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      A contemporary medical romance with mystery set in an outback Australian hospital.

      A city nurse follows the doctor she loves to the Australian outback town where he manages his family cattle property and recovers from an ambulance accident.

      Kristie takes a job at the local hospital, but when she realizes she is pregnant her lover cannot accept that the baby is his, having been manipulated by people he trusted.

      But in order to gain his greatest wish, a wife and family, Alex must chose between Kristie, a dedicated nurse and his passionate lover, and his closest family. Because if Kristie leaves the outback, she will take his heart with her.
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      ‘No, no, no! Bodies don’t stand up and walk out of hospitals.’

      ‘I’m real sorry, Nurse Kristie.’ The weather beaten grounds-man shuffled his feet in front of her office desk, distress adding a decade to his sixty something years. ‘Looked everˈwhere. Can’t find it.’

      ‘This can’t be happening, Joey. A corpse cannot just disappear. Somebody must have noticed something.’

      ‘Sure ain’t sometin´ no normal person’d tuck un’erneath their arm. Walk out with, when visitors go ‘ome.’

      Kristie adopted the calm and confident demeanor that had helped her tackle hundreds of emergency room dramas without showing a moment of panic. Casualty nurses joked that no matter how many crazy things you’d dealt with, something stranger was always about to walk in your door. Or in today’s case, walk out of the morgue’s door.

      She hauled in a deep breath, while mentally chastising herself for not making more time to attend yoga classes, for Joey’s sake if not her own. She faked a confident smile. ‘We have to find his body, Joey. Quickly. Before the board’s fusspots hear what’s happened. Or we’ll have them arriving, en masse, and breathing down our necks.’

      When she’d arrived four weeks earlier, the majority of the board members had welcomed her with open arms. Enticing an experienced nurse away from a city hospital to a remote outback town didn’t happen every day and the town had seen them as heroes saving their stretched outback health system. The few remaining few board members, however, were old-fashioned, staid, and highly suspicious of her motives. Perhaps they’d seen too many young girls move west in the hope of hooking a young station owner and living what used to be a wealthy, fly in and fly out lifestyle for many sheep graziers. But while Australia had once ridden on the sheep’s back, things had changed dramatically in rural towns. Any family members still working their properties were so busy and money-strapped that visits to the local town were merely a fortnightly stock up of food and fencing goods. If roads were okay, maybe they’d snatch a couple of hours at the pub for a meal, a beer, and an update on livestock prices.

      Kristie had learned to be vigilant at work and circumspect when off duty. During her three months’ probation as Director of Nursing, she couldn’t afford any slip ups or she wouldn’t be contracted for a permanent position, no matter how desperate rural towns were to keep medical staff.. Those board members, the ones lacking a sense of humor, would be horrified that a recently deceased member of their small community had mysteriously disappeared from the hospital’s morgue. Although morgue was a loose term for a brick shed which housed a refrigerator, a work bench, and was supposedly cooled by a temperamental air-conditioner. Misplacing a body, without any of her rostered staff noticing, would be classified by the board as her first mistake, a huge mistake.

      Joey shifted awkwardly in his enormous, old work boots. ‘Someone hacked the lock right outta the door. Made off with Wilhelm’s body while I was busy helpin’ with the men’s showers.’

      ‘Who’d do that?’

      ‘Dunno. Crazy man, that’s for sure.’

      ‘What about the morgue sign out book?’

      ‘Nothin’ there. Jocelyn signed when she checked the thermostat, six this mornin’. Everything good. Same last night. Maxine checked.’

      ‘So in less than two hours,’ Kristie said as she paced behind her desk, ‘someone cut the lock out of a solid wooden door and carried away a body. A very large man’s body. And nobody heard or saw anything.’

      ‘Whoever them people that took Wilhelm, been very clever. Six o’clock in mornin’ everyone is busy. Cookin’ breakfast. Havin’ showers. Nurses too busy to look out back. Nobody takes no notice of Morgue anyways, ‘cept to check fridge workin’. Don’t want no trouble. Not like that other time.’

      With a premonition of doom, Kristie asked the obvious question. ‘What happened that other time?’

      ‘Very hot time of year. Few summers ago. Had a death. Terrible thing that, when someone dies before⁠—‘

      ‘Joey, I don’t have time for that now. Tell me about the morgue.’

      ‘Fridge fan seized. Trouble was, generator motor sounded like goin’ good. Making usual racket. Young relief nurse from city, she smelled⁠—‘

      Sweat droplets trickled down the back of Kristie’s neck. Her head swam and her vision blurred. She plopped back down into her desk chair and sucked in more deep breaths.

      ‘Enough, Joey. I get the picture.’ She flapped a hand towards her groundsman and hoped he’d leave before her heaving stomach disgraced itself.

      He shook his head, making his wiry grey curls bob around his furrowed brow. ‘Sure hope you ain’t gonna be one of them squeamish city nurses.’

      She forced another smile. ‘Certainly not.’

      Her stomach, normally stout despite the extreme sights and smells of an emergency room, was at odds with itself today. She glanced past Joey’s head to where her reflection showed in the half-open glass door. cringed at her reflection. Pasty complexion and dark-ringed eyes. She looked more like a tormented panda than a capable nursing sister. And she couldn’t succumb to the flu bug flying around town, as half her staff were already curled up in their beds miserable and unable to work.

      ‘Some nurses, when they come to the bush, they get mad when crazy things ‘appen. But that’s the way of the outback. Things go wrong. Bush people fix ‘em.’

      ‘So,’ Kristie said, swallowing hard, ‘after the incident with the broken fan, the sign in book was started.’

      ‘Yep. Not that many people die here. But morgue’s locked up tight. Thermostat checked six in mornin’, six at night. All proper.’

      She paced back and forth across her office, five steps each way. ‘Too risky to steal the key from my office. Better to hack into the door. But to move Wilhelm, they would have needed a trolley. Or a truck.’

      ‘No trolleys gone. Could have used the hearse. Ring Dan at the Council. Town undertaker. Digs graves. Drives hearse for burials.’

      Joey shuffled off, after dropping his bombshell into what he considered her capable lap. For a good five minutes, Kristie leaned back against the wall and stared at her desk and at the phone that she didn’t want to pick up. First, she tackled the lesser the two devils and dialed the police station.

      The over-zealous constable prattled on for a full ten minutes. A missing man, alive or dead, was an unusual and exciting event. He thanked her profusely, as if she’d  engineered a body-snatching to save him from mundane paper work and give him a real crime to investigate. He promised to verify the whereabouts of the hearse and personally door knock every house within spying distance of the hospital.

      Kristie summoned her optimism and gathered it around her like a child wrapped in its cuddle blanket. This was a closely-knit rural town and the locals’ main pastime was gossiping. Surely someone would fill the constable’s ears with any comings and goings they’d spotted around the hospital grounds. Surely they’d have Wilhelm’s body back in the morgue before morning tea.

      She stared at the phone again. Her hands shook and her body felt overheated and clammy. She stood in front of the clunky fan and lifted the hem of her work shirt, flapping it several times to cool her sticky body. Procrastination wasn’t her normal method for tackling problems. She preferred a head on approach. Better to get unwanted tasks over and done with. She reached out and plucked up the receiver.

      Doctor Alex Ryan’s return to Undulla, his family’s wide-spread cattle station, had been the talk of the town for the past few weeks. After his leg plaster had been removed, Alex had emerged from his property only on the days the physiotherapist was in town. He’d been too preoccupied with the therapy that was strengthening his muscles to even call in at the main hospital buildings and catch up with any of the long-term staff who were his friends.

      With some skillful maneuvering, Kristie avoided the area around the therapies rooms and the long covered walkway that attached it to the hospital. Yet she regularly heard  about his progress. She knew his arm had regained full extension and  mobility. Knew he was driving himself hard and long to ensure his leg regained full movement. But until today she’d managed to avoid a face to face meeting.

      Now, ready or not, the time had arrived for the confrontation her mind dreaded, yet her heart had yearned for. The simple truth was that she’d missed seeing him, hearing his voice, or being with him. She dialed Alex’s number. Butterflies executed gymnastic leaps in her still roiling stomach.

      She didn’t deceive herself. that she wasn’t ecstatic about seeing Alex again in all his flesh and blood glory, but she’d expected far longer to prepare. Planned on spending several weeks without him around to work out exactly what she wanted from him, or even what he might read into her sudden appearance in his life again after the way she’d treated him before.

      Damn! Perhaps the situation was too complicated to ever unravel and no good would come of her being here. Still, no one had ever accused her of being a coward. Impulsive, headstrong, and a tiny bit too stubborn on occasion, But she’d never run from her problems and she wouldn’t now. Despite Dr Alex Ryan being six foot two inches of masculine and muscled problem. Dealing with him would be as difficult as following a lion back to its lair and attempting to rationalize with it.

      Her call to Undulla rang and rang and rang. She swallowed hard, forcing down the lump that threatened to block her throat and counted off the seconds until she could legitimately replace the receiver in its cradle. Her thoughts drifted to other cradles where chubby babies rocked to and fro under the watchful eyes of contended parents. She’d swallowed her pride, followed her heart, and come to this town to try to convince Alex to take another chance on forging a future together.

      Lately, her thoughts ran in never-ending circles, especially in her bed at night when she was alone, and lonely. The axis anchoring every one of those wearying thoughts was Alex Logan. She imagined that falling, exhausted, into her bed would end any girlish and fanciful dreams but even after long and busy days trying to prove herself in her new position, she tossed and turned and worried if she’d done the right thing. Along with her decision to move to the outback, she’d vowed to stop any more useless ‘what ifs’.

      Secrets and misconceptions had driven a wedge as big as semi-trailer between she and Alex only days after she’d begun to play childish mind games. If she came to Alex’s town, if she met his friends and town’s people, would they believe her? The last thing she’d intended was to hurt a man they’d known all their lives, a doctor they loved and respected. Now she faced an enormous task. Convincing an entire town that she’d been protecting her brother, and Mike’s, when she’d hidden things from Alex. Apart from persuading a stubborn and heart-scarred surgeon to finally listen to the truth.

      Despite knowing Alex had, once again, erected a protective shell around his heart, she was determined to at least speak to him, face to face, and explain. Even if Alex never forgave her enough to resume their close relationship, she couldn’t bear to imagine him living the rest of his life with his defenses erected against all women. God knew Alex had plenty of reasons to mistrust women and their motives.

      She’d visited him in hospital after his accident and witnessed his determination to not only prove that boys from the bush were a tough breed, but to recover enough so he could return to the operating theatres.

      Alex had been raised as a Logan, a cattle baron, and a man who stood strong and made his mark in the vast Australian outback. But now Kristie prayed she could reach the other side of Alex, the more sentimental and loyal family man. He’d suffered so much recently, physically and mentally, and those hardships and disillusionments had left deep scars. Convincing Alex that she wanted to stand beside him, no matter which path he chose in the future, wasn’t going to be an easy task.

      She jumped up and away from the phone, stretching the cord to its fullest length so she wouldn’t be tempted to slam down the receiver. She resumed her pacing behind the desk and waited for her call to ring out. Perhaps if she waited they would have recovered Wilhelm’s body and she could delay speaking to Alex for another week. She was about to hang up when a deep voice shimmered across the line.

      ‘Alex Ryan.’

      Her knees turned to jelly and she plopped into the chair. Gripping the edge of her desk, she stuttered, ‘Ah … ah …  Alex ...’

      ‘This is Alex.’ He sounded curt and impatient. Exactly the way he’d been on surgical rounds if he discovered that a medical student or nurse had made a stupid mistake because they hadn’t taken the time to thoroughly investigate a patient’s history. Alex was an infinitely-patient educator of new medical students and nurses, but was intolerant of staff whose sloppy work endangered a patient under his care. Worst of all for Kristie’s current situation, he was noted for withholding forgiveness until the perpetrator of a dangerous mistake proved, time and again, that they’d learned to take far more care with patient’s lives.

      ‘This is Kristie.’ It took her another moment to gather the courage to add, ‘Kristie Donaldson.’ The silence lengthened. Anxiety, or guilt, compelled her to add, ‘Kristie from Brisbane.’

      ‘I know who you are.’ The ice in his voice would freeze the morgue faster than the ancient generator they relied upon. ‘the only question is, what do you want?’

      ‘I’m …uh…ringing to tell you about a problem.’ Another deafening silence. ‘At the hospital.’

      ‘Hospital?’ As she’d expected, he sounded confused. ‘Which hospital?’

      Her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘The Valley Hospital.’

      ‘Dinosaur Valley?’ His horror was evident. ‘You’re here? At my Shire hospital?’

      ‘Yes.’ She paused to steady her voice. ‘I’m Acting Director of Nursing for three months.’ She waited for the explosion.

      ‘What? Where’s Dulcie?’

      Butterflies flapped their wings in her stomach and she clutched herself with her free hand. She didn’t have the time, or the energy, to fight off a stomach flu.

      ‘Dulcie’s daughter broke her leg so Dulcie took emergency leave to look after her grandchildren. She may not return at all.’

      ‘Why didn’t someone tell me before this?’ Despite being a good distance from him, his barked question made Kristie jump.

      Bile rose in her throat. She scrambled for a plausible excuse and willed her stomach to settle. She wasn’t about to  reveal that she’d  convinced the other board members to keep the terms of her appointment quiet until she’d settled in, passed her three month evaluation period, and her future appointment was decided.

      ‘I ... uh ... I don’t really know.’ Her heart pounded and her face felt hot and flushed. Thank goodness she wasn’t confronting him in person. She was a hopeless liar and could never keep a poker face.

      ‘Huh! Don’t bother concocting some far-fetched story to tell me. I can hear your brain cogs turning from here. I’ll get to the bottom of that later. For now, just explain why you’re ringing me?’

      ‘You’re the on-call contact for the board this week. And as I said, we have a small incident at the hospital.’

      ‘How small?’

      ‘I guess it’s not really small. More a large problem. Six feet tall, to be accurate.’

      ‘What the hell are you talking about?’

      ‘We seem to be…uh… missing a body.’ She twisted the phone cord around her fingers and braced herself.

      ‘A body. A dead body?’

      ‘Yes. Mr. Wilhelm Schmidt.’

      ‘And where was Mr. Schmidt’s body?’

      ‘In the morgue. Waiting to go on the train today to the coast. The Coroner in Rockhampton will be doing a Post Mortem.’

      ‘Hmm. So Wilhelm hasn’t seen a doctor recently?’

      ‘Not for at least two years.’

      ‘Wasn’t it locked? The morgue, I mean?’

      ‘Of course it was locked.’ She tried to ignore his accusing tone. ‘All the security checks were done and signed for. Joey said whoever took Wilhelm used a saw to cut the entire lock out of the door.’

      ‘Hell! Have you notified the police?’

      ‘Sergeant Brooks already knows. His constable will be here within the hour to do photographs and fingerprints.’

      ‘Fine. I should be there by then.’

      ‘Alex—‘

      ‘No! Doctor Ryan is better. The last thing we need is for word to spread in the town that we’ve met before.’

      ‘Ah, about that⁠—‘

      ‘Oh, good grief. You haven’t actually had the nerve to tell people —‘

      ‘No, no. Not me. But Mike⁠—‘

      ‘Despite your best efforts to prevent it, Mike is now happily married and on his honeymoon. Why would he tell anyone about us?’

      ‘Because he knows I’m working here. He unfortunately let the cat out of the bag by telling his family. Who then told other people.’

      ‘Wonderful. Now the whole town knows. And I suppose they also know who you are, or should I say, what you are.’

      ‘No, nobody knows everything. Well, except for us. But I’ve met a lot of Mike’s family. When we worked at the same hospital and when we lived next door to each other.’

      ‘I’m only too well aware,’ he paused, his tone dripped icicles, ‘to the intimate relationship you shared with Mike.’

      ‘Oooh, you blockhead. You still don’t understand anything. Still too stubborn to find out the truth.’

      ‘Perhaps you’ve forgotten.’ Now his words dripped sarcasm. ‘I caught the two of you. The morning after Mike’s wedding.’

      She heard his groan and pictured him as he’d been at the hotel, staring at her as if she’d crawled out from under a rock. Alex’s obvious distress didn’t please her, although it did give her a small measure of comfort. If he’d been suffering a fraction of the regrets and torment she felt, there may yet be a chance for them to talk and clear up all the confusion. She longed to stay here, to work with him again, and to heal their hurts.

      Her mind drifted back to her daydreams of a happily-ever-after and she almost missed what Alex said. ‘Something was going on between you. But Mike’s a married man who is married to my best friend. So if you’ve come here to cause trouble, for either of them, I’ll make⁠—‘

      ‘How dare you threaten me. I tried to explain but you were pig-headed to listen.’

      ‘I didn’t need to hear your excuses. I saw you kiss Mike on the day after his wedding.’

      ‘You jumped to your own conclusions and you were so certain that you were correct that you didn’t ask for an explanation. Too busy storming off in your customary self-righteous arrogance.’

      He hissed in a breath. ‘I didn’t need to hear your excuses. Don’t forget, I’ve met your type plenty of times before.’

      ‘Oh, yes. We all know you’re an expert on love. Monica dumped you so you assume every woman you meet is going to be a bitch like her.’

      At his shocked gasp, she realized that she’d once more reacted to his mistrust with anger, not understanding. ‘I apologize. That was uncalled for.’

      ‘Forget it. I have.’ After a moment’s silence, she heard him mutter, ‘And I stupidly thought I’d forgotten you.’ He sighed. ‘Why the hell are you here?’

      ‘The job came up and I wanted to try somewhere different.’

      ‘You had a good job in Brisbane.’

      ‘I needed a change of scenery.’

      He snorted. The aggravating man actually snorted while she’d been wracked with remorse because she’d ripped open his old wound. From the moment they’d met, her emotions had been on a roller coaster ride of highs and lows. At present, the lows were deep dark pits.

      ‘Don’t tell me,’ he said in that same snide tone, ‘you were caught with someone else’s husband.’

      ‘You bastard. You’re jumping to ridiculous conclusions again. You know nothing⁠—‘

      Her head began to swim and the phone slipped from her grip. It banged against the leg of the desk a couple of times before the receiver came to rest on the floor.

      Kristie clutched her stomach. ‘Ooooh.’  She dry retched several times.
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      Alex’s medical senses snapped to full alert. He jerked upright in his office chair and his feet landed with a thud on the floor. He’d heard the phone clatter and could picture it hitting the wooden desk in the Nurse Manager’s office at the Valley Hospital. Those moans had sounded like Kristie was in genuine distress. He listened to another series of noises, somewhere between heaves and groans.

      ‘What was that? Are you okay?’

      Alex willed Kristie to pick up the phone and talk to him but there was only silence. He cursed his lack of self-control and his unprofessionalism. He’d turned a conversation about a hospital problem into a personal assault on the nurse in charge, though he blamed his uncalled-for reaction on shock.

      The last thing he’d expected was a local phone call from Kristie. It had been easy to ignore her persistent phone calls after he’d  left Brisbane as he’d been determined to never see, speak to, or think about this woman again. Though running away from everyone and immersing himself in hard physical work on a distant beef property hadn’t wiped away his memories.

      Kristie now haunted him again, in person, and of all places, in his valley. That first sexy whisper of her voice had brought memories best forgotten flooding into his mind. During their love-making, Kristie hadn’t quietly sighed or murmured like any other woman. Oh, no! She’d whimpered, moaned, and then screamed. Loudly, and over and over until the sounds of her enjoyment and her wild noises had settled in the depths of his soul.

      For two weeks, they’d wallowed in each other’s arms. Catered to the other’s wants and needs until they’d drowned in pleasure and given a part of themselves to the other. A part of himself he’d  desperately tried to reclaim after they parted. Yet, he still felt hollow with loss.

      ‘Hello, hello, hello.’ Something was wrong, very wrong. ‘Answer me!’

      Someone spoke at last. ‘Hello, this is Mary Klein. Who am I talking to?’

      ‘Mary. Thank goodness.’

      Mary was one of the hospital’s long-term employees. She’d worked there on and off during three pregnancies and while her children were attended the local primary school. Now she worked to pay exorbitant boarding school fees for her three teenagers.

      ‘It’s Alex Ryan. I was talking to Kristie Donaldson. I heard some strange noises and Kristie disappeared.’

      ‘Kristie was feeling a little sick. She had to go.’

      ‘Has she got the flu? I heard half the town caught it.’

      ‘It’s not my place to say...’

      Alex chuckled. Mary was one of the town’s biggest gossip, though she was also one of the most generous people in town. Always first to lend a hand to any needy family and as the hospital couldn’t function without her local knowledge, her gossiping tendencies were ignored.

      ‘Okay, Mary. What does a little sick mean?’

      ‘Kristie hasn’t said anything but I assumed…’

      ‘Assumed what?’

      ‘No, it’s not my place to say anything. It’s up to Kristie. Although, as a member of the board, I suggest you ask her. Especially if she plans on making this a permanent position.’

      ‘Did she tell you she intends on staying here? In our valley.’

      Mary adopted her well-known mothering voice. After Alex’s mother had died, Mary had taken him under her wing. And had later done the same for his step siblings. She therefore felt free to voice her opinion on any, and every, subject concerning the Ryan family.

      ‘Now, Alex, just because your fiancée⁠—’

      ‘Ex-fiancée.’ He immediately regretted his sharp tone. Mary’s habit of reading his mind, and everyone else’s in town, meant that more than anyone she knew how much Monica’s defection had hurt him.

      ‘Oh, don’t worry, I’m very happy that schemer is your ex-fiancée. But because one woman refused to live in our valley, doesn’t mean all women dislike living in the outback. I’ve lived here all my life and wouldn’t live anywhere else. Monica wasn’t the right type of woman for you, that’s for certain.’

      Alex shook his head. Twice in one phone conversation he’d  been berated over Monica, and by two different women.

      ‘Mary, is Kristie there yet?’

      ‘No. Judging by the last couple of days, she’ll be in the bathroom for a while yet.’

      ‘She’s really that sick?’

      ‘You’d better stop avoiding the hospital, Alex, and get yourself in here. With you being Kristie’s special friend, you should see for yourself.’

      Alex mentally ground his teeth. ‘I didn’t say I was a friend of Nurse Donaldson.’

      ‘Everybody knows you met Kristie at Mike and Jenny’s wedding. ‘

      He cursed under his breath. He’d have to drive into town and sort this mess out in person, although another confrontation with Kristie was the last thing he wanted. Especially not when Kristie was sick. Truth be told, he’d probably never be ready for their inevitable next meeting.

      ‘Inform Nurse Donaldson that I’ll be there in an hour. It’s obvious someone needs to take charge and sort out this mess.’

      ‘Now then, you mind who you’re talking to. I’ve known you all your life. No point adopting your uppity city surgeon’s tone with me.’

      Alex rolled his eyes but modified his voice to a more respectful tone. ‘I’m sorry, Mary. This phone call rattled me a bit.’

      ‘Humph. So I see. Is there anything more I should know then? About you and Kristie?’

      ‘Nothing to know, Mary. Nothing at all.’

      He ended the conversation before Mary did what she did best, and pumped him for information. Even if the town had heard that he’d  met Kristie in Brisbane, no one had the full story. No one here knew they’d spent many days, and several long nights, together.

      No, he wouldn’t let his mind go there. Twice bitten and twice shy summed up his love life. Nevertheless, he stared at the phone for a full five minutes as he speculated on Kristie’s illness. Was it possible her sickness was more than the flu? Mary had hinted at something else. Did she mean Kristie was pregnant? If so, she couldn’t be too far advanced as he’d  kissed every inch of her body not so many weeks ago and remembered her gently rounded belly, soft, feminine, and sexy as hell.

      He cursed aloud. The chance of any baby being his was a million to one long shot. Long after the fracture in his pelvic bone began to heal, the swelling in his balls had given him grief. Bruising had been so extensive he’d known, long before the surgeons had voiced their concerns, that his sperm count was likely to be either severely lowered, or obliterated. Though, in the back of his mind, he hoped he might one day be lucky enough to father a child. Perhaps after a year or two, when his body had healed, it would be good to do a repeat sperm count and check if things had improved, even a little.

      So when he and Christie had finally stopped tiptoeing around each other and fallen into bed, he’d bought condoms, though more for general protection and mutual peace of mind than any thought that he’d impregnate Kristie. A couple of times in their first crazy days together, they’d been so caught up in hot and steamy lust that he’d only remembered at the last moment to pull out a condom.

      Yet, between them, they had remembered. Mostly, anyway.

      The last night after the wedding they’d slipped up once. Damn! Maybe twice.  He couldn’t even remember the details because wanting each other had been so fierce, so urgent, so consuming. Nothing like the control he’d needed when Monica had let him make love to her. Her model’s body had to be treated like a temple and the slightest bruise or blemish had sent her into a panic.

      In contrast, Kristie’s nails had cut into his back and left deep crescents and more than once he’d bitten down on her breast or neck. Passionate Kristie hadn’t cared. In fact, she’d reveled in his love bites, saying they’d shown how much he wanted her. She’d loved pushing him past the limits of his normal rigid control and turning him into a wild man in bed. And he’d known, in a smugly masculine way, that Kristie hadn’t faked her enjoyment when she’d writhed under him, or on top of him. After Monica had left him, he’d wondered if she’d ever been satisfied or if faking orgasms had been one more way she kept him tied to her.

      No, no, no! He needed to stop thinking about sex, and especially sex with Kristie. Focus on the knife-sharp pain he’d felt when he’d  come across Kristie kissing Mike on that hideous morning. When Monica had left him he’d been angry, with her, and with himself, yet the gut wrenching agony he’d suffered over Kristie’s betrayal had burned ten times worse. No, it burned a hundred times.

      For the second time, he’d  relaxed his guard and let himself believe that a woman wanted him for the man he’d fought so hard to become. Not for his bank balance, his plane, or for his five hundred thousand acres of land. Nor for the elevated social status that went with being either a renowned city surgeon or major share-holder in one of the country’s oldest and largest landholdings.

      In his disgust, mainly self-disgust, he hadn’t waited around for Kristie to feed him any of the same lies that Monica had excelled in telling. He’d left. Turned and walked away as fast and as far as he could. His friends had labelled it cowardly running but his heart knew it was self-preservation. Many times, Kristie had rung, but he’d refused to answer any of her calls. A man could only be made a fool of so many times. Nevertheless, at the thought of a baby, the new life that might be growing inside Kristie, he experienced a flare of hope and a rush of unprecedented joy.

      An hour later, Alex drove around the outskirts of his beloved bush town and through the newly-painted iron gates of Dinosaur Valley Hospital. He dreaded the upcoming meeting with his former lover, yet he was driven by a compulsive curiosity about what was happening. Could Kristie possibly be pregnant?

      Every time he imagined her carrying another man’s baby, his gut cramped. When he pictured her with another man, one capable of impregnating her, he felt let down by his own body. Ashamed that he wasn’t man enough to impregnate any woman, most especially Kristie. His stepmother had been almost gleeful when she’d waved the test result under his nose and declared that her children would inherit the family property since a Ryan was incapable of continuing the family line.

      Alex swallowed down a rush of bile. If Kristie was pregnant, who was the father? Impotent rage flooded him each time he imagined that the baby might have been fathered by Mike, his mate and husband to his childhood best friend. But he wasn’t quite as thick-headed as Kristie accused him of being and his mistrust of his step-mother had grown since he’d come home to Buleroo to recover from his accident.

      He’d instigated his own investigation and, hopefully, would have uncovered the truth long before local gossip began speculating about Kristie’s close friendship with Mike. The pair had started university together as nurses, but Mike changed from nursing to medicine, eventually becoming the relieving doctor for this remote outback valley.

      Mike had met Jenny, his new wife, at the hospital when she’d returned home to help her parents with their sheep station and to become the part time driver for the hospital ambulance. Being the same age as Alex’s step-sister, Amanda, Jenny had grown up with them, though despite people trying to link he and Jenny in a romantic fashion many times, Alex had never felt anything for Jenny but brotherly love and best friend closeness.

      Within a few weeks, Jenny and Mike had fallen in love and after a whirlwind courtship, had begun planning their wedding. The hospital board had been thrilled when Mike accepted a full time position at the hospital, to commence straight after his honeymoon.

      Alex looked skyward for a moment and prayed for strength, before mentally gathering his customary cool armor around him like a cloak. He hooked his sunglasses in one pocket of his shirt and headed for one of the low-slung buildings that made up the hospitals cluster, before striding towards the main office. With the doctor away, Kristie, as relieving manager, would be up to her ears in paper work, apart from juggling the extra workload thanks to being short staffed. Gone were the days when profitable wool exports meant towns literally grew on the sheep’s back. Although sheep remained his main money-maker, Alex’s father had been forced to expand into several other areas in order to keep the family properties viable. Cattle grazed alongside sheep and several thousand acres were devoted entirely to goats intended for the lucrative middle eastern markets. In the boom days, seven permanent shearing gangs of up thirty to forty men, plus all the extra stockman needed for such large mobs of sheep, had boosted the town’s population.

      That larger town had supported several full time doctors and a bigger hospital staff but unfortunately, when agricultural profits dwindled, young people looked for work in the cities. Within the shrunken hospital, the nursing director’s role had also changed, ranging from hours of boring paper work to standing in as a diagnostic nurse in the doctor’s absence.

      After tapping on the manager’s door, Alex pushed it open and braced himself. ‘Kristie, it’s Alex.’

      A low voice said, ‘Come in.’

      He nudged the door open and a pair of deep brown eyes, even more beautiful than he remembered, raised to his with an unwavering stare. Even so, the eyes that had haunted him for weeks were now different. They still looked amazing, with irises that had glazed to black when she climaxed. Only now, dark circles ringed her eyes and made their owner look older, sadder. No, don’t be drawn in again. Do whatever is necessary about the missing body and then get the hell out of here.

      Alex plunged into conversation, hoping Kristie wouldn’t realize that merely looking at her again had shaken him to the core. ‘So, you’ve managed to lose Wilhelm’s body.’

      Kristie pushed back from the desk and stood, raising herself up to her full height of five feet and three inches, trying to look forceful, despite barely reaching his shoulders. His six feet four inches had often intimidated women, but Kristie had always said she loved that he towered over her as his size made her feel protected. Bloody hell. What was wrong with him? He was doing it again. Letting memories, nice ones at that, take over his rational mind.

      ‘I haven’t lost it exactly⁠—‘

      ‘Spare me. With your track record⁠—’

      ‘What do you mean my track record?’

      ‘Well hell, in the week we were together⁠—’

      ‘Twelve days.’

      ‘Hmm. I stand corrected. In the twelve days we were together, you dropped your sunglasses over the side of a boat⁠—’

      ‘I wanted to see the dolphins better.’

      ‘You had your camera stolen by a fake tourist⁠—’

      ‘How was I to know he’d run off with it? ‘I wanted a photo of us.’ Her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘Together.’

      He tapped one booted foot on the creaking wooden floor as he fought for control. Though he’d cut out his tongue before admitting it, he’d also wanted that photo of them together. Wanted it so badly that he’d lain awake at night and wished he could hold it in his hand and see the way her hair had wound into corkscrews in salt air. Her child-like curls were dark and wispy, all except for that one wild red streak which had been a hairdresser’s mistake before the wedding. She’d asked for some little color thing, a touch of daring, but Kristie seemed to attract accidents and her hint of burgundy had translated into a large streak of fire engine red.

      His hand lifted from his hip and reached towards the faded red river still noticeable amongst the black, but thankfully he caught himself in time. That hair, and its owner, still looked hot enough to burn. Kristie radiated heat, always had, but he’d ended up as a burnt out shell and, even now, he’d  barely recovered. He swallowed. The last thing he needed was Kristie noticing how vulnerable he was to her. How raw he felt being in her presence. He needed her to view him as the chairman of the hospital board and a part time doctor, not her former lover. Yet, for today at least, her stuff ups had become his personal chaos.

      ‘It seems you’ve landed us in another mess.’

      ‘Us?’ She lifted a brow. ‘I expected you to tell me it’s my mess.’

      ‘I was being politically correct. Too polite to blame you completely. Yet. But we need to find that body before word leaks out.’

      She nodded. ‘I’ve sent Joey to Wilhelm’s house to speak with his wife and family.’

      ‘You did explain to Joey the need for secrecy.’

      Her left eyebrow rose again in a crazy lopsided tilt. ‘Contrary to your assumptions, I’m not stupid. I do know what I’m doing.’

      He swiveled to the window as he muttered, ‘Could’ve fooled me.’

      ‘What did you say?’

      ‘Nothing important,’ he muttered, without turning around.

      Luckily, Kristie didn’t have a chance to ask him to repeat what he’d said because the emergency line on her desk rang. Snatching up the receiver with one hand, she grabbed her pen and pad in the other and said, ‘Kristie Donaldson, Director of Nursing.’

      Alex moved back from the window and watched her swing into official nursing mode, showing none of the worry he’d heard in her voice when she’d phoned him earlier. For several minutes she took rapid notes, fired off questions, and murmured acknowledgement. As she wrote, she repeated the instructions back to the Capcom operator in Rockhampton.

      ‘Case number One Four Two. Flying Doctors notified. Ambulance required. Four-wheel drive. Two people for retrieval. Our approximate departure time will be four pm. ETA sixty minutes later.’

      Finally finished, she lifted her eyes to meet his and repeated the information in the most efficient way he’d seen at this hospital in many a long day. Dulcie was an excellent Director of Nursing but having held the position for twelve years, she’d adopted a rather more laid back approach to all emergencies.

      On an emergency radio line, Kristie sizzled with efficiency and displayed a quick grasp of the situation. Despite knowing she’d worked in Accident and Emergency for many years and hearing Mike sing her praises, Alex had never seen her in action.

      Witnessing yet another impressive side to her stirred emotions he’d tried hard to suppress. Who knew that watching a wild haired bundle of energy doing her job could be so exciting? Having it connected to one of his biggest passions in life, medicine, made it even more arousing, and therefore more disturbing. Though he was trying to remember that Kristie was the relieving nurse manager, he couldn’t focus on their current situation. Instead, he pictured her in the hotel’s king size bed, giving orders. Her orders then had been about changing positions, changing the angle.

      ‘Alex!’ She waved a hand in front of his face. ‘Earth to Doctor Ryan. There’s been a light aircraft crash west of here.’

      He blinked, tried to wipe the silly grin from his face and forced himself back into the persona she expected, a dependable hospital board member and detached medical practitioner. Not her previous lover.

      ‘Okay, what do we know?’

      ‘The Flying Docs medical teams have been notified but they can’t get to the crash site for at least two hours. Planes from Mt. Isa and Townsville are already out on major retrievals. They’ll probably send a plane from Charleville. They want us to go by road and do what we can until they arrive. We may have to transport them here by ambulance, depending on the condition of the victims and on the state of that landing strip.’

      ‘How many people?’

      ‘The pilot and his wife.’

      ‘Okay. Two can fit at a pinch in our large ambulance if they aren’t too seriously injured, or we do have the older rescue vehicle.’

      ‘No, we don’t. Luke Hatfield, Mike’s replacement, was called out to an accident at one of the railway maintenance sites. He took the older ambulance because the new one wasn’t ready when he left.’

      ‘I heard the hospital had been hectic for the last week. In fact, I’d been expecting to be called in long before this.’ He frowned. ‘Why wasn’t I called?’

      Kristie flushed, glanced away for a moment, before looking back but not quite meeting his gaze. ‘Luke’s been managing okay.’

      Not quite the truth but he’d allow her evasion to slide past, for now. ‘Okay, what else?’

      ‘The pilot’s wife radioed in to report their position. Her husband is fifty-nine and normally in good health. He started feeling sick and was afraid he’d lose control of the plane, so he tried to put down. Luckily, they were close to an old landing strip on Coondarah Station and he managed to land but the strip is short so he didn’t have enough strength left to pull up in time. The plane slid off the end of the runway and hit a tree.’

      ‘Being next to a strip will make it easier for the Flying Docs to land. There isn’t a plane at the Longreach Base so they’ll send the Pilatus PC Twelve from Charleville. What else do we know?’

      ‘His wife was thrown about a bit. She thinks she’s broken a bone in her ankle. Her husband banged his head on landing and is now unconscious, although otherwise unharmed externally. She’s trained in first aid so she could report his pulse, color, and pupil reactions. Though she’s very worried about why he became unwell in the first place.’

      ‘What do they suspect?’

      ‘It sounds like a heart attack, though it could be an aneurysm. If he doesn’t get to surgery, he could die out there.’

      ‘We’d better move then.’

      ‘We?’ Her eyes went wide and her jaw went slack. ‘No way. You are not coming with me. Jenny’s relief ambo is driving for Luke so I’ll ring for another driver.’
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