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Taylor Law

Ella Anderson exited the train station, her gaze captured by the imposing glass and chrome high-rise squatting diagonally opposite. She pressed a hand to her nervous stomach. The few mouthfuls of dry toast she’d forced herself to swallow at breakfast refused to settle. The stylish sign mounted on the front of the building on the other side of the concourse left no room for doubt—Taylor Law. A prestigious location and a blatant statement of wealth and power.

Ridiculous to think a building could gleam malevolently, but in the weak rays cast by an autumnal sun, it looked as menacing as it had eight years ago. Ella had first-hand experience of the company’s ruthlessness. Taylor Law had represented the crook who’d legally swindled prime farmland from her father. Her sworn statement about the verbal agreement and hand shake between the two men had counted for nothing. The icy dread that had seeped into her bones when she’d learned of this appointment returned. She shivered.

Wealth bought power. To hell with justice.

Releasing the hand of her curly-haired niece, Ella scooped the toddler high in her arms and smiled at Tessa’s delight.

“That’s my girl.” She blew noisy kisses on the bridge of Tessa’s nose before settling the giggling child on her hip. With a conscious straightening of her spine, she navigated her way through the throngs of Monday morning tourists crisscrossing the foreshore concourse.

Nine fifteen was too early for workers to have emerged from their offices for a coffee break. Perfect timing for carefree travellers to head to the ferry wharves for the tourist destinations on Sydney Harbour—Taronga Park Zoo, Manly Beach or Watsons Bay. Their easy-going laughter was a sharp contrast to her edgy apprehension.

Within minutes she’d walked out of the brisk wind through automatic entrance doors to the lobby. Quieter here away from the noise of the street, but the marble tiles were equally formidable, symbolising clarity and control when she had neither. She’d come to this meeting in place of her sister, Chrissy, who could no longer attend anything. Ella swallowed the lump of tears in her throat. A command—she’d hardly call it an invitation—from Jacob Taylor, who wasn’t just any lawyer; he carried the building’s name.

The letter had been in the innocent-looking pile of mail she’d collected from her neighbour when she’d returned from the family farm to the apartment last night. As Chrissy’s executor, she’d opened the letter addressed to her sister, the weight of the stiff cream parchment ominous even before she read the missive. The company name in bold print and the typed, blunt sentence stating the time and place for this meeting had confused her. The next paragraph mentioned Drew Browning, paternity and custody in carefully crafted sentences—an implied threat that had left her struggling to breathe. Custody!

Entering the elevator, she let Tessa press the button for the tenth floor. She slid the child to the floor and took her hand. Smooth, silent, fast, the glass cube rose through the centre of the building. A disembodied-elevator voice announced each floor: three, then seven, then nine, cutting her connection to her own world with breathtaking speed. The doors opened into a foyer three times the size of her office in the community justice centre she managed, and was more opulent than a five-star hotel. The ripe fragrance of Oriental lilies was another assault on her senses.

“Can I help you?” inquired the elegant blonde perched behind an oversized reception counter. The crimson and white lilies spilled from a vase on her right, plucked of their stamen, presumably to prevent the sticky orange anthers from staining the countertop and marring the perfect image being created. The company name was emblazoned on the reception wall in letters half Ella’s height.

“Ms. Anderson to see Mr. Taylor.” She’d only explain Chrissy’s absence once. She didn’t have the strength for more. Every bone and muscle in her body ached at the injustice of Chrissy’s early death. Saying “my sister is dead” offended her sense of right and wrong. The words becoming harder, not easier, with each retelling.

“Please take a seat, Ms. Anderson.” The woman gestured towards the ox-blood chesterfield positioned against the opposite wall. The colour seemed fitting for this antechamber to hell. “I’ll let Mr. Taylor know you’ve arrived.”

The firm instructions reinforced all of Ella’s impressions. Power! The word reverberated through her head. Drew Browning—a man whose name didn’t appear on Tessa’s birth certificate and whom Chrissy had never named—had hired Taylor Law to represent him. Potential father! He was a stranger to Tessa, to Ella and her family. Choosing Taylor Law to represent him was a brutal demonstration he had the money and power to buy the result he wanted. Panic rose like bile in her throat.

She dropped onto the couch, settling Tessa beside her.

“’Ootles.” Tessa reached out a hand, her grey gaze full of trust. Ella knew zilch about genetics, but no one in her immediate family had grey eyes.

She pulled a soft bear with a chewed ear from her bag. “Here’s Tootles.” And wished for her own brown bear to stand sentinel at her shoulder during this meeting. Tessa began a private and unintelligible conversation with the raggedy toy, while Ella leaned back against the expensive leather, a false comfort. This time yesterday her path had been clear, raising Tessa as if she were her own child because she loved her. She’d promised Chrissy to give her niece the best upbringing she could.

Ella had never questioned the rightness of it. Tessa was the child of her heart, her nurturing love built on a million small memories—bathing Tessa when she was a baby, sharing mealtimes, comforting her when she was teething, and waiting to give her a hug when she let go of the security of the coffee table to take her first steps. When Chrissy’s health stopped her from doing simple tasks, Ella had accepted she’d be a single parent.

“You can go in now, Ms. Anderson.”

Ready or not, here I come. The words from a children’s game echoed in her mind. She had no idea what had precipitated this meeting, but her need to know outweighed the anxiety pounding at her temples. Outweighed her concern at bringing Tessa. With her regular sitter unavailable and the doctor’s advice to keep the toddler close until she established new routines, her options had shrunk to zero.

“Tessa.” She waited while the child scrambled off the sofa, the bear clutched in one hand. She held out her hand and the child took it.

The secretary threw the panelled teak door wide. A sense of unreality swept over Ella as she approached the office. Today Tessa might have a father. Dear heaven. She struggled to get her head around the idea. An absent, anonymous man who’d abandoned Chrissy, a man Ella and her family hadn’t factored into Tessa’s upbringing.

Taking a deep breath, she stepped into the lion’s den.

Two men—where Ella had expected one lawyer—dressed in stylish dark worsted suits, crisp business shirts and silk ties, stood when she entered. They’d been sitting in low, burnished gold, leather armchairs, but broke off their conversation to rise at her arrival. The similarity between them ended there.

Her attention skittered away from the face of the older man. She assumed he was the lawyer, Jacob Taylor. Her quarry became the younger man who’d stepped towards her. With his body encased in a minimalist, form-fitting Lanvin suit, he looked as sleek and lethal as a bullet. His face could have been carved from marble—classic lines, strong bones and a determined chin. The russet brown hair pulled back into a stubby ponytail and the gold stud in his right ear shattered his veneer of sophistication. A pirate king.

The friendly interest she’d programmed herself to display at this meeting evaporated as their eyes met.

And held.

His steel-grey gaze probed deeply, demanding access to her closest held secrets. Her instinct to share was physically and emotionally shocking. This close, his subtle scent, sandalwood with a dash of something spicy, teased her nostrils, undermining her resistance and offering a giddy temptation she struggled to understand. Her greeting caught in her throat, and she took a step back. Her nerves stretched tight, her body responding to him even as the blazing intelligence concentrated on her shifted into suspicion. She couldn’t look away.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

The tension in his liquid chocolate voice rippled through her. This man couldn’t be Tessa’s father. The ferocity of her denial rattled her. Every cell refused to accept he’d been her sister’s lover. And some remnant of reasoned thought nagged at her. He’d have eaten Chrissy alive.

“Eleanor Anderson.” With an effort, she gathered her professional poise. “Chrissy’s sister. Ella. You must be Drew.” She reached out a hand.

“You know damn well I’m not Drew.”

“If you aren’t Drew, who are you?” Off-balanced by his instant attack, she tried to steady her jumpy nerves. Withdrawing her hand, she turned to the older man, who was staring at Tessa. “Mr. Taylor, your letter requested Chrissy meet you here about Drew Browning’s paternity and ...” She stumbled to a halt over the word “custody,” then shook her head as a bizarre idea formed. “You can’t be Drew?”

“I’m his father, Peter.” His presence confused her further but confirmed the identity of the pirate king.

She stretched out a hand for a second time. “Then you must be Mr. Taylor. Good morning.”

“Where’s Chrissy?” Taylor demanded.

Before she could answer, Tessa’s soft voice ricocheted around the room. “Mama’s in heaven.”

Ella gathered Tessa into her arms, hugging her tightly. She buried her nose against the child’s neck to hide the tears threatening to spill over. “That’s right, my darling,” she crooned. “Mama had to go away.”

“You must be devastated,” said Peter gently. “A sudden accident?”

“An illness,” Ella responded to his genuine sympathy. After a country funeral, sympathy was familiar territory. She’d learned to handle well wishes from near strangers.

“We should have acted faster.” Peter turned to the silent lawyer. Taylor monitored her every move, cataloguing her sins. “Chrissy didn’t say she was sick, did she? When did she die?”

“Ten days ago.” The longest two hundred and forty hours of Ella’s life.

“I’m sorry I didn’t meet her. If we hadn’t delayed ...” His distress obvious, Peter glanced at Jacob Taylor.

“I don’t know when Drew employed Taylor Law, but Chrissy wasn’t often conscious in her final days,” Ella admitted. Those relentless days, when hope was gone and her sister’s spirit had unwound like the spring in an old-fashioned timepiece. “You wouldn’t have been able to question her.”

“You’ve misunderstood. Jake’s representing my wife and I.” Peter stared at Tessa where her head rested against Ella’s shoulder. “And this is Tessa.” His voice softened, his mouth stretching into a smile as he studied the little girl.

“’Ootles fell,” said Tessa.

Peter swooped to pick up the toy and handed it to her. “Ms. Anderson, Eleanor.”

“Call me Ella,” she said automatically, while she struggled to fit this new piece of the jigsaw into any kind of coherent picture. “I don’t understand. The letter mentioned ‘Drew Browning.’”

“Please sit down.” Peter Browning opened his arms in welcome.

Taking a steadying breath, Ella scanned the sparse but elegantly furnished room, choosing the two-seater sofa, leaving the armchairs for the pirate lawyer and ... Tessa’s grandfather? Peter’s presence reminded her there were other players in family disputes. A mistake not to anticipate who might be present today.

She settled Tessa beside her, placing her bag on the low central table. A single bark to bark piece of cedar, prized in her stretch of country above all other timbers. Beautiful, rare and very valuable—a timely reminder she’d entered an alien universe. Presumptive grandfather, not father, had chosen wealth and power to guard his back. What the hell was going on?

Tessa tucked Tootles safely between them, even her childish instincts recognising danger and seeking to protect. Ella rubbed Tessa’s cheek and patted the bear.

“How can we help you?” Jacob Taylor interrupted.

“I received your summons.” Less than eighteen hours ago, but Ella’s mind still whirled with the speed of having her world tipped on its axis.

“Chrissy asked me for this meeting.”

“I don’t understand.” Ella fell off the edge of a cliff she hadn’t seen coming; Taylor’s words tipping her into a spinning vortex. She turned to the older man. “Your son didn’t initiate this?” Her voice cracked. Her vision blurred.

“Ella ... Eleanor, are you okay? Can I get you a drink—tea, coffee, water?” Peter’s face held concern.

Returning her gaze to Taylor, her mouth went dry. More than wealth and power—a history of ruthless elimination of opponents. Any sign of weakness on her part would be an open invitation to take advantage of her. Chrissy, what didn’t you tell me? “I don’t think I’ll be here long enough for a cup of tea. But, thank you.”

“What don’t you understand?” Taylor studied her with the intensity of a lepidopterist examining an exotic butterfly on the end of a pin.

“I assumed Drew contacted you,” Ella said. Maybe he’d heard from a mutual friend that Chrissy was dying? Maybe he’d finally bothered to check if there’d been consequences of his relationship with Chrissy?

“Drew’s not in Australia.”

“London’s not another planet.” She was babbling, trying to distract them both.

“You know Drew’s in London.” Taylor pounced on her admission.

“Chrissy said he was. She followed his blog.” With the dedication of a true fan, and she’d never once mentioned he was her lover. Ella had listened with half an ear to her sister’s gushing adoration and never guessed he was Tessa’s unnamed father. Did that make her gullible or an idiot? Or had she been selfishly content when Chrissy insisted Tessa was hers alone, and she wanted Ella to look after her when Chrissy died? “She knew some of the people he wrote about. I had no idea they’d had any kind of personal relationship until I saw your letter.”

“Yet you assumed I was Drew?” Taylor challenged.

“Based on your age.” Ella hadn’t anticipated the direction of the conversation, leaving her floundering. “Celebrity gossip doesn’t interest me, and essentially he’s a gossip columnist.” Why had her sister contacted Jacob Taylor of all the lawyers on the planet, and why hadn’t she told Ella?

“You didn’t check what he looks like?”

“No, I had other priorities last night.” Ella hadn’t cared until he was linked to Chrissy in Taylor’s letter. Disbelief had pinned her to her chair, until a desperate anxiety had driven her to check her niece was safely asleep. She’d stayed to keep guard, fighting sleep as long as she could. In her dreams she was arguing with a faceless lawyer. She insisted she had custody of Tessa. He laughed, and said, “You have nothing in writing.” She’d woken, dripping with sweat. “I ran out of time this morning.” She straightened Tootles in her niece’s slackening grip.

Taylor’s penetrating gaze narrowed in speculation. “When I received her letter, I talked to Peter.”

“Not Drew?” His hesitation gave Ella a possible answer to the question most necessary for her sanity. “Drew denies paternity?”

The older man interrupted. “When Jake told me, I asked him to arrange a meeting.”

“Why did you agree to a meeting, Mr. Taylor, if Drew denies the claim?”

“This isn’t about me.” Taylor waved an impatient hand. “What do you want?”

“I want to see Chrissy’s letter to you.” To know what Chrissy asked for. What she offered in return. Then I will wake up and discover this is all a bad dream.

“Why?”

Because I only have your word that she wrote to you! was the answer she ached to give, but she had no power in this place. She was the supplicant. “Your letter mentioned custody.” She licked her dry-as-a-dirt-bowl lips. “Chrissy lived with me. As you can imagine, I talked to her often about Tessa’s upbringing. I’d like to confirm if her letter to you is consistent with our conversations.”

“She asked for money. Lots of money,” he replied.

Ella’s brain simply shut down. Dear heaven. Lots of money?

“Blackmail is an unpleasant business.” Taylor seemed to relish the accusation.

“Chrissy was dying, not a criminal.” Terrified was a better description. Adrenalin surged through Ella’s system, and she welcomed the anger. “You’re twisting her meaning. Seeking child support is not blackmail. It’s a child’s right.” She’d explained the concept more times than she could count to absent fathers resentful of their obligations. Working alongside the community justice centre lawyers brought her into daily contact with family disputes.

Tessa tugged on her hand. “’Ootles doesn’t like fighting.”

“We’re not fighting, darling.” Ella ran her fingers up and down Tessa’s back in a soothing manner, although she needed the contact more than the child. She met Taylor’s smoky stare over the child’s head. Her outburst hadn’t tempted him to hand over Chrissy’s letter. Was the claim for cash in exchange for custody?

“Stop upsetting Tessa, Jake. And look at her. I have a photo at home that could be her twin. The family resemblance is uncanny,” Peter beamed.

“A physical resemblance isn’t enough.” Jacob Taylor’s unreadable stare rested on her niece, and Ella held her breath. “At its heart, this is a paternity claim issued more than two years after the event.”

“Bron will love her,” Peter said simply.

Ella was lost, but the words had a powerful effect on Taylor. He looked tired, the lines around his eyes in sharper relief, before he shook off whatever emotion had battered him.

“We need to fully investigate,” he insisted.

“That’s your job. Ella, do you believe your sister?” Peter asked.

The direct question had Ella reassessing him. Grey hair and a heavily lined face gave the impression life hadn’t always been easy for Peter Browning, but the glint lighting his eyes suggested he’d lived, loved and survived with his sense of humour intact. Under her intent examination, his smile broadened.

After reading and re-reading Taylor’s letter, when she couldn’t pretend it was some kind of macabre joke, she’d scoured her memory for any references Chrissy had made to Drew. She’d recalled off-hand comments and unfinished sentences starting with “Drew said” or “Drew wanted” and was amazed at her blindness in not working it out for herself. Combined with her sister’s direct approach to Taylor Law, they added up to a plain truth.

With her heart pounding, she said, “If Chrissy said Drew is Tessa’s father, then he is.”

“Tessa’s my granddaughter,” he whispered, with a dazed smile.

“Hold on.” Taylor’s words snapped with the force of a whipcord through the room.

“Jake, please.” Peter’s answer was a quietly spoken plea. The old man’s defencelessness triggered more alarm bells for Ella. Was he, like Tessa, an innocent?

The younger man’s shoulders hunched in exasperation, but his expression offered endless tolerance for the older man. Another possibility for Taylor’s hostility occurred to Ella: concern. The pirate lawyer recognised Peter Browning’s vulnerability and was doing all in his power to protect an old man from false claims. She remembered her father’s joy when he’d first seen Tessa. The promise of a grandchild was a very big claim.

His patience gave her a different insight into Jacob Taylor. A noble knight with his auburn-tinted locks caught in a leather thong. Disciplined in body and mind, the danger lurking in his eyes a warning he’d defend his own. Knight or pirate, he was displaying chivalrous instincts.

“We agreed on this, Peter.”

Ella hadn’t expected care beneath the toughness of the ruthless lawyer.

“You talk to Ella. Over there.” Peter indicated the windows on the opposite side of the room. “If it’s okay with you, Ella, I’ll stay with Tessa. I imagine she doesn’t like to be away from you at the moment?”

“She’s extra clingy. I’m not leaving her alone with anyone she doesn’t know yet.” But she didn’t want Tessa to overhear her conversation. Small ears picked up surprising details.

Peter nodded, moving to sit on the other side of Tessa. “How did Tootles get here today?”

“Tess, honey, I’ll be over there.” Ella pointed before crossing the room, forcing Taylor to follow her. She stopped, her position giving her a clear line of sight to the child.

“On the train.” Tessa answered her grandfather, her gaze following Ella.

“Did he like the train?”

“He’s a girl.”

* * *
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Given Peter’s immediate fascination, it was madness to leave him with the child, but Jake had expected Chrissy Anderson to walk through his door. A known entity. He’d prepared for meeting her.

Eleanor Anderson represented a Pandora’s box of problems. She stopped and swivelled to face him. Her sudden halt and the colour flooding her cheeks revealed her unease. A sure sign of guilt. Looking for more signs, Jake found what he searched for. Her crossed arms, her rapid breathing, the turbulence in her large, softly-fringed green eyes, and the hasty brush of her hand to tuck some stray honey-gold curls behind her ear were a play for time. All evidence she’d miscalculated badly, and now needed to change tactics.

Tall, slender to the point of thinness, her subtle curves held an appeal he found disconcerting. Under his relentless scrutiny, the colour faded from her creamy complexion to accentuate her high cheekbones. Without intending to, his gaze lingered on her mouth.

Her teeth tugged on her full lower lip, the action shooting an unexpected judder of awareness through him. A practised trick, he told himself, while fighting the urge to step closer and rub his thumb where her teeth had been, soothing any ache. He imagined her lips would be soft, yielding. The temptation to prove he was right in this as well jolted him out of his racing thoughts.

Jake ruthlessly suppressed the unwanted reaction. There was a better than even chance she was responsible for the ugly blackmail attempt in the letter. He wouldn’t allow some huckster to steal from his uncle. Peter would have been a soft touch for a grandchild at any time, but since his wife had been diagnosed with a degenerative disease, he was more vulnerable. And Peter was right. His aunt, Bron, would love this child. She’d open her arms to Tessa as she had to him when he’d arrived on their doorstep all those years ago—an orphan at nine. He owed them too much to let them be exploited while he did nothing.

“Let’s rewind, shall we? I received a letter claiming to be from Chrissy Anderson.” He’d been prepared to listen to Chrissy, despite the incoherent threats of blackmail and offer to sell the child for a price. It wasn’t in his DNA to turn his back on a child in need.

“You said Chrissy wrote to you.”

“I’ve never seen her signature.” The letter had been desperate, Jake recalled, more like the Chrissy he remembered than the woman in front of him, who didn’t look desperate. She possessed more intelligence, more poise and more backbone than Chrissy ever had, or sheer rat cunning if she hoped to con him.

“You didn’t question Chrissy wrote it until I arrived,” she responded. “It can be easily verified. There are more important questions to answer this morning.”

How could a little thing like her stiffening her spine churn him up inside, make his fingers itch to walk up that backbone to see if her resistance held? He pointed a finger at her. “Can you prove your identity?”

She turned on her heel and headed back towards her bag.

Jake wanted to get this charade over with. He’d called Drew when he got Chrissy’s undated letter a fortnight ago. The details she’d supplied made her claim possible. Plus, Jake’s own memory of her. The last night he’d seen Chrissy, she’d been inconsolable, her despair taking on a life of its own. Her letter provided a belated reason for her anguish. Pregnant to Drew.

The call was Jake’s first contact with his cousin since Drew’s move to London. Drew’s mocking voice had conjured a clear picture of Jake’s treacherous, self-indulgent cousin. Seemingly open and confiding, his cousin had expressed surprise at Jake’s call. Drew’s dismissal of paternity was too fast, and his outrage too staged for Jake to be satisfied. The conviction Drew was lying festered like an ulcer in his gut. Abandoning an innocent child to Drew’s indifference and Chrissy’s messy greed wasn’t an option. He’d broken his cardinal rule of not carrying tales about Drew to his aunt and uncle. He’d asked to speak to Peter privately and told him there was a possibility Drew had fathered a child.

Only a possibility.

Peter had appeared without warning this morning. He’d insisted on being present at this meeting and was fast becoming too besotted with Tessa to think straight. Approaching his uncle was a mistake. Peter’s enthusiasm had scuttled Jake’s plan of meeting Chrissy privately, of testing each detail of her story, of demanding a DNA test. He’d been alarmed by his uncle’s growing excitement before a stranger had walked into his office and played on Peter’s sympathy and compassion with an ease that infuriated him. Messenger or instigator, he intended to find out.

She strode towards him, indignation in every step. Rifling through her wallet she produced a driver’s licence. The photo was unflattering but accurate, although she looked thinner in the face now.

“I’d like to see her letter, please.” The “please” had cost her. The fact she’d used it when she was angry and frightened, made him award her grudging respect. She wasn’t a coward.

“Do you have authority to speak on her behalf?”

“I have—had—power of attorney and enduring guardianship.” Her stricken expression said she understood the futility of her answer—both powers expired on the death of the person named. “I’m her executor.”

“We aren’t making a claim against her estate.” He wasn’t prepared to share the letter, a letter Eleanor might have written or dictated, until he’d researched Eleanor Anderson. “Do you have any other authority?”

“I have moral authority. If you even understand what that means.” She pushed a strand of hair behind her ears, drawing attention to the elegant line of her neck.

You’re in no position to accuse me of lacking moral authority.” Although Jake’s suspicions rested largely on the letter’s claim for money. She looked as if she’d like to say something but shut her mouth, her lips pressed firmly together. She smelled of honeysuckle and summer days. And he was as crazy as his uncle to be attracted by a woman who could be running an elaborate scam. “Her death does complicate the situation.”

“My niece has lost her mother, and I have lost my sister.” Her voice trembled. Either she was as accomplished a performer as her sister, or she was struggling to contain unspeakable distress. He’d refused to speak for weeks after his parents’ death in a light-plane crash. She exhaled a slow breath. “That’s more than a complication.”

“It makes it harder to get to the truth,” he persisted, refusing to accept responsibility for her situation when his uncle and aunt deserved his loyalty.

“What truth do you want to find, Mr. Taylor?” Her emphasis on the word “truth” implied he was a peddler of lies.

“I chose neutral territory to discuss Chrissy’s claim.”

“Hardly neutral.” She glanced around the room, sniffing the air with the disdain of a temperance preacher in a bar. She wouldn’t be the first client to assume the deliberate informality was a trap. His office stood in such stark contrast to the rest of the building. His first move to stamp his style on the physical space of his business.

“I invited you to bring your own solicitor, Ms. Anderson.” He’d expected Chrissy to come alone. Like he’d expected Peter to wait at home to receive his verdict.

* * *
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Ella had answered so many insensitive bureaucratic inquiries about her sister in the days since her death that she’d developed a scab over the wound. Taylor’s hostility ripped the top off, leaving her with no protection from the cocktail of anger and fear and loss possessing her.

His gentleness with Peter had lowered her guard, so she’d lost sight of the crucial fact. Jacob Taylor was the mercenary, the gun for hire. Based on her family’s experience with this law firm, ethics was a non-starter in any contest between them.

“Do I need one, Mr. Taylor?” She could have called one of the lawyers from the centre last night when she’d opened the letter, but initially she’d been frozen in place, sitting with the missive spread out in front of her. When she’d tried to move, she’d ached—body, heart and soul. Being with Tessa was all that had mattered.

“Not for the preliminary chat I planned to have with Chrissy.”

“You planned to have?” This morning Ella had foolishly believed her knowledge of the law and her experience at mediation would be enough for this first meeting. Another mistake. Her first had been her forlorn request to see Chrissy’s letter. When on earth had Chrissy written it?

“When I sent the letter, I didn’t expect Peter to be here this morning.” Frown lines between his eyebrows marred the classical beauty of his face. “Can I see Tessa’s birth certificate?” He held out a hand. “Birth certificates can be illuminating documents.”

“Don’t be so patronising. They weren’t married, and he didn’t claim paternity at the time, so his name isn’t listed.” Chrissy could have named him but repeatedly refused. Ella’s focus had been getting here on time, not searching files to prove Tessa’s existence. The meeting wasn’t supposed to unravel like this.

“Don’t you want me to see it?” His voice dropped to a husky drawl, dragging across nerve endings exposed by Ella’s unexpected, edgy response to him. His swift antagonism was electrifying. “Does it have someone else’s name?”

With the deliberate insult, something inside her snapped. Selfish, impetuous Chrissy. But she hadn’t deserved to be left pregnant, sick and alone; she hadn’t deserved to die so young. Ella surrendered to the red-hot rage ripping through her and zeroed in on the nearest target: Jacob Taylor. “I find your accusation offensive, Mr. Taylor.”

“I don’t like to see vulnerable people taken advantage of.”

She was tempted to laugh out loud. Taylor Law had worked hand in hand with a lying cheat to crush her father without compunction. “You expect me to believe you.”

He checked over his shoulder to see if Peter was within hearing, then dropped his voice another octave. “I won’t allow you to play on an old man’s desire to be a grandfather.”

Ella clenched her hands into fists, the sincerity in his voice punching a hole in her anger. If concern for an old man was motivating him, it handicapped her ability to fight him. Justice was her passion. “I didn’t know Peter Browning would be here.”

“You haven’t brought any evidence to support your claim.”

“I came to see why Chrissy received a letter from a lawyer regarding paternity and custody for a man who hasn’t once bothered to visit Tessa. Not when she was born, not in the loss of her mother.” Her pre-dawn decision was looking increasingly reckless. “But you don’t want to believe that.”

“You must think I’m an idiot.”

“Just incapable of empathy.” Except for his client. “I’m the idiot. Custody is an ugly word. It reeks of uncertainty for a child who’s just lost her mother. I received your summons last night and obediently showed up here. My mother taught me keeping appointments was basic courtesy. A mistake where you’re concerned,” she continued. His attack implied only one conclusion, and she hated him for making it. “Why would you send a letter suggesting paternity if you think there’s another man?”

His eyes flashed fire, and he took a step closer.

Adrenalin rushed through Ella’s veins, making her heedless of consequences. “Or men. Is that how you live your life? Chrissy Anderson the pretender, Drew Browning the saint.”

“How I live my life is irrelevant.” His voice was steel encased in velvet. “You’re the person who needs to prove your bona fides here, not me.”

Her attack was illogical and his response biting. “I’d like to see her letter.” Her desperation shamed her. Why had Chrissy written to him, not Drew? At least it explained why she hadn’t told Ella. Her sister had remembered the Taylor Law name and knew Ella would never willingly deal with anyone associated with the company. Ella’s satisfaction at challenging Taylor dissolved. Another mistake she shouldn’t have made.

“I didn’t bring the birth certificate with me, Mr. Taylor. My excuse is my late notice of this meeting. I’ll ask my lawyer to get in touch. If Peter”—she glanced across to Tessa and Peter and gathered her long-ago legal training as a shield—“or his son would like information, my lawyer will facilitate an exchange of views.”

“Did you expect Drew to be here?”

“I didn’t know what to expect.” She’d been blindsided by the official summons from Taylor Law. When he peered down his aristocratic nose at her as if she were something unpleasant stuck to his shoe, her instinctive response was to stand up straighter, square her shoulders and spit in his eye. Instead, she stared into unfathomable slate-grey depths.

“Did Chrissy expect me to get Drew here?”

“I have no idea.” Ella couldn’t lie. Nor could she expose her sister’s flaws to this unsympathetic man—her essential naivety, her desperation to party, and the terror she’d hidden behind bravado when the final deadly diagnosis was made. Unless you’d known her and seen her disintegration in the last few months of her life, Chrissy’s behaviour appeared unbelievable. 

In the early hours of this morning, an old conversation had danced just out of reach in her mind. A conversation where Chrissy said she’d told Tessa’s father and he’d laughed at her. Chrissy had been slipping in and out of consciousness at the time, so Ella couldn’t be sure. “Did Chrissy’s letter say anything about telling Drew he was Tessa’s father when she discovered she was pregnant?”

“No, and it’s the first time I’ve heard her claim.” He kept his voice low and his back to Peter.

“You knew her.” Ella was convinced he was hiding an essential clue to the puzzle. As he eyeballed her, she opted for a wild guess. “She wrote to you. You, not Taylor Law.”

“I met her a few times.” His tone was non-committal.

“With Drew?” She swallowed her surprise.

He nodded.

“Then you know more about her relationship with him than I do.” The fear in her belly expanded, threatening to paralyse her. Her sister had sent Ella unarmed into the battle of her life.

“Drew met her when she arrived in town from the country. She had a boyfriend in tow. They split up soon after she met Drew.” He shrugged with elegant indifference.

Ella flinched, recalling the hurtful cascading consequences of Chrissy’s unannounced flight from home. “How long did you know her?”

“She and Drew were together a few months,” he continued. “Her beauty won her some top modelling jobs. She stood out. I saw them at occasional social functions.”

“Were you around when they broke up?”

“Yes.” His long lashes dipped to hide his expression.

Ella would swap a month’s supply of tarallucci, her favourite Italian nibble, to know what he wasn’t telling her. “What did she say then?”

“Chrissy didn’t tell me she was pregnant.”

“But you remembered enough of that time to contact Peter Browning.” She studied him closely, trying to find a crack in his facade of seeming detachment—a lawyer’s trick. “What changed your mind, Counsellor?”

“Drew denied all knowledge,” he said smoothly.

“You knew that when you arranged this meeting.” And the only change in plan was Ella’s arrival in place of Chrissy.

“Are you sure coming forward was Chrissy’s idea?” he asked. “The Browning name appeared in the Business Weekly’s top one hundred list about a month ago.”

“And Chrissy’s letter asked for money?” Ella’s stomach churned with nausea. He’d known Chrissy, maybe he would have given her a fair hearing, whereas Ella was instantly suspect. “Two and two make five in your world.” Dear heaven.

“Peter has more money than Drew.”

“You’re saying she knew that?”

“Chrissy was dying when the letter was written. You were about to be left holding the toddler. Literally. An unwanted, inconvenient child. You wouldn’t be the first to try and make some money from a situation like that.” His assumptions revealed cold calculation while painting Ella as the heartless schemer. “Drew’s in the UK. Peter’s here. The letter was sent to me, not Drew. Did you think his family would be an easy touch?” He stepped closer, blocking the light from the window, his shadow pitiless.

Chrissy had been restless and unhappy in the last weeks of her life, her actions not always logical. Ella’s best hadn’t been enough. The knowledge of her failure to comfort Chrissy blunted the impact of Jacob Taylor’s accusations.

“No answer, Ms. Anderson?”

“I will say this as many times as it takes to get it through your thick head.” Her hands formed fists at her side once again. “I will never sell access to Tessa. I will always welcome family who love her into her life.”

Shock, fear and grief. She’d dealt with them all before presenting herself and Tessa in this shrine to wealth. Ignorant of Chrissy’s demands, she’d anticipated a cold exchange of questions and answers. Things they both wanted to know. Not open warfare. Jacob Taylor suspected she’d hatched this scam. And scam it must be, considering his reaction.

Ella had responded like an automaton to the letter, dangerously trusting her knowledge and her instincts. Evidence, if she needed any more, that she wasn’t functioning normally. She should have done her research, spoken to her parents, brought a solicitor with her. To an outsider, her behaviour was as bizarre as Chrissy’s. She drew a steadying breath. Time to start again, draw on her training.

“DNA is the only way to confirm she’s a Browning,” he stated. “Then we can talk about ‘love.’”

“You make Drew sound like my sister Grace’s prize stud bull.” Ella had never questioned her paternity. Her father had been present every day of her life. She held up a hand when Taylor started to speak. “But I agree. The stakes are too high for everyone not to have a test.”

“If paternity is confirmed, will your conditions remain the same?”

“Conditions?” She was pleased her voice didn’t tremble. He was smart enough not to talk money again. The bogeyman she’d refused to face during the night whispered in her ear. Taylor’s letter had linked the words “paternity” and “custody.” “I haven’t seen Chrissy’s letter.”

“Tell me your conditions.” A cold implacability lurked behind his inscrutable expression, yet he smelled invitingly warm, of sandalwood and spice. The contradiction rattled her.

“If ... when Drew is confirmed as Tessa’s father, I’m prepared to grant access to Peter and his wife.” She swallowed, her mouth dry with fear. “Unless they intend harm, I believe grandparents should be part of a child’s life.”

“The letter offered sole custody. At a price.”

Blood roared in her ears as the horror of Chrissy’s betrayal hit her with the force of a battering ram—the reason his condemnation ran bone-deep. And she couldn’t blame him.

“I’ll make arrangements with your lawyer,” Taylor said.

“For the DNA test?” Ella matched his icy neutrality, when rage against the obscene suggestion Tessa was for sale, that any child was for sale, burned through her. Her nails dug into her palms. She half-lifted her fists, ready to pummel him until he stopped telling her Chrissy had kept secrets from her ... again. Except he was the messenger. Her sister was offering Tessa to the highest bidder.
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