere, had taught her that a clean dress could solve any of
life's problems. "Have you got something else?"

Kelsey gestured to the small suitcase she
had brought with her. "Only photographs," she said softly.
"Photographs of me with my father. And my birth certificate. I
didn't want to leave them in the taxi." She sighed. When she looked
up, Dillon saw that her eyes were still dry. "I've come too far to
be stopped by a dirty dress." She stood and inclined her head
toward him, jutting her strong, pointed chin in a movement that
made his heart drop to his stomach. "Will you please take me to see
him now?"

And because Dillon had seen Jake's own
pointed chin assume the same angle more times than he could begin
to count, he rose to his feet. There was nothing else about Kelsey
Donovan that was like Jake, but at that moment there was no one in
the world who could have persuaded him that she wasn't Jake's
child. And Jake was Dillon's partner, his mate.

He grasped her elbow, although for whose
support he wasn't sure. "We'll be there in ten minutes."

* * *

IF THE COOBER Pedy landscape
resembled the moon's surface the Coober Pedy hospital resembled
Star Trek's Enterprise. Contemporary and low-lying, with a
corrugated roof that overlapped and intermittently swept to the
ground in bold architectural statements, the building had been
perfectly designed for its outback environment. With her sense of
reality suspended, Kelsey followed Dillon through its corridors.
She knew she had suffered too much sun, too much disappointment.
But the sense of being trapped in a bubble wasn't vanishing quickly
enough.

Her father had been hurt. The man she hadn't
seen in more than two decades had fallen fifty feet down a mine
shaft. Yet she could feel nothing.

The waiting area was sparkling clean and
freshly painted, with nothing except a tiny, brightly trimmed
Christmas tree to mar its antiseptic perfection. Kelsey watched as
Dillon murmured something to a young woman behind a counter marked
"Enquiries." The woman didn't seem surprised to see a man as
disheveled as Dillon in the immaculate hallway. She only nodded and
pointed to two chairs. Dillon came back to Kelsey and led her to
them.

He waited until she was seated. "The doctor
is still with Jake. The nursing sister says she'll tell him you're
here."

Kelsey closed her eyes. "I'm surprised
there’s a doctor and a hospital in this town."

"I'll bet you're surprised there's anything
here."

"Or anyone."

"There's opal here."

Kelsey heard the unspoken coda. "And that's
enough of a reason to live in the middle of nowhere?"

Dillon tipped up the wide brim of the
rust-colored felt hat he had jammed on his head before guiding
Kelsey into the truck he called a "ute." "We call it the
never-never when we're not calling it home."

"Does my father call it home?" She heard her
own longing and knew the protective bubble had burst.

Dillon heard the longing, too, and he didn't
know what to do about it. Jake's daughter was as much of a mystery
as Jake's accident. "Jake's not much of a talker," he said, closing
his eyes. "He doesn't call it anything."

"I've heard he was quite a talker."
She couldn't remember, herself. Sometimes she thought she could
glimpse the past. She could almost hear a man's laughter or a
rough, gravelly voice, almost feel strong arms lifting her into the
air, tossing her high and catching her as she squealed in delight.
Strong arms catching her.

Always catching her.

Dillon didn't ask Kelsey what she had meant.
He had spent years in the States, but he had never gotten used to
the ease with which people there delved into each other's souls.
For all their hearty, matey-good-cheer, Australians were more
reticent when it came to talking about their pasts. It wasn't a
difficult attitude to understand in a nation that had once been a
convict colony.

He wasn't sure which was better or worse; he
was only sure that though he was curious, asking Kelsey Donovan to
tell him about her relationship with her father would be as foreign
as lying on a bed of nails.

Kelsey saved him the trouble. Now that
reality was beginning to intrude again, she felt the first tingling
of fear. She rarely chattered, but now she couldn't avoid it. She
had to talk or explode. "I haven't seen my father for twenty-one
years."

His answer was safely innocuous. "A long
time."

"What's he like?"

What was Jake Donovan like? Or rather, what
could Dillon tell the brown-eyed, butterscotch-blond beauty sitting
beside him? Jake was a dinkum partner and mate, a man who would
stand up for you in a pub brawl and suffer the consequences. But he
was also a boozer, a storyteller who often didn't know the truth
from a lie, and a hopelessly restless dreamer. He would be the
worst kind of father. Dillon had to shove down the desire to tell
Kelsey to run for her life. There was nothing waiting for her down
the hall except sorrow and disappointment. "I don't know how to
answer that," he said at last. "Exactly what did you want to
know?"

Everything. She wanted to know everything.
How Jake looked, how he dressed. What he ate for breakfast and
drank with his dinner. Did he have a new wife? Were there other
children bearing the Donovan name, sisters and brothers with
Australian accents?

Kelsey stifled the barrage of questions,
recognizing a thread of hysteria among them. This was no time to be
crushed by emotions she had carefully suppressed most of her life.
She forced herself to go slowly. "Tell me how long you've known my
father."

"Four years."

She nodded as if the answer were a pearl of
great price. "And have you been partners that long?"

"I'd say we have."

"Here?"

"On and off."

Kelsey controlled her frustration. "What
does that mean?"

"Mining opals takes money. If you're not on
opal, you've got to make money somewhere else. At one time or
another Jake or I have had to go off and make enough to continue
here."

"What does...Jake—" she momentarily pondered
how strange the name sounded sliding off her tongue "—do when he
goes off?"

"Anything he can. He's tried his hand at
shearing sheep on some properties east of here, fishing up near
Darwin."

She nodded, her brow wrinkling as she began
to slowly picture the Jake Donovan in her photographs doing those
things. "And then he comes back here?"

"When he has the cash."

Kelsey turned to get a better look at
Dillon. Under a deep, dirt-streaked tan, he was pale with
exhaustion—if such a thing were possible. "None of that matters,
though, does it? He's lying in there hurt, maybe dying."

"It won't help Jake any for you to be
thinking like that," he warned her.

"Tell me what happened."

Dillon had been waiting for this question,
but he still wasn't prepared to answer it. How could he explain
what he didn't understand? "Jake's as sure-footed as a goat. I've
seen him walk a rail fence when he was a stubbie away from being
embalmed. Then two nights ago he fell down a fifty-foot mine shaft
that he'd dug himself."

"Were you with him?"

"Not blooming likely. He was supposed to be
with me. We were going to drive up to Mintabie in my ute to
see an old mate of his. When Jake didn't show, I went looking for
him. Found him this morning."

Kelsey felt her head spin. Her father had
lain helpless and alone for more than a day in the bottom of an
opal mine. "Why did it take so long?"

Dillon had asked himself the same question
repeatedly since he had come across Jake's chilled body wedged in
the dead-end mine drive. "Because we looked in the wrong places,"
he said, tipping his hat back, then thinking better of it. He
grabbed it by the brim and slammed it to the floor. "We looked in
the wrong places like a mob of bloody drongos!"

"Nobody thought to look in the mine?"
Kelsey's head no longer spun. It buzzed with the beginnings of
anger. "He's a miner. Wouldn't that make sense?"

Dillon heard steel replacing the soft music
of her voice. He admired the sound at the same time that he felt a
jolt of irritation at the words. "Make sense? What sense was there
for Jake to be at the mine, down a shaft and wedged in a drive we
abandoned six months ago?"

"How do you know he fell?"

"From his injuries. It looks like he fell,
then started to crawl in a daze. Maybe he thought he could get
out."

"Why shouldn't he have been at the
mine?"

"We'd knocked off work an hour before. I
took him into town in my ute. He was going to nip in for something
to eat and then meet me at the Opal Showcase to have some stones
looked at. Nothing more than potch with a little color, but Jake
was hopeful they'd bring a few dollars. He was running low."

She ignored the unfamiliar terms. "And when
he didn't show?"

He heard the steel harden into a razor-edged
weapon. "I didn't think much about it. I waited at the pub to give
him a ride to Mintabie, another town up the road. Going there was
his idea, so I knew he'd come. But he didn't."

"And that's when you started to look for
him."

"That's right. Only we wasted time looking
everywhere we shouldn't have. We even searched the mine at dawn the
next morning, but we didn't search the parts that were closed off.
There wasn't any reason for Jake to be there."

Kelsey was too upset to probe Dillon's voice
for emotion. Other than one display of temper, he sounded like a
dead man. And he probably was dead on his feet, if he had been
searching for her father since Friday night. "Who's the 'we' you
keep referring to? Were the police looking for him, too?"

He exhaled forcefully, blowing a brown curl
off his forehead. "This is Coober Pedy, not Sydney. We settle most
of our problems ourselves. I found a couple of miners to help me
search." He paused, then decided to tell her the truth. "Everyone
else thought Jake was sleeping off a bender somewhere. It's
happened before."

"But he'd only been missing an hour or two
when you began to worry. How could he have drunk enough?"

"It doesn't take Jake that long to tie one
on when he's trying hard. Especially on a Friday night."

Kelsey had been prepared to meet a
hard-drinking, hard-living man. That description and many less
flattering ones had been thrown up to her for twenty-one years.
Apparently the assorted relatives who had tried to convince her
that her father was worse than no good had been right about his
drinking. And apparently he hadn't changed.

But lots of people drank. Lots of working
men tied one on after a hard week. She would have been more
surprised if Jake had been different.

Carefully she assembled the details of
Dillon's story in a brain still numb from near heatstroke and
shock. Her father had failed to show up for an appointment. She
wondered what most men would have done if they'd been waiting for
Jake Donovan to appear and he hadn't. Obviously Dillon and her
father had a special relationship. Although he wasn't blowing his
own horn, Dillon's explanation made it clear that he had saved her
father's life. Through her shock and sadness she felt a surge of
warmth for the man beside her.

"It sounds like my father was lucky you
cared enough about him to worry." Kelsey hesitantly leaned over and
reached out to touch Dillon's arm. His bare flesh was as hard as
the gem he mined.

Dillon felt the delicate brush of her
fingertips and smelled the enticing scent of lavender. He didn't
want to respond to Kelsey Donovan. He was too weary to respond. He
responded anyway. "Your father's my mate. He would have done the
same for me." He shifted his head so that their eyes were level.
"Now we just have to help him pull through his stay in the
hospital."

Kelsey noted the deep sea-green of Dillon's
eyes. They were absolutely sincere, but there was a spark igniting
in them that had nothing to do with sincerity. She lifted her hand,
then dropped it back in her lap. Dillon was a stranger, and she was
a long way from home.

"Dillon?" A short, round man in a white coat
approached. Kelsey noted the universal symbols of silver chart and
stethoscope. She stood as Dillon did.

"Is my father going to be all right?" she
asked before either man could speak.

Dillon exchanged looks with the physician,
who was an old friend. He knew immediately that the news wasn't
going to be good. He moved closer to Kelsey, and his arm brushed
her side for support. "This is Dr. Munvelt," he said in
introduction. "He's been with your father since we brought him
in."

"We'll be transferring Jake to the hospital
in Adelaide as soon as a plane arrives." Dr. Munvelt looked at his
shoe, as if he might catch something from meeting the eyes of a
healthy person. "He regained consciousness briefly, but he wasn't
alert. We'll know more after tests."

"Is he going to be all right?" Kelsey had to
restrain the urge to cradle Dr. Munvelt's chin in the palm of her
hand to align his eyes with hers.

"Is he going to live? I think so. Yes, I
think so. But he's going to be crook for some time yet. The brain
is a funny thing." He continued to examine his shoe. "A funny,
funny thing."

She was horrified by all the things he
didn't say. She knew Dillon sensed her feelings, because he moved
closer. "Will he make a complete recovery?" she asked.

"I'm not certain what you mean, but if you
want to know if he'll be able to walk and talk and—"

"Of course that's what I mean."

"I truly don't know. Time will tell."

Dillon felt Kelsey's slight body crumple.
His arm moved to her shoulder to steady her. "Miss Donovan is
understandably concerned," he told the doctor. "She hasn't seen her
father in years, and she's traveled a long way."

"How long?"

For a moment Kelsey wondered if he was
asking for a mileage count. Then she realized he wanted to know how
long since she had seen Jake. "Twenty-one years." She watched his
head snap up. "May I see him now?"

"Did he know you were coming?" the doctor
asked.

Kelsey realized she had both men's rapt
attention. "No. I didn’t hear from him during those years, either."
She was surprised that it still hurt to admit her father's
abandonment. There had been times as a child when she had written
long, tearful letters to her absent father, then written her own
replies in the most masculine script she could manage. Back then
she had needed to pretend that his reasons for leaving her were
good ones. But those days were long gone. She was an adult now,
with an adult's understanding of human frailties. She straightened
her shoulders and cast the hurt away.

"You must be very disappointed to find
things in such a state," Dr. Munvelt murmured.

"I'll be going to Adelaide with him," Kelsey
said, taking charge of the conversation and her feelings again.
"I'll stay with him while he recovers. But I'd like to see him now,
if you don't mind."

"I'm afraid I do." Dr. Munvelt's eyes were
troubled. "How old are you, Miss Donovan?"

She couldn't imagine why it mattered, but
she humored him. "Twenty-four."

"Then you haven't seen or heard from Jake
since you were a child of three?"

She shook her head, stiffening at the
sympathy she saw. "He had his reasons."

"I'm sure you're right. But can you guess
the impact seeing you now might have on him?"

"I don't know what you mean. He'll be
glad—"

"The brain is a funny thing," he said,
repeating his earlier statement. "After a trauma like the one your
father has suffered, more trauma, emotional trauma, is frightfully
unwise. If your father regains consciousness to be told that the
young lady sitting beside the bed is his daughter, a daughter who
was a baby the last time he saw her, I don't know what might
happen."

She stiffened more, drawing away from
Dillon's supportive hand. "What are you saying?"

"Simply that if you're going to wait for
your father to recover, it will have to be somewhere other than at
his side. He'll be monitored and told about you when it's
appropriate."

"But I'm his daughter."

"Precisely."

Dillon wanted two things. The first was
twenty-four hours of sleep, the second, a good hot meal, preferably
fed to him intravenously. He did not want anything to do with the
confrontation before him. But even though he was exhausted and
famished, he couldn't ignore Kelsey's plight any more than he'd
been able to ignore the softness of her breasts pressed against his
side. He was discovering that even under the worst of
circumstances, Kelsey was hard to ignore, period.

He spoke before the argument could continue.
"Look, Ed, Jake's not conscious now, is he?"

Dr. Munvelt shook his head sadly.

"Then let her go in and see him while he's
still unconscious. She can't traumatize him if he doesn't know
she's there. She's come a few miles for the privilege, wouldn't you
say?"

The doctor looked relieved. "Would that be
satisfactory?" he asked Kelsey.

She would puzzle out the doctor's logic
later. Now she grasped at the chance to realize the dream that had
fueled her childhood. "For now."

Dr. Munvelt started down the hall. Kelsey
realized she was supposed to follow him, but after several steps
she turned back to look at Dillon. His eyes were heavy-lidded, as
if he were about to fall asleep standing up. "Thanks," she said,
just loudly enough for her voice to carry. "Go home and get some
sleep. I'll handle it from here."

As tired as he was, he was strangely
reluctant to do that. Who would be there for Kelsey when she
emerged from Jake's room, heartsick and wounded? The answer was
inescapable. "I'll wait and drive you to the motel."

Kelsey didn't trust easily. She didn't allow
herself to be drawn to people, because from experience she knew how
disappointing it could be. But despite the training of a lifetime
she was filled with warmth for the man who had come to her aid and
her father's. Dillon Ward. A most unusual man. "You don't have to,"
she said.

"I'll be here."

Kelsey took in the weary lines of his face,
the pale hue of exhaustion beneath his tan, the tired slope of his
shoulders. Dillon was offering support to a stranger when he was
drained himself. If a man could be judged by the friends he chose,
then her father was the man she believed him to be. She tried to
smile, unaware of the effect on Dillon. "I don't know how long
they'll let me stay."

"I'll be here."

She nodded and turned back to follow the
doctor.

When they were out of sight Dillon turned,
too, but it wasn't his comfortable chair he found behind him.
"Sergeant Newberry," he said without surprise, nodding at the
Coober Pedy police officer. "Spreading the usual cheer?"

Sergeant Newberry's expression didn't
change. "I've got some questions for you, Ward."

"I thought we'd already strained your
resources."

The man didn't blink. "I've come up with
something new to think about."

Dillon was too exhausted to stand a moment
longer. He pushed past the policeman and draped his body across the
chair. "Thinking at all's unique for you, wouldn't you say?"

"Tired, Ward?"

"A bit," Dillon said, closing his eyes.

"Don't let me keep you awake." Sergeant
Newberry paused. "Just tell me why you tried to kill Jake Donovan,
then I'll let you sleep as long as you like."


Chapter 2

 


THE MAN IN the hospital bed was her
father. Kelsey said the words over and over to herself while
another part of her screamed that it had all been a mistake. This
could not be Jake Donovan, the man she had dreamed about for
twenty-one years.

Dr. Munvelt eyed her cautiously, as if he
were afraid that in a moment he might have two patients. "I know he
looks bad," he began.

"Bad?" Kelsey turned wild eyes on him. "He
looks dead."

"Most of us would be dead if we'd
been through what he has."

Kelsey stepped a little closer. If Jake had
been lying in an urban hospital he would be hooked up to every
high-tech machine that would fit beside his bed. Here he was
receiving oxygen, fluids and the ministrations of one nurse. "Isn't
there anything else you can do for him?"

"We can fly him to Adelaide, which we'll be
doing shortly. He's stable for now, Miss Donovan. The equipment in
Adelaide might be more sophisticated, but the care's no
better."

"Tell me the truth. What are his chances of
recovery?"

He twisted his fingers together and kept his
eyes on them. "I'm not a fortune-teller. I can't make a guess that
would mean anything. Jake's a fighter, I know that. He'll give it
what he's got, and so will we. With the good Lord's help, maybe it
will be enough."

Kelsey stepped closer. The man in the bed
looked nothing like the pictures she had always treasured. That man
had been auburn-haired and laughing, with a clean-shaven face and a
twinkle in his eyes. This man's head was covered with bandages.
Most of the hair she could see was on his chin in a long, grizzled
beard, and what little peeked from beneath the gauze wrappings was
no longer auburn but the color of bones bleached by the sun. His
skin was tanned in patches, but it hadn't taken years in the Coober
Pedy sun without a fight. His face was a mass of wrinkles; his nose
had the fine network of prominent veins that testified to countless
hours at the pub.

Kelsey wished she could see Jake standing
up. She wished she could see him with his eyes open, fondly gazing
at the daughter he had wondered about for twenty-one years. "He was
sixty in March," she said, taking the final steps to his bedside.
"On St. Patrick's day."

She had spent that evening alone, toasting
the man she had never expected to see again. And then the phone had
rung, and her life had changed, along with Jake's. "I've been
looking for him since I was old enough to write letters. On his
birthday I found out he was in Australia. I found out he was here
two weeks ago."

"And you didn't ring him?"

"What could I say in a phone call?"

The doctor cleared his throat, as if that
much sentiment was too awkward to handle. "I should think that if
Jake recovers steadily, it won't be too long before he can be told
about you."

"How long is too long?"

"Two weeks. Three?"

She pushed down the beginnings of panic.
Later she would deal with how to manage such a long stay. "I'll
take a room near the hospital."

"Perhaps someone there can help you settle
in."

Kelsey continued to stare at Jake. Finally
she turned to the doctor. She saw that the nurse had already
stepped out of the room. "Could I be alone with him for just a
moment?"

Dr. Munvelt looked uneasy. "I don't know. .
."

"I'll call you if there's a change, and I
won't stay long."

He still seemed uncertain. "I'll be waiting
just outside."

"Thank you." Kelsey waited until she heard
the door close. Then she leaned over Jake's bed, tentatively
reaching down to smooth her fingers across one grizzled cheek.

"Well, Jake, so here we are." He lay
completely still under the ministrations of her fingertips.
"Twenty-one years later."

She was filled with memories that were
probably no more than wishful thinking. The sound of a voice, a
squeal of laughter, warm, strong arms lifting her. And an Irish
lullaby. She hummed a little, wondering if it had really been Jake
who had sung the song to her. She had known the melody for as long
as she could remember, had been punished once for singing a verse
in front of the first aunt she had gone to live with after her
mother's death. She no longer knew any of the words, but the melody
still lived inside her.

"When you're better," she crooned, "maybe
you can teach me the lyrics. Then I can sing it to your
grandchildren someday."

Jake didn't stir. Kelsey drew back and
stared at him. Jake Donovan had led a hard life. The signs were
unmistakable. If there was anything left of the man her mother had
married, it was locked deep inside him. For the first time since
she had heard about the accident, her eyes glistened with tears.
She might never know any more, never have any more, than
this one moment with her father.

"Jake... Daddy," she whispered. "I'm here
now. I'll take care of you. All you have to do is get better."

He continued to lie still and silent. Kelsey
took one more long look at Jake Donovan, then turned and left the
room.

* * *

SERGEANT EUGENE NEWBERRY was a man in
exile. No one was sure just why, but rumors—a favored form of
outback communication—abounded. Some said that he had made an enemy
of the South Australian governor. Some said it was the prime
minister. Some with more imagination had placed him in any number
of compromising positions with any number of compromised Australian
women.

Whatever the reason, it was clear that
Sergeant Newberry was an unhappy man. It was also clear that he
didn't want to be in Coober Pedy; he didn't like Coober Pedy or
anyone in it. And most of all, he didn't like Dillon Ward.

Dillon Ward didn't like Sergeant Newberry,
either. Now, with the man standing over him, breathing accusations
of murder, Dillon merely shrugged. "Why would I want to murder
Jake? We're mates."

"There's a small matter of some stones he
was supposed to take into the Showcase today."

Dillon forced his eyelids apart. Sergeant
Newberry hovered over him with all the subtlety of a wedge tail
eagle circling to swoop down on dinner. "Those stones were
worthless."

"You were taking worthless stones to the
Showcase?"

"I wasn't taking anything," Dillon explained
wearily. "Jake was taking them. I was to meet him there."

"But of course he never showed."

"As it turns out, he was a bit tied up in a
mine shaft."

"When you found him, did you find the
stones, too?"

"I wasn't looking for opal, Sergeant. I was
looking for Jake."

"Opal?" the police officer asked with
interest. "I thought you said the stones were worthless."

Dillon's laugh was humorless. "You've been
in Coober Pedy what, two months? Three? It appears you still need
to learn a few terms." He pretended to lecture. "Opal's a form of
silica, similar to quartz, but with water in its structure. If the
silica spheres are arranged in an even pattern, the stone is
precious opal, the reason most of us came here to the back of
beyond. If the spheres are absent or irregularly arranged, the
stone doesn't produce color, and we call it potch opal or just
potch." He tipped his chair back against the wall. "Have we cleared
that up?"

"Don't patronize me, Ward."

Dillon ignored him, continuing in the same
tone. "The opal Jake was taking to the Showcase was potch with a
little color. Sometimes Gary buys it and sells it cheaply to
tourists who don't want to spend money on the real thing. Jake was
hoping to make enough to tide himself over until he got paid for
some good stones he had taken to Sydney."

He watched Sergeant Newberry's eyes light
up. The sergeant was tall, with the translucent pallor of
Australia's famed witchety grub and the physique of a man trying to
survive in a country stalked by famine. The only compelling thing
about him was the fanatic glitter of his blue eyes.

"Good stones?" the sergeant murmured,
caressing each word. "Did you say anything about good stones
before?"

"I didn't. Those stones have nothing to do
with Jake's accident."

"Don't they? Who knew about the stones
besides you?"

"I reckon whoever Jake told about them."

"And whom might that be?"

"Half of Coober Pedy, if he'd had enough to
drink."

"And if he hadn't?"

"Nobody."

"Were the stones worth killing a man for?"
Sergeant Newberry asked in a casual voice that didn't deceive
Dillon one iota.

"There are some who'd say there's nothing
worth killing a man for," Dillon answered. "Unless he's trying to
kill you."

"Dillon?"

Dillon set the front legs of his chair down
and stood. Kelsey walked toward him, her eyes glistening with
unshed tears but her chin still tilted proudly. He didn't know what
to say. He only knew that he had rarely wanted so badly to offer
comfort.

"I could only stay a few minutes." Kelsey
stopped just in front of him. "Dr. Munvelt said they should be
transferring him soon."

"You'll be leaving then yourself?"

"Dr. Munvelt said there won't be room for me
in the plane. I'll have to follow tomorrow."

Dillon gently touched her shoulder, his
fingers brushing one silky strand of hair. "That will be best,
anyway. You're done in. You can rest tonight."

Kelsey's eyes signaled her gratitude.

 

"Are you talking about Jake Donovan,
miss?"

For the first time Kelsey became fully aware
of the man standing just behind Dillon. She took in his uniform and
the grim set of his mouth. "That's right. You're from the
police?"

"Sergeant Newberry at your disposal."

Kelsey extended her hand. "Kelsey Donovan,
Jake Donovan's daughter."

Sergeant Newberry held her hand a little too
long. "I wasn't aware Jake had a daughter. That wasn't in the
information Mr. Ward gave me."

Kelsey switched her gaze back to Dillon. The
question she hadn't been able to ask had been answered. "My father
never told you about me, did he?"

Dillon wanted to wrap his big hands around
Sergeant Newberry's skinny throat. "We didn't talk much about the
past."

She smiled wanly. "You must not have talked
about it at all."

"He wouldn't have been proud of leaving you,
Kelsey."

Sergeant Newberry stepped between them. "How
did you hear of your father's accident, Miss Donovan? You got here
quickly."

"I'm afraid it's a coincidence. My father
and I haven't been. . .in touch. I just discovered where he was,
and I came to see him."

"A terrible shock, then, to find him in the
hospital." Before Kelsey could acknowledge it, he went on. "A
terrible shock to find that he had been the victim of a murder
attempt."

Kelsey stared blankly at him.

"You did know we suspect attempted
murder?"

She shook her head. "I don't know what you
mean? Why would anyone want to murder my father?"

"That's what I'm trying to find out."
Sergeant Newberry turned to include Dillon. "Mr. Ward here is
trying to help me. You see, he knows everything about your father."
He hesitated, pinching the tip of his chin as if in deepest
thought. "Especially how much old Jake is worth. Mr. Ward stands to
gain the most from knowing, after all. Or stood to gain the
most," he added after a short pause. "Of course, now that there's a
next of kin. . ." His voice trailed off.

Kelsey felt a chill go through her despite
the warm temperature in the hospital corridor. She turned her eyes
to Dillon and realized he had seen her shiver. "You didn't tell me
anyone suspected a murder attempt."

Dillon read the dismay, the denial, and
finally, the beginning of suspicion in her eyes. He tried to
reassure her. "Sergeant Newberry's been watching too much telly. I
saw no point in worrying you until he has something concrete to go
on."

"Somebody pushed your father down that
shaft, then left him for dead. Somebody who knew the last place
anyone would look was an abandoned mine." Sergeant Newberry smiled.
"Someone who may even have been leading the rescue party."

Through the gray fog of his fatigue, Dillon
saw red. He stepped forward and gripped the police officer's
lapels. "I'll thank you to keep your thoughts to yourself until
you've got some kind of proof."

"You could be charged for threatening
me."

Dillon tightened his grip. "Try it," he
said, lingering over each word. "See how far you get, Sergeant." He
shoved the smirking man a full foot, then dropped his hands. "Now
take your two-bob accusations somewhere else so I can escort Miss
Donovan to the hotel."

Sergeant Newberry pretended to ignore
Dillon's orders, but he stepped backward another pace. "Have you
thought about what you'll be doing with your father's mine, Miss
Donovan?"

Kelsey looked from man to man. The gratitude
she had felt evaporated, to be replaced with wariness. Wariness was
more familiar, anyway, and from long experience, she knew it was
safer. If she suddenly felt alone and surrounded by hostile
strangers, at least it was a feeling she knew well.

She tried to compose herself. "What do you
mean?"

"The Mining Act says your father's claim has
to be worked for not less than twenty hours a week or he loses
it."

"I'll be working it," Dillon told Kelsey,
his tone controlled and his words clipped. "Until I can find
someone to help, I can work the necessary hours."

"A bit like a dingo minding the sheep,
wouldn't you say?" Sergeant Newberry asked.

Dillon stepped toward him, but the police
officer made a smooth retreat. "Miss Donovan, your father's claim
may be consolidated with Ward's here," Sergeant Newberry continued,
"but the law says that the opal that's found in your father's claim
belongs to him, no matter who works it."

Dillon dismissed his words with an abrupt
wave. "Jake and I split everything we find fifty-fifty, no matter
where we find it."

"You didn't take his share of the fall,"
Kelsey said softly. "He's the one lying in that bed down the
hall."

Sergeant Newberry's suspicions were to be
expected. But Kelsey's affected Dillon like a jolt to an exposed
nerve. "Do you think I don't know? I spent nearly forty hours
looking for him."

"In all the wrong places." Kelsey didn't
want to believe that Dillon was responsible for her father's fall.
She didn't want to believe he wanted Jake Donovan dead. But neither
did she want to believe that Jake was injured and unconscious, yet
that was irrefutable.

Dillon had never had to defend himself to
anyone, and he wasn't about to start. He took a moment to swallow
his anger. "I'll take you to the hotel now. Then I'm going home to
get some sleep. You'd better do the same if you're going to catch a
plane out of here tomorrow."

"We'll be looking after things here for
Jake," Sergeant Newberry assured her, though his next words diluted
the pledge. "As well as we can."

"Do you mean the mine?" Kelsey asked.

"The mine. The investigation. It's just too
bad there won't be someone right on the scene to look after your
father's interests. You don't have a brother, do you?"

Kelsey straightened a little. "I've never
needed a brother. I fight my own battles." She saw the incredulous
looks on both men's faces and straightened a little more. "Always,"
she added for emphasis. "And quite well."

"I'll take you to your hotel," Dillon
repeated, reaching for her arm.

"I don't think so," she said, shaking off
his hand. "I'll find my own way."

Dillon's hand dropped to his side. He took
in the smug look on Sergeant Newberry's face and the way Kelsey was
trying to dust the ceiling with her butterscotch curls. Suddenly he
was more tired, if that was possible. "Have it your own way," he
said, bending down to retrieve his hat. "Good day, Sergeant." He
nodded to Kelsey. In a moment he was gone.

"I'd watch that one," Sergeant Newberry
said, his gaze following Dillon down the hall.

"I won't be here to watch him," Kelsey said
wearily.

"A pity, that." The sergeant's gaze floated
over Kelsey. "I'll do what I can, but there's really little anyone
can do unless they're on the spot all the time. Just don't be
surprised if your father recovers and there's not an opal left in
the Rainbow Fire mine."

* * *

THE MOTEL ROOM was quiet, if not
plush. Kelsey sat cross-legged on her bed, counting her money once
more, as if by doing so the amount might double. Unfortunately the
count was less this time by one dollar.

She had appallingly little to see her
through the weeks of Jake's recovery. She hadn't expected to stay
in Australia for more than two weeks. She had her ticket home and
five hundred Australian dollars. She had counted on a slightly
better exchange rate; she had counted on prices in the land down
under being cheaper.

And, if she were honest, she had counted on
being able to stay with Jake once she found him.

Kelsey knew better than to count on anything
or anyone, but this time her good judgment had been suspended. She
had wanted to see Jake so badly that one week before Christmas
break she had taken leave from her job as a teacher's aide, taken
the money she had been saving for her final semester at the
University of North Carolina, and bought her ticket.

She had been low on funds before. Too often,
in fact. The night she had graduated from high school, her
grandmother had handed her a new suitcase, a fifty-dollar bill and
wished her well, spoiling the unexpected generosity by asking for
her house key with the next breath. Kelsey had moved into a mobile
home with a girlfriend until she had found a job—not an easy task
in the small North Carolina town where she had been branded a rebel
and a troublemaker. But after two weeks of peanut butter sandwiches
she had found work at the local laundry, and while her schoolmates
had gone off to college, she had washed, dried and folded towels
until she had enough money for a one-way ticket to Raleigh.

Life had been better where no one knew her
past. She had graduated from laundry to day-care center, and
finally, to teacher's aide in an exclusive private school. Along
the way she had picked up college credits every time she saved
enough money to pay for them until she was within only a few
credits of receiving her degree.

Not one of the last six years had been easy.
What she had accomplished, she had accomplished alone, but then
that had been the pattern of her life from the day her mother died
and left her a quasi-orphan at age five. She had been fed and
clothed by relatives who didn't want her, shunted back and forth
between houses like unwelcome cargo. She had learned not to respond
to comments about her parents, learned not to listen to the fights
about whose turn it was to take her in next. And somewhere along
the way, she had learned to stop expecting Jake to rescue her.

But she had never learned to stop caring
that somewhere in the world she had a father who once had hugged
her and played with her and sung her an Irish lullaby.

She still cared.

"Five hundred dollars." Kelsey looked down
at the foreign bills spread over her bed. She knew just how quickly
five hundred dollars would slip away. And once it was gone, there
would be nothing to replace it. Her visa was very specific. She
could not work while she was in Australia.

She would have to be careful to make the
money last. Once she got to Adelaide she would have to find an
inexpensive room where she could cook her own meals. And she would
have to pray not only that Jake recovered, but that he recovered
quickly.

Kelsey still couldn't believe her father was
going to have to recover without her by his side for the first
weeks. Hours had passed since her conversation with Dr. Munvelt,
and right now Jake was probably in a bed in the Adelaide hospital.
She'd had time to nap a little, to snack on some crackers she had
bought at the airport, and to think about the doctor's words.
Reluctantly she had accepted his decree, at least temporarily. Once
in Adelaide, however, things could change.

She was still staring at the piles of bills
when the ringing of the phone beside her bed split the silence. The
sound was a link with civilization, and Kelsey answered it with
enthusiasm.

Her enthusiasm had diminished severely by
the time she hung up the telephone. Dr. Munvelt, the caller, had
graciously reassured her that Jake had made the flight with no
particular difficulties. The physician in charge of his case in
Adelaide felt that Jake's chances of a recovery were good, although
he cautioned that it might take some time. Additionally, however,
the Adelaide physician concurred with Dr. Munvelt. Kelsey's
presence would be a new blow that could slow recovery. They would
stay in touch with her, but they didn't want her at the hospital
just yet. His suggestion was that Kelsey see a bit of Australia
while she was waiting.

"A bit of Australia!" Kelsey angrily threw
her pillow against the wall, scattering cash in the resulting
draft. Which bit of Australia could she afford to see? How far
would five hundred dollars take her? How many nights at a hotel?
How many meals? If she was penny-pinching cautious, she might be
able to stay two weeks. But the truth was inescapable. Her money
was probably going to run out before Jake was ready to see her.

She shouldn't have come.

Kelsey slid off the bed and knelt to pick up
the scattered bills. She had learned years before just how far
self-pity would get her. Five thousand towels, not self-pity, had
gotten her out of the town of her birth. Years of inquiries,
letters, phone calls and just plain snooping, had gotten her the
information about Jake's whereabouts. She had come all the way
across the world for a reunion with her father. Somehow, some way,
she would still manage it.

Once the money was back in her wallet,
Kelsey felt better. There was little she could do about Jake right
now. There was little she could do about her dwindling funds. The
only thing she could do anything about was the empty feeling in her
stomach. Earlier she had showered and washed her hair, obeying all
the cautionary signs about water shortages. Now she slipped on
wheat-colored jeans and a soft peach-colored shirt and ran a brush
through her long tangled curls.

Outside the air was cooler. At home in
December, the ground was sometimes touched with snow. Here,
December was the beginning of summer, and red dust caressed
everything she saw. Even without the dust, the town was anything
but scenic. Coober Pedy consisted of starkly simple block and
pre-fab buildings placed along a narrow blacktop road. There were a
few cultivated trees softening the harsh view, and the silver gleam
of water tanks with thirsty mouths that yawned at the cloudless
night sky.

Kelsey had come thousands of miles to a
place not unlike the old American West. For a moment the idea
caught her fancy. The happiest home she had known after her
mother's death had been with a classmate's parents who had invited
Kelsey to spend the weekend when she was seven and kept her for six
months. Eventually, when her friend's family had moved to Colorado,
Kelsey's relatives had been shamed into bringing her back to live
with them. But Kelsey had been left with warm memories of a cowgirl
costume made just for her and rides on a pony at the park. For
months afterward she had secretly vowed to escape to Deadman's
Gulch or Tombstone, where cowgirl costumes and pony rides were the
status quo and little girls could whoop and holler without being
punished.

Kelsey wondered if Jake had escaped to
Coober Pedy for any of the same reasons. There were few frontiers
left in the world, but this was certainly one of them. With the
moon reflecting off corrugated iron roofs and the ghostly outlines
of desert hills against the horizon, she could be in
nineteenth-century Nevada or California.

She felt a brief surge of excitement. Jake's
blood certainly ran through her veins. She wondered if he would be
proud or appalled to find that his daughter was a dreamer, too.

She had wandered both sides of the street,
sidestepping for the occasional truck that flashed by, when she
noticed the hotel at the rise of the hill. The parking lot was
crowded with cars and pickups, and rock music drifted through the
closed door. A hotel promised food and the clatter of other people,
both of which she needed.

Kelsey was through the door and four steps
into the room before she realized her error. If she'd been thinking
clearly she would have realized that rock music and sedate dining
didn't go hand in hand. Rock music and hard-drinking men did,
however. She was standing in a pub, and except for one lone female
behind the bar, she was the only woman in the spacious room.

She was outside again when she felt strong
arms catch her. Flustered, she realized she had walked right into a
man coming in the door. She lifted her head, stepping backward away
from him. The man was familiar and unfamiliar at the same time.
"Dillon." She stepped back again, taking a good long look.

"You're looking better. Did you get some
rest?" Dillon's tone was polite, but only just.

"Apparently you did." Kelsey marveled
at the difference a shower, a shave and some rest had made in the
man in front of her. She hadn't realized just how attractive he
was, but now the truth was unmistakable. Dillon was a man any woman
would be proud to claim. His features were rugged—she would bet
anything his nose had been broken at least once—but they added up
to strength and unashamed masculinity. With his mane of brown curls
and deep green eyes, he radiated a healthy yet disturbingly
vitality, a vitality that had been hidden earlier by his
exhaustion.

"I slept," he said. He didn't say that he
had slept restlessly, tossing and turning while the image of Jake
wedged in a mine drive tormented him. He didn't say that he had
thought of Kelsey more than once, too, and cursed the suspicion he
had seen in her eyes. "I decided I needed to eat more than I needed
to sleep."

Kelsey noticed the way the sleeves of his
white shirt were rolled back to expose tanned, muscle-roped
forearms. Before she lifted her eyes she quelled the desire to
notice more. He might look like a different man, but he was still
the same man a cop had as much as accused of trying to murder her
father.

Dillon knew what her silence said, but he
ignored the message. "Have you eaten, then?"

"I...no, I came in here but...." She
stopped, not willing to admit that the crowd of men had scared her
away. "I wasn't sure they served food."

"Counter meals. It's a little late, but I
can sweet talk Melly into two if you're game." He listened to his
own offer and wondered why he had made it. Kelsey Donovan had
fallen hook, line and sinker for Eugene Newberry's slander. Dillon
was no longer under any obligation to help her.

There were few women in the world who
wouldn't treat this situation with the greatest caution. There were
few women in the world with the resources to feel safe, even when
threatened. Kelsey was one of them. She lifted her chin, thrusting
it outward in a movement bigger men than this one had learned to
respect. "Fine. Thank you."

Kelsey climbed one notch in Dillon's
estimation. She was no longer the wilting flower of the afternoon,
but a woman willing to take a chance. She was also a female who
could make a man grovel at her feet. Earlier she had tugged at all
the right places inside him, even through his exhaustion. Now he
felt her fragile beauty wrap around his guts like the scent of
lavender.

"Let's go see," he said gruffly, not happy
about his own response.

"And while we're at it, maybe you can tell
me why you or someone else wants to murder my father."

One more notch. Kelsey was already through
the door, but Dillon stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. "What
gives you the courage to say something like that?"

"Faith in my ability to protect myself," she
said, shrugging off his hand. "And remember that, Dillon." She
flashed him a smile that could chill a heart so it froze mid-beat.
"Because I only give one warning."


Chapter 3

 


“WHAT'LL IT BE? Pork or rump
steak?"

Kelsey stared at the woman across the bar,
not only because the accent had been American, but because the
woman was one of the most flamboyant Kelsey had seen. She recovered
quickly. "Steak."

"Another Yank, huh?" The woman extended her
hand over the counter. "Melanie Morel. Melly to my friends, and you
and I are destined to be friends. There's nothing else to do
here."

"Kelsey Donovan." Kelsey felt the rasp of
jewelry against her skin. She lowered her eyes and saw that Melly
wore a huge opal on each finger, two on her pinky. "That's an
impressive collection of rings."

"My boyfriend, Gary, owns the Opal Showcase.
I advertise." She waved her hand in demonstration.

Melly advertised more than opals. Everything
about her was a neon sign. Her black hair was clipped Marine Corps
short on the sides and back, but the top was longer and spiked into
a riotous thatch. She augmented the look with one chin-length
earring and a red and gold metallic tank top. No makeup marred her
perfect magnolia petal skin except for a dusting of powder that
glittered like tiny stars under the fluorescent lights.

"Where are you from?" Kelsey asked,
fascinated by this gaudy cockatoo in a land too desolate for
sparrows.

"Nebraska." Melanie struck an exaggerated
pose. "Can't you see the farm girl in me?"

Kelsey just smiled, and it was answer
enough.

"What about you, Dillon?" Melly asked,
turning to flutter her eyelashes. "What would you like?"

"The steak and a schooner."

"Don't you love his voice?" Melly almost
purred the words. "Dillon has the deepest voice in Coober
Pedy."

"I'm starving, Melly, me love." Dillon
reached over the counter and affectionately touched her nose with
the tip of his finger. "Feed me."

"I'm at your command," she said with
good-natured flirtatiousness. "Always." She turned and filled two
large glasses with beer, setting them in front of Kelsey and
Dillon. "My shout," she explained to Kelsey. She laughed at
Kelsey's blank look. "That's Australian for 'my treat.' They're
words you'll never need to say yourself. There's not a man in this
bastion of chauvinism who'll let you shout him a drink, but
you'll be shouted plenty."

Kelsey tasted the beer. It was dark and rich
and absolutely to her liking. It also went straight to her head.
"Thanks," she said, toasting Melly with her glass. "I think I'll
have to sit to drink this."

Dillon motioned toward a table, and Kelsey
wound her way in that direction. The pub was large and modern, with
wooden tables on one side and pool tables on the other. One area
with a small stage and sound equipment was obviously set aside for
dancing.

"The town social center?" Kelsey asked as
she set her glass on the table. She wasn't oblivious to the
approving male looks aimed in her direction, just uninterested.

"One of them. We also have churches, a
school with a community swimming pool, sports fields, a golf
course—" Dillon stopped, noting the surprise on her face. "Did you
think we holed up like bats in a cave? This is a town of five
thousand, give or take away a thousand at any one time. We have a
newspaper, a hospital—"

"I know about your hospital."

Dillon was momentarily silent. When he
spoke, there was no emotion in his voice. "Have you heard anything
more about Jake?"

"He made it to Adelaide."

"Jake's a tough old bird. He'll walk out of
there on his own two feet."

"And come back to what? Another murder
attempt?"

Dillon sprawled in his chair, slowly sipping
his beer. "Why don't you ask me why I tried to kill him?"

Kelsey choked in the middle of a
swallow.

"Don't you want to know?" he prompted.

Kelsey recovered after a fit of coughing
into a napkin thoughtfully provided by Dillon. "Why did you?" she
asked at last. "I would be interested."

"First you have to understand the way our
claims work." He observed her reaction. "For the grand total of
fifteen dollars, each person who applies for a Precious Stones
Prospecting Permit—a Miner's Right—gets to peg a claim fifty meters
by fifty meters. After he registers it, the claim is his to work,
and if he wants, he renews it a year later. The law allows up to
four permit holders to peg adjoining claims and consolidate
them."

"So why did you try to kill Jake?"

"Obviously because we found opal on his
claim and not on mine."

Kelsey had finished half her beer before she
spoke again. "Is that your story, or the sergeant's?"

"Will it matter if I tell you?"

She couldn't tell a lie. "I don't know."

"Fair enough."

The conversation was interrupted by Melly,
who arrived with two plates covered with steak, salad and fries. "I
forgot to ask you how you liked it, so it's medium," she said,
setting the plate in front of Kelsey. "And I know how you like
yours," she said, smiling provocatively at Dillon.

Kelsey glimpsed the longest, most elegant
legs she had ever seen beneath the shortest black skirt. "As good
as a Nebraska sirloin?"

"I'll never tell." Melly winked. "Don't
leave before we talk. I should get a break sometime."

The steak was good, although Kelsey was so
hungry she could hardly judge. Neither she nor Dillon said a word
until both had finished their meal.

"Well, we had starvation in common," Dillon
said finally.

Kelsey observed the way his casual posture
pulled his shirt tight against his broad chest and shoulders. She
glimpsed a heavy gold chain that she hadn't noticed before and
wondered what lay hidden under the top button of his shirt.

"If nothing else," he added.

Kelsey was torn between sympathy for the
meals he had missed while he searched for her father and suspicion
that it might have been his own doing. She kept both out of her
voice. "Tell me why the sergeant believes you tried to kill
Jake."

"He wants to suspect me of something. He's
got a personal grudge."

She raised one eyebrow.

"A month ago I caught the good sergeant out
on another miner's claim. Fossicking."

"Fossicking?"

"Looking for opal someone else has missed.
Sifting through mullock." Dillon saw that she didn't understand and
back tracked. "When you dig a shaft or a drive, the dirt and rock
you remove is called mullock. Somehow or other, depending on the
method you use, it ends up on the ground above in heaps. Sometimes
people noodle through the dirt for fun, trying to find pretty potch
or opal chips the miner missed. That's all right on abandoned
claims, but to do it on an active one, you need the miner's
permission. Newberry wasn't doing it for fun, and he didn't have
permission."

"What do you mean, he wasn't doing it for
fun?"

"There was a rumor he was spending more time
digging through other people's claims than doing his job. Looking
for early retirement, I guess. We handle things ourselves here.
We're not a bunch of sniveling dobbers who run around and tell
tales. When I found out what Newberry was doing, I told him to
stop."

"You told him to stop?"

"Let's just say I told him in such a way as
to make him listen."

"And that's why he's accusing you of
murdering my father?"

"You decide."

The story seemed straightforward enough.
Kelsey imagined it wouldn't be difficult to check it out. Coober
Pedy was probably a town where everyone knew everyone's business.
"The sergeant intimated that you had something to gain from Jake's
death. Something like opals?"

Dillon was tired of explanations, but he
figured he'd better finish what he'd started. "Coober Pedy is a
town of instant rich men. One morning you go down into your mine,
just like you've gone down into it every day for a year. You tap a
little, pry out a little stone, and the next thing you know you're
holding a miracle in the palm of your hand. That's one story. Then
there's the other one. One morning you go down into your mine, just
like you've done every day for years. You tap a little, pry out
some more potch, and suddenly it hits you. The mine's a duffer and
you're a failure. You've always been a failure, and you always will
be. You put a gun to your head, and a week later, somebody finds
you at the bottom of your mine,"

Kelsey shuddered at the graphic picture.

Dillon saw the shudder, but he wasn't sorry.
She had to know how it was. "Jake and I have always fallen
somewhere in the middle. We find opal, but nothing to add to the
crown jewels. Triplet opal. It's worth something, but nothing like
the opal that makes an instant rich man. The opal we've dug has
kept us going and kept us hoping. Nothing more."

"Then you're saying there's nothing to
Sergeant Newberry's accusations except revenge?"

Dillon tried to decide whether to finish the
story. He doubted that anything he could tell Kelsey would change
her opinion, but he owed her the truth solely because she was
Jake's daughter. "About three months ago," he said finally, "Jake
started a new drive on his claim. I helped him, but after a while,
it looked like a duffer. Jake wouldn't give up on it, so I let him
work on it alone while I worked on a more promising drive. I wasn't
getting much, but I thought I might be getting close. Jake got
lucky before I did."

Kelsey sipped the last of her beer, her
brown eyes dissecting each expression that crossed Dillon's face.
"Go on."

"Jake found a small pocket of precious opal.
As far as we could tell, it wasn't part of a bigger vein, but the
few stones that were there promised to be good ones. Jake has a
mate in Sydney, a jeweler who's asked him to bring his best finds.
This bloke cuts and polishes the stones, then sells them, giving
Jake a commission. It's a slightly riskier way of doing business,
because he could ruin the stones. But Jake trusts him, so he took
the stones there, knowing he would make more money if everything
went as planned. We should make a bit when they sell."

"We?"

"Jake and I split everything fifty-fifty.
We're mates."

"What is this mate bit?"

Dillon knew there was no easy way to explain
it. The vast interior of Australia might never have been settled by
Europeans if they hadn't adopted the concept of mateship. "We stand
by each other. You might say it's an outback tradition."

"Just like you stood by and pushed him down
a mine shaft so you'd get the money from the stones my father
found?"

Dillon knew that he had seen Kelsey at her
most vulnerable. Now her emotions were out of reach. Or almost. He
had seen the slight flicker of doubt in her desert-brown eyes. She
didn't know what to think, but she didn't want to believe he had
been the one to harm Jake.

He leaned forward. As he had expected, she
didn't back away.

"I came to Coober Pedy with a diploma in
engineering and a chip on my shoulder. Your father laughed at the
diploma and knocked the chip all the way to Darwin the first night
we met. Six months later he saved my life. He shoveled me out of a
shaft he'd warned me not to go into alone and poured a bottle of
Foster's over my head. I still owe him for that."

Kelsey struggled against believing Dillon.
She was in a strange country, in a frontier town much like her
childhood fantasies of Deadman's Gulch. If life had taught her one
thing, it was to trust only herself.

"You two look much too serious." Melly
draped herself over a chair beside Kelsey, arranging her long legs
to their best advantage. "I'd better shout you both another
schooner."

"I'll pass." Kelsey realized she and Dillon
were still staring at each other. The impact of his unflinching
green eyes was almost physical. Reluctantly she turned her gaze to
Melly. "Thanks anyway."

"So tell me where you're from."

"North Carolina. Raleigh."

"Kelsey Donovan," Melly said, reflecting.
"Related to Jake?"

Kelsey nodded. "His daughter."

"I didn't know old Jake had a family. Nobody
but Dillon here, that is." Melly shot Dillon a flirtatious smile;
then she sobered. "Lord, I forgot. He's been hurt, hasn't he?" She
turned back to Kelsey. "That's why you're in town. How is he?"

"He's in Adelaide now. They say he made the
trip well."

"He'll be fine. Old Jake's too ornery to
stay in a hospital."

"So I've been told."

"You'll be going down to be with him?" Melly
asked.

Kelsey started to say yes, but without good
reason she switched her gaze back to Dillon. He was nodding, as if
answering for her. He wanted her to go to Adelaide and wait until
Jake recovered enough to see her. She could see it in his eyes,
read it in the impatient nods. Dillon Ward wanted her out of Coober
Pedy.

"I haven't decided yet," she said, still
watching Dillon. "I might just stay here."

"Gonna do a little mining?" Melly asked,
scraping a fleck of paint off the table with a blood-red
fingernail.

Kelsey had only made her comment to see
Dillon's reaction. Now Melly's question stopped her cold, and she
forgot about Dillon entirely. Kelsey faced the other woman. "What
did you say?"

"Are you gonna do a little mining? You know,
find a few opals down in Jake's mine while you're here?"

Kelsey couldn't believe she hadn't thought
of that possibility. Sergeant Newberry had as much as suggested it,
but she had been too immersed in grief. Now she considered the
idea. There was nothing she could do for Jake in Adelaide. She
couldn't even see him. But there was something she could do for him
in Coober Pedy. She could keep an eye on the Rainbow Fire mine and
Dillon Ward at the same time. Maybe she could even find some
opal.

"Yeah, I think that's exactly what I'm going
to do," Kelsey said, warming to the idea. "As his only living
relative, I'm sure I must have the legal right, especially if I
don't intend to sell anything I find."

Dillon broke her train of thought. "You're
not going down into the mine."

Kelsey hadn't expected enthusiasm from
Dillon, but neither had she expected him to forbid her. "You don't
think so?" she said casually. "How do you plan to stop me? I'm not
as easy to sneak up on as my father." She heard Melly draw a sharp
breath, but Kelsey didn't take her eyes from Dillon's. "I have all
Jake's good reflexes, and I know how to guard my back."

"There's nothing you can do here that would
help matters."

"No? Whose matters wouldn't I help?"

Melly stood, obviously uncomfortable. "Well,
I'll leave you two lovebirds to settle this by yourselves."

Kelsey stood, too. "I think I'll take that
beer after all."

"Kelsey."

She turned her head over one shoulder and
raked Dillon with a haughty gaze. He had said her name with all the
finesse of a drill sergeant. "What?"

"How do you plan to mine the Rainbow Fire
without my help?"

"I imagine Sergeant Newberry will help me
think of a way."

"Newberry's a toad, but even he won’t want a
woman down that mine."

She tossed her hair behind her shoulders.
"We'll see."

Kelsey was halfway across the room before
trouble came looking for her. A young dark-haired man who was
shooting pool backed in her direction. With some fancy footwork,
Kelsey just managed to avoid cushioning the wrong end of his cue in
her thigh. She frowned briefly before she started toward the bar
again.

She stopped when strong fingers bit into her
shoulders. Kelsey allowed herself to be turned.

"Y'almost lost the game for me, doll."

The words were as ridiculous as the accent.
The man wasn't a native Australian. Wherever he was from, he had
learned to speak English by watching old Hollywood gangster movies.
Kelsey knew a Jimmy Cagney imitation when she heard one.

"If you almost lost the game," she said
politely, "it's because you weren't paying attention." She lifted
her shoulders to dislodge his hands, but the young man gripped them
harder.

"I'd rather lose the game than you."

Kelsey put all body systems on alert. "I
don't like being manhandled."

"Maybe y'haven't been handled by a real
man."

The macho pretense was so overblown it was
laughable. But Kelsey knew better than to smile. "Please let go of
me," she said as pleasantly as she could.

"Let her go, Serge. We've got a game to
finish," said the man standing beside the table.

"Let go of me, Serge," Kelsey echoed, her
eyes locked with his faintly bloodshot ones.

"A kiss to make up for causing trouble."

Kelsey had never been the kind of woman who
could flirt her way out of situations. She knew that Serge was
slightly drunk and showing off, but he was really no more than a
boy just coming into manhood. Melly would have wrapped her arms
around him and kissed him until he was embarrassed enough to push
her away. Kelsey's response was different.

"Let go of me now," she said quietly, "and
we can both forget this happened."

"Forget?" Serge laughed loudly. "How'm I
gonna forget you, doll?"

Kelsey sighed as he pulled her closer. "I'm
afraid you're not," she said just before she twisted and brought
her elbow sharply against his ribs. His howl of pain accompanied
the release of her shoulders. He bent over momentarily, hugging his
midsection.

Kelsey backed away a step. "Are you all
right?" she asked solicitously.

He straightened, snarling in a language she
didn't understand. When he lunged at her in an excess of ruined
manly pride, she simply danced aside and watched him sprawl to the
floor.

The room was suddenly silent. Even the taped
music had come to an end. Before anyone could reach them, Kelsey
squatted beside Serge. "Are you all right?" she asked loudly enough
for the men nearest her to hear. "I'm afraid you slipped on
something. The floor's pretty slick."

"Leave me alone."

"I'm so sorry. I guess you just had some bad
luck." She stood, almost colliding with Dillon. Since the entire
episode had taken only seconds, she knew he must have left his
chair at the first sign of trouble.

He took her arm with all the courtesy of a
grappling hook and guided her away from the other men. "You're
Jake's brat all right. Nothing he likes better than a barroom
brawl."

Her eyes narrowed. "That's me. Born to
fight."

Dillon pulled her toward the bar. Serge's
pool partner was already helping him to his feet. "Only difference
is that Jake outweighs you by about ten stone. When he goes after
someone, the odds are even."

"Weight's what does it, then?"

Dillon dropped her arm and sprawled against
the counter. He clenched his hands on the counter edge to keep from
holding her to his side. In the moment right before her skirmish
with Serge, he had recognized an unusual need to protect her. He
was a man who would always come to a woman's rescue, but this time
he'd felt as if something global was at stake. He told himself it
was just that he owed it to Jake.

"You've got courage," he said. "It took
courage to come here, courage to hear about your father, courage to
accuse me of trying to murder him."

"And?"

"I reckon it'll take courage to realize
you'll be better off leaving Coober Pedy. Serge gave you a taste of
what it'll be like if you stay. Most of the women in town are under
a man's protection. The ones that aren't are like flypaper to the
Serges here."

“Under a man’s protection? Did I stumble
into a time warp?”

“You see what can happen.”

"Serge won't bother me again."

Dillon shook his head. "You're wrong. You've
hurt his pride. He'll try to prove something now, and his friends
will, too."

Melly set a beer in front of Kelsey and
another for Dillon. "A neat trick," she said, wiping the counter.
"You must have had a few lessons in self-defense."

"A few." Kelsey lifted the glass to her
lips.

"A few lessons won't do you any good if he
comes after you sober." Dillon played with his glass, making
designs on the frosted side with his index finger.

"You don't think so?"

"He's a cheeky kid. I know him. His mine's
next to the Rainbow Fire."

"Good, at least I've met a neighbor."

"Don't stay, Kelsey." Dillon stopped beating
around the bush. "You won't be safe in Coober Pedy."

Kelsey watched Melly move away. She waited
until she was out of earshot. "I can handle what comes my way,
Dillon." As soon as she had said his name, she wondered why. It
established an intimacy she wanted no part of.

"Can you handle mining? Climbing fifty feet
or more into a bloody dark hole every day, swinging a pick,
operating dangerous equipment, setting charges?"

"I can."

Dillon fought the urge, but even as he
fought, he was lifting her wrist in his hand. "You were made to
wear opals, not to mine them. I'll have no part of you down
there."

Some emotion he couldn’t name simmered in
her eyes. "No?"

He didn't tell her the real reason he was
afraid for her. Sergeant Newberry wasn't the only person in Coober
Pedy who believed someone had tried to kill Jake. Dillon believed
the same. Kelsey's life could be in danger from more than amorous
miners and tunneling machines. She could be in danger from Jake's
attacker. And until Dillon was sure just who that was, he wanted
Kelsey safely away.

"I didn't hurt your father." Dillon dropped
her wrist, then reached behind him and picked up his glass. "I owe
Jake my life. I'll take care of the Rainbow Fire. You take care of
yourself and get out of here."

"I'm staying." She hadn't been sure until
the words were said. This was where she belonged, at least until
she was allowed to see Jake. She owed Jake that much for the memory
of an Irish lullaby. "And just so you won't worry. . ."

Kelsey knew she was tired and light-headed
from the beer. Even as she approached the nearest table to pull a
broken ladder-back chair from under it, she told herself she was
showing off, breaking one of the most important rules she had been
taught. She ignored the voice inside her head that was trying to
reason with her.

She lifted the chair and carried it back to
the bar, setting it between two stools so that it lay over them
like a helpless sacrifice. She took two deep breaths, flexing her
hand once as she got into position. Then, all internal voices
silenced, she brought the side of her hand down across one of the
rungs on the chair's back and watched it split cleanly in two.
Another breath held, another rung, until the chair back lay in
pieces.

She noticed the quiet in the room when she
was finished. It was the same quiet that had followed her skirmish
with Serge. Then there was a hearty round of applause. Kelsey
ignored it. "I can do it with my feet, too. I'm hoping you'll just
take my word for that, though. The chair's had it."

Dillon saw Kelsey's flush of triumph, but he
also saw the embarrassment. She was pleased at what she could do,
and embarrassed at her pleasure. "Black belt?" he asked, raising
one brow.

"Second degree."

He reached for her hand and ran his fingers
over the calluses that had so recently shattered wood. In all other
ways, the hand was deceptively fragile—for a murder weapon. "Well,
you told me you fought your own battles, didn't you?"

"I did."

"Serge was luckier than he knew."

Kelsey pulled her hand from his. Dillon's
hand healed the stinging flesh and soothed her embarrassment at the
same time it kindled a certain restlessness inside her. "I
shouldn't have hit him at all. I should have thought of a way to
get away from him."

"You should have let me hit him."
Dillon listened as the room began to buzz with normal speech. "You
know what you've done, don't you?"

"I hope I've shown everyone here that
I won't be messed with."

"Not my intention."

"I'd shout the chair if I could, but the
boss says that'll be three dollars fifty," Melly said, coming back
to peer over the counter at the broken chair. "He says he's giving
it to you cheap."

"Tell him it was worth it." Kelsey rummaged
in her pocket, coming up with the correct amount for both the chair
and the dinner. "I'll be seeing you around, Melly. I'm going to
stay a while."

Melly's smile was warm honey. "Where are you
staying?"

"The motel."

"Gary owns it. I'll stop by sometime."

"Do that." Kelsey nodded to Melly, but it
was Dillon she addressed her next words to. "I'll be at the mine
tomorrow. It would be easier if you told me how to get there."

He was tempted to let her walk. Dillon knew
how poorly Kelsey had tolerated the afternoon's heat. On the other
hand, if someone had tried to murder Jake, they would have a good
go at Kelsey if they offered her a ride and took her somewhere even
the roos avoided. A black belt wouldn't be worth a drop of water if
someone dropped her off in the back of beyond.

He was trapped by a woman who made Jake look
cooperative in comparison.

"You're grinning," Kelsey observed.

Dillon sobered immediately. There was
nothing to grin about. The situation was as volatile as a crate of
gelignite in the Coober Pedy sun. Despite himself, however, he
couldn't help but admire her stubborn courage. Jake might never
recognize it, but Kelsey was a daughter to be proud of.

"If you're determined to come, I'll take you
myself."

Kelsey considered his offer. "How do I know
you won't leave me somewhere in the middle of the desert?"

He gave her credit for a healthy survival
instinct. "You'll have to trust me, won't you?"

"Like my father did?"

"That would be too much to ask." Dillon
casually touched her arm. "But you can start by trusting me enough
to take you to the mine in the morning."

She realized she had little choice. "What
time?"

"Eight. It's cooler then, though once we're
down, it doesn't matter."

"I'll be waiting."

"I don't doubt it." Dillon watched her walk
away. "Kelsey?"

Kelsey turned. "What?"

"Lock your door tonight."

She smiled at the advice and considered its
sources. "Oh, I should be safe. Whoever tried to kill my father
took him by surprise. I don't like surprises." She turned back to
the door, carefully skirting the pool tables. In a moment she was
gone.

"And some people think living here is dull,"
Melly said from behind Dillon.

At that moment Dillon would gladly have
settled for dull. "Time to call it a night."

"I could check on her on the way home."

"Just don't take her by surprise, she might
sever your head from your body." Dillon put his money on the
counter to the sound of Melly's laughter and followed Kelsey's
path.

From his station by the pub door, he watched
her walk down the street and turn into the motel lot before he got
in his ute and started home.


Chapter 4

 


AT 7:15 THE next morning Kelsey's
sleep-fogged brain was between her knees, her curls sweeping the
floor as she did stretching exercises to try to wake up. A knock on
the door brought her upright. "Who's there?" she called.

"Melly."

She never would have expected Melanie Morel
to be an early riser. "I'm coming." Kelsey padded sleepily across
the floor and unlocked the door. Melanie stood on the other side
dressed in more—and brighter—flowers than a botanical garden.

"I brought you a present." Melanie held out
a steaming coffee cup and a plate covered with a napkin.

"Come on in." Kelsey took the dishes and
ushered the other woman into the room.

"Is it safe?" Melanie eyed Kelsey's white
gi, the traditional karate uniform. "Or will I be target
practice?"

"I was just doing warm-ups. There's not
enough room in here for anything lethal."

"You were pretty lethal last night."

Kelsey had awakened early that morning with
a stinging sense of guilt. She had studied karate since she was
eighteen, not as a passing fancy, but as a lifestyle. It had taught
her more than self-defense skills, and one of the most important
lessons she had learned was to be humble about her accomplishments.
"I was pretty upset last night," she said, putting the dishes on
the dresser and motioning toward the bed. "Have a seat."

"Go ahead and eat," Melanie told her,
sprawling against the pillows. "While it's still hot."

Kelsey took the napkin off the plate and
inhaled, her mouth watering. "Biscuits." Her eyes widened. "And
grits and ham? Do they eat grits in Australia?"

"Not hardly. Believe it or not, we always
ate them at home in Nebraska. My mother's from Georgia, so she
keeps me supplied."

Kelsey sat in a vinyl wing chair and set the
plate on her lap. "It was so nice of you to think of me."

"I wanted you to feel at home."

Kelsey looked up and smiled. Melanie was a
psychedelic portrait against the sheets. Her off-the-shoulder
peasant blouse was covered with blue and orange cabbage roses. Her
skirt was a pattern of black and white stripes with giant sprigs of
violets sprinkled over it. She wore purple rubber thongs on her
delicate feet and opals on every finger. "Thank you."

"So how do you like town?"

Kelsey munched on a biscuit and contemplated
the question. "Well, it's different," she said finally.

"Different as in awful." Melanie put her
arms behind her head and leaned farther back. "Actually, it's not.
There's a lot of spirit in Coober Pedy."

"How'd you end up here?" Kelsey started on
the grits. She didn't have the heart to tell Melanie that she was
one of the few people in North Carolina who thought they tasted
like glue.

"I took a year off after college to travel.
I met Gary in Perth just before I was supposed to go back home to
take a job in my father's insurance company." She laughed
good-naturedly. "Can you imagine me selling insurance? Anyway, Gary
brought me back to Coober Pedy with him, and I've been here ever
since."

Kelsey guessed that "ever since" had been a
year or two. Melanie was about her own age. Gamely she swallowed
the last of the grits. " If you've stayed you must like it."

Melanie rolled her eyes. "I like Gary. And
when we get tired of the heat and the flies, we pack up and go down
to Adelaide or over to Sydney for a holiday. But I'm always glad to
come back."

Kelsey didn't ask why. If it weren't for
people who enjoyed living on the frontier, the United States would
sit squarely on Plymouth Rock, and Australia would be a few
settlements rimming Botany Bay. "If you've been here that long,"
she said instead, "you must know my father fairly well."

"He's been a regular customer."

Kelsey didn't want to reveal much of her
past, but neither did she want to lose this opportunity to find out
a little more about Jake and Dillon. "I haven't seen him for some
time," she said in a classic understatement. "He's always been a
wanderer."

"He hasn't wandered much since he came to
Coober Pedy. Some men come, stay a month or two, then leave, and we
never see them again. I guess they get sick of going underground
and chipping away at nothing. Not your father, though. You can say
what you want about old Jake, but he sticks to it."

Kelsey guessed that was supposed to be a
point in Jake's favor, although she wasn't sure why. Sticking to a
marriage, sticking to a family, those were virtues. But chipping
away at nothing? She set down the empty plate and picked up the
coffee mug. The coffee was strong, the first good cup she'd had
since crossing the International Date Line. "What else could you
say about old Jake?" She smiled to show that she hadn't taken
offense at the name.

"Oh, he's kind of quiet. Not shy, exactly,
just quiet. He scowls a lot, like he's always got something on his
mind. He doesn't make friends—except Dillon, of course—and he
doesn't make enemies. Sometimes when he's had too much to drink he
gets all loosened up, and he entertains us with Irish ditties. He's
an honest-to-God barroom tenor."

Irish ditties. Kelsey swallowed more
than her coffee. "And Dillon's his only friend?"

"Don't get me wrong, everybody likes Jake,
it's just that he doesn't encourage friendships. You know?"

He hadn't encouraged family, either. As
always, Kelsey was filled with a mixture of emotions. Love for the
father she didn't know and sadness that he was who he was. "Tell me
about Dillon."

"Oh, now there's a different story. Dillon
encourages everybody to be his friend. He's every man's mate and
every woman's fantasy."

"Not every woman's."

"Well, I did notice you two weren't exactly
hitting it off."

Melanie didn't have to be too astute to
figure that out. Kelsey continued probing. "You said he and my
father were friends."

"Better than friends. Mates. I'll never
believe Dillon had anything to do with Jake's fall."

Kelsey filed away the fact that Sergeant
Newberry's suspicions were now common knowledge. "Why not?"

"Jake was like a father to Dillon, if you
can imagine Jake being a father to anyone...." Melanie's voice
trailed off. "I'm sorry," she said, obviously embarrassed. "I
didn't mean that the way it sounded."

Kelsey waved aside her apology. "So they
were close, but doesn't greed have strange effects on people? What
if my father found opal in his share of the mine and Dillon wanted
it?"

Melanie shrugged. "I guess stranger things
have happened. I know Dillon and Jake have been fighting
lately."

Kelsey suppressed a chill, but before she
could follow up on Melanie's words, Melanie went on.

"But I like Dillon. No one with eyes that
green could be a murderer. Not even for opal." Melanie pushed
herself off the bed. "I'd better scat. I'm supposed to help Gary at
the Showcase today, and I've still got some chores to do around
here. The maid went walkabout."

" 'Walkabout'?" Kelsey asked, only half
following the conversation.

"Nell's an Aborigine. She works hard when
she's here, but every once in a while she just takes off with her
family. They go up into the Territory to be with their tribe.
Drives Gary crazy, but me, well, I guess I understand. Someday Gary
may wake up and find a note on my pillow, 'Gone walkabout.'"

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/337649
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

tmp_dfb74a6a4a151a33fe46d9136f54e011_XVSkcq_html_m5fb60771.jpg





cover.jpg





