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Chapter 1

 

The silence lengthened. Sheryl looked at her elegant gold watch. Fifteen minutes preparation for a meeting was short notice indeed! It was just on dusk. A bottleneck of cars crawled through the security gates to join the flow of traffic on the highway. 

Her associate known as J. K. to his colleagues, less printable titles to his underlings, and Jim to Sheryl tried to look sheepish. "The timing for that meeting with Jed Hollis and his faction is inconvenient, but beggars can't be choosers, my love." 

Sheryl raised an eyebrow. Hittite Chemical Company could hardly be classed as beggars. Even the office juniors drove new cars. 

 "How come it isn't your baby?" Sheryl demanded, suspicion rising at the too smooth expression on the too friendly face in front of her. "You handle anything legal that comes up, and this meeting needs a lawyer, not the Head of the Public Relations Department to preside over it." 

"Because it comes under the heading of public relations, my angel and who better than our decorative, charming, and diplomatic Head of the Department to handle it." 

"Why?" Sheryl insisted. 

"The decision is that it is your baby." J. K. met her gaze blandly and waited. Silence was also part of his tactical weaponry. 

Sheryl had a suspicion of what was going on. Jed Hollis, the leader of the Greenie faction, with degrees in science and chemistry, and effortless organizational ability, had spearheaded and coordinated the resistance to the Greenie definition of industrial pollutants and built them into a powerful voice. He was much too formidable an opponent for an ambitious lightweight corporation lawyer like Jim Kirsten. 

If the Greenie faction could be defused, tomorrow's opening would go smoothly. This after all, was what she was employed for; to update and improve the Company's public image. She was aware that with tomorrow's well publicized unveiling of Hittite's rebuilt purification plant on the fringe of the rainforest, the meeting with the Greenies tonight could be important, but the suspicion remained. Surely a company lawyer would be in a better position to counter and compromise with any of the faction's demands? 

"Jed Hollis is the media's golden hero, but Hittite needs him like a hole in the head!" Jim Kirsten had an uncanny way of following her thoughts. He laughed shortly. "Ever met him?"

Sheryl remained silent. He sauntered over to stand behind her by the window. She was sharply aware of his heavy musk cologne. She moved away with the ease of long practice to behind her desk. Sooner or later one of his hapless victims was going to have Jim Kirsten in front of the Tribunal for sexual harassment, but she was neither hapless, nor a victim. 

"Didn't he blame his brother's death from cancer on chemical pollutants?" he continued, as though unaware of the reason for her deliberate withdrawal. 

Sheryl stacked the data supporting the new image of Hittite Chemicals into her briefcase. "He was doing some post graduate work when I was at Uni, and his brother did die of bone cancer." 

She paused, remembering a lifetime back to a younger Jed Hollis whom she had loved so passionately. Why hadn't he enough faith in her to believe in her innocence? Why wasn't his love strong enough? What had happened to that caring, loving, compassionate human being? 

"I don't believe I knew him," she continued in perfect truth. 

She remembered the bitterness, the cynicism, the accusations, the heartbreak and despair of that last meeting with him, and then the over-riding contempt that had possessed him. How had those wretched drugs ended up in her handbag anyway? Who had done that to her? 

It had been the night of their engagement party and had started off as the happiest night of her life. The overdose of those drugs, whether accidental or on purpose, had cause Jed's sick brother's collapse and death. She remembered that she had been crying in shock when the medics had stopped working on him and shook their heads. Jed had opened her bag to grab her handkerchief and... She dragged herself back to the present with an effort. 

"Where is the meeting supposed to take place?"

"The venue is secret. They wanted to avoid any publicity for a change." Jim Kirsten scowled. "Hollis offered to collect our representative from the front of the building in five minutes. If you don't think you can manage ...?"

 Sheryl stared at him. Sometimes it was hard for her to make Jim Kirsten, the smooth corporate lawyer of the Company and ex Head of the Public Relations Department, understand that he had to do more than pay lip service to the idea of professional accountability. He accepted the credit for anything accomplished, and blatantly used other staff as scapegoats if things went wrong. Now he was worrying that he might have made the wrong decision! 

"You are happy with the progress I've made as Head of the Department?" Sheryl gave him a challenging stare. 

"Of course I am, Sheryl," Jim Kirsten agreed heartily. "And I want this meeting to be your baby, win or lose."

If I win, you get the credit, and if I lose it will be my baby, Sheryl reminded herself grimly. 

Sometimes it was hard for her to make him understand that he had to do more than pay lip service to the idea of professional accountability. He accepted the credit for anything accomplished, and blatantly used other staff as scapegoats if things went wrong. Now he was worrying that he might have made the wrong decision. 

"Of course I can manage if it comes under the heading of P. R," Sheryl said. She closed and locked her brief case. "I'll let you know the outcome of the meeting in the morning."

She straightened her shoulders as the lift door opened and nodded to the two security guards in the front foyer. They grinned back cheerfully. She tried to make her returning smile as equally cheerful, but it was an effort. Her job was stimulating and challenging, but having to work closely with J. K. all the time was the sort of challenge she could do without. 

A tall figure lounged with casual grace by the FWD parked, Sheryl noticed wryly, in the Managing Director's own parking bay. Jed Hollis still lived by his own rules. Still, she was a big girl now, not a lovesick, uncritical, little student and she could cope with anything. She strolled across to where he waited. 

Jed raised his eyebrows. There was immediate recognition and contempt on his face. In all the long-anguished years she had thought about him, she had never expected that his contempt would have lasted unchanged from their last bitter confrontation. 

"Evening, Mr. Hollis." If that was the way he wanted to play it, Sheryl thought to herself with an odd pang, it is perfectly all right with me. "I'm S. Bayliss. Where's the meeting?"

"S. for Sheryl I presume? Still selling out to the strength, are we?" 

"I am the Public Relations Manager of Hittite." There was an edge to Sheryl's voice. "Where are we supposed to be meeting your committee?"

The tall man stared down at her. It was an insulting stare that took in her flat-heeled shoes, well cut skirt and jacket, and the bulging briefcase she carried. It was a stare that lingered with a curious intentness on her mouth, before it returned to her steady brown eyes. 

"The understanding was that I meet with a senior and male member of Hittite Chemicals," he explained. His arched dark brows knotted into a bar over cool blue eyes. "I didn't expect to be fobbed off to the Hittite call girl."

"There is no one more senior in this position than me," Sheryl drawled. This was a situation that arose over and over again. She no longer wasted energy by becoming annoyed. "I am empowered to negotiate on behalf of the Company, and the fact I am female is irrelevant."

"It isn't irrelevant to me," he said. With that he got back into his car, started it up and swiftly drove off. 

Sheryl fought down her fury. How dare he let his personal and chauvinistic attitudes interfere with his professional position? So Jed Hollis wanted to push women back into the dark ages? He had certainly changed since she knew him! She raised her hand in a signal to the guard in the small office. He nodded, and closed the gate. The car stopped.

Sheryl sauntered towards the gate. It took several minutes; giving her time to get her temper under control, and the cold night air cooled the hot flush from her cheeks. Jed Hollis was not going to ignore her, either because she was a female or because they had parted with so many unresolved issues between them all those years ago. 

Jed sat relaxed in the four-wheel drive and waited for her to approach. Only his fingers tapped their impatience against the open window. He ignored the uniformed man leaning across the window of the small office and his broad grin. 

"We hadn't finished our conversation," Sheryl reproved, looking up at the motionless driver. Now she was so close she could see his mouth was compressed and two red spots of temper darkened the tan of his cheeks. "I can't see that your group will consider you are acting in their best interests with all this sexist rubbish, Jed Hollis."

That got a reaction. His lips curled into a sardonic smile, and his eyes raked her slight figure. "You want to join the big league, lady, so be it! Your crass little demonstration has convinced me."

Sheryl decided she had received more courteously worded invitations, but for the benefit of the watching gate officer, she gave a smile. After she had settled herself beside him on the high seat, she gave the gatekeeper a gracious nod. He pressed a button, and the big gates opened. The four-wheel drive accelerated out to thunder along the highway through the darkness. 

Aware of the seething temper of her driver, Sheryl was content to remain silent. She had won the first round. The meeting, scheduled at six, looked as if it was still on schedule. She examined the man beside her more openly. She had seen him often on television, giving interviews, leading demonstrations, and speaking at public meetings. Close up, he still projected the same heady vitality and magnetism. 

These days he wore dark brown moustache and a neatly trimmed beard that contrasted oddly with his lighter colored hair. Closer inspection showed a bitter twist to the grim mouth and fine lines radiating from the piercingly blue eyes. He looked older and not at all as blazingly idealistic as his media appearances showed. He was now everything she disliked in a man, and yet something primal and unthinking still stirred deep inside her at his presence. 

Six years ago at university, he had been known as a talented young man with a future, then after his brother's death, and their dreadful misunderstanding, he had taken an obscure position as a forestry ranger. He had never contacted her since, although Sheryl had spent those first few dreadful weeks hoping against hope that he would. A few years ago, he had come into public notice as the articulate and powerful leader of the environmental and conservation movement. 

He would now be about thirty-three years old, Sheryl mused. She decided to save her energy and arguments for the committee. She had worked hard to assemble the data of the chemical analysis, breakdown of pollutants with the diagrams of how the redesigned plant operated. The well-publicized media opening of the plant on the edge of the rain forest tomorrow morning would upgrade the Company's image after their last ecological disaster, and of course silence all the Greenie protesters, including the infamous Jed Hollis. 

"Just where is the meeting?" she asked at last, glancing at her watch. She hadn't realized she had been immersed in her own thoughts for such a long interval. The car roared along the darkened country highway. 

"You've had it!" 

"Sorry?" Sheryl asked, keeping her voice steady. 

"Consider it a one man decision," he explained. "You're being abducted!"

Sheryl stared at him. He looked determined and unpleasant, but not unstable or deranged. 

"You will notice that the door handle on your side has been removed. You are my prisoner."

Sheryl took a deep breath, hoping he didn't sense her dismay. This was not a situation that had been covered by any of her classes in business psychology, and none of her business psychology was designed to cover the thought processes of a Jed Hollis. The Jed Hollis she had known had been a peacemaker, and certainly never had been into taking the law into his own hands. This bitter, cynical, driven man was a stranger. 

"What do you think you will achieve by abducting me, except to end up in prison?" she pointed out. "The security guard saw us leave together, so the police will home in on you anyway."

"I'll have you returned to the bosom of your beloved company within twenty-four hours," he glanced at his watch. "Eighteen hours in fact, so you will be back before you're even missed." Sheryl relaxed a fraction, but his next words had her stiffen in rage. "I intend to make use of the full media coverage on the opening by throwing the Hittite Chemicals Public Relations Manager into the controversial holding pond."

Sheryl realized she now knew the reason Jim Kirsten was so uneasy and wanted her to take over the meeting and on such short notice. Something was going on that he hadn't bothered to explain to her! 

"How do you expect that to help?" Sheryl asked, when she decided her voice was sufficiently under control. 

"You are responsible for the release put out by your Department claiming the water from the holding pond is pure enough to drink?"

"Well, it is!" Sheryl gestured towards her brief case. "The latest analysis and reports show that Hittite is environmentally aware and sincere about keeping pollution levels as low as possible." 

"Admittedly, I wasn't expecting the hard-nosed cynical Public Relations Manager of Hittite to be a female and you of all people, but you do represent the Company policy, so wear it!"

"I should congratulate you on swinging the Greenie faction over to the radical, ragbag side," Sheryl mused. "I would have thought that the more logical minds would have stopped short of such a drastic step? I don't really suppose me drowning with full media coverage will help your cause?"

"I seem to remember that you can swim like a fish, but I'll rescue you under full media coverage if you want to ham it up," he said calmly. 

Sheryl remained silent. The memories slid back into her mind. The long golden days of their surfing, scuba diving, and the long golden evenings, cooking fish over the open fire on the beach, and then ... She shut the memories off with a determined effort. That was then. This was now. 

"How could I resist the opportunity to abduct the author of that very dishonest statement about the purity of the holding pond," he mocked. "Of course, if you hadn't doubtless clawed or slept your unqualified way into such an exalted position, it could have been Jim Kirsten, that slick conniving lawyer of yours, readying himself for his dip into the pristine waters of the holding pond tomorrow. So look what he's missed!"

For a few seconds, Sheryl fantasized about the smooth and urbane Jim Kirsten being thrown, over and over again into the smelliest, muckiest holding pond Hittite Chemicals could produce, and then dismissed the pleasant daydream with regret. She was the one trapped in this predicament. 

It was unexpected, but Jim Kirsten must have known something. Until now the Greenie faction had gained their publicity by staying within legal limits. What had happened to make them change direction and veer on to the radical side? Whatever was going to happen, she was going to lose. Hittite Chemicals would not appreciate their event being a media circus. They would not appreciate their P. R. being used as an object lesson. They would not appreciate her inability to handle and control this situation. 

She was going to end up jobless, she fumed. Being a world-wide media figure of fun was going to prejudice her chances of getting another well paid professional job. Probably all because Jim Kirsten had kept to himself whatever knowledge he had that had caused the Greenies to go radical. Was this what Jim Kirsten had planned all along? Yet apart from their personal dislike, it was not a situation that would benefit him at all. She represented no threat to his current job. 

She sneaked a look at Jed. Could she appeal to his better nature? She dismissed the thought immediately. This was not a man with a better nature to appeal to. Jed Hollis was sufficiently ruthless to carry through whatever course of action he had decided on. Her continuing silence seemed to amuse him. He glanced at her still face. 

"So you can consider yourself an opening gambit in the publicity campaign to stop Hittite Chemicals stuffing up our environment, Ms Bayliss," he said mockingly. 

She stared at him in disbelief. Was this the man she had once loved so passionately? She recalled her words to Jim Kirsten and shivered. This man was certainly someone she had never known. 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

There was something claustrophobic about the dark tunnel they were speeding through. The powerful headlights searched onwards through the blackness, lighting up the overhead arch of trees. 

After the jeep had swung off the main highway, the street lighting had become sparser and then vanished. The track they drove along curved and climbed across the foothills signalling the start of the rain forest region, the dense trees edging more closely across the ruts of the track, so that in parts it narrowed to an almost impassable lane. 

Sheryl stared out, realizing she would never be able to memorize her way out. She knew that they were heading towards the mountains, but not from which direction. If only she had been paying more attention, but she had sat with her hand in her purse, trying to press the emergency number on her mobile before remembering that the battery was flat. Stupid to remember that she was going to recharge it in her car on the way home. How could she have been so slack?

The track curved and climbed across the foothills, signalling the start of the rain forest, the dense trees edging more closely across the ruts of the track. 

Jed drove fast but skilfully, hurtling down the unmarked tracks. At one stage he abruptly turned the jeep, lurching and scraping into the dense bushland to ford a fast flowing creek. The headlights gave a momentary glimpse of a broken bridge as they climbed the slope of creek and back on to the track. So any rescue would need to be from a four-wheel drive, she thought. 

The shadowy light from the dashboard deepened the bitter lines around Jed Hollis's mouth and forehead, leaving holes of darkness for his eyes. Sheryl was worried as she sneaked a sidelong glance at him. This man had no resemblance to the media image of the enthusiastic and idealistic leader or the man she had once known. If she had ever known him, the bitter voice at the back of her mind mocked. Had this man always been a dangerous brooding stranger?

She stared back out the window, turning over in her mind dozens of unsatisfactory schemes to escape from the fast-moving jeep without a door handle on her side. Once the jeep had turned into the narrow secretive dirt road, her spirits sank, although she was too furious to be scared. The jeep had slowed to drive along a timber cutters' track, and a maze of tracks intersected and merged with it. Even if she did escape, she might never find her way out. More experienced people than she had taken the wrong turnings in these foothills. 

She wasn't sure who she was more enraged with; Jed Hollis, Jim Kirsten, or herself. She should have remembered the arrogant Jed Hollis's successful track record of confrontation combined with a skilful use of media. She should have been more suspicious of Jim Kirsten's retreat from the suggested meeting. 

This whole incident was a nightmare that had only happened because shock and bad memories had made her careless. Why hadn't she offered to drive him to the meeting? She felt the unfamiliar emotion of frustration and a certain panicky fear. This stranger was dangerous. 

She sneaked another quick look at his profile. His brows were knotted in concentration as he watched the curving road, and the hands holding the steering wheel were long and capable. Under the shadow of the moustache his mouth was well shaped and firm. Sheryl had an unbidden memory of what it had been like to be kissed by that mouth. Horrified, she squeezed her eyes tight shut, and willed her mind to blankness. The Jed Hollis she had once known was gone forever. She was not going to be a victim of the weird relationships that developed between captor and captive. She shifted uneasily, wondering if her imagination was playing tricks on her, as with each passing minute she sensed the clinging psychic tendrils binding them together tighten. 

It was because she had been alone so long, she told herself firmly. Yet the austere celibacy she had imposed on herself had always felt right. Her mind strayed back to a younger and unhappier time, when she had married the journalist John Bayliss so quickly after that dreadful rejection from Jed. 

The marriage had lasted a bewildered three weeks. He had gone off to report an insignificant Asian uprising and got himself killed. She had returned to University to do more study trying to block out the grief and guilt. She had no right to have married him for the consolation her wounded ego craved. His wry assurance that he knew he was only a substitute only made her feel worse. Surely she had been not quite sane to accept his proposal so impulsively? Although it had seemed so logical at the time to prove that the memory of Jed Hollis was well behind her. 

When she at last forced herself out of the paralysis of grief and guilt, she determined to get on with her life, dedicating herself to her career. Outwardly she had recovered, but inside she hadn't. She smiled, even laughed and accepted dates often enough to still criticism, but she vowed never again to invest anything of herself into another human being, or be so impulsive and heedless of other people's sensitivities. It had been too painful and shameful an experience. 

She wasn't even aware that she had been asleep until she opened her eyes. The jeep was slowing to a stop. The engine was turned off, and the rainforest crowded against them in the silent darkness. 

Sheryl blinked and stared at the denseness of trees and tree ferns around them. The moon was up, silvering the tops of the trees, throwing deceptive patches of shadow between the trees and lighting a small clearing. A deeper patch of darkness proved to be an old hut huddled at the foot of the trees. It had a malevolent and secretive look to it, with shuttered windows and a solid door padlocked shut. At one end a chimney of natural stone poked an inquisitive snout above the slab roof. 

"Your evening accommodation," the stranger sitting next to her drawled. 

He got out and walked around to open the offside door. Sheryl jerked upright. This was her one chance! The driving side door was unlocked! She jerked at the seat belt, trying to free it in time for her plunge to freedom. The catch seemed jammed! Even as she jerked at it, Jed Hollis had opened the door and leaned across her to twist and then click the catch open. 

"Just an added precaution," he said mockingly. "I expected my passenger to be reluctant about my hospitality." 

"Or anything else about you," Sheryl snapped. "Be a bit rough to be imprisoned against the seat if there was an accident."

"But there hasn't been an accident," he said as his arms closed around her. 

For a few seconds she was aware of his effortless strength as he lifted her down from the jeep, and memories of other times, of when his arms had been so warm and welcoming around her, returned to haunt. He collected a supermarket bag and kept his arm casually around her as he unlocked the padlock, pushed open the door and shoved her hard. 

Sheryl stumbled inside. The hut smelled earthy and airless. The darkness was absolute. The door closed behind her, and something clicked. There was a
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