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    Competing in a man’s world was never going to be easy, but Gena Brady has finally achieved her ambition to fly helicopters in her father’s firm. Proud and pleased to be given the job of ferrying seismologist Dr David Halman around an earthquake zone in eastern Turkey she's taken aback when, instead of the elderly scientific boffin she expects, the man who arrives is thirty-one, startlingly handsome, powerfully built, and apparently as chauvinistic as the men from local villages.  But working in dangerous – and close – conditions testing vital equipment together, their enforced trust leads to sudden and surprising discoveries. 
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    Chapter One





    Flexing her slim shoulders to ease the strain of concentration, Gena pressed down gently on the lever controlling the Jet Ranger’s height. The sun was low in the western sky. Despite the mellow, orange-gold light, it held no warmth. Long purple shadows cloaked the eastern slopes of snow-capped hills and darkened the valleys, and a gusting wind buffeted the helicopter.




    Ahead of her and below was her destination. The city stood grey and forbidding in the dying spring sunshine on an ochre-coloured plateau. How bleak it looked. She shivered, suddenly aware of overwhelming loneliness.




    She caught herself at once. Tired and hungry she might be, but that was no excuse for allowing her emotions to run riot. Pressing the radio transmit button on the stick, she gave her call-sign and requested permission to land.




    While the rotors idled and the engine went through its two-minute cooling-down period, Gena wrote up the two logs, one personal, the other a technical record of the helicopter’s performance. Over three thousand miles in two days without so much as a loose nut or a leaking valve: it was a real tribute to Jamie’s thoroughness.




    She was vaguely aware of a muffled figure approaching, but ignored it, anxious to complete her notes. A light tap on the window forced her to look up. Jamie’s face, cracked in a huge grin, peered at her through the plexiglass.




    She stared blankly at him for a moment unable to believe her eyes. Then tugging off headset and safety harness and tossing the logbooks onto the passenger seat, she opened the door and tumbled out into his surprised arms.




    ‘Oh, Jamie, I’m so glad to see you.’




    ‘I never get a welcome like this from the other pilots.’ Jamie’s eyes twinkled in his prematurely furrowed face and the gusting wind ruffled his greying hair.




    ‘I can imagine your reaction if you did,’ Gena retorted, drawing shyly away from his steadying hands, angry with herself for allowing the relief and pleasure at the sight of a trusted friend to breach her painfully constructed facade of cool competence. ‘You’d run a mile.’




    He grinned in wry acknowledgement, and turned up the collar of his sheepskin jacket.




    ‘Everything OK with the chopper? You haven’t had any problems, have you?’




    Gena shook her head. ‘Not a thing. She goes like a bird, Jamie, smooth as silk. I pushed her pretty hard on this last leg after I got held up on the refuelling. If those blasted officials examined my papers once, they must have checked them half a dozen times. Honestly, they were crawling out of the woodwork.’




    ‘Come on, Gena, you must be used to that by now. How many female pilots – young, attractive female pilots – do you suppose the Turkish airport staff see in the course of a year?’




    Gena made an impatient gesture. ‘They should be more professional.’




    Jamie shrugged, one corner of his mouth tilting up. ‘They’re men.’




    Gena snorted. ‘I was beginning to think I’d have to spend the night somewhere out in the wilds, miles from civilisation. Anyway, what are you doing up here?’ She rubbed her arms. The air was bitterly cold after the snug warmth of the helicopter and the wind had an edge like a scalpel. Despite the warm shirt and cable-knit sweater she wore beneath her black flying suit, her name and the company logo embroidered in gold above her breast pocket, Gena began to shiver. ‘I thought you were going directly to the base at Van, and I would meet you there after I’d picked up Dr Halman.’




    ‘That’s what I thought, too,’ Jamie grimaced. ‘But the Turkish baggage handlers are about as efficient as British ones. My case of tools and spares was put on the wrong plane, and I had to come up here and fill in endless forms to claim them back. It’s OK,’ he added quickly, ‘it’s all sorted out now, and I’m booked on the first flight in the morning.’




    ‘I wish I could offer to take you down with us,’ Gena said, ‘but I’ll have a full load with Dr Halman and all his equipment.’




    ‘Don’t worry about it.’ Jamie grinned. ‘I’ll abandon myself to the care of a Turkish air hostess. I’ve heard they’re a delight.’ Gena groaned. ‘Mind you,’ Jamie sighed, ‘what do you bet, now we’re so close to the Russian border, I get one that looks like a commissar, complete with jackboots and moustache?’




    ‘My heart bleeds for you,’ Gena retorted, grinning.




    ‘Yes, I can see it does.’ Jamie patted her shoulder. ‘Come on, you’re turning blue. Get your things together. We can get a taxi at the gate.’




    Following normal company practice, Jamie had booked into the hotel nearest the airport where Gena’s room was already reserved.




    While Jamie paid off the taxi, Gena signed the hotel register. The clerk was clearly anxious to leave, glancing frequently at his watch. He beckoned a porter with an impatient snap of his fingers.




    ‘Are there any messages for me?’ Gena asked. It was pure reflex. Company policy dictated she inform clients of a phone number at which she could be reached in the event of any change in arrangements. She told herself she wasn’t expecting to hear from her father. After all, he had never bothered in all the months she had been ferrying business executives from one European capital to another.




    But she had never been given a contract like this before. Nor could several weeks of flying the eastern highlands of Turkey be compared to a hop from London to Paris or Geneva.




    Even getting this job had been a major breakthrough. Ken, Roy, and Joe were all on lucrative contracts with a film company, an advertising agency, and a business consortium involved in a takeover. There had been no one else on whom her father could call. He would have had to sub-contract to another company.




    A wry smile twisted Gena’s soft mouth. Pigs would fly first. For goodness’ sake, she was almost twenty-five years old. Wasn’t it time to give up hoping for a spontaneous gesture of love and approval from her father? She picked up her bag and the fireproof wallet containing all her flight documents. She turned away from the desk.




    ‘Only one,’ the clerk said.




    Gena froze. Joy welled up inside her and she felt a strange fluttering in her chest. She whirled round. ‘Yes?’




    ‘Dr Halman send his apologies,’ the clerk intoned, reading from a piece of paper, his accent thick and heavy. ‘He is delayed, but will contact as soon as he arrive.’




    ‘I see. Thank you.’ Gena said quietly. She didn’t ask if there were any more. There wouldn’t be. She was getting exactly what she had asked for – no, demanded: to be treated exactly the same as the men.




    She looked round at Jamie, stretching her face into a bright smile. ‘I’m starving. Give me half an hour to bathe and change, and I’ll treat you to dinner. There’s a restaurant next door.’




    Jamie’s face fell into worried creases. ‘I’ve already had a look at the menu. I don’t recognise anything.’




    ‘It will probably be delicious,’ Gena assured him. ‘I know they eat a lot of lamb and mutton out here.’




    Jamie shook his head doubtfully as the porter, carrying Gena’s large travel-bag, led them towards the lift.




    ‘So, what’s he like, then, this mad scientist?’ Jamie asked as they clanked upwards in the iron cage.




    Gena shrugged. ‘I haven’t the faintest idea.’




    ‘Didn’t the boss tell you anything about him?’




    Gena lifted one shoulder. ‘Father doesn’t know anything about him, except that he’s a geophysicist – pardon me, a senior geophysicist – doing research into earthquakes.’




    Mouth tightening, Jamie shook his head again.




    ‘You know Father,’ Gena tried to make light of it. ‘Between squeezing the most out of the Turkish government and worrying about the million-and-a-half-pound helicopter he’s entrusting to me, he didn’t have much time left for minor details.’




    ‘Hell’s teeth,’ Jamie exploded softly. ‘The man could be a druggie or a groper, or belong to one of these extremist groups … anything.’




    ‘You really know how to boost a girl’s confidence,’ Gena retorted drily. ‘Do you think that hadn’t crossed my mind?’ She drew in a deep breath. ‘No, I’m determined to look on the bright side. Using what few facts I do have, I’ve formed my own picture of Dr David Halman.’




    ‘Oh, yeah?’ Jamie enquired. ‘OK, let’s hear it.’




    ‘Well, with that name he’s bound to be British, so no language problem. His senior rank must put him in his mid to late fifties. What else? Ah, yes. His white hair will be all bushy because he hasn’t remembered to get it cut. He’ll wear his bifocals on a thong around his neck so he doesn’t lose them.’




    ‘What about his clothes?’ Jamie demanded, entering into the spirit.




    ‘A hairy tweed jacket, with leather elbow patches,’ Gena answered at once. ‘Baggy cords, a sludge-coloured woollen shirt, a knitted tie in bilious yellow, and clumpy leather shoes. He’ll carry a very large, very old leather briefcase, the kind with a flap and two buckles, bulging with papers. And he’ll suck peppermints, for his nervous indigestion. Have I forgotten anything?’




    ‘His disposition?’ Jamie suggested.




    ‘A real poppet,’ Gena announced firmly, trying to convince them both.




    Jamie sighed. ‘For your sake, I hope you’re right.’ But his tone was doubtful.




    The lift stopped with a jerk and they followed the porter along the corridor.




    ‘By the way, how’s Helen?’ Gena asked. ‘I wanted to call in before I left, but I’ve had a cold and a sore throat, so it didn’t seem wise.’




    ‘I only wish others were as thoughtful,’ Jamie grunted. ‘Helen’s sister came a month ago. She’d had a mild chest infection, and she was still coughing.’




    ‘Oh, no.’ Gena frowned.




    ‘Oh, yes. Naturally Helen caught it. Things were dicey for a few days. We’re always afraid of pneumonia.’




    ‘Jamie, I am sorry. She’s all right now?’




    He shot her a sidelong glance. ‘Do you think I’d be here if she wasn’t?’




    Gena made an apologetic face. ‘Daft question.’ But the added strain had deepened the lines around Jamie’s eyes. ‘I’m glad you have come,’ she said softly, ‘for both our sakes. I’m going to need the occasional glimpse of a friendly face. Perhaps we can have a meal together when I bring the helicopter up for servicing. The rest and change will do you good.’




    Jamie rubbed a hand across his face in a gesture that betrayed strain. ‘You know, even now I still feel guilty about leaving her.’




    ‘Stop that,’ Gena was sharp. ‘That’s the very last thing Helen would want.’ She was the only person at Brady Air Charter who Jamie talked to about his wife’s condition. With the others, polite enquiries were met with equally polite but brief responses.




    Married for fifteen years, Helen and Jamie had enjoyed the special closeness often found in childless couples. Two weeks after Helen’s car skidded on black ice and smashed into a tree, the doctors told Jamie that his wife would never regain the use of her limbs. He had stumbled blindly from the hospital, colliding with Gena and almost knocking her over as she came up the steps with a huge bouquet for Helen.




    Acting purely on instinct as Jamie’s grief pierced her self-protective shell, Gena had thrust the flowers into the arms of a startled nurse, and driven Jamie back to her flat. There she poured glass after glass of brandy into him, and let him talk.




    At two the following morning he had passed out on her sofa, still sober despite the alcohol, but totally exhausted and drained of the incoherent rage that had threatened his own mental stability. Covering him with a blanket, Gena had crept away to her own room and lain awake for a long time.




    Love? Who wanted it? Love was pain. It meant laying your heart down for fate to trample on. Love was a child offering a clumsily made gift, only for hours of concentrated effort to be met with a cursory glance and an impatient sigh. Love was terrible rows and even more terrible silences as the two most important people in your life tore each other apart. Love was craving approval never to be won because you were the wrong gender. Love was wild parties, too much champagne, and one painful, careless coupling in a desperate search for affection. Waking to shame and a glimpse into a dark pit of despair she had vowed never again. Love was for fools.




    She recalled Jamie’s pledge to salvage a future for him and Helen from the wreckage of all their hopes and plans. She had called him brave and was startled when he turned on her. He had immediately apologised and she’d told him it was OK, she understood. He had smiled tiredly and said she didn’t. Then he had given her a quick hug and said it didn’t matter.




    Flying was her life, her love. She needed nothing more.




    ‘Gena?’ Jamie’s voice broke into her thoughts. She looked up quickly. ‘Are you all right?’




    ‘Fine.’ She nodded. ‘I was just wondering how long Dr Halman is going to be delayed. It could be days.’




    The porter opened the door and stood aside for her to enter.




    ‘Just a minute.’ Jamie turned to the porter, speaking slowly and distinctly. ‘Does everything work?’




    ‘Is very nice room.’ The porter nodded, smiling.




    ‘Yes, but do the lights and the toilet work?’




    ‘Very good. Very clean,’ the porter said.




    Gena bit the inside of her lip to smother a grin, and raised her eyebrows at Jamie as the porter moved to take her bag into the room.




    ‘Hang on, sunshine.’ Jamie laid a restraining hand on the Turk’s sleeve. Reaching up, he pressed the light switch and a yellow glow filled the room.




    ‘So far, so good,’ Gena murmured, and followed him inside. Jamie disappeared into the bathroom. She looked around. The room was spartan but clean, with crisp white sheets on the twin beds and brightly patterned rugs on the floor. She heard the toilet flush and a quick rush of water from the shower.




    ‘Why do I get the feeling you’re suspicious?’ she said as he emerged.




    He grinned. ‘My light didn’t work, nor did the loo. You’re not doing too badly. The bath plug is missing, and you may not have noticed yet but those shutters don’t close and there are no curtains at the windows.’




    Gena shrugged. ‘Well, three storeys up, I don’t suppose it matters too much.’




    Jamie held out his hand for the key. The porter was oddly reluctant to give it to him.




    Inserting it in the lock of the open door, Jamie turned it several times in both directions. Nothing happened.




    ‘Is very nice room,’ the porter said hurriedly. ‘Is lovely view.’




    ‘No doubt.’ Gena smiled sweetly at him. ‘But I don’t intend to be one of the sights.’ She walked determinedly to the doorway. ‘I’m sure you have another equally nice room? With a door that locks? And a plug for the bath?’ She glanced over her shoulder at Jamie. ‘Don’t say it. Where would I be without you?’




    It was almost eight o’clock. Refreshed by a long, hot soak, Gena put the finishing touches to a light make-up. The apricot tone of her lipstick added warmth and colour to her creamy complexion. Bronze shadow on her lids emphasised her clear grey-blue eyes.




    Her cropped cinnamon curls had been brushed into a feathery cap that exposed her small ears and curved softly on her neck.




    Standing back, she cast a critical eye over the outfit chosen from the very limited wardrobe her weight allowance had permitted. A full-sleeved silky blouse in kingfisher-blue, and a black fine wool jersey skirt that fell in deep folds to her ankles, made a welcome change from the cords, shirts, and sweaters she wore every day beneath her flying suit.




    She slipped her feet into black high heels and smiled at her reflection. It was nice to indulge her femininity. Such opportunities were rare. She was going to make the most of this evening. She could relax with Jamie. Theirs was in many ways an odd friendship, but it worked.




    He had always admired her determination to be a pilot and had proffered wads of Kleenex and sound advice when her fury and frustration at all the obstacles spilled over in rage and tears.




    She was the only person in whom he would confide his fears for his wife and the sometimes unbearable pressures, knowing she understood that his need to vent was a vital safety valve. He once told her that what he appreciated most was her ability to listen and not offer advice.




    Once, after she had bumped into him in the lobby of a Geneva hotel with an attractive woman on his arm, he had come to her room and begun a stumbling explanation. She had cut him off in mid sentence.




    ‘It’s none of my business, Jamie. No one, and that includes me, is owed any explanation about your personal life, or how you and Helen are coping with … changed circumstances. ‘




    She had watched his face change. As he realised that she refused to judge and would never reveal what she had seen, his relief and gratitude had been palpable, his eyes suspiciously bright.




    A tap on the door roused her from memories as Jamie asked through the panels if she was ready.




    ‘Almost,’ she called back. ‘Come on in. I won’t be a minute.’




    ‘Not bad,’ he allowed, surveying her outfit. ‘It’s a pleasure to see you looking like a pretty girl for a change.’




    ‘Gosh, thanks,’ Gena retorted. He carried on regardless.




    ‘You could do with putting on a few pounds though. You’re all eyes and cheekbones. I know you’re as tough as old boots, but an outsider may think you look just a bit fragile.’




    Gena eyed him in the mirror, blusher palette in one hand, brush in the other. ‘Has anyone ever told you what a talent you have for compliments?’




    He shrugged, spreading his hands. ‘I tell it the way I see it. You wouldn’t want me to lie, would you?’




    ‘Yes.’ Gena nodded firmly. ‘What I’d like is for you to tell me how healthy and athletic I look, like tempered steel, strong and supple and bursting with stamina.’




    He snorted. ‘You’re kidding. A good breeze would blow you away.’ But his tone and his expression grew serious. ‘Gena –’




    ‘Oh-oh,’ she cut in, hoping to warn him off. ‘I sense a lecture approaching.’ She leaned towards the mirror, wielding the brush with a hand that wasn’t quite steady.




    ‘Gena, listen to me.’ Jamie’s voice was quiet and held a note she had not heard before.




    Straightening, she turned to face him, drawing her hands up in an unconsciously protective gesture, brush and palette forgotten. ‘I’m all right,’ she insisted. ‘You said yourself I’m a lot tougher than I look, and I don’t need to be the size of a barn to fly a helicopter.’




    He shook his head. ‘You’re only half alive.’




    Even to her ears her laugh sounded false. ‘That’s ridiculous! Things have never been so good for me. This job –’




    ‘Is great,’ he agreed. ‘No one deserves it more. But it’s not enough, Gena. No job is ever enough. People need other people, relationships, love.’




    ‘Not me,’ she said at once, her chin tilted defiantly.




    ‘Even you.’ His voice was gentle.




    ‘Let it go, Jamie. I don’t want to discuss it.’ She could hear her desperation. Retreating into her shell, she turned back to the mirror, cool and brittle. ‘I’m perfectly happy alone. Just because you can’t manage –’ She saw the blood drain from her face then flood back. She spun round appalled. ‘Oh Jamie, I’m sorry. I should never have said that. I didn’t mean –’




    ‘I know,’ he broke in. ‘But you’re right. Though I love Helen to bits and I’ll never leave her, there are times when –’ he shrugged helplessly. ‘It’s simply not enough. One of these days, Gena, you’ll wake up and recognise the truth. You were never meant to be one of nature’s solitary souls. Inside that prickly shell is a vital, loving woman. I envy the man who discovers the key. He’ll have won a rare treasure.’




    Stunned, speechless, Gena stared at him. The silence stretched.




    Deliberately, Jamie turned away, rubbing his hands together briskly, defusing the tension. ‘Right, lecture over. It’s time we braved the delights of Turkish cuisine.’




    Blinking back sudden tears she did not understand – Jamie believed she was worth loving – Gena busied herself at the dressing-table, pushing hanky, lip gloss, and comb into a small black bag.




    ‘Got your indigestion tablets?’ she quipped shakily. A sharp tattoo on the door made her jump. Jamie shot her a questioning glance. She shook her head and shrugged. She started forward, but Jamie stayed her with a raised hand.




    ‘Let me,’ he advised. ‘It won’t do any harm to let whoever it is to know you have friends here. A woman on her own –’




    ‘Oh, Jamie, you do fuss,’ Gena chided. ‘How do you suppose I manage when you’re not around? I expect it’s just one of the hotel staff.’ She brushed a tiny bit of fluff from her skirt as Jamie opened the door.




    ‘Mr Brady? Gene Brady?’




    The deep, resonant voice brought the fine hair on the back of Gena’s neck erect.




    ‘Er – no,’ Jamie replied.




    ‘Forgive me,’ the voice, smooth and dark like molasses, was faintly accented and held a hint of puzzlement. ‘The night clerk told me Mr Brady was in 304.’




    ‘Well, he got it half right,’ Jamie said.




    ‘I don’t understand.’




    ‘You will,’ Jamie promised.




    Darting an uncertain glance at him as she heard the odd note in his voice, Gena started towards the door. Jamie opened it wide and stepped back, gesturing for the newcomer to enter.




    Big was the only word to describe him. Over six feet tall, he was powerfully built with heavily muscled shoulders that even the immaculate tailoring of his dark suit could not disguise. His hair, black as midnight, was cut short and brushed back neatly from a side parting.




    Brown eyes set deep beneath black brows regarded her with cool interest. The high cheekbones, strong, straight nose and chiselled jaw resembled rock rather than flesh and bone.




    Only his mouth, wide and sensual, lips tilted upward in a half-smile of polite enquiry, suggested another, more humane side.




    The impact of his physical presence profoundly shook Gena. The room seemed somehow smaller. And she felt … threatened. For heaven’s sake, she admonished herself, snap out of it. She had dealt with dozens of government officials in the past two days. As all her papers were in perfect order, what possible threat could this one pose?




    ‘This,’ Jamie announced, introducing Gena, ‘is Miss Brady, Miss Gena Brady.’




    The upward tilt of the stranger’s mouth levelled out. His brows came together to form a straight black bar, and Gena sensed a rapid reassessment taking place behind the expressionless features.




    ‘I see.’ He looked at Jamie. ‘Then who are you?’




    ‘The name is Drew, Jamie Drew. I’m an aeronautical engineer with Brady Air Charter.’




    ‘And a close friend,’ Gena added impulsively. The stranger shook his head slightly and Gena decided it was time she was given some answers. ‘So, are we permitted to know who you are?’




    The full force of his deep, dark gaze as the stranger turned towards her caused Gena to swallow. She saw his eyes flicker, realised he had noticed the reflexive movement, and lifted her chin.




    ‘What exactly do you want?’ Unease, feathering like cold breath down her spine, gave her voice an edge.




    The stranger inclined his head. ‘Please excuse me. This has come as something of a surprise. I assumed – no matter.’ He moved towards Gena, offering his hand. ‘My name is David Halman.’




    Gena’s eyes widened. Warm and strong, his hand enveloped hers, but she was barely aware of it. ‘You?’ she croaked. ‘But –’ The comforting picture she had so painstakingly built up in her mind splintered into a million fragments.




    ‘Is something wrong?’ he enquired.




    Momentarily bereft of words, she shook her head.




    He released her hand. ‘I must confess I did not expect a female pilot.’




    Gena stiffened. Here we go again. ‘Allow me to reassure you, Dr Halman,’ her tone crackled with frost. ‘I am fully qualified and perfectly competent.’




    ‘I do not doubt it,’ he replied, equally cool. ‘You would not be here otherwise. My point is that with so much equipment to deploy at various sites, a man would have been more useful.’




    ‘The contract specified flying, Dr Halman, not labouring,’ Gena responded tartly. ‘However, should you need help, you have only to ask.’




    ‘How gracious of you, Miss Brady. I’ll keep it in mind.’




    Behind David Halman and out of his line of vision, Jamie blew on his fingers as though they had just been burned. His quizzical expression brought a quick rush of heat to Gena’s cheeks. Her heart was already pounding as a result of the exchange.




    ‘Now we have broken the ice,’ David Halman said with unmistakable irony. ‘I hope you will permit me to take you both to dinner.’




    Gena wished she could decline. But a refusal would only provoke questions for which she had no answers. From a professional point of view eating together made good sense. It would give them an opportunity to discuss the project and their separate responsibilities.




    But the undercurrent of tension between them was going to be difficult to ignore. Gena squared her shoulders. Another chauvinist: what a surprise. She had coped with plenty of those since getting her commercial licence eighteen months ago. At least this one was reasonably polite despite his disconcerting air of quiet mockery.




    ‘How kind,’ she cooed with acid sweetness.




    ‘Look, I’m sure you don’t need me –’ Jamie began, but got no further as Gena cut in quickly.




    ‘Of course we do.’ Her sharpness bordered on desperation. Realisation of what the coming weeks held in store was just beginning to sink in. Why couldn’t David Halman have been as she’d imagined? She needed time to adjust and the reassurance of Jamie’s comforting presence while she did so. ‘The success of the whole project depends on the Jet Ranger’s performance,’ she babbled. ‘I’m sure Dr Halman would agree. We have to make adequate provision for servicing and … and … everything,’ she faltered, blushing furiously.




    ‘Indeed,’ David Halman agreed gravely.




    Startled, suspicious, Gena glanced at him and glimpsed a strange light in his dark eyes.




    He opened the door. ‘Shall we go?’




    Gena picked up her bag from the dressing-table. As she passed Jamie, he murmured, so softly only she could hear, ‘A real poppet, eh?’




    Glaring at him, her face on fire, she marched, head high, beneath the thoughtful gaze of David Halman and out into the corridor.


  




  

    Chapter Two





    Despite a raw chill in the air the early morning sun was warm on Gena’s face as she watched the plane carrying Jamie climb into the rain-washed sky and head south.




    His parting words still echoed in her ears. After saying he would see her soon he had added, almost as an afterthought, ‘I wonder if I’ll recognise you?’




    Puzzled, Gena had glanced down at her flying-suit. ‘Well, I hadn’t planned on changing into scarlet satin and a blonde wig.’




    He shook his head. ‘That’s not what I meant.’ A lop-sided smile twisted his mouth. ‘I knew this would happen one day. Funny the way things work out. I’m happy for you, really I am. But I’ll miss you, kid.’




    Puzzlement turned to alarm. ‘Jamie, what are you talking about? I don’t understand.’




    He patted her shoulder. ‘You will.’ His grip tightened momentarily and his voice was slightly hoarse. ‘Spread your wings, Gena. You’re ready to fly.’




    ‘Jamie –’




    But he had gone, hurrying up the steps and into the aircraft, leaving her staring after him in bewilderment. She shivered with sudden apprehension. Her thoughts returned to the previous evening.




    David Halman had been an attentive host. His conversation had been lively and interesting, and Jamie’s attention had clearly been captured by David’s brief account of Turkey’s vivid and turbulent history.




    She, however, could remember little about either the food or what was said. It had been impossible to concentrate with her nerves wire-taut at the prospect of spending the coming weeks with a man so totally unlike the one she had anticipated.




    Though he had not appeared to notice anything amiss, Gena had been aware of David Halman’s periodic speculative gaze, and had felt herself shrink inside. She had excused herself immediately after the meal, pleading tiredness and an early start, and had left the two men with their coffee.




    ‘Good morning, Miss Brady. I trust you slept well?’




    She jumped. She had not heard him approach. Rich and dark, that voice had haunted her restless dreams. As her face grew warm Gena swung round.




    She had never thought she would one day be grateful to all the men, starting with her father, whose patronising derision had taught her so long ago to control her expression and keep her feelings locked tightly away. But the hard-learned lesson had been worthwhile. Yesterday his arrival had taken her unawares. Now despite the turbulence his nearness and those piercing eyes aroused in her, there wasn’t a hint of it in her cool, calm reply.




    ‘Good morning, Dr Halman. Very well indeed, thank you.’ Carrying her travelling bag in one hand and the document wallet in the other she tilted her head back to meet his gaze. One dark brow lifted fractionally, as if mocking the lie. Her cheeks burned as she added briskly, ‘Are you ready to begin loading?’




    He nodded. His black hair, still showing comb marks, tumbled across his forehead, stirred by the breeze. His jaw was freshly shaved and the elusive fragrance of expensive cologne tantalised her nostrils. It was musky and spicy. Gena had to fight the almost overwhelming urge to breathe in deeply and fill her lungs with the scent.




    Beneath the scuffed leather jacket lined with sheepskin, he wore a cream roll-necked sweater. Olive-green cords were tucked into heavy lumberjack boots which bore the scars of previous expeditions. It was the boots that reminded her once again of her original image of him. Goose-pimples rose on her skin. How could she have been so wrong?




    Like her, instead of a suitcase he was carrying a large double-handled travelling-bag. The briefcase he held in his other hand was relatively new, black, slim, the type used by executives and businessmen. She hadn’t got one single detail right.




    Gena’s own flying-jacket, also fleece-lined, was of black leather. Beneath her flying-suit she was wearing blue cords, a blue paisley shirt, and her apricot sweater. Fleece-lined black boots over fine wool socks ensured her feet would remain warm. She unlocked the passenger door and lifted her bag.




     ‘Allow me.’




    ‘Thank you, I can manage,’ she responded at once, her tone sharper than she intended.




    ‘No doubt you can,’ he agreed impatiently. ‘But don’t you have more important things to do?’ He glanced meaningfully at his watch. ‘If we are to reach Ahslan base by lunchtime –’




    Gena’s head flew up. ‘What do you mean, reach Ahslan? We’re going to Van.’




    ‘No, there has been a change of plan.’ As he took her bag his hand brushed hers and the unexpected contact sent a charge of electricity up her arm.




    ‘Since when?’




    ‘Since last night. Your engineer agreed it was not strictly necessary for the aircraft to undergo a service again so soon. You have done at most only twenty hours since the last one. That is less than half the permitted flying time. You did tell him, did you not, that the helicopter was flying, “like a bird, as smooth as silk”?’




    He was right. He was the sort of man who would always be right. So much for her hoped-for breathing space. She was being catapulted in head first.




    ‘So it was decided that you and I will go directly to Ahslan and set up the network. Once that is done you will still have time in hand to return to Van for the service.’
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