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    Chapter One


    Kara Noreno patted the mule’s shoulder with a gloved hand. ‘Not far now, Jose,’ she murmured in Quechua, the only language the mule understood. The animal stumbled, recovered quickly, and continued to skid and slither down the steep, rocky path.


    Kara loosened the reins, giving Jose his head, and snuggled deeper into her heavy woollen poncho. Beneath her wide-brimmed hat she wore a close-fitting woollen cap with earflaps. With her long hair pushed up inside it, the cap made her head itch. But the combination of fine wool and thick felt was unrivalled protection against the biting winds and sudden rainstorms of the bleak, craggy slopes of the Andean highlands.


    Wisps of cloud like grey ghosts touched her face with clammy fingers before drifting down the mountainside to veil the valley, hundreds of feet below.


    Kara patted the mule again, the corners of her mouth lifting in a fond, sad smile as she recalled Luis’s bemusement at her choice of name for the animal. He had bought it for her after their visit to the famous market at Otavalo, centre of northern Ecuador’s wool district. They had also bought each other ponchos with the traditional red and blue design, and thick mantas: blankets worn by the women of the local population, the pueblos Quichuas, in which they wrapped themselves to sleep.


    ‘Now you are accustomed to the altitude you will come with me when I go to the hamlets and villages in the highlands,’ Luis had told her. Kara had been lucky. The saroche, or altitude sickness, that affected all newcomers to the country’s capital, Quito, one of the highest cities in the world, had only made her breathless.


    Luis had told her of others prostrated by nausea, or by raging toothache caused by changes in pressure to air trapped inside cavities, which put an agonising “squeeze” on dental nerves.


    ‘Perhaps because you are a woman as well as a doctor,’ he had explained, ‘you will win the confidence of the local communities where I cannot.’


    Kara had stroked the mule’s soft muzzle. It had a Roman curve which gave the animal a lugubrious expression, reminding her of a well-known actor. ‘I think I’ll call him Jose,’ she told Luis.


    ‘Why do you need to give it a name?’ Luis was puzzled.


    ‘Well, I can’t just call him “mule”,’ Kara protested.


    ‘Why not?’ He raised his eyebrows, turning his hands palm-up. ‘That is what it is.’


    ‘Well … because –’ she began, unable to provide a rational explanation ‘– because I’m English, and –’


    ‘That’s the way we do things in England,’ Luis had mimicked, a gentle smile on his aristocratic face.


    Jose’s ears pricked and he picked up speed, sensing he was almost home. Kara arched her aching back and settled herself more comfortably in the saddle. She was so very tired. How much longer could she go on like this? It wasn’t just the problems with the Quichuas. Though heaven knew they were difficult enough to cope with. This trouble with Luis’s family – her mind shied away. It was too much to bear. She had lost Luis, and now she faced losing the clinic they had both worked so hard to establish.


    Kara shivered and raised her eyes from the narrow, broken path. The light was beginning to fade. Deepening shadow imbued the mountains with brooding menace. Suddenly she felt small and inadequate and terribly alone.


    Then in the distance the setting sun tipped a snow-capped peak with gold. Transfixed by its awesome beauty, Kara recalled that Ecuador had once been part of the vast empire of the Incas. They had revered gold as tears wept by the sun, their god. For the few minutes it took for the sun to set, that distant peak became a colossal monument to a long-dead civilisation.


    Jose stumbled again, jerking Kara out of her reverie. Rounding a rocky promontory she saw, far below her in the gathering dusk, the clinic. She gave a wan smile. Clinic indeed! There was precious little difference between it and the huddle of thatched, stone houses belonging to the indigenous community on the other side of the fast-flowing stream.


    As she drew nearer Kara could hear the pigs grunting and squealing in their pen. The half-dozen goats and sheep bleated and the stream splashed and gurgled over rocks, worn smooth by centuries of rushing water. The tang of woodsmoke was sharp on the cold, damp air, blending with the mouth-watering aroma of roasting meat and baked potatoes.


    Passing between the low walls that separated the animal pens from the vegetable plot, the mule headed towards some rough stone outbuildings. With thatched roofs and wooden doors, they were smaller versions of the local houses.


    Jose ignored the first door but stopped at the second, standing patiently while Kara slid stiffly from the saddle. She opened the door and led him into the crude stable. Luis’s mule, which she rode alternately with her own and which she had privately christened “No-Name”, whickered softly and nudged her.


    Kara patted his flank as she turned from unfastening girth and chin strap. Hanging the bridle on a nail and the saddle on a wooden trestle, she looked in the trough to make sure the water was clean then went next door to fetch Jose his feed of crushed maize and horse beans.


    Kara’s worried frown deepened as she saw how low stores of both were getting. She would have to turn the mules out to forage for whatever pasture they could find on the rocky slopes in the hope of conserving what was left in the sacks until the new crops were ready for harvesting.


    Scooping up the saddlebags that contained her medical equipment, Kara crossed the rough path to the place she called home. As she lifted the latch she could hear Almeida scolding her long-suffering husband. Kara sighed. She could have done without that tonight.


    For the past three days she had been out since dawn. Each day she had taken a different path, and each day she had visited all too few of the tiny holdings which clung precariously to the barren slopes. The people who lived in those bare stone houses, with their carefully constructed terraces and postage-stamp sized fields, could stand in their doorways and see Peru.


    As always they had been sullen and suspicious, but they had not threatened her. By offering home-made fudge and biscuits as a reward, she had been allowed to examine the children. She was making progress. But it was slow.


    Kara pushed open the door. ‘Almeida, Vicente.’ She nodded a greeting as she pulled off her two hats and shrugged out of her poncho, hanging all three on the back of the door. ‘Vicente, give the mules an hour then turn them out will you?’


    Though all three spoke Quechua, the local language common in the highlands, Kara had quickly realised that those of mixed blood, like the couple who looked after her house and animals, were not proud of that part of their heritage and preferred to use Spanish, the official language of Ecuador.


    ‘Si, señora,’ Vicente grunted and went on rubbing yellow grease into one of the several leather thongs laid out on the wooden table in front of him.


    ‘Ah, señora.’ Almeida straightened up from the oven. This was an iron box set in the hearth beside the burning fire. Her plump, swarthy face assumed an expression of tragedy. ‘The pump is not working. That stupid man of mine –’ she spoke of her husband as though he were not there ‘– he forgot to fill the tank. Now when I pump, no water comes. I need wool to exchange for apples, oranges and sugar down in the valley so the sheep must be clipped soon. But Vicente says we need new potato seed to plant this year. What we saved from last year is no good.’


    ‘Oh no,’ Kara groaned. ‘Can’t we offer some of this year’s crop to one of the merchants in town against new seed?’


    Almeida pursed her lips and frowned. ‘Not a good idea, señora. We’d lose face. If those lazy peons –’ her mouth curled contemptuously as she referred to the villagers who worked the land belonging to the clinic for a share of the harvest ‘– see you have no money, they won’t work at all.’


    ‘All right,’ Kara agreed wearily. She had come to trust Almeida’s keen business sense.


    ‘So what do you want Vicente to do first? Also the yoghurt is too sharp –’


    ‘We’ve been expecting that.’ Kara sat down on a wooden chair and began to unlace her fleece-lined boots. ‘We need a fresh yoghurt culture to start a new batch. Vicente had better take the goats to Rubio in the morning. Buitron can send one of his cargadores to help Vicente carry the new seed. We’ll feed the old stuff to the animals.’ Kara sighed. ‘At least nothing is wasted. As for the pump –’ she tugged one boot off and dropped it on the rush-matted floor ‘– the foot valve must be leaking. The water is running back into the stream so there’s air in the pipe.’ She dropped the second boot and stood up, pressing her hands against the small of her back.


    ‘Vicente, there’s a plug in the small pipe that sticks out near the handle of the pump in the wash-house. Take the plug out and pour in a jugful of water from the stream. That will prime the pump and get it going again.’


    She picked up the saddlebags and, sliding her feet into sheepskin slippers, moved towards the door into the living room. ‘By the way, did you mend the wall round the pool at the bottom of the waterfall? We can’t afford to let the animals get in there. They’d contaminate the water and I can’t possibly replace any that drown.’


    ‘Si, señora, it’s mended.’


    Kara paused with her hand on the latch. ‘Will supper be long, Almeida?’


    ‘About half an hour, señora.’ Suddenly she clapped both hands to her cheeks. ‘Oh, señora, I nearly forgot –’


    ‘Not now, Almeida, just bring me some coffee will you? I’ve notes to write up and I must get some more letters done. If we don’t get a grant or something soon –’


    ‘Si, señora, but –’


    ‘No more problems now, Almeida,’ Kara repeated, weariness making her voice sharper than she intended. ‘Tell me after supper, when I feel a bit stronger.’


    ‘Señora, wait, I must –’


    But Kara had opened the door and entered the living room before Almeida could finish. She closed it behind her, leaning for a moment against the wood. As she looked up, her breath caught in her throat in an audible gasp, and she froze.


    The dark-haired stranger dropped the papers he was studying. These had obviously come from the battered rucksack lying open beside him on the worn leather sofa. He rose to his feet with the fluid ease of a jungle cat.


    He was tall, broad-shouldered, with the flat stomach and lean hips of an athlete. Like her he wore a thick sweater over a woollen shirt and cord trousers, but his were tucked into calf-length leather boots which were scuffed and smeared with mud.


    That much Kara took in before reaction to the shock of his presence in her home caused her to blurt, ‘What are you doing in my house?’ Unthinkingly, she spoke in English. Not waiting for an answer she whirled round, pulling the door open so abruptly that Almeida, who had followed her, fell into the room, almost knocking Kara over.


    ‘I tried to tell you this, señora. You have a guest.’


    ‘A visitor is not necessarily a guest,’ Kara replied pointedly in Spanish, her heart still thudding unevenly. ‘Please fetch me that coffee now.’ Kara put the saddlebags down by the bookcase.


    Almeida frowned, darting a glance at the stranger, who stood unmoving, seemingly oblivious to the undercurrents that filled the small room with tension. She clearly expected Kara to amend her request for coffee to include him.


    ‘Now, Almeida,’ Kara repeated firmly. Muttering under her breath, Almeida shuffled out.


    The room was lit by oil lamps and their gentle radiance, coupled with the flames dancing on the logs, cast shadows across the stranger’s face as Kara turned to look at him.


    His dark, tousled hair partly concealed a deep forehead. His cheekbones were high, his nose slightly hooked and a muscle jumped in the hard square line of a clean-shaven jaw. His mouth was not the thin gash she somehow expected. But the well-defined and surprisingly sensual lips held an unmistakable hint of harshness.


    She could not see the colour of his eyes. Set deep beneath heavy dark brows, Kara was aware only of the force directing their gaze, a mesmeric power that dried her mouth and made her unaccountably nervous.


    No doubt that was his intention. But if the family thought to use him to persuade her to go, they had underestimated her, and it was going to give her a great deal of satisfaction to tell him so.


    ‘I don’t know why you have wasted your time and mine by coming here,’ she said in Spanish, with a calmness she was far from feeling. ‘I made it quite plain to Mr Medina that I intend to stay.’


    ‘Mr Medina?’ The stranger spoke for the first time, his voice deep and measured. But she was not deceived by his coolly polite manner, nor by the note of query. Did they really think that sending along a good-looking man with a pleasant voice would change her mind? Was he a messenger? Bait? Or had they decided to press a little harder?


    Kara had to admit she felt oddly threatened by his steady gaze, and the aura of male strength, almost an animal magnetism, that emanated from him.


    ‘Is this your idea of a game?’ she demanded, anger overcoming her defensiveness. ‘You know perfectly well that Mr Medina is one of the solicitors dealing with my husband’s family’s business affairs.’ Kara was unconsciously twisting the fine gold band on her wedding finger as she spoke.


    The stranger’s eyes followed the movement, making her aware of what she was doing. She immediately dropped her hands to her side, pulled her sweater down, then pushed one hand into the pocket of her green cords, while with the other she swept several tendrils of corn-coloured hair off her face. Her fingers strayed diffidently to the rough knot at the back of her head from which they had escaped.


    ‘You are alone here?’


    The question, uttered in the same deep, distant tone brought Kara’s head up sharply, the colour draining from her face. ‘Are you trying to frighten me?’ Her chin tilted. ‘Do you imagine that will drive me away? Do you think that making me an outcast will get rid of me? You cannot know how wrong you are. The indigenous people of this area have been outcasts in their own country for 400 years. They have survived, and so will I.’


    Anger warmed Kara’s cheeks as she glared defiantly at the stranger towering over her. ‘My husband is dead.’ She spaced each word carefully, deliberately. It did not hurt to say it anymore. She was numb. And tired. Terribly tired. But she would not give up, no matter what they tried.


    ‘He is dead and I intend to carry on the work he began here.’ Calm determination replaced the anger in her voice. ‘I am a doctor, just as my husband was. The people in the highland hamlets desperately need medical help. You can tell whichever of the family sent you that if they don’t comply with Luis’s will and release the money so that I can carry on, I will get it from elsewhere. The World Health Organisation, the Public Health Department, the United States Aid Program …’ Kara racked her brain for the names of other agencies to whom she had written. ‘The United Nations, Catholic Missions – there are lots of places I can get funds. So you had better understand, and make it clear to them, the clinic will not close.’


    The door opened making Kara jump. Almeida shuffled in carrying a tray with two mugs of black coffee on it.


    Kara turned, glad to look away from the implacable face of the stranger. Apart from asking two questions he had not spoken. Why was he so silent? His quietness unnerved her despite her bravado. The coffee would help calm the fluttering in her stomach. She had to appear strong and in control of the situation.


    ‘No sugar, Almeida?’ Kara asked the woman absently, still preoccupied with her thoughts.


    Almeida sighed loudly, raising her eyes to the roof timbers. ‘Señora, I told you yesterday. We have no sugar. It’s all gone,’ she muttered in a hoarse whisper, darting a glance over Kara’s shoulder at the stranger. ‘How can I bring sugar when it is all gone? You took the last of it to make your biscuits and sweets.’


    Kara broke in quickly. ‘Yes, of course, I remember now.’ She hoped the stranger had not heard Almeida’s reply. If the family learned she was running out of basic provisions, it would give them an enormous advantage. She took the mugs off the tray. ‘Thank you, Almeida, you can go.’ But Almeida hadn’t finished.


    ‘Supper is ready soon, señora. Will you and the señor eat in here?’


    ‘I will eat in here,’ Kara said firmly. Glancing up at the stranger she continued coldly, ‘Doubtless you are expected elsewhere. And as you and I have nothing more to say to each other, I will not detain you, Señor …?’


    The corners of the stranger’s mouth lifted in the suggestion of a smile. ‘Hallam, Ross Hallam.’ He tilted his head, looking at her as though seeing something he hadn’t noticed before, and said quietly, in perfect English, ‘Never before have I been greeted or dismissed with such cold, efficient rudeness.’ The smile vanished and his voice had a biting, ironic edge to it. ‘My compliments, Dr Noreno. Is this an example of the famous Ecuadorian hospitality about which I have heard so much?’


    Kara was suddenly appalled at her own behaviour. Shock, fear and anxiety had swept good manners aside and she had been unforgivably rude. Though the man was uninvited and unwelcome they were not in a city where he could step out of the front door and within minutes reach the warmth and comfort of a restaurant or an hotel.


    This was a tiny hamlet almost 10,000 feet up in the Andes, 20 miles from the nearest town, reached only by steep, rough paths barely inches wide in places and bordered by a sheer cliff face on one side and a drop of several hundred feet on the other. Raging torrents crossed by weblike suspension bridges, landslides and sudden violent rainstorms added to the dangers facing anyone who lived here. To the newcomer such hazards were doubly dangerous.


    Shame and embarrassment made Kara curl up inside. Perspiration dewed her skin, making her shirt stick to her back. Then she realised he had spoken in English. But before she could reply the stranger went on, ‘Were I the person you assume me to be, believe me, I would leave at once. But as I too have a job to do, regrettably I must stay.’


    Kara held her breath, not sure she had heard correctly. There was some mistake. He couldn’t have said “a job to do” – could he?


    Almeida looked from one to the other, her eyes like two black buttons in her plump face. As she barely spoke any English she could not understand what had been said. But as she told her husband later, it didn’t matter what language they used or what words were said, she had felt other things, unseen, unheard things that filled the tiny living room. Like a too-tight guitar string the room had vibrated. She knew. She had felt it.


    Kara’s heart gave a sudden extra beat that made her momentarily dizzy. ‘If you were the – the person I assume you to be?’ She stammered. ‘You mean you’re not from the solicitors? The family didn’t send you?’


    He shook his head slowly, his dark, penetrating gaze never leaving her face.


    Kara felt slightly sick. What had she done? What had she said? She couldn’t remember. ‘Then who are you? Why are you here?’


    ‘From the list you reeled off a few moments ago, you seem to have written to a great many people and organisations. Is there any chance you remember sending a letter to the United Nations Health and Development Council?’


    Kara stared at him blankly, then her eyes widened and her hand flew to cover her mouth. ‘The United Na – you mean you –’


    He nodded again. Kara closed her eyes briefly, turning away, her face burning, then opened them to see Almeida watching them avidly.


    ‘All right, Almeida, you can go,’ Kara murmured, reverting to Spanish, as she took the mugs off the tray.


    The housekeeper bridled. ‘You sure you want me to go?’ Kara nodded distractedly. ‘All right, I’ll go. The señor will eat in here with you like I say?’ Kara nodded again. With a gusty, long-suffering sigh, Almeida waddled out, the several layers of blouses and skirts she habitually wore adding even more bulk to her short, round figure.


    ‘Shall we sit down?’ he suggested, and Kara was stung by the implication that yet again her manners were wanting. Then a wave of anger engulfed her, so powerful it made her tremble. She slammed the coffee mugs down onto the table with such violence that the hot liquid slopped out over the polished wood.


    Heedless of the mess, she turned on Ross Hallam like a tigress. ‘How dare you! Why didn’t you tell me?’ Kara demanded furiously. ‘Why did you allow me to go on thinking you’d been sent by the family? You had no right!’


    ‘No right?’ he interrupted coldly, ‘I had no choice! Other than shouting you down, I couldn’t have got a word in edgeways. Besides, I was curious.’


    Kara stared at him, incredulous. ‘Curious?’ she echoed.


    ‘In my job it pays to look beneath the surface, to expose the reality behind the façade.’ His mouth widened in a cold smile. ‘Your behaviour revealed a great deal.’


    Kara flinched. ‘What exactly do you mean by that?’


    ‘Shall we sit down?’ he repeated smoothly. ‘You look tired.’


    The words were innocent enough, but his tone nettled Kara. ‘How I look is not your concern,’ she snapped, all too aware that not only must she look tired, but untidy as well. She wasn’t vain, but it infuriated her that this man, this devious, cunning man, should have all the advantages, especially as it had meant swallowing her pride and self-esteem to ask for help at all. She would never have done it had there been any other alternative.


    ‘If you have no objection, I will.’


    ‘Please do,’ Kara said curtly, watching as he folded the length of his body onto the sofa and stretched his long legs out towards the logs.


    He glanced up at her, ‘I apologise for my boots, but I’ve walked from Lloa.’


    ‘Why?’ she demanded suspiciously.


    ‘Why what?’


    ‘Why did you walk?’


    ‘Because part of my job is to examine the background to requests for funds, and I get a clearer and more reliable picture on foot, or by train, if walking isn’t possible.’


    ‘Where have you come from?’


    ‘Columbia; by autoferro to Quito.’ He glanced over his shoulder at the table. Before he could utter a word, Kara snatched up one of the mugs and thrust it at him.


    ‘Coffee?’ she enquired sweetly.


    ‘How kind.’


    The ironic edge was back in his voice, Kara noted, but at least she had got in first that time. Then it registered.


    ‘I could have told you everything you need to know.’


    ‘Indeed?’ His powerful gaze held hers. ‘I prefer to see for myself.’


    ‘Don’t you trust me?’ Kara demanded, her smouldering anger firing up once more.


    ‘Why should I?’ came the calm reply. ‘I don’t know you.’


    ‘Let’s get something straight, I’m not asking for money out of your personal account,’ Kara raged, ‘nor am I planning to line my pockets and disappear –’ She broke off, shaking her head, and began to laugh helplessly.


    For a moment he just watched her. ‘Have I said something amusing?’


    Pulling herself together Kara shook her head, ‘Not really. It’s just the irony of the situation. In the 12 months since Luis died I have kept the clinic going only by using what little money remained in my private account. Because of the legal battle over Luis’s will I haven’t had one cent from his estate. Besides being virtually broke, I’ve had to try and maintain my husband’s policy of growing all our own food, not only for economic reasons, but to encourage the local community to grow a wider variety of crops. I’m also supposed to visit all the families scattered over the slopes and high plains in this area at least once every six weeks, as well as dealing with the day-to-day running of the clinic for the locals who do trust me enough to come here.’ Kara raised her head, her eyes bright with unshed tears. ‘Then you turn up. You don’t bother to introduce yourself –’


    ‘I told your housekeeper my name and that of the organisation I represent,’ he interrupted in the same calm, distant manner he had used since her arrival, which seemed calculated to unnerve and undermine her. He was like a robot. Had he no compassion? No understanding?


    ‘You did not tell me. You allowed me to assume you were someone else entirely. And when I finally realised your real identity, you practically accused me of trying to obtain money under false pretences. Yes, I’m laughing, Mr Hallam, because if I didn’t –’ Kara broke off, pressing her lips together tightly to stop them quivering.


    Clasping the mug in both hands she sipped her coffee, forcing it past the lump in her throat that was threatening to choke her. She was furious with herself for revealing so much.


    ‘I’m not Mr Hallam,’ he said, ‘I’m a doctor, like you.’


    Kara glared at him. ‘If you were a doctor like me, you would know what is involved in bringing medical care to people who desperately need it, yet instinctively distrust any new face. You would realise that the money I’m asking for will not be squandered on prestigious schemes and modern buildings, or the latest technological miracle in micro-lasers or brain scanners, but on basic essentials like water purification systems, sewage disposal, antiseptics, powdered milk, high-potency vitamins, vaccination sera and antibiotics.’


    Before he could reply, Almeida pushed the door open with her hip and shuffled in with the tray, laden this time with two woollen table-mats, cutlery and two heaped plates of meat, potatoes and beans which she put briskly onto the table with a meaningful look at Kara.


    ‘Where will the señor sleep?’ she demanded.


    ‘Sleep? Oh – er –’ Kara stood up, nervously smoothing her cords over her slender hips ‘– in the ward, I suppose. It’s empty at the moment.’


    The question had taken her by surprise. Subconsciously she had refused to accept that this cold, imperious man would have to remain under her roof for as long as it took to sort out the question of the grant. She bitterly resented Ross Hallam and his power to save or destroy the clinic.


    Then Kara realised with a shock that this was the first time since Luis’s death that she had lost control. Her emotions, so tightly contained, so long suppressed by the responsibilities thrust upon her, had burst free.


    Shaken by the violent upheaval within her, Kara was paradoxically aware, for the first time in many long, weary months, of being alive.
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