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    Chapter One




    Dr Maren Harvey kicked off her sandals, walked barefoot across the wooden floor to the window and looked out on to the exotic flowering shrubs and tall palms surrounding the small, single-storey hotel.




    Her sleeveless cotton dress clung damply as she lifted the curtain of dark glossy hair off her neck and revelled in the deliriously cool air whispering across her skin.




    The mountain ranges of the Eastern Highlands, swathed in lush tropical forest, rose into the blue sky only a few hundred yards away. Even as she watched, puffs of white cloud, like cotton wool balls, tumbled over the mountain peaks, heralding the inevitable rain which fell late every afternoon.




    This was Papua New Guinea, the world’s largest tropical island, three-quarters of it untouched by civilisation.




    Maren’s skin tightened with a small shiver of excitement. Soon she would be setting off into those mountains.




    During the past four years spent in malaria research at the Hospital for Tropical Diseases in London, she had never dreamed that one day she would have the opportunity to get out of the laboratory and actually see for herself the conditions which produced the disease. This, her first field trip, had been Russell’s idea. It was going to be the adventure of a lifetime.




    Maren breathed in deeply. Though the air here in the mountains was as warm as high summer in England, it tasted like nectar compared with the stifling humidity of the island’s capital, Port Moresby, where she had landed that morning.




    Reluctantly, Maren turned away from the window. She wanted to freshen up and change her creased and travel-weary dress before meeting Russell to make the final arrangements. She felt as excited as a schoolgirl, which at 26 was nothing short of ridiculous.




    As she lifted her suitcase onto the bed, Maren recalled the brown-skinned porter’s smiling but definite refusal of her proffered tip. A small card on the back of the door, unnoticed when she had entered, caught her eye, and she paused to read it.




    friendly and courteous service is a papua new guinea tradition and gratuities for what comes naturally are not expected




    This was an unusual country in more ways than she had expected.




    The telephone buzzed softly, its gleaming white plastic completely out of place among the natural wood, muted earthy colours and traditional designs on the rugs and bedcover. Maren pushed her suitcase aside and sat down on the bed, drawing her long legs under her as she picked up the receiver.




    ‘Hello, this is Dr Harvey.’




    ‘Maren, my dear, it’s me.’ The rich tones of Professor Russell Brent’s voice echoed clearly down the line.




    A fond smile curved Maren’s full lips as a vivid picture of the short, rotund figure she had known since childhood sprang into her mind.




    ‘Oh, Russell, I can hardly believe I’m actually here.’ She could barely contain her excitement. ‘And I know if it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t be. Did you have to pull many strings on my behalf?’




    ‘Not a single one,’ he laughed. ‘Your research results were recommendation enough. Did you have a good journey?’




    Once more Maren freed the damp hair clinging to her neck. ‘I seem to have been travelling for ever. I’ve lost track of the days.’




    ‘It’s Monday,’ Brent put in helpfully.




    ‘Well, I left London on Saturday evening, arrived in Hong Kong on Sunday evening, just had time to change planes, and we got to Port Moresby at six-thirty this morning.’




    ‘I suppose you had a bit of a wait in the capital?’




    She appreciated the sympathy. ‘Eight hours.’




    ‘You will have found it rather hot.’




    ‘A little,’ she agreed drily. ‘It was like breathing treacle. I was glad to reach Goroka. Russell, about the trip –’




    ‘How are your parents?’ he cut in, appearing not to have heard her.




    ‘They’re fine. Father’s in Zurich at the moment. Business will keep him there for several weeks so Mother went with him.’ Maren hitched herself higher up the bed and leaned against the headboard. ‘Then they’re going on to New York. They expect to be back in England to spend Christmas with Lucy and George and the children.’




    ‘How is life treating our tame aristocrat?’




    ‘Russell,’ Maren scolded, ‘you make him sound like some rare animal.’




    ‘My dear girl, a marquis who can run a stately home and estate at a profit in these stringent times is indeed a rare creature, believe me,’ Brent replied. ‘Are Lucy and the brats well?’




    The reference to her sister and children made Maren smile again. ‘They’re fine. Christopher starts at Eton next year and the two girls are already terrorising the local Pony Club. As for Lucy –’ Maren’s voice softened ‘– I’ve never seen anyone so utterly content. Despite all the demands on them both, she and George seem to be on a permanent honeymoon.’




    ‘Do I detect a note of envy?’ Brent’s tone was light.




    ‘No, you don’t. I’m a dedicated career girl,’ Maren retorted a little too quickly.




    ‘No one could doubt it. But I have wondered in recent months whether your dedication to your research hasn’t removed you a little too far from the rest of the human race.’




    ‘Russell, I’ve already got one mother. I don’t need another.’ Maren knew her laugh was too bright, too brittle. ‘I adore my job. Working on a malaria vaccine is not only fascinating, it’s vital. I’m simply too busy for distractions.’ Becoming aware of the ache in her knuckles she release tight grip on the phone and flexed her fingers.




    In some respects she was closer to Brent than to her parents. But she could not reveal, even to him, the fear that fluttered inside her like the wings of a dark bird.




    ‘Besides,’ she went on quickly, swallowing the dryness in her throat. ‘If I hadn’t been so dedicated this trip would not have come about. And there’s no other place on earth I’d rather be at this moment.’ The crisis had passed. She was firmly in control again. ‘Please don’t keep me in suspense. When do we leave and where exactly are we going?’




    There was a silence.




    ‘You did mention the upland valleys in your letter,’ she went on. ‘Are there aid stations there? Or … Russell? Are you still on the line? Hello?’




    ‘I’m still here.’ His voice came back as strong as before. ‘Maren, there’s no way to break this gently. I’m afraid I can’t make the trip.’




    It was Maren’s turn to be silent. She was stunned, devastated. ‘Can’t make it? But – but …’ She couldn’t believe it, didn’t want to believe it. Not after all the months of planning, of waiting. After all the arrangements she’d needed to make at work to ensure experiments were covered, results noted, reports drafted. All the red tape and last-minute details. No, it couldn’t be true.




    ‘Russell, I don’t understand.’ She gripped the phone with both hands, sitting bolt upright as tension, anger and utter desolation chased one another. ‘When did – why didn’t you let me know sooner? I’ve come all this way …’ She broke off while she could still control her voice. Her throat was stiff and aching.




    ‘Of course you did. This is exactly where you should be.’ Brent spoke with exaggerated patience. ‘I didn’t say you weren’t going. I said I couldn’t make it.’




    ‘Then how –’




    ‘If you will give me a chance I’ll explain. I have to go to America for a World Health Organisation conference. It’s related to funding. It’s a chore but one I cannot escape. I’ve arranged that you join a colleague of mine who has a research trip of his own arranged. He’s a lecturer at the Faculty of Medicine both at Port Moresby and here in Goroka. The purpose of his trip is to collect follow-up data on a disease which only occurs in one group of people living in the Eastern Highlands.’




    In spite of her disappointment Maren’s interest was immediately caught. ‘Won’t he object to me suddenly being dumped on him?’




    ‘He owes me a favour,’ Brent replied. ‘Now I must go, I have a plane to catch.’




    Panic surged. Once he put the phone down her only contact in this alien country would be broken.




    ‘Russell, wait. Where – I mean, what’s his name?’




    ‘His name is Nicholas Calder. He’ll meet you in the lobby of your hotel at six-thirty this evening. Now I really must go. Enjoy your trip, Maren. I think you’ll discover you have a lot in common. And this trip will be one you’ll never forget.’




    ‘Don’t hang up,’ Maren shouted frantically. ‘What does he look like? How will I know him?’




    ‘He’s 36 years old, white, and an academic. How could you miss him?’ Brent’s cryptic reply was tinged with a hint of laughter. But absorbed in her chaotic thoughts, Maren didn’t have time to wonder why. ‘Goodbye, my dear. I’ll be in touch.’




    There was a click and Maren was left staring at the disconnected phone.




    Slowly she replaced the receiver. So, 36, white, and an academic. Well, that was clear enough, if lacking in detail. She did a mental check of the men she knew who fitted that description. There were three in the lab.




    Charles in Immunology was five feet six inches tall and, if she was being tactful, on the plump side. With his rosy complexion, high forehead and rapidly receding hairline, he reminded Maren of an earnest gnome.




    Then there was Guy from Haematology. She had always imagined that someone with a name like that would be a strapping rugby player or rowing blue. But though Guy was, at five feet ten, exactly the same height as her, not by any stretch of the imagination could he be termed husky, as he tried self-consciously to disguise his acne scars beneath long hair, a beard and moustache.




    The only other man who fulfilled those criteria was William. Though he topped six feet, he was thin to the point of emaciation and walked with a pronounced stoop, like a sapling bowed by the breeze. He wore thin, wire-rimmed glasses, and his fair hair flopped over his forehead and collar looking as though it had been cut with a knife and fork.




    They were not only her colleagues, they were her good friends, caring deeply, as she did, about their work, often assisting each other with experiments, working late into the night. She was at ease with them. As she scrambled from the bed and lifted her toilet bag out of her suitcase, the image she formed of Nicholas Calder was a mixture of those three.




    Cool and refreshed from her shower, she put on a deceptively simple long sleeveless dress of crinkle cotton. The blue and green colour mixture suited her dark hair and emphasised the luminous green of her eyes. A fine gold thread through the fabric caused it to shimmer as she moved, and a gold belt and matching sandals completed the outfit.




    Her only jewellery was her watch, a slim model from Cartier, her 21st birthday present from her parents.




    She brushed her hair till it gleamed, then quickly twisted it into a coil on top of her head. Though the heat had lessened as evening approached and the rain had begun to fall, she wanted to remain as cool as possible.




    It was too hot for make-up, not that she ever wore much. But a critical glance in the mirror revealed the strain and demands the last year’s work had made upon her. Slight shadows under her eyes, the skin drawn a fraction tight across her high cheekbones, and a slight pallor beneath her light tan.




    It was just the travelling, she told herself firmly. Anyone was entitled to look pale after flying halfway across the world. For her ego’s sake she applied a soft rose gloss to her mouth, closed the tube and dropped it into her evening bag. Straightening her spine she lifted her chin, closed her eyes, and inhaled then and released three slow breaths. It was a trick she had picked up during university days to combat her chronic shyness and unease at meeting strangers.




    The mirror reflected an image of serene confidence. She gave it a nod, took a final deep breath then left her room. After locking the door she walked along the passage with an elegance born of childhood ballet and deportment lessons. The insistence of her mother and her teachers that she be proud of her height and never, ever seek to minimise it had been a hard lesson, but it was one she had learned.




    The lobby was deserted. Even the smiling receptionist who had so warmly welcomed her seemed temporarily to have vanished.




    Glancing at her watch Maren saw it was a couple of minutes after six-thirty. Obviously Dr Calder had been delayed, perhaps by the rain, now falling in a relentless torrent.




    There was no point in returning to her room so she wandered over to look at the display in the small shop and was immediately entranced by the wood carvings and brilliantly plumed head-dresses on sale. Pottery and basketwork lay beside woven and beaded headbands, belts and necklaces.




    Dresses and shirts of soft, butter-yellow cotton printed with traditional designs in red, brown and black were arranged at one side. One in particular caught her attention. As she moved closer to examine it the outside door crashed open. She swung round, startled by the noise.




    He stood at least six feet four. The short-sleeved jacket of his beige safari suit stretched tightly across massive shoulders as he shook the rain from a huge umbrella and tossed it into the stand. Raindrops glistened in his black hair and on his deeply tanned arms.




    His gaze raked the lobby, stopped at Maren, and she was shaken to the core by the icy disdain that spread slowly across his chiselled features.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    Oh no. Not him. It couldn’t be him. She had never seen a man so aggressively masculine. His physical impact exploded her imaginary picture of a 36-year-old, white academic into a thousand fragments.




    There was something predatory about him, an aura more suited to a hunter or explorer than a medical lecturer. Perhaps that’s what he was and she had jumped to the wrong conclusion. She desperately hoped so.




    But as he came towards her, his lithe strides covering the floor as smoothly and silently as a leopard, the horrible sinking feeling in her stomach told her differently.




    ‘I’m Nicholas Calder,’ he said abruptly, his voice gravel and steel. ‘You, I presume, are Maren Harvey?’




    Maren tilted her chin a fraction higher. Whatever had caused his obvious bad temper she had no intention of being his scapegoat. Instinct warned her that this man judged by his own standards and made no allowances.




    The strong and instant antagonism between them was undeniable. It was equally obvious that the disadvantages were all on her side, though she had no idea why.




    ‘I am Dr Harvey, yes,’ Maren replied coolly, extending her hand as she met his cold gaze.




    His brown eyes, so dark as to be almost black, were hooded as they swept over her and Maren knew that no detail of her appearance had escaped that fleeting scrutiny. Heavy brows met in a frown above an aquiline nose. Deep creases were scored on either side of a surprisingly sensual mouth set in an uncompromising line above a lean hard jaw.




    His face and neck, down to the black hair that curled in the “v” of the immaculate beige safari jacket, were tanned mahogany. The evenness of his colour told Maren that it would be the same all over his body. She felt herself grow hot at the unexpected intimacy of that thought.




    He shook her hand, reluctantly it seemed, and the contact though firm was brief. ‘I suggest we eat straight away. Unless you want a drink first?’




    As an invitation it left a lot to be desired. The inflection in his tone made Maren’s hackles rise. She rarely touched alcohol. But after the frenetic activity of the past week and two days of non-stop travelling she had looked forward on her first evening in Papua New Guinea to a leisurely meal preceded by a glass of wine.




    But the prospect of trying to make polite conversation over a drink with this terse forbidding man was not appealing. ‘No, thank you. I’m quite happy to eat now.’




    Without another word he turned and led the way into the dining room. They were the first diners to arrive and were greeted by a smiling waiter who led them to a corner table. The walls of the low-ceilinged room were split bamboo, the floor polished wood. A huge fan set in the ceiling stirred the air and wall lights with leaflike shades cast a soft glow over the room.




    Arrangements of exotic flowers with petals of crimson, gold, purple and ivory amid lush green foliage stood on carved wooden pedestals against the walls. The tablecloths were crisp and spotless, and ice cubes tinkled in the jug of crystal water brought by the white-shirted waiter. In the background the constant drum and hiss of the tropical rain provided its own music.




    The meal of chicken and pineapple served on a bed of fluffy rice with side dishes of baby onions, tomatoes, peas and green beans, looked appetising and smelled delicious. But what should have been enjoyable wasn’t, because of the cold detachment of the man opposite.




    He ate quickly, without fuss or ostentation, as though food were merely a fuel, not a pleasure over which to linger. She tried several times to start a conversation, commenting on the rain and the exotic flowers, but he barely glanced up, his replies becoming brief and more impatient. After the third rebuff Maren had had enough.




    Putting down her knife and fork, she leaned slightly towards him. ‘Dr Calder, I don’t understand how it can have happened as we met barely half an hour ago. But something about me seems to have upset you. Perhaps you’d be good enough to tell me what it is so that we may sort it out and proceed to discussing the field trip.’




    ‘That is exactly the problem,’ he growled. ‘How can I possibly take someone like you into the dangers of a tropical forest?’




    Maren stared at him, startled. ‘What do you mean someone like me?’




    He gestured with one hand and sighed impatiently.




    Maren glanced down at herself, then back at him. ‘You can’t be serious. I had not intended trekking into the jungle dressed like this.’




    ‘That’s not what I meant.’ His reply was brusque. ‘When I agreed with Professor Brent that a female colleague of his should accompany me, I had no idea – I expected someone very different.’




    ‘Oh, is that so?’ Maren queried sweetly. ‘Well, as I am neither responsible for, nor interested in your preconceptions, perhaps you’ll tell me precisely what it is about me that you object to.’




    ‘You’re too thin for a start.’ His gaze was critical. ‘You don’t look as though you have much stamina. Are you fully aware of the physical demands an expedition like this will make on you? You’ve not had time to get used to the heat and humidity and I want to leave tomorrow.’




    ‘I assure you I’m very fit. I’ve travelled a lot and adjust very quickly,’ Maren retorted. ‘Had I been a couple of stone heavier no doubt you’d be concerned about my heart and blood pressure. I promise you, you need not worry on my account.’




    ‘I’m not,’ he snapped. ‘My concern is for myself. I have a job to do and I’ve no time to waste nursing along someone who can’t keep up.’ He glanced at her. ‘Why are you here anyway?’




    ‘What do you mean?’ Maren was puzzled.




    ‘I can’t help wondering why you’ve chosen to risk your health and safety in a place like this.’ A biting edge crept into his voice, ‘Especially with a background like yours.’




    Maren froze. Here we go again. But though bitter anger raced hot through her veins, her voice was calm and level.




    ‘I also have a job to do, Dr Calder.’




    He scrutinised her as though she were an object that had caught his eye, but that on closer examination he had decided to reject. ‘Mmm, why medicine, though? I thought girls with your background usually ran boutiques or did the odd bit of charity work between parties.’ The derision in his voice stung like a whiplash. ‘I’d have thought Harley Street would have provided a better hunting ground than a place like this. Or is this trip just for kicks, a taste of the exotic before you scuttle back home to raise horses and children in a large country house, with, of course, a Mayfair flat, and a cottage on the coast, all courtesy of some chinless wonder who will use Daddy’s money to keep you in the manner to which you are accustomed.’




    His open contempt roused Maren to fury. ‘Of all the insufferable, offensive, egotistical bigots it has been my misfortune to meet, you, Dr Calder, take first prize.’ Her voice shook with rage. ‘Twice you have referred to “someone like” me. You know absolutely nothing about the person I am. You have jumped to conclusions, totally false ones, based purely on my family background, over which I had no control, and your own prejudice.’




    Her face was burning as her heart hammered wildly beneath the thin cotton. Never before had she spoken to anyone like that. There had never been reason to. But Nicholas Calder’s brutal jibes had so incensed her that her shyness was ignored, and good manners forgotten.




    ‘Yes, I was born with the proverbial silver spoon in my mouth.’ She kept her voice low. This was between them. ‘I wasn’t given the opportunity of choosing my parents. Though I’ve no doubt you won’t believe it, money often presents as many problems as it solves. You trust people and think of them as friends, only to discover you’re nothing more than a passport to better things.’




    ‘Poor little rich girl,’ Nicholas murmured sarcastically. ‘Come on, surely–’




    ‘Be quiet,’ Maren hissed heedless of the consequences. ‘You’ve aired your opinions. Have the courtesy to let me finish.’




    He gave a slight shrug and gestured for her to continue. Paradoxically, this defused some of Maren’s tension which made her even more annoyed.




    ‘I refuse to apologise for my background. I’ve always believed that good fortune demands repayment. I was born with a lot of advantages. And I chose a career that would enable me to help other people.’




    ‘How noble,’ a cynical smile touched the corners of his mouth.




    Maren leaned forward oblivious to everything but the hard, mocking expression of the dark man opposite. ‘I did not buy my qualifications, Dr Calder. I worked bloody hard for them. No short cuts, no favours. I got a first at Cambridge then I went to St Thomas’s before starting research at the Hospital for Tropical Diseases in London.’




    Maren sat back. Her breathing was ragged and her hands trembled so much she clasped them together on her lap. But she did not flinch from Nicholas Calder’s penetrating gaze. ‘I won’t dignify your insinuations by denying them. I am fit and healthy. I have sound scientific reasons for being here, and my work is important and necessary. So if you are looking for a way out of taking me along, at least have the decency and the courage to be honest about it.’




    She smoothed her napkin on her lap, using the unnecessary movement to help her regain control. That was it, she thought miserably. She had blown it. He would flatly refuse to take her now. Why had she allowed him to provoke her like that? She had met dozens like him, convinced that any girl with money had a head stuffed with cotton wool instead of brains.




    No, she hadn’t, she corrected herself. She had never met anyone like him: so arrogant, so self-assured, so deliberately, infuriatingly smug.




    ‘All right, I’ll take you.’ He was brisk.




    Maren’s head came up. ‘What?’ She was so surprised the word slipped out before she could stop it.




    ‘I said I’ll take you,’ he repeated impatiently. ‘You passed. Would you like dessert? The fresh fruit cocktail is particularly good.’




    ‘Yes, thank you.’ Maren was stunned. Had he offered her cyanide her reply would have been the same. She pressed the groove between her brows, trying to release the tightness, her heart still pounding unevenly.




    ‘I passed? Do you mean all that –’ she gestured ‘– was some sort of test?’




    He nodded. Then as the waiter cleared the debris of their main course, he ordered two dishes of fruit, with coffee to follow.




    ‘It’s grown locally,’ he informed her.




    ‘What is?’ Maren was still trying to absorb what he’d said to her.




    ‘The coffee, and the fruit of course. But coffee is now an important cash crop in PNG. Would you like a brandy?’




    The cynical mocking man of a few moments ago had vanished, replaced by an urbane if enigmatic host.




    Maren nodded wordlessly. For the first time in her life, she felt she really needed a drink.




    Nothing more was said until the dishes, piled with slices of chilled tropical fruits, were placed in front of them. Maren turned her spoon between her fingers. ‘Why?’ she asked quietly.




    Nicholas selected a piece of mango then glanced across at her. ‘Spending several weeks in remote areas of the mountains and forest, the greater part of it alone, is going to make heavy demands on us both. I had to make sure you were up to it.’




    ‘But I told you –’ Maren began.




    ‘I know what you told me,’ he cut across her, his irritation plain. ‘I prefer to find out for myself. I needed to see the person behind the façade, your weaknesses and strengths, how you stand up under pressure. Our lives could depend on it. Your reactions to my –’ his mouth twitched ‘– let’s call them “observations” revealed a hell of a lot more than you would have volunteered.’




    She stared unseeingly at her dish, anger battling with logic at his trickery. She had to concede he had a point. Of course he needed to know if she would be dependable in an emergency. But how could he have learned that from the scene he had just provoked? She would swear it had been no act on his part. His biting sarcasm and mocking contempt had been far too convincing. Anger burned and doubt continued to nag. What had been his real motive?




    Then she realised what had just said. ‘In remote areas of the mountains and forest, the greater part of it alone …’




    Busy with her fruit she was able to avoid his dark, probing gaze. She kept her voice carefully expressionless.




    ‘I was under the impression we would be staying either at missions in the region or at aid stations.’




    ‘That might have been Professor Brent’s plan. But my investigations will take me much further into the uninhabited regions between tribal groups. It shouldn’t make any difference to the collection of your research material.’ He paused, a laconic grin twisting his mouth. ‘Unless the thought of being alone with me for a month bothers you?’




    Instantly Maren retreated behind a veneer of cool sophistication. A furious retort sprang to her lips but she held it back. He had pierced her protective armour once. He had deliberately manipulated her into betraying doubts and hurts she had never before revealed to a living soul. She was determined it would not happen again.




    She lifted her head, her gaze level and direct. ‘Your ego is showing again, Dr Calder. Why should it bother me? We both have a job to do. We happen, through circumstances, to be travelling together.’ She shrugged lightly. ‘I’m sure neither of us would have chosen this arrangement, but let’s not exaggerate its importance.’




    His mouth compressed and his eyes gleamed for an instant. ‘That was certainly not my intention, Dr Harvey,’ he said gravely.




    Maren had the uncomfortable feeling he was laughing at her. She dismissed it quickly. He had agreed she should travel with him. That was all that mattered.




    Though she would have to depend on his knowledge of the region and its people, she intended to make quite sure that all contact between them remained strictly professional.




    Because if she were completely honest, and though she would cut out her tongue sooner than admit it, Nicholas Calder terrified her. He was so self-contained, so arrogantly self-confident. His powerful, uncompromising maleness both attracted and frightened her, and she was not at all sure that she could trust him. Yet she had no alternative.




    He reminded her of a panther she had seen in a circus once. Sleek and handsome, it appeared almost tame as it obeyed the commands of its trainer. But when the big cat lifted its head, its golden eyes gleamed with the burning, unquenchable spirit of the wild. There was something of that untameability about Nicholas Calder. He wore the cloak of civilised social behaviour with ease. But behind the bland, urbane exterior, she was aware of an elemental force that unnerved her.




    She had not reached the age of 26 without learning something about men and her own reactions to them.




    In her second year at university she had fallen deeply in love. He’d been doing a postgraduate year for his PhD. She had been totally absorbed by him, deaf to the kindly warnings of her classmates, blind to the truth which everyone else had recognised.




    When it had ended, she’d thrown herself into her studies with single-minded determination. The experience had left deep scars. Now wary and suspicious she had encased herself in a shell of polite friendliness that kept all but a chosen few at a distance.




    Nicholas Calder had cracked that shell. He had probed, found her vulnerable. She had papered over the crack but both knew it was there. How was she to cope with him, and the conflicting emotions he aroused?




    She lifted the brandy balloon and gently swirled the spirit, vowing he would never know of the turmoil beneath her poise.




    Nicholas set down his empty glass. ‘When you’re ready we’ll go through to the lounge. I think it’s time we got down to the details. We are leaving for Okapa at eight tomorrow morning.’




    His businesslike attitude enabled Maren to relax for the first time that evening. This was the reason she had come. They were almost on their way. She felt her pulse quicken with excitement.




    It was after nine when Nicholas bade her goodnight in the lobby. ‘Remember you’ll be carrying your own gear for at least part of the journey, so keep it to bare essentials. I hope you’ve brought the right kind of clothes.’




    ‘A waterproof cape, long-sleeved cotton shirts, cotton trousers, several pairs of cotton and wool socks and ankle-high walking boots.’ Maren ticked the items off on her fingers, mentally thanking Russell for warning her that denim jeans and man-made fibres were totally wrong for the conditions she would encounter.




    He nodded briefly. ‘I’ll pick you up here at seven- thirty. Don’t spend hours messing about tonight. Get to bed early and make sure you have a good breakfast in the morning.’ He added, ‘It will be a very long day and you aren’t acclimatised yet.’




    Gritting her teeth at his peremptory tone, Maren reminded herself he knew this country. She did not. But did he have to be quite so bossy?




    ‘Goodnight, Dr Calder,’ she said sweetly. ‘I’ll try to remember all your instructions.’




    ‘Goodnight, Dr Harvey,’ he replied, ‘I have no doubt you’ll succeed.’ His face was expressionless, but the glint in his dark eyes warned Maren she was on dangerous ground.




    She stared at the door as it closed behind him, sure he had been laughing at her again. Her fingers curled into her palms and she fought the impulse to stamp her foot in sheer frustration. How could Russell have imagined she had anything in common with such an infuriating man?




    As she returned to her room and prepared for bed, thoughts of all that had happened in the past week, and especially the past two hours, made her head spin. Expecting to be awake for hours, within moments of her head hitting the pillow she was asleep.




    But it was a restless, fitful sleep and waking at six the next morning she was glad to escape the vivid dreams that had filled her mind with images of Nicholas Calder.




    But the man in her dreams had borne little resemblance to the arrogant, cynical reality. In her dreams he had been gentle, tender; leaning over her and smiling as he whispered soft words of love. She had looked into his eyes, so close to hers, and been mesmerised. They were dark pools, as deep as oceans. She had wanted to drown in them.




    ‘Stupid idiot. You’re being ridiculous,’ Maren muttered angrily as she pushed back the sheet and swung her long legs out of bed. ‘You’re not some lovesick adolescent, you’re a grown woman. Pull yourself together. You’ve worked with men since university. This is no different.’




    She stared at her reflection in the mirror. Her face was still flushed from sleep and her hair a wild tangle. There was no mask of cosmetics and elegant hairstyle behind which to hide. She was naked and vulnerable and she saw the truth for the first time.




    The men she worked with, had chosen as friends, though outwardly widely different, all had something common. Every one of them had problems of one sort or another. Her relationships with all of them were, despite the occasional tentative skirmish rebuffed and quickly forgotten, friendly rather than romantic.




    None had ever challenged her femininity. None had made her fully aware of herself as a woman. Until now. Until him.




    ‘To hell with Nicholas Calder,’ Maren hissed at her reflection and spun away from the mirror.




    Seven twenty-five found her in the lobby clad in a pale-blue shirt, its long sleeves rolled up past her elbows, and blue cotton trousers. Though her feet were comfortable in the thick, rubber-soled boots she used for fell walking on her visits to her aunt in the Yorkshire Dales, it did seem odd to be wearing them in the tropics.




    She had breakfasted on fresh fruit and hot rolls, followed by two cups of coffee. Her suitcase, containing the remainder of her personal belongings, was locked and stored in the manager’s office awaiting her return, and her rucksack lay propped against the wall by her feet.




    Her gaze strayed once more to the butter-yellow dress in the artifact shop. Would it suit her?




    The door opened and Nicholas strode in. As he saw her he seemed surprised. But it was so fleeting she could have imagined it. She knew that in her simple shirt and trousers, her face bare of make-up and her hair drawn back into a ponytail, she looked different, younger, than the previous evening. But she was still the same person.




    At the sight of the tall, powerfully-built man who had so disturbed her rest, Maren’s heart gave a sudden, extra beat and she quickly bent down to check the fastening on her rucksack so that he would not see the sudden colour in her cheeks.




    ‘Ready?’ His tone was abrupt. She was suddenly overwhelmed by apprehension, an awareness that once she stepped outside the hotel with Nicholas Calder she was venturing into unknown territory far more dangerous the tropical forest.




    She took a deep breath to steady her quivering nerves. She had come a long way to do this trip. There was no other way to obtain the material she needed to continue her research. She shoved the warning voices to the back of her mind. They were simply the results of jet lag, a restless night, and a perfectly natural reaction to a new experience.




    She glanced up. He was watching her, a cynical smile playing at the corners of his mouth, almost as if he could read her thoughts and was waiting for her decision.




    She straightened, and swung the rucksack over one shoulder. ‘Ready,’ she confirmed and walked past him to the door.




    ‘I’ll take that.’ He put out his hand for her rucksack.




    ‘I can manage,’ she said quickly, avoiding his grasp. ‘Let’s start as we mean to go on, Dr Calder. I don’t need allowances made for me. I’ll pull my weight.’




    His eyes gleamed. ‘I’ll remember that.’ His voice, soft and silky, trickled like ice-water down her spine.




    At the end of the path where the hotel garden adjoined the road, a white Land Rover with a large red cross painted on its side was waiting.




    Nicholas motioned her to get in. As she slid along the seat and he climbed in after her, the bronzed man behind the wheel stared at Maren in wide-eyed amazement.




    ‘Well, hello there,’ he breathed, his blue eyes flicking over her in undisguised admiration.




    ‘This is Dave Edridge, Surgical Registrar at Goroka Hospital,’ Nicholas said briefly, resting his arm along the open window. ‘Dave, meet Dr Maren Harvey. She’s –’ Before he could complete the introduction Dave had seized Maren’s right hand in both of his and was pumping it mercilessly.




    ‘Lady, are you a sight for sore eyes,’ he whooped in a broad Australian twang, grinning widely. ‘Have you come to join our happy band? What’s your speciality? Nobody told me you were coming. Nick, you swine, you never let on.’




    Maren felt her face grow hot at the Australian’s ebullient greeting. Yet it was oddly comforting. His extrovert cheerfulness reminded her of a St Bernard puppy. It was certainly a world away from the welcome she had received from Nicholas.




    Maren retrieved her hand with some difficulty. ‘Happy to meet you, Dave,’ she smiled. ‘In order the answers are, no I’m not joining the staff, I’m doing research into resistance to antimalarial drugs, and Dr Calder did not know of my arrival until Professor Brent informed him yesterday.’




    ‘Well, how about that,’ the Australian sighed. ‘So if you aren’t joining the hospital, where are you going?’ There was lively curiosity on his pleasant face.




    Maren’s glance flickered as she was suddenly acutely aware of Nicholas so close behind her. ‘Into the Highlands,’ she said simply, and watched Dave’s sandy eyebrows climb to meet the blond hair that sprang in wiry curls all over his head.




    ‘You mean you –’ He switched his gaze to Nicholas. ‘Well, how about that? Never again, you said. You swore after –’ Dave broke off suddenly and swivelled round on the seat, fumbling for the ignition switch. ‘I guess you both want the airstrip, then.’ Without waiting for a reply, he put the engine in gear and the Land Rover roared away from the hotel.




    Thrown by Dave’s abrupt change of subject and curious to know what Nick had sworn not to do and why, Maren settled back on the seat between the two men, casting a sidelong glance at Nicholas. But he was staring straight ahead. His brooding eyes and granite-hewn profile deterred her from asking any questions.




    The rain had stopped and the morning sun was already burning the heavy mist from the valley and shrouded mountains. Maren noticed that several of the mountainsides appeared to be free of trees and were instead patched with strips and squares of lighter green.




    Keen to learn all she could about this fascinating tropical island, she glanced at Nicholas. But he was lost in his own thoughts which, judging by his expression, were not particularly pleasant.




    She turned to Dave. ‘What are those lighter patches?’




    He followed her pointing finger. ‘Kunai grass. The natives here use the slash and burn method of clearing the forest to make their gardens. The majority of the people in this country exist by subsistence farming.’ Dave grinned at her. ‘It’s a pretty good life, really. Plenty of sun, plenty of rain, and good soil that grows just about anything. They make their gardens and grow their crops. Then when the soil is tired, they abandon them and hack out new ones. Sometimes the forest grows back. But often kunai grass takes over instead.’




    Maren gazed out on to the lush, exotic greenery, inhaled the rich smell of wet earth and the heady perfume of the tropical flowers.




    Dave glanced at her, his sunburned forehead puckered in concern. ‘Look, no offence, but do you have any idea what you’ll be facing out there?’ His wave indicated the thickly forested slopes that rose on either side of the valley, stretching range upon range into the distance.




    Maren nodded. ‘I think so,’ she replied lightly. ‘I didn’t come expecting it to be a picnic.’ She hadn’t realised it was going to be quite so difficult either. It would have been so different if she had been going with Russell instead of the tall, silent man beside her.




    ‘When I was young, I imagined the Garden of Eden looked something like this,’ she said softly.




    Dave’s face crumpled into a lopsided grin. ‘Yeah, but as well as the proverbial serpent, of which there are several poisonous species, PNG is also blessed with ants, spiders, millipedes ten inches long, and crocodiles.’




    Despite the warmth of the climbing sun Maren shivered. The dark side of paradise.




    ‘It’s no good,’ Dave announced above the roar of the engine, his pliable features moulding themselves into an expression of heroic determination. ‘I cannot allow you to sacrifice yourself for medical science. Let me take you back to the hospital –’ he shot her a pleading look ‘– I really do need another pair of hands in surgery, especially such pretty ones.’




    Maren suppressed a smile. ‘I’ll take my chances with the ants and the crocodiles.’




    Dave shook his head, ‘That’s what they all say,’ he mourned.




    Maren laughed and Dave swerved the Land Rover to avoid a group of natives hauling a home-made cart loaded with fruit and vegetables. The violent movement threw Maren against Nicholas and the sudden pressure of his broad shoulders and hard-muscled thigh zinged through her like an electric shock.




    She recovered instantly and pulled away, denying her awareness of his body heat through the thin cotton shirt, and the fresh tang of the soap he had used that morning.




    Nicholas’s dark head came round, his face enigmatic, his eyes unreadable. Maren felt hot colour flood her cheeks and she turned quickly away.




    ‘Are you really short of staff?’ she asked Dave. ‘Professor Brent told me that the hospital was attached to the medical faculty of the university. Don’t you recruit new doctors from there?’




    Dave shrugged. ‘Nick knows more about that than I do.’ He raised his voice over the engine’s roar. ‘Tell the lady, Nick. Why do we have to import new staff?’




    Wishing now that she’d never asked the question, Maren was forced to turn towards Nicholas. But she used the opportunity to change her position and edge away. A deepening of the cynical creases at his mouth told her the movement was not lost on him. She pretended not to notice.
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