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			CHAPTER ONE


			 


			The raja’s plane circled the narrow airstrip, and from the cabin Dr. Francesca Challis peered down at the island of Loei—the Island of the Wind.


			It was, as she had learned from the atlas, the center of a small volcanic group southeast of the Celebes, between the Tropic of Capricorn and the Tropic of Cancer and just south of the equator—an island into which Scotland and Yorkshire would comfortably fit.


			The flight from Singapore had made Francesca familiar with the waving palm trees, the dazzling golden beaches and the coral reefs of these Pacific islands, and the scene below her was, in all these essentials, much the same. But she had not been prepared for the wild, awe-inspiring height of the mountains, nor for the vivid green luxuriance of the jungle that stretched unbroken from the foothills to the very edge of the straggling, white-walled town. It looked, in some inexplicable way, at once more civilized—for the little town had an oddly Western style of architecture—and more primitive than any of the Indonesian islands she had seen, and this puzzled her, for the two impressions were contradictory.


			Her speculations were, however, abruptly cut short. The raja’s pilot waved a brown hand at her and banked steeply, to skim birdlike over the rooftops and bring his aircraft down in a smooth, effortlessly skillful three-point landing that Francesca, who had never flown before found extremely alarming.


			She suspected that he had done it on purpose, and sat a trifle resentfully in her seat as they taxied down the strip and drew up, with something of a flourish, outside the long, low administration building at the far end.


			If, Francesca thought, the raja’s pilot was endeavoring to impress her, then he had failed. It had been a most uncomfortable flight and she had decided some hours ago that she did not like flying any more than she liked the raja’s young Dutch pilot. Both had caused her to experience a strange sinking sensation in the pit of her stomach.


			She waited, struggling with the buckles of her seat belt, and he came into the cabin, a tall, rangy young man with a bronzed skin and the figure and profile of a Greek god, to regard his solitary passenger with a quizzical grin.


			“Well—” his blue eyes met hers “—we got here.” His voice was flat, faintly drawling; his English very fluent and evidently picked up in Australia, for it was laced with strange slang expressions and he had told her, in one of his more expansive moments, that he had served with the Australian Air Force during the war.


			Francesca inclined her head distantly, resenting the grin. It was a familiar grin, suggesting an intimacy between them that did not exist. His earlier uncommunicative concentration on the task of flying her here had been, she felt sure, deliberate.


			He was not at all the type of young man she was used to and his manners were, to put it mildly, lacking in polish. She had wanted to ask him so many questions during the flight—about the hospital, about her job and her new colleagues, about the raja—but he had presented an unresponsive back for the majority of the time and had replied in curt monosyllables for the rest of it.


			And now the need for questions had passed. She was about to learn the answer to them for herself. It was too late to turn back now: she was committed, at any rate, to giving Loei six months of her life.


			She returned the pilot’s grin with a faint cold little smile, which told him plainly that his overture—if such it was—did not interest her, and answered brightly, “So it seems, Mr. Russ.”


			The pilot’s grin faded. He looked hurt, as he freed her seat belt. “We nearly didn’t make it,” he volunteered.


			Francesca’s brows rose in a skeptical curve. “Oh? And why not?” Her tone was not encouraging.


			The young Dutchman shrugged his powerful shoulders. “Been flying on one engine most of the way,” he told her laconically, and made for the door of the cabin. “I’ll see about getting your stuff out. You’re lucky to have it—nearly had to tell you to chuck the lot overboard at one stage. I thought we were going to land up in the drink.”


			Francesca stared after his retreating back, bereft of words. She had found the flight rough and had thought once or twice that they had been flying rather erratically, but it had never occurred to her that anything was seriously wrong or that they might be in danger. She had no experience of airplanes. And the pilot’s attitude annoyed her. She should have been warned, not kept in ignorance of the danger and now told of it in this absurdly offhand fashion.


			She had followed him to the cabin door, through which he was passing her baggage to a pair of golden-skinned natives, clad in khaki drill shorts and shirts. They were conversing with him eagerly in a musical but completely incomprehensible tongue, which he appeared to speak fluently, and all three worked with a leisurely deftness that suggested complete indifference to the passing of time. There was a great deal of laughter, the pilot squatting in the doorway, the two young natives leaning against it, their round boyish faces wreathed in delighted smiles as they listened to whatever he was telling them. Probably some exaggerated account of their recent escape from death, Francesca thought, irritated. Well, he owed her an explanation, if not an apology.


			She said with dignity, “Mr. Russ . . . .”


			The laughter ceased. He turned slowly, waiting. “Yeah?”


			“Why were we flying on one engine? And why didn’t you tell me that we were?”


			“Why one engine? Because the other one packed up, of course. And I didn’t tell you because I couldn’t see any point in both of us getting scared.” He got to his feet. “Took me all my time to keep the port engine going as it was. If you’d known, you’d have asked a lot of questions, taken my mind off—maybe had hysterics.”


			“Do I,” Francesca demanded indignantly, “look to you the type who would have had hysterics?”


			The pilot’s ingenuous blue eyes traveled from her feet, in their neat snakeskin shoes, past the well-cut linen suit to her face, which, since she had attended to it carefully before landing, was as soigne as the rest of her person, and lingered there, his gaze half admiring, half mocking.


			“I wouldn’t know about that,” he said with infuriating complacence, “but you can take it from me: you’re pretty good to look at, doc. Quite an eyeful. But I suppose everyone tells you that, don’t they?”


			Francesca gasped. “My friends,” she informed him crushingly when she had recovered her breath, “express it with more finesse, Mr. Russ. And complete strangers don’t as a rule presume, on so short an acquaintance as ours, to offer comments on my appearance. If you see what I mean?”


			He shook his head, the blue eyes wide and innocent. “My English isn’t that good, Dr. Challis. I only understand words of one syllable. But I thought you asked me to comment on your appearance. You said—”


			“I know what I said, thank you.”


			He sighed. “I was doing my best to understand. And to say the right thing. It’s true, anyway. You are beautiful.” His tone was challenging.


			Francesca, angrily aware that her cheeks were flushed, ignored the challenge. She said dryly, “I should have thought that a really efficient pilot would have made sure that his engines didn’t fail, Mr. Russ. I mean, for both of them to let you down like that . . . .” She left the sentence, with all its implications, floating unfinished between them and, stepping past him, went to the cabin door. The two native boys, she saw, were carrying her luggage toward the administration building. They were studying the labels with interest, stopping occasionally in order to point these out to each other and laugh. The fact that Francesca was watching their antics did not abash them—they turned to smile at her. Francesca hoped that they would not drop her dressing case or her bag of instruments. She signed them to take care and they waved back cheerfully, white teeth gleaming against their golden skins.


			“Don’t worry,” the pilot advised, “they’ll watch it.”


			“I hope they will. Perhaps I am expecting too much—of everyone here.”


			“Perhaps you are,” he agreed gravely, blue eyes on her face. “Seem to have stepped off on the wrong foot somehow, you and I. Don’t we?”


			“We do, Mr. Russ. And now—” she avoided his gaze “—will you tell me how I get to the hospital?”


			“They’ll send a car,” the young Dutchman answered carelessly. “They know we’ve got here. They’ll have seen us.”


			He vaulted lightly to the ground and stood there bareheaded, the sun gilding his sleek fair hair. He looked more like a young Greek god than ever, holding out both hands to her, apparently no more abashed than the boys had been by her censure. “Better let me help you; it’s quite a jump.”


			It was—but Francesca made it unaided. As they walked across the sun-drenched concrete side by side, Russ said, “Reckon I annoyed you, doc. I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to.”


			“That,” Francesca replied without warmth, “is quite all right, Mr. Russ. I expect I shall get used to it”


			He brightened. “Look, I didn’t really think you’d have hysterics; it was just that I didn’t want to worry you. I’d have told you if things had got so’s I couldn’t handle them. I’m not a bad pilot, you know. Not that bad, anyway.”


			Francesca smiled. So her shaft had gone home! “Then what was wrong?”


			He shrugged. “There was dirt in the fuel—must have been.” His fair brows came together. “I’ll find out, don’t worry.”


			“Oh, I see.” Francesca hesitated. She was still annoyed with him, but there was no point in bearing a grudge. And he had apologized. She directed her smile at him. “Well, I hope you’ll clean it before I fly with you again.”


			“Too right I will!” He spoke feelingly. “Don’t want another trip like that in a hurry. What interests me, though, is how the dirt got there.”


			“But—”


			“I refueled in Sourabaya. The fuel was okay when it went in. Oh, well! Maybe someone doesn’t like me.”


			“Or me,” Francesca put in flippantly.


			He eyed her thoughtfully but did not make the obvious retort. Instead he asked, “Why’ve you come here? I mean, I know you’ve come to take on a job at the hospital, but—well, why here? Kind of far from home, isn’t it?”


			“I wanted to travel and I knew Dr. Frayle years ago. She was a lecturer at my teaching hospital and I . . . admired her. We kept in touch. When she came to England with the raja for the coronation, she invited me to meet her. One thing led to another, and here I am.”


			“Doc Frayle suggested it? It was her idea?”


			“Yes. But I didn’t need much persuading.”


			“No.” There was a curious note in his voice and Francesca stared at him. But he was smiling. “The coronation was quite a while ago—Doc Frayle must have kept at you?”


			“I wanted to take my diploma in tropical medicine before I came out.”


			“Ah!” They reached the building and he held the door for her, waving a slim brown hand invitingly. “Care for a drink? We’ve all the modern conveniences—a bar and a barman who knows his job.”


			“Yes, but the car from the hospital . . .” Francesca began uncertainly, and the pilot laughed.


			“They’ll know where to find us. Davie Urquhart will drive Doc Frayle down and this is always his first port of call.” He indicated a table, pulled out a rattan chair for her. “Sit down. What shall I get you?”


			“Well . . . .” Francesca looked about her with interest. It was a long, low-ceilinged room, dark after the dazzling sunlight of the airfield. Half a dozen tables were scattered about it and she could make out the dim outline of a cocktail bar at the opposite end of the room. The counter was of highly polished wood and the barman, in a spotless white jacket, stood behind this, beaming. He was Chinese and quite bald. Meeting Francesca’s gaze he bowed and came toward them, to stand looking from one to the other expectantly.


			“This,” Russ announced, “is Robert Ong. When the Japanese occupied Loei, flushed with their victory in the Philippines, Robert took to the jungle and fought with the guerrillas—he is said to have accounted for more than a score of Japs single-handed. Eh, Robert, you old rogue?”


			The barman smiled. “Perhaps, Master Bill. I not remember.”


			“He’s a modest chap,” the pilot said. “And while we’re on the subject of introductions, my name’s Wilhelm but everyone calls me Bill. Now then, doctor—about that drink?”


			He was very much on his best behavior now, at pains to make her feel at home. He reeled off an impressive list of drinks, prompted occasionally by Robert Ong, and Francesca, somewhat at a loss, for she had not expected to find a well-stocked bar on this tiny airfield, asked for orange juice. She was thirsty and the thought of a long cool drink was a pleasant one.


			“The Japanese built the strip,” Bill Russ told her when he had given their order. “This was their pilots’ mess. Then the Americans came and they installed the bar—and stocked it. But they got moved on before they’d really had a chance to do much serious drinking. The raja took everything over as war surplus.” He grinned. “It was a bargain!”


			Robert Ong glided up with their drinks on a tray.


			Francesca tasted her fruit juice and found it delicious. Ice clinked against her glass and the barman asked, “All right, missy?” He had a bland ageless face and a pair of friendly, twinkling dark eyes. Francesca tried to picture him as a ruthless guerrilla fighter and failed.


			“It’s just right, thank you.”


			Robert Ong bowed, the picture of benignity, and returned to his bar.


			Francesca accepted a cigarette from Bill Russ’s battered case and wondered, looking at him, why she had disliked him so much at first. It had been an instinctive reaction. The insular British reaction to a foreigner, perhaps. But he had been her first contact with Loei and she had looked forward to making a friend, after the long sea voyage from England.


			The raja had talked of his young Dutch pilot with warm admiration and obvious affection. Perhaps she had expected too much, formed preconceived notions about him. Yet . . . . Her brow puckered. His manner had been different, to begin with—unfriendly to the point of rudeness, as if he had resented her coming, resented the necessity for the long flight to pick her up.


			Still, if he had been anxious concerning the behavior of his engines, that might account for it, though not entirely. Because his unfriendly attitude had been very much in evidence from the first moment he had set eyes on her, before she had boarded his aircraft—and long before the engine trouble had developed.


			Sensing her eyes on him, the pilot eased his long body around in his chair so that he was facing her. His gaze was very direct and searching, and Francesca, to her discomfiture, became increasingly aware of his masculine attraction.


			A man, she decided, had no right to be as good-looking as this one, and she consoled herself with the thought that in London he would have seemed less attractive than uncouth and out of place. He was in his accustomed setting here and taking full advantage of it. He had probably been born in the East Indies, as so many of the Dutch were. She tried to visualize him in a London street, with bowler hat and rolled umbrella, and the picture was as ludicrous and improbable as it had been in Robert Ong’s case.


			Her lips twitched involuntarily. It was indeed easier to imagine the bland barman prowling the jungle with a knife between his teeth than to conjure up anything but a laughable image of the raja’s pilot strolling down Piccadilly. . . .


			“Do I amuse you?” the object of this mental exercise demanded pugnaciously. His tone was so like that of a hurt little boy that Francesca laughed aloud.


			“I was just trying to imagine what you’d look like in London,” she told him with no little satisfaction.


			“And that made you laugh?”


			“Yes. A . . . a little, I’m afraid.”


			“I was there. Nobody laughed at me.” A tinge of color crept up under the tan of his cheeks. Francesca felt a trifle ashamed of herself now, but he had asked for it, sitting there, forcing her to notice him.


			“When were you in London?” she questioned.


			He stared moodily into his glass. “I was born there,” he said surprisingly. “My father was in the consular service and my mother was English. But he was moved to Sydney when I was four, so I was brought up out there. But I went back to London in the war. I wasn’t there long—just on my way to Canada, and then for a spell after I finished my flying training. Then I came back out here and I’ve been around the islands ever since. I like the islands,” he added, jaw jutting defiantly.


			There was a little silence during which Francesca began to feel more ashamed than ever. Bill Russ drained his glass, glanced at his watch and said, “They’ll be here soon. Care for the other half?” He nodded toward her empty glass.


			She shook her head. “No thanks. Er, who was it you said would come with Dr. Frayle?”


			“David Urquhart. He’ll be one of your colleagues up at the hospital.”


			“Oh—he’s a doctor?”


			“Yeah. Fiddles about with microscopes and little glass slides. They reckon he has quite a brain, only . . . .” He hesitated.


			“Only what?” Francesca prompted.


			He hunched his shoulders. “Only nothing. You’ll find out. He’s a decent chap, Davie. Do anything for you—give you the shirt off his back if you asked him to.” He sounded, Francesca thought, as if he were defending the unknown Dr. Urquhart. “Maybe you’ll think us all a bit uncivilized and not fit to be seen in your fashionable London circles. But Davie used to live there.”


			“There are three doctors, aren’t there?” Francesca persisted, deeming it wiser to ignore the reproach his last few words implied.


			“That’s right. Doc Frayle, Davie and Vince Lucas. Vince is a Yank, was here with the Yank air force. When they pulled out they left him here, because the island hadn’t a medico and he volunteered to stay. He just never left. When the war finished, he got himself demobilized by post or something. Or maybe they just forgot about him, I wouldn’t know. Anyway, here he is. Funny thing about this place—” the blue eyes were grave suddenly, grave and even tender “—it sort of grows on you. I’ve been here six years now myself. I wonder how long you’ll stay?”


			The question was disconcerting. Francesca stammered a little as she answered, “I . . . I’ve come for six months.”


			The pilot stretched lazily. “Bet you stay, then!”


			“Well, I don’t know. I want to see the world and—”


			“They all stay.” It was as if he had not heard her. “Queer. I don’t know why they stay, but they do. Look at Doc Frayle.”


			“But she was home for ages!” Francesca protested. “She was a lecturer at the Royal Free when I was there.”


			“Yeah, but that was on account of the war. She only stopped in England because she couldn’t get back here. She’s back now.”


			His logic was unanswerable. Francesca was silent. She wondered how much longer the car from the hospital would be.


			As if he had read her thoughts, Russ said, “They’ve a way to come, you know, and the roads aren’t up to much. You’d better have another drink.” He signed to Robert Ong without waiting for Francesca’s assent and passed her his cigarette case again. “Smoke?”


			“Thank you.” He held a lighter for her and then began to roll a cigarette for himself. He did it very neatly.


			“Can’t smoke tailor-mades, thanks to my Australian upbringing.” He held out the finished product for her, inspection, boyishly pleased when she admired it. The drinks came and Russ raised his glass to her. “Cheers!”


			He was very friendly now, Francesca noticed, amused. “Cheers!” she responded.


			He leaned toward her, brow furrowed. “I don’t bore you, do I?” His tone was less anxious than aggressive.


			“Of course you don’t.”


			“Good.” His face cleared. “I like your name. Francesca. It’s unusual and—well, it suits you. Can I call you Francesca? Where I come from, we don’t waste a lot of time standing on our dignity.”


			“What about here?”


			He grinned. “People suit themselves here. Doc Frayle’s always Doc Frayle, but the rest of us—” the grin widened “—well? Can I?”


			“If you like.”


			He raised his glass again. “Cheers, Francesca!”


			“Cheers, Bill!”


			“Thanks.” He was delighted. “You know, you scared me at the start with that la-di-da manner of yours. But it’s an act, isn’t it, with you? You aren’t really la-di-da?”


			“I don’t think so. You weren’t very friendly to me at the start, were you?”


			“No.” He reddened. “You knocked me cold, Francesca, and that’s the truth. I wasn’t expecting our new doctor to be a . . . a vision of feminine loveliness.”


			Flattering though this was, Francesca was convinced that he wasn’t telling her the whole truth. Wilhelm Russ was not the type to be knocked cold. There had been something else, some other reason for his earlier constraint. But obviously he did not intend to explain it now.


			“Why is Dr. Frayle always . . . Dr. Frayle?” she asked curiously.


			Bill stared at her. “I thought you said you knew her?”


			“Well, yes, I did when I was a student. But I haven’t seen her for—goodness, it’s years, except just that once when she came home for the coronation. Naturally, that was all very formal—the raja was there and all sorts of other important people.”


			“Yeah, I can imagine. You’ll find she’s changed a bit, maybe.” He set down his glass. “Well, here they are, so you’ll be able to see for yourself.” His ears, sharper than hers, had detected the sound of the car’s engine. Francesca rose, automatically straightening her skirt. Bill pulled back her chair.


			They went together to the door.


		




		

			CHAPTER TWO


			 


			The car that drew up a few minutes later with a squeal of harshly-applied brakes was not, somehow, the sort of car that Francesca would have associated with Dr. Kathleen Frayle.


			It was a large American car, painted bright green and gleaming with chromium that caught the strong sunlight in unexpected places and reflected it back with such dazzling fidelity that Francesca blinked.


			A fuzzy-haired native slipped from the back seat and ran around to the driver’s side to open the door. He was very tall and powerful and he completely dwarfed the man who with leisurely grace eased himself from behind the wheel.


			This man, despite his stature, was striking. He was white, though his skin was burned to a deep even tan, and he was dressed immaculately in a white shirt and drill trousers that looked as if they had just been pressed. A silk scarf, in a startling design of spots and a half-moon against a lemon background, was knotted loosely around his thin brown throat. His hair, which was iron gray, was cropped very close to his head so that it stood up, bristling aggressively and making Francesca think, absurdly, of the mongrel Airedale she had once owned.


			She judged him at first glance to be in his early forties and then revised her estimate as he came toward her, hand outstretched and very white teeth displayed in a flashing boyish smile. He was probably not yet forty, though it was impossible to tell, for his brisk exuberance was entirely youthful, yet his dark, intelligent eyes were tired and a little disillusioned.


			“Welcome to Loei, Dr. Challis!” His hand gripped hers. It was a small hand, but the clasp was so powerful that Francesca winced. “I’m Dr. Lucas, Vincent Lucas. I guess our Flying Dutchman’s told you about me?”


			Bill, at Francesca’s elbow, grinned. “I was careful what I said, Vince, don’t worry.”


			Dr. Lucas clapped him on the shoulder. “Boy, am I glad you’re back!” He turned to Francesca again and added, with quaint formality, “Dr. Frayle asked me to offer you her apologies. She’d intended to come down herself to meet you but—” he spread his hands “—she was called out urgently.”


			“And what,” Bill Russ wanted to know, “was more urgent than meeting our newest acquisition? Who, let me tell you, is an acquisition?” His tone was bantering, but he ranged himself protectively beside Francesca and his blue eyes held a strange steely glint. “Eh, Vince? What was?”


			Dr. Lucas continued to smile, but his glance was cautionary. “Take it easy, feller. It was a call to the palace.”


			“Oh!” Bill’s gaze dropped to his boots. He did not look up as he asked, “Serious?”


			“I’m afraid so. That’s why we’ll have to be on our way. They may want me, you see, and . . . .” He left the sentence unfinished, but clearly Bill understood.


			He went to the door and shouted and immediately the two boys who had carried Francesca’s bags into the building began to carry them out, loading them into the back of the big American tourer. They worked quickly and silently, not joking about the labels now.


			Francesca sensed, though she did not understand, a sudden tension in the atmosphere, as if something had been said that had a meaning for the others, a deep significance, from which she, as a stranger, was being excluded. The boys seemed to have picked it up by telepathy—unless, of course, the big man who had come with Vince had told them something. At all events, they knew, and the knowledge had effectively wiped the smiles from their round golden brown faces.


			Bill and Vince exchanged glances. Bill asked, his voice low, “Where’s Paul?”


			“There. Waiting. Just waiting.”


			And now Francesca was worried as well as puzzled. She knew that Paul was the raja’s son and his heir. Everyone had been very uncommunicative on the subject of Paul, but she had heard whispers. His mother had been white, though of what nationality she did not know. She had imagined it was Dutch and was aware that intermarriage in the Dutch East Indies was neither rare nor frowned upon as it was in British colonies and protectorates. But Paul’s mother had died, or so she had heard. He had been brought up at Loei but during the war had gone first to Australia, then to a school in England and finally to America, where he had studied at Yale or Harvard, she wasn’t sure which.


			Perhaps the very lack of information about Paul had led her to the belief that he was something of a bad hat. His father scarcely mentioned him, and Dr. Frayle had spoken of him with an odd strained note in her voice, changing the subject as soon as she could. And the whispers had persisted. . . .


			Francesca had heard them on the ship, coming out, and in Singapore, where she had waited for Bill and the raja’s aircraft. And now, despite the fact that they had barely exchanged a dozen words, the same evasive hints had come from Vince Lucas and Bill, to whom, although one was an American and the other Dutch, Loei was home and the raja the man they served.


			And Paul? Paul was a person one spoke about in whispers. He was there, waiting. Waiting for what? And why?


			It was all very mysterious, and Francesca was aware of a strange prickling sensation all over her scalp as she watched, with eyes that registered but did not really see, the two boys loading her luggage into the car. Whatever the mystery was, she was now irrevocably caught up in it, even though she was a newcomer and the others were seeking to keep her in ignorance of what was going on.


			The last bag was placed in the roomy back of the tourer and the boys sidled away without a word.


			Bill said, his tone elaborately casual and offhand, “Well, so long, Francesca. Be seeing you.” He held the door of the car.


			“Yes. I . . . .” Impulsively she extended her hand. It was suddenly as if she were parting from a friend. Which was absurd, because she scarcely knew Bill Russ and had spent most of her time snubbing him. And Dr. Frayle was her friend, although of course the difference in their ages had precluded any real intimacy between them. Dr. Frayle had been Francesca’s heroine since her student days. Very soon they would be meeting again, and the moment she had dreamed of for so long would become, at last, a reality. Why then was she dreading it? And why, against all reason, should she be loath to part from this brash young Dutchman whom, in any case, she would probably see next day?


			Something of her panic seemed to have communicated itself to Bill Russ, He grasped her hand in both his own and stood smiling down at her, reassurance in his strong firm clasp and in the warm friendliness of his vivid blue eyes. How, Francesca asked herself in astonishment, had she ever imagined him unwelcoming and hostile, when he so obviously was neither?


			He told her, his bronzed cheek very close to hers, “You’ll be fine. It’s strange at first, I know. But they’ll love you, all of them. And I don’t live far away; I’ll be around. Anytime you want me, just send a servant. Okay?”


			“Thank you,” Francesca said, her cheeks very pink. She was annoyed with herself for having let him see that she was nervous, even more annoyed because she had let him guess that she didn’t want to leave him. He was familiar, a link—the last link with her old life, that was all. The devil you knew. . . .


			She added, “Goodbye,” a trifle coldly.


			Vince Lucas got in beside her, asked perfunctorily, “Ready to roll?” and started the powerful engine. Bill stood back. He sketched a wave and had vanished into the dark obscurity of the building before Vince had turned his car.


			They set off along the runway of the airstrip, raising a cloud of dust in their wake, and then swung onto a narrow concrete road that climbed steeply toward the distant hills.


			The town of Cobar was spread out below them, white and shimmering in the heat. It looked very peaceful and lovely against the deep blue of the lagoon, across which a native boat, with sails filled, was shaping a graceful course. The houses still had the deceptive shape of European houses, but to Francesca, Cobar no longer appeared Western or even civilized. And as the road climbed, deteriorating into a dry dusty track heavily pitted with wheel marks and potholes, the jungle seemed to reach out to enfold her. She could not have explained her uneasiness, but she began to wish quite desperately that she had never come.


			Vince, forced by the state of the road and its many hair-pin bends to give all his attention to his driving, spoke little. He pointed out an occasional landmark to her, apologized for having to hurry back to the hospital and explained that for this reason he wasn’t driving her up by the longer, more picturesque route through Cobar.


			“It’s kind of a queer little town,” he volunteered as a bend in the road brought it once more into view, a thousand feet beneath their vantage point. “Named after the guy who founded it—Ezra Cobar. Maybe you know his history?”


			Francesca shook her head. “I know very little of it,” she confessed, “only what’s in the Encyclopaedia Britannica. And that’s not a great deal.”


			“No,” he smiled, slowing down so that he might point out a small rusty tramp steamer at anchor outside the reef. “See her? She’s one of the copra boats, and our regular link with civilization. The Seamew. Her crew are riffraff and the officers almost as bad. Gives us a heap of trouble, but we can’t get along without her. We export copra, rice and coffee and there’s talk of oil, though it’s not been fully investigated yet. But I was telling you about old Ezra Cobar.”


			He paused to negotiate a tricky corner, and Francesca exclaimed in delighted surprise as a flock of gaily plumed parakeets rose from the jungle at the roadside and circled above their heads in a wild jumble of gorgeous color before settling once more in the trees from which the sound of the car’s approach had driven them.


			“Oh, aren’t they heavenly?”


			“The parakeets? Sure.” Vince did not spare them a glance. He continued with his story, his voice vibrant and eager, as if it excited him. “This Ezra Cobar was a puritanical old British Sea captain, master of a three-masted barque, the Feodora, which at the time he commanded her was engaged in the transport of convicts to the penal settlements of New South Wales. He brought his ship out with as many of the poor devils as he could cram into her holds, and returned, via the Indies, with any cargoes he could pick up there. He’d visited Loei a couple of times, they say, before the Feodora was driven onto the reef in 1851, during a cyclone. Ezra was ashore all nice and cozy when it happened.


			“We get cyclones here, that’s why Loei’s called the Island of the Wind. But they give plenty of warning, and my guess is that old Ezra knew exactly what he was about. I figure he liked the place and planned to stay here—had some idea of making his fortune, maybe. They say he’d a whole heap of diving gear on board, which he got on shore quick and lively before the cyclone hit his ship. There was a Dutch schooner reputed to have foundered off Loei some years before with a valuable cargo, including bullion. I reckon Ezra had some notion of raising it. Anyway, we’ll never know about that, because he never did find it. He stopped here and built the town, and I must say, it does him credit, doesn’t it?”


			He waved a slim hand downward. From that distance, Cobar looked like a toy town and might, if separated from its exotic surroundings, have been a small Cornish seaport, mellow with age. There was even the slender spire of a church.


			Following the direction of Francesca’s gaze, Vince said, “It’s almost a blueprint of Ezra’s hometown. Not that I’ve ever been there—Portgallon, near Falmouth, it was. You know it, Dr. Challis?”


			“No, I’m afraid not. I don’t know Cornwall.” Francesca was intrigued with his story. “But how on earth did he build it so solidly? It must have taken him years.”


			“Sure it did. But he had plenty of native labor and all the time in the world. He lived to be eighty-five.”


			“Didn’t he marry the native raja’s daughter?” Francesca questioned. “The encyclopedia hinted at it rather coyly. I gather that it wasn’t officially recognized.”


			The American laughed. “No, I guess not. But his son succeeded to the title—Ezra saw to that. He was a shrewd old man, and by the time he died he just about owned the place. The raja had plenty of sons and grandsons of his own, but it was Ezra’s officially unrecognized son who came into the title. He inherited his father’s shrewdness, got rid of the Dutch settlers and set up an independent state under British protection. It’s been that way ever since, aside from the few years the Japanese were here and the few months we were.”


			“I met the raja when he was in London for the coronation,” Francesca remarked.


			“Yeah, I heard you did.” He gave her a sidelong glance. “Were you impressed?”


			“Oh, yes, very. I thought him quite charming. Extremely cultured and well-read and so good-looking. I felt he really was—well, a ruler, a king.”


			“He’s all of that,” Vince agreed. There was an edge to his voice as he added, “He’s also a very sick man.”


			“Oh!” Francesca turned to face him, startled. “I never realized. I mean, he looked so fit and strong, it never occurred to me he could be ill.”


			“He wasn’t so ill then,” the American said dryly.


			. . . She hesitated, puzzled by his tone, by the sudden tightness of his lips. “What is wrong with him?”


			“I’d give ten years of my life to know,” Vince answered soberly. “I guess we all would at that.”


			Francesca’s bewilderment was mirrored in her eyes. “But I don’t understand,” she began, “Dr. Frayle is . . . well . . . .”


			“Dr. Frayle’s a swell doctor, you mean? Yeah, I know she is. I’ve had quite a lot of experience myself, but his case has got us baffled. Just as it baffled a couple of your leading Harley Street specialists he saw when he was over.”


			“Yes, well?” She looked a question, and he shrugged helplessly.


			“I guess it’d be better if Dr. Frayle told you about it herself. I think she wants to. A fresh brain on the problem may help and you’ll have all the latest techniques at your fingertips, be more up-to-date in your reading than we are. Not—” his lips relaxed in a wry smile “—not that that would be difficult! One gets into a rut here, and the climate doesn’t exactly keep one on one’s toes. It’s kind of an odd life, but it grows on you.” The smile ceased to be wry and became almost a twin of Bill’s smile, just as his words were an echo of Bill’s when he had spoken of Loei’s way of life.


			It grows on you. Francesca wondered if it would grow on her and was conscious of a hint of panic. To bury oneself here, never to see London again . . . . No, no, she wouldn’t let it happen to her.


			Vince’s eyes met hers for an instant and then he looked away. Francesca was astonished to glimpse pity in their cool brown depths. But then he said, his tone quite normal and matter-of-fact, “Dr. Frayle has been called to the palace, as I told you. Maybe she’ll be there till late and you won’t get to see her till tomorrow. But I’ll show you around, help you to settle in. It’s a big hospital, you know—been growing steadily the past five or six years. Look, you’ll be able to see it in a minute; it’s just around this next bend.”


			He slowed the car almost to a crawl and Francesca leaned forward eagerly. “There you are!” said Vince, pointing ahead. “That’s it!”
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