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Kara looked at him
for a long moment.

‘Do you love me. lLucas?’ she asked

quietly.
‘1t doesn’t matter.’
‘Of course it matters. It means ev-

erything.’

He shook his head. ‘No. What matters
is that this is no kind of life for you. 1’
ve seen what it’s done to other people.
l've seen how it’'s hardened me. | don’t
want that to happen to you. You have
such a loving heart. You deserve a lot

more than life here can offer you.’

Kara had to fight back her tears. °1
want to stay with you.’

He looked straight into her eyes. “No.”’

‘1 love you. '’
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Chapter One

r. lucas Pierson stepped onto the veranda

D and stood at the head of the stairs. Taking

off his battered bush hat, he drew his forearm across

his perspiring forehead and squinted into the bright

Alrican sun. Lines creased the corners of his blue eyes
as he scanned the skies for his plane.

‘Joe’s late getting back, ' said his partner in the

‘game reserve, the screen door banging shut as he
came out of the house.

‘It's probably because of those damn people he
had to pick up. I don’t know why we agreed to let
them come here in the first place. This is a working
reserve, not a vacation spot for the rich and bored. ’

‘We’'re doing it because we need the money,’
Craig said bluntly. < And they're willing to pay us
handsomely t;) host them for a few weeks.’

The muscle in Lucas’s jaw tightened. ‘It galls
me,’ he said quietly in his Australian drawl, °this
incessant begging for funds.’

‘I know, but it’s been a fact of our lives for the

past ten years. We knew that when we came out
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here.’ .
There was a metallic glint in the distant sky.
‘That must be them, ’ Lucas said.

They stood in silence as the plane dropped lower
in the sky and prepared to land on the flat plain that
stretched as far as the eye could see.

‘Let’s go meet them,’ Craig said. ‘ And be
charming. Maybe they’ll be willing to d<;nate
something extra. We've got to get a new truck pretty
soon. ’

Lucas put his hat on. ‘ You be charming,’ he
said as he started down the steps. ‘I’m going back to
work. Tell Joe to put the supplies in the shed. ’

Craig shook his head as he watched his friend
climb into a Range Rover and drive off, leaving a
cloud of dust. The two men had known each other
since childhood, so he was used to Lucas’s impatience
and was rarely offended by it. They worked well
together, each man having his own particular
strengths. For Lucas, saving the animals of the
Serengeti was his life. Because man was the enemy of
the animals he’d come to care so deeply about, man
had become Lucas’s enemy as well. He no longer
bothered to disguise his contempt.

That’s where Craig came in. He had a natural

e 2 .
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charm. He knew how to use it and did so, often and
without apology. It was because of his charm and his
ability to wheedle money out of the most unlikely
people that this reserve and the wildlife preservation
" work going on here was able to continue. He was
proud of that fact.

The plane touched down and rolled across the
dry, waving grass to a stop about five hundred yards
away. Whistling cheerily, Craig climbed into his own
battered Range Rover and drove to meet it. He got
there just as the first woman was climbing to the
ground and hurried to help her.

‘Hello, ’ he said with a wide smile as he took the
woman’s small white hand in his and helped her from
the plane.

She looked up at him with wide blue eyes. The
tiniest of smiles hovered at the comers of her rosebud
mouth. ‘Hello, * she said softly.

‘Welcome to Saragi. I’'m Craig Johnson. And
you are?’

‘Quinn Whitcomb. ' She tucked her short, very
blond hair behind her ear.

Another woman looked out of the plane’s door.
Her thick reddish-gold hair fell in unruly ringlets to

her shoulders.
.3 .
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‘This is my sister, Kara Stanhope, ’° Quinn said
as she looked back at the plane.

Kara grinned at him. ‘Hi.’

Craig grinned, too, as he reached out to help her
down. ‘Hi yourseif. "’

‘You must be Dr. Pierson.’

‘I'm afraid not. I'm his partner, Craig
Johnson.’

‘Oh, excuse me,’ she said as she took his hand
and jumped tc the ground. ‘I understood that we
were to be met by Dr. Pierson.’

Kara could see that her innocent remark made
the man uncomfortable and she wondered why.

Craig cleared his throat. ‘I’'m afraid Lucas had
something pressing to take care of. Very pressing.
Things are constantly cropping up around here, as
you can imagine. Constantly. One thing after
another. ’

Kara had always found it easy to read people.
She arched her eyebrow in an all-too-clear
understanding of why Lucas Pierson wasn’t there.
‘Oh, dear,’ she said, more amused than offended,
‘to put an American twist on Shakespeare, you're
protesting way too much.’

Craig definitely liked this woman. ‘Damn,’ he

e 4 -
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said with mock seriousness, ‘I knew it even as I was
saying it. [ should have stopped right after telling you
he had something pressing to take care of.’

Kara nodded. <1 1 were editing your
conversation, that’s where I would have stopped.’

Quinn looked from one to the other, obviously
wondering what on earth the two of them were
talking about.

‘Well, that does leave me with something of a
problem, ’ Craig said. ‘Where do we go from here? |
Conversationally speaking, of course.’

“You could start by telling us the real reason Dr.
Pierson isn’t here, ' Kara suggested.

‘1 don’t think so,” Craig said, shaking his
head. ‘That wouldn’t be very diplomatic of me.’

‘We're big girls, Mr. Johnson. I think we can
take the truth, right, Quinn?’

‘Leave me out of this. I haven’t the slightest
idea what the two of you are talking about.’

Craig shrugged. ‘All right, the truth is that
Lucas doesn’t much care for tourists. ’

A smile tugged at the corners of Kara’s mouth.
‘ Just our money.’

“You understand completely. ’

‘Completely. ’
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‘For heaven’s sake, Bertie, give me a hand.” A
heavyset woman filled the door of the plane.

‘I’m trying, my love, but I can’t get through.’

‘Must I do everything myself?’

Craig moved quickly to the woman and held his
hand up. ‘May I help you?’

She looked him up and down and put out her
hands to rest on his shoulders. Craig, his face red
from the effort, swung her to the ground.

‘Thank you, young man. Bertie? Bertie! Stop
dawdling and come on out.’

‘Yes, dear.’

Bertie, as skinny as his wife was large, his
shoulders slightly stooped, took Craig’s proffered
hand and jumped to the ground.

The woman put her hands on her hips and
looked around. ‘ Not very impressive so far,’ she
finally said. ‘I hope your accommodations are better
than the last hellhole we were at.’

‘Now, Hilda,” her husband said, ‘it wasn’t
that bad.’

‘Don’t contradict me, Bertie. It most certainly

3

was.
Kara and Quinn looked at each other with

mutual sympathy. It had been a close fit in the little
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plane for the four of them plus the pilot, and Hilda
and Bertie had bickered throughout the entire two-
hour flight.

‘And this heat! It’s like an inferno out here.
Bertie, where’s my hat?’

The little man reached into the plane and came
out with a hard brimmed jungle hat that he handed to
his wife. She put it on and pressed a switch that
activated a little battery-powered fan on the front of it
while everyone watched in amazement. ‘ That’s a
little better,’ she said after a moment, ‘but not
much. [ trust our quarters here are air-conditioned. ’

‘I regret to say they’re not, ’ Craig said politely.

‘What? Why not?’

‘That’s a luxury we can’t afford, but I'm sure
you’ll like your rooms. They're very comfortable.
And I think you’ll find the evenings are cool. ’ -

‘They’d better be, young man. Come, Bertie.’
She strode to the Range Rover with Bertie right
behind her.

Craig looked at Kara and Quinn. ‘ You're not
with them, are you? Tell me you're not with them.’

‘We just met them at the airport this morning, ’
Quinn said in her whispery voice. .

Craig looked from one sister to the other. They
-7 .
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couldn’t have been more different. Where Kara’s skin
was tanned and glowing, Quinn’s was ghostly pale.
Kara was probably five foot eight to Quinn’s five foot
two, and while Kara was slender, she looked
positively robust next to Quinn’s ethereal thinness.
They were both beautiful.

‘Joe,’ Craig said as he dragged his gaze from
them to speak to the pilot, ‘help me with the
luggage. After we drop everyone off at the house,
you can take the supplies to the shed and unload
them.’

‘Right.’

‘Be careful with my makeup case, young man, ’
Hilda called from the Range Rover as Joe removed a
rather large carry case from the plane.

‘Yes, ma’am, ’ he said politely as he placed it
gently in the Rover.

‘What was the fire line like when you flew over
it?’ Craig asked the pilot.

‘It’s a long one, but not moving toward us very
fast. I'd say it’s still at least two weeks away.’

“Good. The rains will probably put it out before
it gets this far. But make sure you talk to Lucas about
it anyway when he gets back.’

Kara had been listening with interest. She’d

seen the spectacular wall of fire from the air. ‘Is it
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dangerous to us here at Saragi?’

‘Not if we keep an eye on it. We have fires here
all through the dry season. If it gets too close, there
are steps we can take to protect ourselves and the
buildings. ’

‘You sound so casual about it.’

‘It comes from a decade of living out here.
There aren’t too many things we haven’t been
~ through. ’

Kara nodded her understanding as she looked
around. ‘s that where we’ll be staying?’ she asked,
her eyes alighting on the house with the veranda.

Craig’s gaze followed her own. ‘ Yes. That’s the
main house. We all have rooms there. > He gestured
toward the car. ‘ Your chariot, ladies.’

‘1 think we'll walk, if vou don’t mind. We've
been sitting for days.’ Kara looked at her sister. ‘Is
that all right with you, Quinn?’

‘Sure, ’ she said quietly.

Kara smiled at Craig. ‘We'll meet you there.
And, Joe, thank you for flying us here.’

The pilot, handsome and young, winked at her
and went on with his unloading.

‘What's the story with those two?’ Craig asked

as he watched the two young women walking away

« Q.



o Flhowotls *

arm in arm.

‘] only know what I heard them talking about in
the plane,’ Joe said with a grunt as he lifted a heavy
box. ‘It sounded to me like the one named Quinn lost
her husband or something like that, had a bout with
depression and came out here to get over it.’

‘What do you mean she lost her husband? You
make it sound like she misplaced him.’

‘He died.’

‘Died?’ he said in surprise. ‘¢ That’s really a
shame, She’s so young.’

‘Yeah.’

‘What about the tall one?’ Craig asked, his eyes
still on the women.

‘As far as I can tell, she’s just here to take care
of her sister.’ Joe slapped him on the back to get his
attention. ‘Hey, a little help already. You can look

at them later.’

A {ew minutes later, Kara took a deep breath as
she and Quinn walked. It smelled like — earth.
‘Now that we’ve been here for all of ten minutes,’
she said to her sister, ‘what do you think so far?’

Quinn wrinkled her nose in distaste. ‘I think
it’s hot. Very, very hot.’
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