


BRIDE OF THE RIF

Margaret Rome



Sara's life had been a precarious one, touringwtbed with her
grandfather, who lived on his wits to support thesth. It was a way
of life which was to have far-reaching consequericeSara.

Once it would have seemed preposterous that shé&dvib@mecome a
"Bride of the Rif" with such wedding ceremoniestlas "cleaning of
the wheat" and being painted with henna.



CHAPTERI

THE bows of the luxury cruise shiédfrican Queerwere cleaving the
waters of the warm Mediterranean en route for Temdiler upper
decks were ablaze with lights, laughter, music aa@py voices

spiralled noisily aloft, then were hushed - swakowinto the

surrounding darkness of the tropical night. It wdeytime for the

passengers aboard, the time of day when childegpt aihd relieved
parents were allowed to snatch a few hours of pleasot attuned to
the demands of their offspring; time for the middiged to sink
gratefully in the depths of the nearest comfortalblairs and to relive
In retrospect the wonders revealed on earlier sggihg excursions;
and for teenagers, the much looked-forward-to haoen the day's
exploratory skirmishes with the opposite sex, drgdtive smiles and
interested glances, reached fruition in the sewfusf the upper boat
deck.

By comparison, die atmosphere inside an upper deckge
contrasted sharply. There, the only sound that nggul upon the
concentrated hush enveloping the room was the tmrog of the
air-conditioning and now then a smothered coughuickdy
suppressed when the culprit was made aware of iagcueyes
swivelling momentarily towards him, then back agaithe card game
taking place inside a circle made up of eager,ralifd spectators.
Sara Battle did not so much as blink when her caongoacalled his
opponent's bluff.

"Il see you," he challenged casually in the veutar familiar to

card-playing addicts. No evidence of prize money @pparent, no
chips littered the table nor was there any currancgight, but the
watchers gasped as they acknowledged the coolgsiofaalism, the
casual indifference to the winning or losing of 'anvisible stake
which they were aware amounted to a small fortdrsplayed by the
handsome, elderly gentleman and his aloofly bedutffoung

companion.



The young Spaniard who had been challenged biiphésd hesitated
momentarily, then, with a defiant flourish, he sutehis cards face
uppermost on the table. "Three aces and two quebesbffered a
trifle wildly. "You've beaten me every night thiseek, Colonel, but
this time | think it is my turn to scoop the pool!"

Dismayed shock caused Sara's wrist to jerk andeztirwith the stem
of a wine glass set near to hand. Luckily, she maddo grab it in
time to prevent its contents from spilling over thkle; and the sigh of
relief that rippled over the waiting crowd owed asgin more to a
release from tension than to any dismay felt athioeight of damage
caused by spilt wine. But almost immediately attentwas again
riveted upon the two players. Sara made a valiéotéor control and
her features resumed their usual mask of compolkuteshe could not
suppress the quiver of relief that relaxed her mmouten the Colonel,
with his customary aplomb, spread out a Royal Farsth countered
mildly, "I think not, Don Alvaro, tomorrow night,gshaps. ..?"

Colonel Battle took the following storm of congratiions in his
stride, but even within the circle of admiring welishers Sara was
conscious of a wave of disapproval emanating fromaa standing
aloofly apart who made no attempt to add his cangatons to those
of the excited throng. As she glanced up their eydleded, and his
look of frowning distaste sent a shiver through teeise body. Each
night for the better part of a week he had appeartdte lounge just as
the games were about to start, and his forbiddieggnce had acted a
a spur on her already tender conscience so thatushelly nimble
fingers had become numb as she shuffled and deattards and her
quick wits had become so dulled the Colonel hadccdwsharply
reprimanded her for making some stupid move. Ohét evening,
before they left the dining- room to start playihg,had reproved her,

"I hope | can rely upon you to pay attention tomj@@ara, because if |
can't | would prefer that you drop out of the gaattegether rather
than saddle me with ,a partner whose moves wouddchsha beginner



at a village whist drive. What ails you, girl, ayeu sickening for

something?" She had known she could not hope I fiig deliberate

obtuseness. Many times she had tried, and fadegetthim to see hex
point of view, but there was no way of penetratirgystubborn refusal
to see reason. Perhaps that was why her argumdratieed spirit

when she had replied.

"Yes, | am sick! Sick of travelling around the warkick of having no
permanent home - no chance to put down roots nhaost of all I'm
sick of playing cards, especially when | know dtg only means of
existence and that we havewmn to live!' The Colonel's moustache
had bristled and for a moment Sara had sharedame $eeling of
trepidation that had been felt by many young sebadt unfortunate
enough to have incurred the Colonel's wrath whileden his
command. He had then drawn himself stiffly erea,an a manner
reminiscent of the way in which he had enforcedidlse during his
many years' service in India, had snapped,

"You're being impertinent, dammit, and | will nobldrate

impertinence!" He had glared at her across theetatmiaking no
attempt to hide his fury so quickly, and before peppery temper
could escalate into a second eruption, she hadl tasleer feet and with
as much dignity as she could muster had begun mgaliawards the
exit. Luckily, very few passengers had opted fersbcond sitting for
dinner and the dining- room was fairly empty, buémr so a rush of
shamed colour had stained her cheeks as she hadkdvear way
between the tables, pretending to ignore the mangus glances.

Once inside her cabin she had paced the floorpdsly angry,

wondering, not for the first time, why she tolechteuch an alien
existence. For five years, since the age of fiftesae had accompaniec
her grandfather on his everlasting cruises. At firhiad felt as if a

dream had come true. For as long as she could rbarean orphanage
had been her home. When she was a mere infardther and mother,
both only children, had been killed together in & crash. The



authorities had tried without success to find soetative who might
claim the child who had been thrown; still in harrgcot, unharmed
out of the crushed car. But when no one had comeafal she had
been taken to the local orphanage where for fiftgeswrs she had
grown up thinking herself completely alone in therld. Then had
come the wonderful day when she had been summorthd matron's
office where a visitor had been waiting to meet. I[&ne had felt
instinctively, drawn towards the elderly gentlemavho was

introduced as her grandfather because even thdadgst@ight he had
looked stern - even forbidding - his hands whemae taken hold of
hers had been shaking with suppressed feeling artkahad bent
down to kiss her proffered cheek his eyes haddfiié&h unashamed
tears of emotion.

Explanations had followed much later, after thetdfishe orphanage
had dropped for the last time from her feet andhretebeen escorteo
by her grandfather into the cabin she was to océoipthe duration of

her very first cruise. She had been too excitadke in his words, too
grateful to him for transporting her into a Cindkrevorld to wonder

at his earlier lack of concern for his family, aswl she had acceptec
without question the circumstances he had outlaedn excuse for
his neglect. To her, it sounded quite feasible ¢éimabeing discharged
from the Army he should have chosen to remain dmalto try to find

some occupation which would enable him to stapexdountry he had
come to love. But India had had nothing to offex than who had
spent the better part of his life in her serviagd ¢hen had begun his
years of drifting. The fact that he had cease@d¢eive letters from his
only son had caused him some misgivings, he hdd, but being a
poor correspondent himself, he had shrugged offlimg doubts and

nursed an inward conviction that his son was pribio busy with

his own affairs to bother about a father he hadeenh for years. It had
been mere chance, when the ship on which he hawdttzeelling had

made an unscheduled stop at an English port, #ustec him to come
ashore on a lightning visit only to discover thar& the last of the



Battles, had for years been languishing in the adrind, but
unavoidably austere, officialdom...

She had been inside the cabin only a few minutesnwhtap on the
door had heralded the crisp command : "Sara, opehwish to speak
to you!" With a shrug, her temper no longer athlg®int, she had
moved obediently towards the door.

"Come in, Gramps," purposely she had used thetaffexte term that
never failed to please him, then found herself ig\to suppress a
smile when his scowling countenance had softentd ansheepish
smile. With a lightning change of mood so charastierof the Battles
he had reached out to hug her before ruefully apaolag. "I'm sorry
about that disgusting display of temper, childgfee me --?"

She had answered his request with a smiling ndc\®n so his brow
had creased into worry furrows and his arms hagmd from her

shoulders. Testily, he had begun to grope in he&@iofor the case that
held his cheroots and without his customary regieegiermission he

had lighted one, then blown a savage stream of srfiolkn pursed lips

before making the surprising admission,

"You're perfectly right, you know, Sara, | shoulkel loorsewhipped for
introducing you into the sort of life we've led @idese years." She hac
tried to contradict, but he had silenced her witlgesture. "No,
somehow, without realizing myself quite how it happd, | slipped
into the routine of a professional gambler., It W@ only thing | was
good at, you see." After a dejected shrug he hadifepd hastily,
"Other than military practices, that is. | prideseif | did my job well
in the Army, but the glowing tip of his cheroot haden examined
minutely while he sought for words to justify higakness, "the Army
doesn't equip one for the ardours of civilian litdnknowingly,
soldiers become cosseted from such things as nveoles, where to
live, where to work... To a regular soldier the Arie a home, family,
employer, and when you are cast out - no longeaiecké he grimaced



bitterly, "it's similar to a non-swimmer being tho in at the deep
end. One clutches at any straw for survival.”

Quickly, Sara had moved to his side, her face dentf'Stop Iit,
Gramps, do you hear? | won't have you blaming yalftirgou've been
wonderful to me and I'll always love you for itwalys!" Her last
words had ended in a choked sob and she had leahehd upon his
chest to hide from him the tears she was fiercethamed of.

"Don't try to whitewash my actions!" he had clampddtermined,
once having admitted his guilt, to purge his sauhpletely. "I've used
you abominably and you know it! From the age ofesx the only art
you've been taught is that of playing cards. l'agssged on to you every
bit of skill | possess and you've learnt your lesswell - I'd defy any
man in the world to better you when you are playamgform. But
you're right to feel ashamed, because it's nottgxtee sort of skill
one looks for in a young and beautiful girl. Yowaa right to expect
better things and in future, dammit, I'll see tthat changes are made
You've partnered me for the last time, Sara. From on | play alone!

Her head had jerked up at these words. His facdduked flushed,
too highly flushed, and she had felt a twinge af féle was so upright
and so handsome still, with brilliant, far-seeinge® and thick
iron-grey hair, that she was apt to forget he veasfiom young. If
anything should happen to him she would' be onceeran her own.
The thought was unbearable. Anxiety had made heewharp as she
had demanded,

"Sit down and stop talking foolishly, Gramps. Yawkv you couldn't
bear to live anywhere else but afloat, and cargiipipis the only way
we have of stretching your pension far enough torpg fare. I've a
right to earn my keep, so of course | must help Basides that," she
had faltered ... "l like to play."



His blue eyes had looked straight through her, d®eder innermost
soul. "Little liar," he had grunted. "You're a diage to your namesake
and you know it!" She had smiled wanly at this refiee to an oft-
repeated private joke. Many times he had quotée@t@ passage from
one of Lamb's "Essays of Elia" in which a charactamed Sarah
Battle considered that "Whist was her life's bussmeher duty; the
thing she came into the world to do, and she di&lte unbent her
mind afterwards over a book". But while Sara ofteok refuge in a
book she did so in an effort to rid herself of udlty remorse she felt
each time she relieved some amateurish card-plafy@is money.
When a vagrant sigh had escaped her the Colomeksnfhad
deepened and a determined line had appeared betwedrushy
eyebrows. "I meant what | said, Sara," he had grdwbughly, "in
future | play alone. And | promise you," his dirédabk had been as
binding as a pledge, "that as soon as we havecmuffifunds we'll
leave this life behind us and settle down somewhsh®re. Will that
please you, d'you think, my love?"

Half laughing, half crying, she had run to hug himiOh, Gramps!"
For a moment she was quite incapable of forcing wioeds of
delighted agreement passed the lump in her thbo&twhen she did
finally manage to speak he was left in no doulhteafjoy and heartfelt
relief. "You'll never regret your decision, Gramppromise you," she
had babbled happily. "We'll find a house somewhearear the sea, or
perhaps in the country where you can go for lontksvand fish or
shoot game - and I'll cook and clean and look after so well you'l
wonder why we wasted all these years! Oh!" a vesgbludder had run
through her tense young body, "just think how wohdat will be
when there's no more need to pretend we're rialedotmurists who
advocate playing for stake money merely to add nspiee to the
game! If you only knew how much I've hated the stfoge we've had
to practise in order to avoid being exposed as ¢gnb.. the deceit,
the lies, the occasions when we've even had tossin@w as tdribe
members of the crew not to give us away to theazapt'



She had faltered to a stop when she had felt hinggeh Her outburst

had shaken him to the very depths, her vehemerdsawad stripped
bare his way of life and for the first time he wasced into facing

reality - to see himself portrayed not as the eallusophisticate he
iImagined himself but as a petty adventurer, a clyaapester who, if
his intentions were known, would never again bevedid aboard any
ship belonging to a reputable shipping line. Apgalby her own

insensitivity, she had tried to stutter an apoldgyramps, I've hurt
you! ... I didn't mean ..." But her words had seémed to penetrate
with granite- hard features, his lips compresséallines of shock, he
had turned torn her and marched, with his back@drstraight, out of
the cabin...

The clamour of excited voices escalated into acddsnt babble and
Sara suddenly felt that if she did not get awaywbeld scream. Her
grandfather was still enclosed within a circle aingratulatory
onlookers, and her silent antagonist had disapdeare she slipped
out of the lounge and sped towards the bow of liiifg searching the
deeply-shadowed deck as She ran for a corner tigdit raffer the
solitude she craved. When at last she found a elsspot she leant
against the rail and waited until her thumping tesats had subsidec
and her riotous thoughts could be marshalled iotnessemblance of
order.

She was worried, dreadfully worried. The Colonetl Istuck to his
resolution not to allow her to play that evenirmgske had had no othe
option but to sit, rebelliously, watching the gar@eadually, a sense
of foreboding had begun to plague her. No reastierdhan some
sixth sense, was responsible for the depressidarddszended like a
dark cloud, causing her to cast many worried glanoe her
grandfather's direction. But he seemed to havevezed his former
spirits - indeed, he radiated such an aura of balhg her fears were
calmed - until she noticed his feverish flush amel light of reckless
abandon that had replaced the grave intentnessusdlyi displayed
when a game was in progress. A faint suspicion lieamight have



been drinking was dismissed instantly; he nevenldleefore a game.
Not even the relief she had felt when the youngh&pd, Don Alvaro

de Leon, a reckless young man who always insigtet playing for

enormous stakes - had been beaten was enouglp# tiie sense of
impending doom that gripped her so mercilessly feluad herself

trembling as she stood gripping the ship's railhwiands grown
suddenly cold.

When an icy voice snaked out of the darkness she sp her heel
with a frightened gasp.

"You look like a sea wraith standing thesenorita.l was almost

afraid to speak in case you should vanish ovesithe at the sound of
my voice. Why are you so edgy, | wonder? Couldeittihat you are
plagued with remorse?"

Her startled eyes fastened upon the shadow thameasg towards
her out of the darkness and when it was near entauigtke substance
she backed away and choked out a confubéali!"

"Yes, it is |, senorita" he bowed distantly. "Don Felipe de Panz
cousin of the young fool Don Alvaro de Leon whonuywlped to rob

this evening!" As she stared mesmerized at thehtalighty Spaniard
whose silent disapproval had plagued her for a waasla wondered
wildly if she was experiencing a nightmare from g@ishe would

shortly waken. But there was nothing ethereal atieitman who now
stood mere inches away, searching her face witbras@yk eyes that
contained in their depths a smouldering flickedahger.

"Well, do you deny my accusation?" the hateful eatontinued, "or
are you searching for excuses - an exercise atwtam sure you are
adept."

"Please," her constricted throat refused to alloaventhan a whisper,
"l don't understand. Are you accusing me of chg&ltin



"As an accomplice you are every bit as guilty asry’dhe paused, then
drawled with distaste, "companion. It was he whd the actual
switching of cards, but please do not ask me teebelthat your
unfortunate accident with the wine glass was naoénded as a
deliberate diversion created solely to enable mmohange his hand
during the few seconds that all eyes were upon'you!

When this outrageous meaning finally penetratedesbpted into af
flare of white-hot anger. The dark mane of hainsee fairly to bristle
and her eyes, twin orbs of sparkling emerald, éghfuriously upon
his darkly- etched features in the manner of ticheméillery with sights
set to blast him from the face of the earth.

"How dare you!"Even as she spoke her hand connected with his |
cheek in a slap hard enough to rock him on hissh&elrprise was the
element responsible for the success of her attackl for the
amazement that held him silent while a dull redknsgread across his
cheek.

"You she-devill" He reached out and caught her klera in a
bruising grip. Tight-lipped with fury, he bit outif you were a man |
would Kill you for that!"

"And if | were a man," she twisted abortively irstgrasp, "I'd never
rest until I'd made you eat die disgusting lies'yeyust spoken!"

"Lies, are they?" Her heart almost stopped beatingn he jerked her
head erect and forced her to face the full batwéiyis rage. "Then if
they are lies, why is your accomplice being escbue this very

minute to the captain's cabin to answer the chafgbeating which |

personally have laid against him ? "

"No!" Her eyes distended with horror as his words rexratied like a
crash of doom in her ears. Through harrowed eyewdiehed the
signs of shocked incredulity and unbelieving disntagt drained



every drop of colour from her face. When his gralgtkened she
twisted from his hands and retreated to stand edes$ike an animal at
bay, against the ship's rail. For a second shehfoggllantly to
suppress tears, then, after a shuddering sigh,flshg at him
accusingly, "If what you say is true, if you realigve done such a
despicable thing $hall hate you for the rest of my life!"



CHAPTERIII

SARA ran all lie way to the captain's quarters, hoglegientedly that
what Felipe de Panza had said would prove to e éhhat the threat
he had uttered in his anger had been born of ausaiesire to frighten
her. But when she reached the captain's cabinlangl épen the door,
forgetting in her anxiety to knock, the words skard confirmed what
she had inwardly suspected - not even in angerdvthé arrogant
Spaniard be prepared to lie.

The captain's stern voice was directing her grahdfa"Not only did
you blatantly disregard company rules by inveigheidpw passengers
into playing for stake money, but worse, much wpssai set out
deliberately to cheat and rob those who were umf@te enough to be
conned into playing your game!" His eyes flickene@mentarily
across to Sara, acknowledging her presence witgming her a
chance to intervene. "If it were not for your grdadghter here," he
nodded in her direction, "l would be tempted to yat ashore at the
next port of call and leave you to your own devjterg because of her
- andonly because of her - I'll be lenient. You can bothaemaboard
until the cruise is ended, but you will not at @inye be allowed to mix
with the rest of the passengers. The crew willns¢ructed to see that
my orders are carried out, so | would advise youtaalisobey my
command, because if you do | shall have no alteaut to carry out
my original intention which was to order you offelship!"

At these words, Sara's temper boiled over. Takinguaied step
forward, she blazed up at him, "How dare you accoggrandfather
of cheating! He may have broken your rules, buathé&lever!"

The captain returned her furious look with unrategfirmness. "I'm

sorry, Miss Battle, but your grandfather was segrihe passenger
who reported him to switch cards. It seems thisesgentleman has
been keeping a very close watch on Colonel Batleabse he was
somewhat sceptical of his unusually long run oklude suspected



him of being a cardsharper, and tonight his suspgwere confirmed.
Naturally, he reported what he had seen to me, \ahein your
grandfather submitted to a search by one of mgefé a playing card
was found lodged in the lining of his ' coat sleéve

Sara fought waves of shock to protest. "But findangolitary card
upon his person doesn't prove anything. It's o’ligd® Panza's word
against my grandfather's..."

The captain was not used to having, his decisiaestgpned. Frostily,
he replied, "Don Felipe is a well-

known and greatly respected member of a very othiSp-Moroccan
family. | have the honour of having been personatiguainted with
him for many years and can vouch that he is alpastest man of great
integrity; not a man who would bring serious charggainst another
without being very sure of his facts, but one | Vdotrust without
doubt or question. So, Miss Battle, as | have tenition of discussing
the matter further, | will be obliged if you andwrayrandfather will go
to your cabins so that | can continue with my work.

It was a peremptory dismissal; the captain washemost tolerant of
men and the contempt that showed in the mannehiohvwhe turned

his back and began rifling through the papers srdesk would have
been found galling by all but the most insensitivethe Colonel, who

up until then had seemed rendered speechlessafitairts attitude
was intolerable and he gave vent to his resentnmert burst of

blustering defiance. With a roar reminiscent of blaerack square, he
attacked the startled captain.

"You, sir, can keep your favours for those spireksough to accept
them! You have the audacity to set yourself upudgg¢ and jury - I've
been tried, found guilty, and sentenced - all ugwa word of one
Felipe de Panza who you yourself admit is a petdoead of yours!
Well, | don't intend that the matter shall end h@i@morrow, | shall



write to the chairman of the Line and complain foirc about the
treatment I've received on this ship! And as fanryadiculous decree
that we must spend the rest of this cruise segedgabm die rest of
the passengers - | refuse absoluiétyaccept it! What have you to sa
to that, sir!"

Sara closed her eyes and prayed the captain woailderient.
Although she agreed with every word her grandfattest said, she
could not help but wish he had chosen a more digtmwvay in which
to put his objections before a man who, if anythseemed even more
arbitrary than he was himself. She felt a sickifggin the pit of her
stomach when the captain's haughty face flushedllaeati, tod was
hardly surprised at his icy reply,

"l say this, Colonel! Tomorrow we dock at TangiBtease see to it
that all your belongings are packed ready to besprarted ashore first
thing tomorrow morning. You've worn out your welo@mboard this
ship!"

The next morning she felt a fierce gladness whenrsalized they
were to be spared the humiliation of being banisinethe sight of
curious eyes. The ship was anchored off Tangiernwae early
breakfast was served to her in her cabin by a blaoéd steward |,
who informed her that a tender would be waitingatice herself and
the Colonel ashore in an hour. Between them, tlaglyduite a lot of
baggage. The life , they led necessitated smastogate clothes to
help perpetuate a wealthy image, but as she hadkegasverything
possible the previous night, when the time caméhiem to disembark
they were able to board the tender without fussvaitttbut any but a
handful of passengers taking a pre-breakfast sarolind deck being
any the wiser.

She sat stiff-backed, fighting a wave of humiliatedrs, as the tendel
sped away from the ship and the coastline of raditfs and sandy
beaches grew gradually nearer. But by the timenst®ebeing helped



on to the quayside at Tangier she was sufficiertiypposed to pretend
an interest when the Colonel pointed out to heolahArab town
perched on top of the hill sweeping down towardskarbour. When
he hailed a taxi and began directing the driveme of Tangier's most
expensive hotels, she began an involuntary prdiasthen she bit her
lip and managed to remain silent while she inwarmyolved that
before the day was over she would confront him ardy with a
demand for an explanation of the catastrophic eviading up to
their banishment from the ship, but also for a itktaand truthful
account of the state of their finances.

The room she was given was quietly luxurious. Camblte walls,
white lace bedspread, and a white latticework cembped were
saved from monastic severity by a vividly pattertiéztl floor. Tall
windows with protective white shutters opened oa teew of bright
blue sea, bobbing yachts, and a sweep of greesndeij/lcrammed with
white-painted villas each surrounded by an expahgarden profuse
with blossoms of riotous colour. As she stood absgrthe view a
vagrant

breeze whisked dusky tendrils of hair across heo¥ed brow, then
advanced to tease with a dry-sounding rustle thee of a large
potted palm stood effectively against the starklsvalhe rustling
sound interrupted her train of thought, and witteaisive gesture she
turned on her heel and made towards the door. Ummawould have
to wait. Too many questions were seething arountten mind -
guestions which, for the sake of sanity, her gratier must be made
to answer immediately!

His room was just along the corridor from her ownd & a matter of
seconds she was outside his door demanding td ime WWhen, after a
few hesitant seconds, he appeared, she saw byjriession he was
braced for argument, so without preliminary sheapeger attack.



"I have some questions that must be answered, Githeed," she told
him firmly as she settled down in a chair and shwerery indication
of refusing to budge until she received satisfactible looked
affronted, he was usually the one who gave thersraled she the one
who obeyed them, but the sparkle in her green egesed him to be
cautious, and suddenly, after a moment of reballglence, his stern
mouth relaxed into a smile and he sat down facirg His manner,
when he began starching his pockets for his chezasé, appeared
nonchalant, but to her dismay she saw that hisseuede trembling.

"You're right, my dear, the hour of evil is upon,megplanations can
be put off no longer. But | warn you - you will nitke that you're
about to hear."

A chill sidled down Sara's spine even as she cenflg assured him,
"You have no need to deny the accusations madensiggbu,
Grandfather - you're quite incapable of cheatirkndw that. What |
want you to tell me is how the misunderstandinguo@d in the first
place, and what steps you intend taking to clear yame. Senor
Panza must not be allowed to get away with hisidabfe actions, he
must be made to publicly apologize for daring tbysyour good name
with such a foul fabrication of lies!" She stoppldr breast heaving,
her face flushed with angry indignation, and glasetbss at him as if
he were the instigator of her fury rather than itsolent Spaniard
whose name she had spat out as if the mere meottidrburnt her
tongue.

Under her furious gaze he seemed visibly to wiliitsScould have
been kicked out from under him as he sagged agiedtack of his
chair. Misty film clouded his eyes and lines appdaaround his
mouth which she had never suspected were thereisdaly stabbing
look was a mere flickering of his eyelids as henged up and then
quickly away before nerving himself to take sonamtendous strain.



"Senor Panza didn't He, Sara," he told her healliigid wrong, God
help me, but I did it with the best of motives. Orifinately, | was
found out"

Incredulously, she stammered, "Grandfather! Thimigme for jokes,
please don't tease ..." Her words ended in a chg&sp when she saw
his face whiten and his knuckles stand out as ipped the arm of his
chair.

Compulsionto justify his actions, to banish the shocked hofrom
her eyes, brought words tumbling from his lipdid it for us, Sara, so
that we might realize a dream. Alvaro de Leon isampulsive
gambler - a wealthy playboy with money to burn. Bineount staked
on the game we played was a trivial amount to tbot, to us it
represented a cottage in the country, a chancsttte down and live a
normal life with normal people!" When her fixed gadid not alter he
sighed and began to plead. "Try not to blame mentoch, Sara.
Despicable though my action might seem, it waspnetneditated, |
swear it! Alvaro had a good hand -1 sensed that I Wwas only an ace
away from having an unbeatable one, a royal flasld, your accident
with the wine glass seemed a God-sent opportuniticiwl seized
upon almost without thinking. In the space of aitspécond, the
thought became deed and for the first time in gy licheated an
opponent. Do you believe that, Sara?" he urged withomentary
return of his customary dignity. "Do you believe mieen | say it was
the one and only time in my life , I've ever cheate

His bowed head and agonized eyes were too muchefiorWith a
passionate cry she dropped to her knees besidamihtradled his
drooping body in her strong young arms. "Of couréelieve you,
Gramps!" she rasped through a throat tight with gassion. "It was
all my fault for trying to change your way of liggmply to satisfy my
own selfish whims! You took ipe from the orphanagel introduced
me to a life of luxury such as I'd never dared dredbout. Travel,
good food, beautiful clothes, you gave me all @fsthas well as an



abundance of love, and | repaid you with dissatigfa and
continuous nagging to change your ways. Don't dareeproach
yourself ever again, Gramps. The blame is minémaie!"

He murmured soft denials while he stroked her beadd and waited
until her storm of remorseful tears was spent, thikan she was calm
enough to think clearly he supplied the answethdoother question
she had intended to ask.

"About money, Sara..
"Yes, Gramps?" She went very still.

He cleared his throat and began, "We have verg ltapital left -

enough to pay our hotel bill for little more thaweek, in fact." When
she drew in a gulping breath to speak, he hurried'loknow what

you're going to say, and | don't agree. You wouwddenus move into
some cheap sleazy hotel without decent food arairrmonditioning,

but to my mind that would merely be prolonging #gony. | much
prefer to live in a decent hotel for a week rathan exist in an inferior
one for a month."

"But what will happen when the money is finishedfé asked in a
voice registering panic at the hint of returningtiacy she saw in his
outthrust chin.

"l have a plan," he returned confidently. "It'swgh gamble, | admit,
but desperate situations call for desperate messiline Club Aziz in
Tangiers has always been an exceptionally luckygalar me. | intend
going there tonight, taking what cash we can spard,| guarantee,
my love, I'll bring back enough money to get uskbimcEngland and,
if my luck runs true to form, some to spare!”

She stared at him with wide, frightened eyes, wandef she had
heard aright. To be stranded in a place like Tangith hardly any



money was bad enough, but to deliberately contampisking what
little they had on a card game was criminally fsloliOnly then did
she realize how deep the gambling bug had bitteio imer
grandfather's soul. In a voice she found diffictdt control, she
charged him,

"You'll do no such thing, do you hear me?" When ¢hs lifted a
degree higher, she stood up and held out a treghblamd. "I want
every penny we possess in my keeping and | waoivt Grandfather.
For both our sakes, | must insist that you hamdér immediately!"

For an agonizing moment she thought he was goingftise, but then,
with an offended shrug, he pulled his wallet frosgocket and threw
it down in disgust upon the table. "Take it!" he&ny) across his
shoulder as he strode furiously from the room.e\er thought

I'd see the day when a Battle would succumb to odie@l | hate to
guote cliches, but as you well know 'Live for todmsya motto I've
always found pleasing. Think on it, Sara. You halenty of time
before the club opens in which to change your miind!

For. the rest of the day his parting words revetsel in her mind, but
her resolution never faltered. If she had been wmie influence
during her most formative years perhaps his deaijHtare attitude,
his reckless disregard of the need for caution,leévbave rubbed off
on her, but orphanages rarely breed frivolity, newen
over-confidence, and Sara's inherently cautiousreaévolted against
encouraging him in his rash venture. To occupyrhard - and to
avoid running the risk of being subjected once ntotée influence of
his persuasive tongue - she decided to explore idgan&hore
excursions had not been included in the itinerdrtheir life aboard
the luxury cruise ships because they were expeesivas and, in any
case, as the Colonel had stated bluntly: "Pickargetter aboard."



She thrilled to many new sights and sounds as saedeved
unaccompanied through the steep, narrow streetheoDld town.
Everywhere she looked, old contrasted with new, @i European
clothes mingled with veiled Arab women; pale-skihmeerchants in
expensive suits rubbed shoulders with dark, fieyped men in
djellabahs,who wore their robes with aristocratic arrogaraumkeys
with full panniers sauntered along in the path ohster cars whose
abundant chromework drew the sun like a magnetaoeayes had to
be averted from stabbing rays reflected from glegnooachwork.
She was enthralled by her first sight of a waterieain his elaborate,
crazy gear. On his head he wore a wide brown ahdgtraw hat hung
all around with charms and baubles. As he walkawjlisbells and
glass ornaments jingled at every step, and addetthaiowas the
clashing of brass cups which he wore on a longgtiround his neck.
When he swung towards her she took his piercingasrgn effort to
attract her custom, but although she was thirsgydsired not chance
drinking the water he carried in a goatskin slungrahis shoulder.
Firmly, she shook her head and was relieved tchsadurn without
demur and stroll away looking like a cross betwaetlown and a
walking fountain, ringing his handbell vigorously lae went.

After wandering for hours, oblivious to time, it sva relief to find a
garden with seats placed at strategic spots fdoehefit of the public.
A burning, feeling at the back of her heel had lbetfuobbing in
earnest, so she tottered over to the nearest vaeahtand eased he
sandal strap away from what she imagined mustdbeginnings of a
blister. The garden was high on a hill overlookengonderful view of
shipping far below in the Straits. In the distasbe could make out
the outline of the Rock of Gibraltar, and oppositenere ten minutes
away by plane, was the brown, parched coast oinS&ie frowned,
her pleasure spoilt by a transient reminder of sbimg unpleasant.
Reluctantly, she began recalling to mind the lesanial contours, the
firm mouth and despising eyes of Felipe de PanZan#p lodged in
her throat as she remembered the utter contenfy$ Moice when he



had accused her. Ignorant of the truth, she hamtistip well to his
gearing indictment, had retaliated nobly in defeoicker own and her
grandfather's honour, but she pinched when she mbered the
pistol-sharp sound of her open palm connecting Wwighlean cheek.
The proud senor would never forgive that humiligtshap...

Shivering, even under the caress of the hot Afrisan, she began
limping out of the gardens to make her way backhto hotel. The

scarlet of hibiscus, the purple and crimson of laogllea, the silvery

eucalyptus trees and the green leaves and gold&rofrthe orange
trees all merged into a kaleidoscope of colour waesndden rush of
tears blurred her vision. In the midst of her degeca thought brought
a measure of relief: for one thing, at least, shddcthank the captain -
his edict that they should leave the ship had splaee the ordeal of a
second meeting with Senor Panza - the idea of gawarendure his
scathing condemnation while knowing it to theservedvould have

been more than her proud spirit could have borne.

The Colonel was very morose that evening at dinlnerevinced no
interest whatsoever in the account Sara gave hilmepfafternoon's
activities, but answered merely in monosyllablethaiit bothering to
look up from the food he was moodily pushing aroumsl plate,
Finally she lost patience with him.

"Are you going to sulk all evening, Grandfatherz8ese if you are |
might as well go straight up to my room."

He shrugged, unrepentant. "And | might as well He same. |

wouldn't care to sit in the bar knowing | dared atlow myself to

become involved with people. I've been hard up ntengs in my life,

but never so much that | couldn't afford to buyamguaintance a
drink!"



Sara felt remorse. By depriving him of his moneg $fad hurt his
pride as well as his pocket and his aggrievedudttitwas his way of
showing it. "Very well, Gramps," she sighed, "ydwak have your
money back if you'll give me your solemn promiset no be
extravagant. You do realize," she leant forwargive emphasis to her
plea, "that this money is all that stands betwesand starvation?"

His eyes lit up as she handed over the wallet sk carrying in her
handbag for safe keeping. "Of course, | realizé fédzt only too well,
child! You've no need to worry, | intend to makestinoney stretch as
far as possible."

She left him contentedly sipping an after-dinnearioly and went
upstairs, meaning to spend the evening with a bBdethe written
words danced meaning-lessly before her eyes, refusimake sense
while chaotic thoughts chased through her mind.aliin after
deciding that physical effort was needed to cowatethe tension
building up inside her, she tossed it aside and wé¢a the bathroom
to wash her hair. Shampooing, setting and dryiridnelped to dispose
of the better part of the evening and by the timedlossy black hair
was combed to perfection footsteps outside thel,hmtgether with
jovial goodnights exchanged between friends, dehtte return of
fellow guests from their evening activities.

She sighed, conscious of her own loneliness. Stentaale very few
friends aboard ship and certainly no. lasting fil@nps. Not from any
lack of opportunity, because the atmosphere abasaig is the

friendliest in the world; nowhere does one mix nmioeely or advance
more quickly into deep relationships. It was foattery reason she
had had to don a mask of reserve, to gain an undcsesputation for

aloofness; it was the only way to save herselfetmbarrassment o
having to evade confidences, or even telling liesprder to avoid

making public the fact that she and her grandfatiaelrno permanent
home, no solid, respectable background. Impatiestg threw down
the comb and swung sharply away from the sigheohfournful eyes



and drooping mouth reflected in the mirror; shedegecompany to
help restore her spirits and in that respect, astJeher grandfather
never failed her.

There was no sound coming from inside his room wdtenknocked
tentatively upon his door. She knocked again, shdhps time, and
when still she received no answer her heart begapotund with
heavy, frightened thuds. For no particular reasarghandfather's last'
words popped into her mindidtend to make this money stretch as f
as possibleand only at that moment did she recognize a pless
double entendreép begin to suspect that they might have beenerho
deliberately to hide his true intention which, kg bwn admission,
was to risk every penny they owned on a game aiadia

With frantic haste she picked up the telephonewinan the desk clerk
asked politely if he could be of assistance shadatiimpossible to
keep her voice steady when she asked him to palga&ldattle.

"Colonel Battle? He left the hotel about two hoag®. | telephoned
myself for a taxi to take him to the Club Aziz."

The blood slowly drained from her face as she degekis words. The
shock was so great that for a second she coulchoe¢ or speak, and
it was only when the desk clerk's anxious voice d&sakd for the third
time whether she was all right that she found th&age to whisper,
"Please will you get me a taxi? | must go after.him

"But, Miss Battle," he sounded perturbed, "the Cldiz is not one |
would recommend that you visit without an escorthatVif your
grandfather should have left...?"

Her brittle laugh startled him as much as the hesdrof her answer.
"He'll be there - get me that taxi immediately!"



Even the taxi driver seemed reluctant to leavewisen he finally

drew up in front of a badly illuminated house surrded by depths of
shadow in which a dozen different dangers mightehlavked. The

street was narrow, dark and crooked, the roofes@hbuses just savec
from touching by a narrow slit of sky only one saaghter than the
inky depths of the old town beneath. But she refusebe dissuaded
from entering the club, nor, as she had just enanghey to pay his
fare, would she allow him to wait, so when she uprthe steps and
disappeared through the entrance he shrugged biddehns at the

folly of the English mid drove away.

She hardly noticed the extreme garishness of heowsudings as she
moved quickly towards a flight of stairs leadingwgrds. From

sounds she could hear as she ascended, she judgediot the sort of
place her grandfather would visit from choice: taiste leant towards
quieter, more dignified surroundings, and the mghhed female

voices that were rising above tortured strains w$i;mcoming from an
inferior band somewhere above were ample indicatiah whatever
hick he had been favoured with on previous visitshe Club must
have been great enough to overcome his distastthdoprevailing

unsavoury background. She had reached the topedt#rs and was
about to enter the main room of the club when ekstdeeved arm was
thrust in front of her.

"I'm sorry, mademoiselle’a pleasantly accented voice informed he
"but you cannot be permitted entry without showipgpof of
membership.” The young Frenchman who barred herloaked as if
he would be more at home in wide open spaces, ibrant eyes
echoed the blue of summer seas and his tannedstraedfeatures
evidenced that he was no stranger to sun and spray.

"Please," she stammered, appealing to the hintropathy she saw in
his eyes, "I must find my grandfather. | was tokddame here."



The young man's -smile faded when he heard thebtesim her voice
and his expression became grave. "Then we musthdb we can to
assist youmademoiselleBut first, let me introduce myself. | am Mart
Rochefort, temporary assistant manager of this. ¢tiwiill be happy to
enquire around the premises for your grandfathgyufwill tell me his
name ?"

"Oh, thank you so muchmonsieuy if only you would! My
grandfather's name is Colonel Benjamin Battle:"

"Then our search is ended before it is begun." Savarelief in his
smile. "There is a card game taking place in oneuofprivate rooms
and only minutes "ago | heard one of the gentlemside being
addressed by that very name. Cofride held out a guiding hand. "Let
me show you the way."She followed him along a dwomiarid when
he stopped outside a door and indicated that tadyalrived her body
stiffened with apprehension. She was shaking wherstepped inside
the room, hardly daring to search for her gran@fiatimongst the men
who sat around a circular table, totally engrosgadfear of what she
should see written on his face. When she eventdallyerve herself
to single him out her heart plummeted. There wasesal to count the
pitiful stack of chips that lay in front of him; $iexpression was
enough to warn her that the thing she had triqgetégent had already
happened. Even as her eyes swept over him, nasrgyéy pallor, the
nervous twitching of his lips, he looked up and $ew.

"Sara!" He half rose from his seat as he croake¢dheuname then, for
long, terrible moments his mouth worked as he fough speech.
Before her horrified eyes he seemed to crumple), thith one last
penitent look, he toppled forward to lie spreadedgicross the table.
The next moment the room was in an uproar. Sara khe screamed,
because the sound of it echoed in her ears fostadterwards, but her
limbs refused to obey the instinct to move and &hdd do nothing
but stand with shock-widened eyes watching her dfedher being
lifted from the table and lowered gently on to dtes® As Marc



Rochefort swiftly loosened the constricting tie nfroabout the
Colonel's neck, he rapped out an order to one efibn to fetch a
doctor, then almost in the same breath commandethanto fetch'
brandy. When this was brought, he put an arm betinadColonel's
shoulders to lever him forward and manage to farfsw drops of the
spirit through his blue lips.

When Sara saw his eyes flicker, the blood begdioto once more
through her veins and with a sob of relief shefoaward and dropped
to her knees beside him.

"Gramps," she quavered. "Oh, Gramps darling, aveaylaight ? How
do you feel ? "

He responded to her frightened appeal by movindnaig a fraction
towards her so that she could clasp it in her dws .lips moved, but
his breath was coming in laboured gasps and thatetid speak
seemed quite beyond him. Marc pressed her showdenjng her not
to encourage him to talk, so for ten long minutesil the doctor
arrived she sat quietly, his hand in hers, devguhis pain-whitened
face with eyes full of dawning fear.

Marc took her to an adjoining room when the docoived and
insisted that she should sip a glassful of brantijfenshe waited for
the results of his examination. She was hardly c@ons of her
surroundings, much less of the man who had takeadheompetently
into his charge, but she obediently swallowed autaiquantity of the
spirit although without once moving her eyes frdre tloor behind
which her grandfather was lying.

As soon as the doctor reappeared, she jumped umandwards him.
"How is he? Please, tell me quickly...'

Again, Marc Rochefort's steadying hand was theseipport her when
the doctor answered gravely, "He has suffered arsdweart attack. |



have given him an injection which will help allate the pain, but he
Is very weak. However, he insists upon seeing ibss Battle, and to
avoid over-exciting him | had to agree. An ambu&asbould arrive
within the next few minutes, so until then you nsaywith him."

With a quickly gasped: "Thank you, doctor," she past him into the
room. Blinds had been drawn across the windowsoaedsmall lamp
cast a dim pool of light on to the colonel's dralwat now peaceful
face. He opened his eyes when she tip-toed aadke bed and for a
fractional second his glance went beyond her tag/Marc Rochefort
stood. His puzzled eyes assessed him, then slagliyehed with
relief, but his attention was all for Sara whenemeinciated slowly,
"I'm sorry for the mess I've made of things, chittkase forgive me?"
She shook her head in violent repudiation of hesdne apologize and
buried her tear-stained face against his arm. Buyidrsisted, and she
was forced to listen. "You are so like your motlteara, so lovely ...
But she never approved of me, you know. She woualkehmuch
preferred, if she had known, that you should spgbadest of your life
in that orphanage rather than come under my inflegand who could
blame her? I've been selfish," he laboured

on even when she gestured him to be quiet, "saskeHind so
criminally stupid | don't deserve to be forgiveri When his voice
petered out she lifted her head with a startled, jput he made a
tremendous effort and continued, "We've always twadight for

survival, you and I," a faint mockery of his usgah lifted the corners
of his mouth. "Battle by name and battle by natef€}" he quipped
with a pitiful attempt at humour. "But at least yloave an indomitable
spirit and the fiery nature you inherited from médl telp you combat
the hostilities of life; | comfort myself with thaought that whatever
rigours lay ahead you will meet them with unboweshdh and an
unbroken spirit." She shivered at the finality @ words. Her lips
parted to assure him of her love and complete dégere upon him,
but before she could speak the doctor strode r@odom followed by



two attendants who transferred the Colonel to etdter, then took
him downstairs to a waiting ambulance.

She was allowed to go with him in the ambulancé, larc insisted

upon accompanying her. All during the long nightlevlshe sat tense
and silent in the hospital waiting room, jumpingeaery footstep and
flinching at every unexpected sound, he talkedinantusly as though
in an effort to release her from her nightmare gias.

She was grateful for his understanding, for hisk la€ curiosity
towards herself and her grandfather, and mostlddbahis company
during her long vigil, and she turned instinctivedyMarc to hold her
hand while she nerved herself to meet the approgatoctor.

The doctor looked haggard when he entered the ra@white coat
creased and his hair flopping untidily across hisdwed brow. His
eyes were so full of pity that she knew he wasctsag for words to
soften a blow, so she put him out of his miseryité/to the lips, and
feeling unbearably cold, she whispered, "He's desad,he...?"

"Yes," he sighed. "We did everything we could; bt lconsciousness
almost as soon as we arrived here and althouglowght all night to
preserve a last flicker of life, it was no use..."

She mustered all her courage and choked, "He leeligvliving one
day at a time. I'm glad he managed to live this tongae full." Then
she turned towards Marc and was enfolded into hiting arms.



CHAPTER 11

OF necessity, interment is swift in the tropics anerity-four hours
later Sara was trying to cope with the bewildekngwledge that she
was now totally alone in the world. The situatiooul have been
daunting enough in her own country where at leastwgould have
known where to begin to pick up the threads ofdheattered life, but
here in Tangier - a cosmopolitan city teeming atleigners, birds of
passage too engrossed in their own affairs togsecond thought to a
stranded, bereft girl whose only assets were &tunliof expensive
clothes and an aptitude « for playing cards - is\Wayhtening in the
extreme. If it had not been for Marc Rochefort shght have
floundered in a welter of despair; even when heyestgd a possible
solution she was too numbed with shock to propapgreciate his
plan.

They were lunching together at her hotel when badited the subject
of her future. Watching as she prodded a fork thhountouched food
on her plate, he frowned and chided gently, "Pletmgeto eat
something, Sara, you've had nothing for two whagsd Won't you
make an effort - to please me?"

Her eyes were vague when they lifted to his fac&aw. what did you
say?" She shook her head and made an effort toentmate. "I'm
sorry, Marc, | wasn't listening, I'm afraid. | wardyou bother to seek
me out when I'm such depressing company."

"I am worried about you, Sara," he said. "Forgiveifil intrude, but |
must ask. Have you sufficient money for your negds

She swallowed hard. "I have the money from the <lyipu cashed
belonging to Gramps." She faltered at the memomhaif fateful last
game, then hurried on, "There's enough to pay nw bdl, but there
are funeral expenses to be met and my fare horperhaps if | sell
some of my clothes ... | shall have to find a job, first of all | must



move from this hotel and try to find somewhere lespensive.
Perhaps you know of a chepensionn the French quarter, Marc? Al
| shall need is one room."

He frowned. "I could ask theproprietaire of my pension,but you
would find it a great change from what you havenbesed to." He
glanced quickly around their luxurious surroundingsmparing them
with the clean but strictly functional amenitiesto$ own lodgings,
and wondered how the contrast would strike her.

She read his mind. "I am sure yquensionwill be no more spartan
than the orphanage where | spent the first fiftgeswrs of my life. |
haven't always been used to luxury such as this."

His eyebrows rose in surprise. She fitted so p#yfebe part of an

indulged child of fortune that it was hard to imagiher in any other
setting but one of wealth. Her clothes were expestyled and

obviously expensive, her shoes and handbags loakafithey had

cost as much as he earned in a month, and it wasy/h@ossible to

believe that her skilfully manicured hands withithperfectly shaped
nails could ever have carried out menial tasks. dizlosure helped
to stifle the doubts he felt about the suggestienntended to put to
her. So he cleared his throat and offered: "Ther@ vacancy at the
club for a croupier, if you are interested?"

Her first instinctive reaction was one of dismayeTtlub's brash
atmosphere and coarse clientele had repelled Hiestasight and the
thought of becoming part of it was abhorrent. When saw her
hesitation, he pressed on, "I know the Club Azw gour scene, Sara,
but | would be constantly at your side to proteou yfrom any

unpleasantness, although, to be fair, | doubfdélwould be any. Our
patrons are not out of the top drawer, | admit, aowche of them do
tend to over-indulge, themselves with liquor, batlee whole they are
well behaved and I'm certain that when you getrtovk them you'll

find them as likeable as | do myself. Certainlyyduld not like the



iIdea of your working there alone, but you'll betqeafe under my eye
and the money offered is too good to be overlockad more than
you'll get anywhere else in Tangier."

A refusal stopped on her lips at this reminder. &k no skill to offer
any employer; gambling was all she knew, and mgcsha longed to
cut free from the association she was sickeninglsra that she had
no choice but to carry on, for a while at leasghé were to survive.
Silently, he watched signs of inward conflict chaseross her
expressive face. "Very well, Marc, I'll do it."

"Good!" He reached across the table to give hedrameassuring
squeeze. "I'm selfishly glad to hear you say sabse it means | shall
see more of you than | would have done if you hexdkd to opt for a
job during the day. I'll hire a boat, we'll swingtther, and sunbathe
and I'll show you parts of Morocco the ordinaryrisudoesn't know
exists. You won't regret your decision, Sara, Inuise you. We are
going to have a marvellous time!"

He proved to be a man of his word. During the wek&sfollowed he

gave all his spare time to banishing painful meesfrom her mind.

He introduced her to his many friends amongst tezlgminantly

French- speaking hoteliers of the town. She mox@u her hotel into

the house of Madame Blais, Marc's landlady, a sm
neatly-proportioned Frenchwoman whose heart vvggdnithan her
frame, and when sun-filled days were followed byhts of feverish

activity as she threw herself into learning theiaaicies of her new
job, her agony gradually faded and she began once &6 be able to
face the world with a modicum of self- confidence.

Her extensive wardrobe was a decided asset tmheEpach night she
dressed carefully before going to the club, talkasgnuch care with
her hair and her make-up as she would have dateifvere about to
attend some important function. Her perfectionisendpoff in a

surprising way. The management noted' that die-tankers whose



behaviour had given them much trouble in the pasimed very
anxious to gain favour with the new croupier anthea than risk
seeing her delightful nose turned upwards at tgbt 9f them, they
were curtailing their intake of alcohol to withieasonable limits. This
change caused no loss of revenue, because th&tlalenanaged was
crowded with eager gamblers almost from the fightshe took over
and in no time at all word of her charm and skittelated and became
a magnet that drew clients from all over Tangi¢o the Club Aziz.

Marc was delighted with her success and told hemgonight as they
drove to the club. He took his eyes off the roadjlenough to admire
the rich emerald sheen of her dress as it contlasge-catchingly
against burnished hair piled high over her forehaad swept into a
sophisticated pleat at the back of her head".

“I'm not surprised the club is being inundated widguests for
membership,” he teased. "Your appearance has hobemused the
clients, it has brought out in them a latent desoeappear as
gentlemen - in your eyes at least." He chuckleddaed deeply on his
cigarette. "There has even been a suggestion frenmobour directors
that we rename the club - he thought The Cleopalgat be apt. Are
you flattered ? "

The grin was wiped from his face when she replredtight voice,
"No, I'm not flattered to be linked to a queen vidtought ruin in her
wake! No one knows better than | how near to desasta man with
gambling in his blood. Isn't it bad enough that forced to earn my
living encouraging men to gamble without havingetadure jokes
about a situation which is already tormenting mgsmence ? "

He muttered a soft imprecation and drew the car iné side of the
road. Catching hold of her shoulders, he forcedtend to face him,

his usually merry eyes dark with dismay. "You soasdf you hate

your job, Sara? | had no idea... | thought you dajdyed these past
few weeks..."



She drew in a deep breath and admitted shakitlg Hate it, Marc, not
the club, nor the people | meet there, but havingricourage men to
become victims of the gambling syndrome. It's seake, Marc, a
horrible, gripping disease that grabs a man's aondltakes him over
completely! You may find it hard to understand hessayou've never
been bitten by the bug, but for the past few yBaedived in the centre
of an international brotherhood that ordinary cplalers know
nothing about. It's not just money that enticesilaaed gamblers to
the tables - the excitement of bluffing an opporgets into a man's
blood! Many times I've watched my grandfather gothgpugh the
ritual of looking into a man's face and smiling eweough the cards in
his hand amounted to practically nothing - and isigithe same way
when he was certain he was going to win. It's aodtmouse situation
where the biggest bluffer takes all. The troubl®mce a man become:
hooked he's hooked for life and then, as my grahdfaised to say, is
when Old Nick takes over." With bitterness, sh&gerout, "And I'm
the go-between - the one who makes it all possible!

"No, Sara!" He shook her. "You have magnified tingagion out of all
proportion. The club is not the den of iniquity yiawply, it is merely a
place of relaxation, somewhere to while away a fdsasant hours!"
But when she shook her head, unconvinced, he hagctgnize the
guilt and remorse that plagued her. "Very well,"doaceded, "if you
feel so strongly that what you are doing is wroagd | cannot
convince you otherwise, you must stop working & ¢tub." She
began a protest, but he held up his hand for glef¥ou need not
worry about finding another job. | have friends wiad help you if,"

he became thoughtful, "it should become necessary."

"You know | can't leave," she appealed despairirightill need the
money for my fare to England and | wouldn't earti &s much doing
any other job."

"Must you return to England? Couldn't you, instea@me with me to
France as my wife ?"



"Marc! | never once thought... | like you tremendiyy but..."

He pulled her forward into a quick comforting end®a’l understand,
please don't distress yourself, Sara. I've lovadsce the first night
we met and I've hoped ever since that you mightectmiove me, but
| see now | was foolishly optimistic. | hesitatedi¢ll you earlier," he
confessed, "because | think | knew inwardly whatryanswer would
be. However, my father has sent word that he wishedo return
home to take over the running of the businesgdtrs he has not beel
well lately, and his doctors have advised him &i.raturally, | shall
have to go, but | put off making a final decisiantbat | might have
more time with you." He flicked away a tear thatng to the edge of
her long, thick lashes and forced himself to loakagp from her
infinitely kissable mouth that was trembling withet hurt she was
feeling for his sake. "Although | must accept @t cannot return my
love, Sara, | have one favour to ask of you whiohthe sake of my
peace of mind, | hope you will not refuse. Will yallow me to pay
your fare back to England?- If you cannot bring rngelf to accept,
then | must cable my father not to expect my refushyet because |
refuse absolutely to leave you alone in Tangier."

She met his intent look and realized he was desellypus. For one
wild moment she was tempted to accept his unexgectter of
marriage. He was everything a girl could wish fbgndsome,
attentive, kind, and so thoughtful of her feelinbat she despised
herself for not being able to spare his. She cooldreturn his love
because her own feelings were dead, she told h&eséllly; she was
nothing but a shell, a vacuum, empty of all emation

Marc deserved only the best, and the little she tbagiffer was' an
insult to his generous nature. But it was inconaiel® that he should
ignore the wishes of his father simply becausephde baulked at the
idea of taking his money. For his sake, she hadvi&ercome her
scruples.



"Thank you, Marc," she replied with dignity. "I caccept your offer
of money because, contrary to what you believe,lbde you. There's
no one in the world closer to my heart. You're adexful, very dear
friend and | should hate to have to stay here imgiex without you."

"Sara." Gently he lifted up her chin and touchedlips with his own.
It was a sweet kiss, haunting as a goodbye, ahobiight a rush of
tears to her eyes. But he would not allow thenatio Deliberately, he
dispersed the atmosphere of almost unbearable @mlby ordering
firmly, "No tears, ma petite,we have customers to think abou
remember? They come to see you looking radiarfgrabe short time
you will be remaining at the club we must try nmdisappoint them,
eh?" His tanned, handsome face was blurred by, teatrshe managed
to satisfy his demands by nodding agreement béferstarted up the
car and drove off in the direction of the club.

It was even more hectic than usual that night, and

Sara was kept so busy she had no time to dwell tippanhappy fact
that she was shortly to be deprived of Marc's balsty presence. She
had quickly learned the routine of the club, and heogressed from
presiding over chemin de fer, baccarat, and raulattil, by popular
demand, she now worked almost exclusively at thietset aside for
the confirmed addicts - the poker-players. It wagdmght when the
game that was in progress broke up and she wasablgp away to
take a half hour's break before play re-commentedontinue until
the early hours of the morning. She was makingwegr to Marc's
office where she knew a tray of coffee and sandescivould be
waiting, when a familiar voice called her name.&lg@ounded in her
ears as she slowly turned to face the man who aéedhher.

"Sara! Sara Battle! What a pleasant surprise, Inwaidlea you were in
Tangier!"



"Senor de Leon! I, too, am surprised. | thought yare still aboard
the African QueenWhat brings you here?"

The young Spaniard dismissed the question she dly beanted

answered and flashed her a wide smile. * , "Alvplease. We were
not so formal aboard ship and Senor de Leon soasd$ you no

longer consider me a friend! | had nothing to dthvtihe unfortunate
misunderstanding that was the cause of yourself tafdColonel

having to leave the ship, | hope you believe theftere is the Colonel,
by the way? | would very much like to match skilgh him again.”

They were surrounded by noise, hemmed in with meauid being
jostled on all sides so that coherent conversatias impossible, so
after a slight hesitation she suggested:

"Would you care to join me for coffee? We can g ithe office and
talk without interruption."

A few minutes later, settled in a comfortable clzaid supplied with
coffee, he repeated his former question. "Is thiei here? | would
very much like to meet him again."

"No, he isn't,"” she answered abruptly, knowing éénmmcapable of
discussing her grandfather's death without showistgess. The pain
of it was still too new, the wound too tender tanst even slight
probing, so she deliberately allowed him to misustiend.

"Oh, I'm sorry to hear that," Alvaro frowned hisappointment. "I

have never played against a cleverer opponent avak Iso looking

forward to a return bout. | shall never forget ast game," he missed
her sudden finch. "It; was, without a doubt, thestnexciting | have

ever played and, although I lost, | feel | excelfegself that evening
simply because the Colonel's skill brought outliast in me."

"You didn't lose," she whispered. "My grandfathieeated, you know
that.™



He shrugged. "What of it? | might have done the esam the
circumstances. I've no doubt he needed the monsyedately or it
would never have happened. Certainty, | would nea@ept my
cousin's ridiculous

assertion that the Colonel was a professional chieatwas too much
of a gentleman. No, he was tempted +and he fell| bave too many
weaknesses of my own ever to judge him. Only agmessich as my
cousin Felipe, who has never been known to digiress his rigid
standards, has a right to condemn us lesser mortads bit out
savagely.

She strove to sound Casual, but her hands weriytigasped when
she asked, "And where's your cousin now? Is heyaithin Tangier or
did he continue the cruise alone ? "

"Felipe on a cruise?" he laughed without humouraskure you,
senorita, my cousin would not waste his precious hours arhsu

frivolous project. His presence aboard ship washdeite. He was
following his usual practice of tracking me dowmply to exert his

authority as head of the family and order me tarrehome where, as
he so grimly put it, he intends to see that | stleulmy share of
responsibilities. Our family is one of the rich@stMorocco, yet he
thinks he can compel me to work in the vineyaréte l|a common

labourer. | must learn the business from the bottgm he says,
otherwise my allowance will be cut to nothing!" Bkewered into his

empty coffee cup, but after a few moments' sildnsérown vanished
and he chuckled. "But | have fooled him. He thihksn asleep, worn
out with honest toil, and look at me,” he waved h&nd to*

encompass his surroundings. "How his temper wouidtef he could

see me now!"

Sara heard him out, feeling growing dismay. It tgo&at effort of will
to question him further. "Where is your home, Ab/rls it near
Tangier?"



He nodded. "Actually, we have several. My mothet Belipe's, who
are both widowed, live together at our family estatist across the
Straits in Spain itself. We also have extensiveyards to the east of
Tangier, on the slopes of the Rif mountains - adigad spot where
nothing ever happens - and that is where my dagictohinks | am at
this very moment incarcerated while he himself reparing to
entertain at his villa on . the outskirts of Tamgseyoung woman
whom he has decided | will marry. What a hope!" éxelaimed
furiously. "Do you wonder | am tempted to chooseriost unsuitable
bride | can find as a lesson to him that we are tigimg in the
twentieth century? | must find some way to impregen him that |
refuse to recognize his right to decide when, whame even whom |
am to many!" «

Sara was appalled. She had been left in no doabhit cousin Felipe
was an arrogant, forceful man, but that he shobldkt himself
gualified to choose the woman his cousin shouldrynaras too
imperious even for him. Alvaro's resentment founeeho in her own
heart. Reckless and ineffectual he might be, butldserved better
than to have to live his life under the thumb afespot, a man whose
tremendous conceit made him intolerant of the wes&es of others.

Alvaro was gratified by the sudden warmth she gamtedr as she
offered him more coffee and hastened to light aretje he raised to
his lips. He was used to such attentions from fh@oseite sex, but up
until now Sara's manner had held a hint of aloafnes cool

contemplation that had at times left him feelingcamfortable and
slightly inadequate. He preened himself, certaindiange of heart
was a tribute to hidden qualities she had only jestognized,

completely unaware that she saw him as a victinopygression, a
martyr who needed help to escape the clutcheseahtm she blamed
for the untimely death of her grandfather.



CHAPTER IV

Two days later Marc left for Paris. He booked oe finst available

flight after receiving a telegram which told hinsHather's condition
had deteriorated and that he was asking to seeSam. accompanied
him to the airport and waited with him in the loengntil his flight was

announced.

"Are you sure you don't mind being left alone, Sat@e asked for the
umpteenth time, glancing again at the hands ofMaich that were
creeping inexorably towards the time of separation.

"Of course not," she said with a smile. "Madamei$BVaill look after
me and | promise you I'll book a passage for hosreoan as they find
replacements for us at the club. You know we agvezdouldn't both
leave at a moment's notice, it would put the mamegg in too much
of a spot, so I'll stay on for another few weekdgeast, to give than
time to engage new staff. So please, Marc, do wtmpying. I'll be
perfectly all right, | assure you."

He jumped to his feet when an announcer's voiceniedoacross the
lounge informing him and his fellow passengers thatas time to
assemble at the departure gate. Grasping her glveulte questioned

with renewed urgency, "The cheque - your passageyois it safe ?
Do you have it with you ? "

"Oh, Marc!" Knowing he would not leave until he hassured himself
that she still had the cheque he had given hepréwaous evening, she
scrabbled in her bag and withdrew it with so muasté that it escapec
her light-fingered touch and fluttered to the floooming to rest at the
feet of one of the approaching crowd. Both sheMadc made a dart
towards the precious piece of paper,-but the maonse/hshoe it

touched was quicker. Even before it had time tesdte picked it up

and began scanning its contents with eyes so ilgard knew they



were missing neither her name nor the amount payabiier from the

account of one Marc Rochefort. She pulled up shioer, heart

somersaulting, then like the clashing of swordsdy&s met those of
the man who was holding the cheque between thuhlicaefinger as

iIf its proximity was offending.

"Yours, | think, Miss Battle," he offered icily, $ipatrician features
mirroring distaste.

She wanted to scream a denial of the Conclusidmabeso obviously
formed. Each time they met it seemed she was suiexl by

incriminating circumstances and now, if looks colld taken as
evidence, she was once more being judged a ruthtddsdigger out

to prey upon the susceptibilities of men. She leaanhated him more
than when she had to swallow his unspoken insotisaacept meekly
the cheque he was holding out towards her.

"Thank you, Senor de Panza." She snatched the dgnmece of
paper from his hand and thrust it into her bag teedtipping her hand
through Marc's arm and edging him in the directérthe departure
gate. "Please excuse us, we must go or my friehanigs his plane.”

Felipe de Panza bowed, his quick glance takingveryedetail of
Marc's distrait appearance, then he turned to watk to his waiting
companion.

She missed Marc dreadfully, but never more so tharfirst evening
when she worked alone in the club. Without her hgvealized it he
had become a buffer; his protective manner hadedety warn off
anyone who would have attempted a more familiaragogh towards
the attractive new croupier, with the result tloaice his absence was
noted, she began to sense disturbing undercuri@nteemarks
addressed to her by some of the club's more unsacbaracters.



She was dealing cards, preparatory to beginniogiad of poker with

three of the club's most valued clients - Tangsif,essmen who
discarded respectability as quickly as unwanteckdoonce they
crossed the threshold where their names were symmuny with

reckless gambling. One of the men, hard-eyed,ysofphoken and
indefinably distasteful, had tried often to ingad& himself in the past,
without success, but this evening his manner wasngoh more
familiar, his lascivious eyes so revealing, thattSaew he was

aware of, and was rejoicing in, the absence of gretector. She
suppressed a shudder when his hand readied oaotlkose hers in a
clasp that was moist and clammy.

"May | have the pleasure of your company at sugpeight, my
dear?" he hissed through teeth "so large and tobstained she was
reminded of weathered tombstones.

Her face felt stiff as she tried to smile. "You asery kind, but |
already have a supper engagement.”

"So?" The angry flicker in his eyes told her hewrshe lied. "May |

ask with whom?" His clasp tightened when she treedithdraw her

hand, and when her quick desperate glance of app&atds his two
companions was met with broad grins her heart sainé.had no wish
to make a scene; instinct told her that in a shawdavith the

management her own value would balance lightlyresjahe weight
of currency poured into the club by her three tartoes, and although
Marc's generosity had helped enormously, she wtansneed of

money to pay one or two outstanding debts, so ahexldhot risk being
dismissed.

"A ... friend," she faltered, attempting once mtwdéug her hand free
of its trap.



,"But your friend Marc Rochefort left today," he rpisted with
enjoyment, "and everyone knows you have no othesecfriend in
Tangier."

"Then everyone is wron@migo! The voice came from behind her
and she spun round quickly to meet the laughing @féAlvaro de
Leon. Then, as his

glance slewed round to her companion, his smiledaahd in a voice
incredibly like his cousin's he observed, "Tdenoritadoes not seem
to find your company amusing, gentlemen, so peritapsuld be as
well if you were to- seek your pleasures elsewhéerae following
undignified scramble to vacate seats underlinedility the power
wielded in Tangier by Alvaro's family; a family ahoney and
position, the possession of which seemed to giem ¢ its weakest
member the strength of Atlas, in the sight of theea, at least.

She was shaking so much she was barely coheremt stieethanked
him. "I'm so grateful for your help, Alvaro. Thatam -he was so
horrible, | couldn't cope..." '

"Then why do you try?" A frown sat uneasily upos tsually cheerful
face. "l simply do not understargknorita,what you are doing in this
place. It is not for you, ladies do not frequentlsplaces as the Club
Aziz! Why, in my country, if a girl were to be seewen entering such
an establishment she would be forever damned ineyles of the
family of any prospective suitor. Never would sleeddlowed to live
down the disgrace!"

Her sense of humour revived at the sight of hiskéd face; for all his
earlier bravado, his tirade against the resistasfchis cousin to
modern trends, Alvaro himself was still a centuehind in his attitude
towards women.

"Then perhaps it's just as well | have no suitor at



my heels,' she teased. "Just imagine how it wolutdls your cousin,
for instance, if you were to tell him you were paycourt to a girl who
earns her living as a croupier in the most notariolub in Tangier!
The mind boggles at picturing his reaction."

To her surprise he did not join in her laughtert, $at staring at her
across the table, his eyes fastened upon her filcstartled intensity.

"Is something wrong, Alvaro? Why are you staringnatlike that?"

He jerked back to reality, but his eyes were filerishly bright when
he leant across to urge. "Sara, let's get out k&, lvée must go where
we can talk!"

"But that's not possible. | have work to do, | tarst walk out on my
job, surely you realize that ?"

He snapped his fingers to show his contempt ofvoek, then jumped
to his feet and ordered, "Please go and get yoap wf you insist, |
will arrange that you are given permission to héwe rest of the
evening off, but it is not really necessary as yoll realize when |
have talked to you. Hurry now, | expect to see iyotlne foyer in five
minutes." '

Without resenting his arbitrary manner, she fouacdsélf hurrying to
do his bidding. Centuries of aristocratic lineagg Ibehind the
arrogance which in his cousin Felipe was ever-prteard therefore
insupportable, but which in Alvaro was rather emohgaand not in
“"the least offensive. She was not really surpngskdn she reached the
foyer to find he had with him an affable directdnawvas waiting to
assure her that she had his permission to absesglhfr the rest of
the evening. With a speed that left her breathisswas then usherec
into Alvaro's car and driven at breakneck hasteatdw some
unspecified destination.



He did not speak until the town was far beneatmiifaundreds of feet
below where he brought the car to rest on a stdedking down
and across the Straits to Spain. Below, dozensfiefreht coloured
lights twinkled from a miscellany of shipping cronvg the harbour,
while above, huge stars encircled a sickle of gald moon that rested
against a backcloth of midnight blue sky. Silenge@unded them, a
silence she made no effort to break when she sehisedareful
searching for words with which to explain his egtdinary actions.
She watched him nibble his thumb, seemingly engss his
thoughts to the exclusion of herself, until finallguriosity
overwhelmed her and she gave him a verbal prod.

"I'm waiting for an explanation, Alvaro. Why haveuw brought me
here, and what is it you have to discuss with nag¢ ih so important
that | suspect I've almost jeopardized my job tarlie?"

"Job?" he questioned vaguely, then with a wave isf Hand he
dismissed the subject as being of no importance.

"Well, really!" she began indignantly, "you mightotnthink it
important, but | certainly do! Do you realize..."

"Would you consider working for me?" he interrupted
"Doing what?" she asked, breathless with surprise.

His voice was full of suppressed excitement whemrrdeed out the
words. "Something far more congenial than the wa¥ are doing
now and much less strenuous. You suggested thé¢adeaa yourself
when we were talking in the club earlier, and thaeri think of it the
more convinced | am that it is the solution | hleen searching for. |
know my idea is unconventional, but | hope you widt think it
insulting because it is certainly not intendedeolmok, Sara, we both
know my cousin Felipe has formed a totally wrongiession of you
and I've thought of a way of making him suffer fus damnable



tendency to jump to conclusions. | want you to agee pose as my
flancee for a short while - a few weeks should dregl enough to

convince him that | mean business and that | ngdomtend to allow

him to make all my decisions. | willot be told whom | shall marry,"
his fist thumped into the palm of his hand witloece that jarred, "and
if I can introduce you to Felipe as my future briae will have no

option but to concede defeat and to send thattiliahas brought here
to either approve or disapprove of myself as ablethusband back to
where she came from! "

"Sara, who was fighting a losing battle againstypgse and

astonishment, marshalled her senses into suffioiedr to ask, "You
mean you've never even met this girl he wants gamdrry, she's so
much a stranger you don't even know her name?"

He shrugged and answered sulkily, "Her name il&aBavedra. She
Is distinctly connected - a sixth or seventh coukm not sure, and |
care even less. We played together as childrenftdvened at the
memory, "but as far as | am concerned she couldoaanore of a
stranger. My mother and Felipe have arranged betliveen them and
even though | have stated firmly and irrevocablgtth will have
nothing whatsoever to do with her they refuse steh. Felipe is
determined, and my great fear is that his persstevill one day wear
me down until | finally find myself bound in marga to a total
stranger." He whipped round, full of urgency. "Sawy will help me to
fight Felipe! Please, Sara, you are my only hope,tdet me down!"

For long seconds her horror-filled eyes were hgltib fixed gaze as
he silently, pleaded with her not to reject hisaidder mind seethed in
an agony of indecision; she dared not allow heugihts to dwell too
long upon Felipe de Panza lest the surge of d#dmg his memory
engendered should overrule the Christian belieftured within her
from childhood. It was wrong to hate, wrong to desevenge, wrong
to plan the downfall even of an enemy - but theadipyg truth was
that, wrong or not, shéid hate, shelid desire to see the pride of he



grandfather's executioner ground into the dust'd8ed sweat formed
on her brow as she struggled to reach a decisiemeNoefore had the
forces of evil beaten so strongly within her, itsnvas if the devil

himself mocked her puny efforts to retain sanitgl &rs downfall was

brought about only because she envisaged his face raplica of

Felipe de Panza's. In her fevered imaginings siwehsadark, satanic
face laughing his contempt of her scruples andwvii¢o submit was

overcome only by forcing herself to admit that hateelf-destructive
and that to succumb to it would be to afford himhamother victory. It

wds a relief to gasp out,

"No, Alvaro, I'm sorry, | can't do it!"

The light died out of his eyes as he sank backnagdis seat, bitterly
disappointed. "I don't see why not," he muttered, bottom lip
protruding in a childlike pout. "It can't be thatuhave any regard for
Felipe... he treated you and your grandfather abdohynalot that he
knew the Colonel was your grandfather," he admit@elessly,

"What do you mean?" she questioned sharply.

He looked uncomfortable for a moment, then bludet "From a
reference he once made to yourself yoavelling companionl
assumed he knew nothing of your relationship whn €olonel and,
that being so, he had as usual put the worst dessanstruction upon
your close association."

Her heart was thumping so hard she felt a sickepang, but no trace
of it showed in her tone when she stated. "Yousoos opinion of me
Is even worse than | had thought. He has accusexpemdy of being a
thief and a cardsharper, he has silently condemreds a mercenary
adventuress and now," her voice cracked on a fdexegh, "now you
tell me he even doubts my virtue! Oh, Alvaro," dfegan to laugh
wildly, "how funny, how very, very funny!"



He was completely out of his depth, as much beweldleby her
laughter as he was by the flood of tears that ¥aéld, and all he could
think, of doing was cradle her trembling body uh#r sobbing was
spent and she lay silent, and still in his armswds astonished that
the information he had disclosed, primarily to make angry, should
have had such a devastating effect, and whileilgvece lengthened he
was forming belated apologies for his clumsiness.

But the need to apologize was forgotten whensgiukeagainst his
shoulder. "I've changed my mind, Alvaro, I'd like take up your
offer." She felt his surprised jerk, but allowedimo more than a gasy
before carrying on. "But there is a condition..."

"Yes ? Anything..." he urged.

Her face was still pressed against his shouldefflimyiher voice, but
he was conscious of great stress when she forneeddhds.

"Gramps is dead. Before | do as you ask, | muse heur promise
never to speak of him to your cousin, neither totio@ his death nor
to disclose his relationship to myself. Do you a@te

He fought down shocked remorse to make the raggpty.rI'm
terribly sorry, Sara. Of course | will never spedkim, and especially
not to Felipe, | give you my word."

The villa, with its white marble floors, terraces)d swimming pool
shimmering in the sun, had the appearance and ao®of a Moorish
pavilion. The focal , point of the house was theaee room where a
large white leather and wood seat took up mosthefspace in the
centre and stools and loungers with scatteringgaolfy-coloured
cushions beckoned relaxing guests to gather lik&etslies to
blossoms.



Sara had caught a quick glimpse of activity arotimel turquoise
waters of the pool before Alvaro ushered her i@ tmore formal
room where she now waited to be presented, asahisefe, to the head
of his family. To ease her nervousness, she waddameund the '
room supposedly examining the many beautiful peguthat hung
around its walls, but in reality seeing nothingit Blind panic grew
with every second of Alvaro's absence as she bpgauring in her
mind the confrontation with Felipe which he hadsted had tq take
place that day.

She ran nervous fingers across the gold velvetroayef a settee that
ran. the full length of two walls, then hastily eed with the palm of
her hand the trail of fingermarks she had leftlus goft material. An
enormous fringed carpet deadened her footstepshasnwved
restlessly 'towards a marble table holding a Mdolinp delicately
traced in metal, squired by two gold candlestic&ataining virgin
white candles. The carpet came to an abrupt endbg®re she
readied her objective, and the loud staccato blelaéioheels against
the marble-tiled floor was so unexpected the sosietl her heart
racing. Her knees were shaking so much she sank dovto a large
soft pouffe, only to jump up again* at the thouttdt it might not be
such an advantageous position in which to begorradl meeting.

She smoothed her dress, fretting at Alvaro's exeérabsence. The
smell of orange blossom coming from a tree outthdeopen window
was overpowering and for one dreadful moment shecéstain she
was going to be sick. Her hands were pressed tihutisring stomach
when the door was suddenly thrown open, and whemtieen eyes,
enormous in a pale face, met those of Felipe ded®ahe felt
immediately and paralysingly afraid. For a split@ad as they faced
one another no holds were barred, his look, glawgedark with
contempt, took in every detail of her appearanttee-delicate green
cloud of dress that caught a slight draught from dpen door and
clung to her slender curves as if deliberatelytitaytheir perfection
before eyes determined to find fault, the smootimé¢a flesh of her



arms, bare except for a gold slave bangle snappehé her wrist to
emphasise fragile hands and slender gold-tippegefivails, and her
darkly gleaming waterfall of hair with its highlithlike trapped stars.

He had been swimming. His hair was tousled, ruldbesligh with a
hasty towel, so that the dark glistening spiralsnigacross his brow
afforded his usually suave features an aura ofresr@itality. But the
contrasting fury in his eyes and in his tightly goessed mouth told
her that he had already spoken to Alvaro and Heahéws he had beer
given had left him feeling anything but carefreae ®raced herself
against attack. Their confrontations had been lieiveach had held an
element of battle, a battle that now threateneddocalate into a
full-scale war from which she sensed she would gmavith scars
even greater than those she had suffered in eskilenishes.

Her grandfather had always maintained that attaak tive finest form
of defence, so with an aplomb that inwardly amazexdshe directed
him a cool smile and mocked sweetly, "I see Alvaas acquainted
you with our news. Have you come to offer your gaashes for our
future happiness?”

His answering retort would have annihilated her plately if it had
been allowed to be voiced, but even quickly indrdweath hissed
between his teeth preparatory, she had no doubtlelwering a
blistering tirade, a young breathless voice spakenfsomewhere
behind him.

"Oh, there you are, Felipe! We were wondering whgoe had
disappeared to. Alvaro has arrived, did you kno¥WMten the slim
figure of a girl dressed in a towelling robe onbrimally covering a
one-piece bathing suit stepped into view Sara kimstinctively that
she was looking at Isabel Savedra. She was altipeious beauty
with lovely flashing eyes and Titian hair and shejgcted the
unconscious, almost puritanical sex appeal so oftessessed by
nubile Spanish girls. She was also shy, as wasaledevhen her



footsteps faltered to a halt and her cheeks floedeelcoming shade of
pink at the sight of Sara.

"Forgive me if | intrude, Felipe," she stumbledr bges downcast. "I
did not know you were not alone."

Sara, however unwillingly, had to admire his suath-control. With

complete mastery, he banished the anger from besdad took hold
of Isabel's hand to draw her forward into the rodisabel, let me

introduce you to Miss Battle - Sara," he amendeadktyy then, with a

hard look towards her, he stressed,fafily friend " His look dared
her to deny his assertion, dared her to disillusi@shy young girl
whose voice had trilled with delight when voicintyaro's name, and
so, although hating to allow him even one smaltory; she found

herself smiling agreement as she stepped forwashake the hand
Isabel immediately held out towards her.

"How do you do, Sara. Won't you come outside amdys around the
pool?" she coaxed, with a quick glance at Felipe.whs forced to
second the invitation or seem churlish, and Saltasfee had the
advantage when, with stiff politeness, he bowetthéanevitable.

"Yes, certainly you must join us. You are no doabxkious to meet
Alvaro's mother and she, in turn, would never foegne if | allowed
you to go without an introduction."

The quick flickering of her eyelashes told him stes disconcerted,
and the knowledge seemed to afford him much satiefa Alvaro
had made no mention of his mother's presence atillag she was
prepared to meet only one adversary, Felipe, whiuseeful
personality was ample strain without the added &uaf a possessive
mother. But her discomfiture was only momentarye bhad pledged
herself to help Alvaro extricate himself from hasfily's bondage and
the sympathy and indignation she felt on his belyalfe her the
courage she so badly needed to face further ojtrgpusSo she tipped



up her chin and met his sardonic smile with outwaothichalance
before stepping past him to follow Isabel, who akeady leading the
way.

"One momentsenoritg" he checked her hurrying footsteps. "Befol
we proceed | must warn you, as | have already vaaAlearo, there

must be no mention «of jour supposed engagementdéhave had
time tb prepare my aunt for the announcement. Becafl his usual
lack of consideration, my cousin has had to be mded that his

mother's health has been causing us much worrnkndess, but has
chosen to ignore, that her doctor has ordered amplest and
freedom from stress if her tired heart is to lagtanother year. At the
moment she is happy, convinced her son is atrdasly to settle down
with the girl she expects him to marry - Isabatd &intend to see to it
that she stays happy, at least until her strengthldeen sufficiently
built up to allow her to cope with the changedasiton.”

His words caught her heart with the sting of a |dkkir underlying
threat unmistakable. "And how do you propose tthaw?" she tilted,
defiantly determined to oppose what she was cordineas no more
than emotional blackmail, a ploy he had thoughbophe spur of the
moment in an effort to baulk Alvaro's bid for fresdl.

"There is no time to discuss ways and means," pped as Isabel's
voice called out to them. "Just bear in mind thgbu do not do as |
direct both Alvaro and yourself will be very, vesgrry!"

Her cheeks were still wildly flushed when they flpareached the
small group that sat lazily around the cool blueegr waters of the
pool. To her surprise Alvaro was one of them. Wkbha appeared
Isabel jumped to her feet and leant down to whigpéhe ear of the
white-haired old lady whose chair was next to h8fse looked up,
removed her sunglasses, and extended her handi®th@ somewhat
timidity advancing Sara.



Ready as she was to meet unfriendliness, everhosldity, Sara was
completely taken aback when Alvaro's mother sméeevelcome

which was undoubtedly genuine. "My dear," the esleaded by a
mantilla of fine black lace were kind, "Isabel past whispered to me
that | am' about to meet a very special friencheffamily. As | know

Alvaro has no time at the moment for anyone buidsd have gladly

guessed that the one it is who holds you so dearstteart is my

nephew Felipe." She cast a roguish glance arousid #stonished
faces. "Why you all persist in treating me like ecekpit imbecile

when you know how impossible | am to deceive | dokmow! Sara,

my dear - | may call you that, may | not? - willyplease side with me
against my incorrigible family and help me to coroa them that far
from inflicting harm upon my stupid old heart, ip@od news that my
dear Felipe has at last been persuaded to parthithffection is a
tonic | have long been waiting for.

"Come, kiss me, my dear," she proffered a smoo#elch'then sit by
me so that we may talk. | must have all the answeady for Felipe's
mother when | return to Spain or else be prepaceduffer her
displeasure."

In various stages of shock, they all moved autaralyi into position.
Sara threw one stunned glance towards Alvaro ggdoed her chair
next to his mother's, but his eyes slewed away &ntbharrassment anc
she had no choice but to accept the seat whicltituldy, was placed
so that all she could see of Felipe was his rigickkand the shadow of
his grimly etched profile.

Isabel moved a stool next to Alvaro's chair whiclaswplaced
overlooking the glistening water, isolating thenthbon an island of
solitude he was either too loath or too cowardlgtiandon. Sara's fury
at being placed in such an invidious position knew bounds.
Obviously, there had been a ring of truth in Fed@ssertion that his
aunt was not in good health, but Dona Maria, as Ishe been



introduced by Isabel, was a matriarch figure, a pened old lady
whose every whim had been allowed., .up until now!

Felipe must have sensed her objective even akdhght was formed.
As her lips opened to disabuse, Alvaro's mothdrenfhastily formed
conclusions he jumped to his feet to reach her befere the first
defiant word could be spoken.

"Would you like to swim,amige?" he asked, his hand digging s
cruelly into the soft flesh of her shoulder shelalt cried out with
pain.

"Oh, but, Felipe...!" Dona Maria moued.

"You will have plenty of time to get to know, Safaa," he flashed her
a white-toothed smile, "but later, when the sumatso hot. Once you
get into your stride your questions tend to deve@boghe lines of the
Inquisition and | want Sara to try out the pool, 8oplease me, will
you try now to sleep, then this evening when yairaore rested |
promise | shall let you have her to yourself fol@sy as you wish."
He bent over Sara with a tight set smile. "Are wgueeablechica?"

She could not answer, her bottom lip was caughtvden her teeth
biting back the pain his fingers were inflictingampher tender flesh
and so she nodded and gasped out: "Of course!lngdab merciless
grip relax was a relief so great she could havadal.

"Good, then that is settled,” he straightened atdrmed his aunt's
smile of agreement as he urged Sara to her fessthél has plenty of
spare costumes, so if you'll follow me I'll showuyahere you can
change."

The water felt blessedly cool against her fieryyoathen she slid into
the pool dressed in a borrowed swim- suit of frospenk which
superbly set off the darkness of her hair and tid tan that she had



acquired in her sunny days of cruising. She wdsusailiated, so full
of suppressed rage she would not have been sutpoideel the water
sizzle around her suffused body. She cleaved therwath smooth,
clean strokes, rejoicing at its satin caress agamsflushed face, and
surrendered for the moment to the sheer bliss aommplicated
solitude. She had to think, to plan, and to reomgmer opinions
about Alvaro whose spineless . acceptance of hisics dictates had
left her feeling terribly vulnerable. He would haweebe discounted as
an ally; though full of confidence the previous mivwg when outlining
his ideas, once within his cousin's influence heab® as wax in his
hands. But she must carry oat the plan he hadnatieg. Alvaro
needed to be protected from himself, even moreogothat she knew
the full extent of Felipe's dominance over his waallked young
cousin.

She rolled over on her back. Closing her eyes ag#we sun's glare,
she allowed herself to float along, paddling nowd éimen with her
hands to project her body languidly through theanaBhe was lost in
the enjoyment of the moment, her troubles almogjdiben, when a
turbulence around her set the water heaving ardans later Felipe's
voice commanded,

"Swim with me to the far end of the pool where wél wot be
overheard. | want to talk to you!"

Reluctantly, she abandoned her state of happy eapad followed
in his wake. She would have headed towards the sédiper than seek
his assistance, but he reached the side long bsf@adid and she
could not evade the hand that reached out to pulbht of the water
and on to a sunbathing raft placed at the pooge elde stretched out
on the raft like a great cat, his muscles ripplmgh panther-like
power as he adjusted his body to a comfortabldipasiShe was very
conscious of his bare brown limbs and of the bieaéltis shoulders;
their strength was indication that, if he wisheglpmght break her own
slight body in two without exerting himself in tekghtest.



To occupy her hands and to keep her eyes fromistyagwards his
uncovered limbs, she flung off her pink cap and&waed her hair from
Its constricting pins so that it cascaded aroumdhbat head, screening
him from her sight but also hiding her own flashed

cheeks from his keen eyes. She had no idea whglshdd feel so
burnt up with shyness. On the sun deck aboards$i@had often .been
surrounded by men in various stages of undressviard, too, had
many times swum with her wearing the same kindatkswimming
briefs favoured by thesenor,but somehow none of the others he
projected the primitive aura she sensed aroundidhle Spaniard. In
shedding his clothes he had also shed the venearltofe that had
made her feel able to oppose him. In his caseh&dohad not merely
made the man - they had helped to cloak the shmarad virility
beneath their surface. A quick breath caught irthmeat: how had she
even dared to contemplate contesting the will a$ than whose
victory was sure to be as swift and as merciless his retribution?
She. swept the curtain of hair back from her fawfarced herself to
meet his cynical eyes. Cowardice had won; she deeno back out,
to assure him she would leave his house immediaBaly then fate
decided otherwise.

"Well, Senorita Battle," he forestalled her, "howch is it going to
cost me to be rid of you ? "

"How... much... ?" she stumbled like a child grapgplwith new
words.

"Come now," his jaw was granite hard, "spare me gtaiminary
games, I'm not in the mood for pretence. | wiskrtow what amount
of money will be required to free my family frometiembarrassment
of your presence."

When his meaning became clear her previous decgsiok without
trace beneath a flood of furious anger.



"How dare you!" she whispered, her eyes mesmeliged face as
cold and unfeeling as a swaying cobra's. She &leled by contempt
when he returned with cold deliberation,

"l dare because | have previous knowledge of yoethods. You do
not seem to have much lasting success with the yoanensnare,
senorita What happened to your shipboard companion, fance?
Did he desert you, or had you no further use fon loince your
despicable tricks to extort money were uncoveredd the young
man at the airport, what about him? You seem te liarngotten that |
held in my hand evidence that he, too, had paidlyldar your

favours!"

His words were missiles flung from his tongue with¢thought of

mercy and his cold eyes did not soften when helsaw her slender
body wilted beneath the weight of their bombardmesite had

expected a fight, indeed she had come preparazhirbut only now
did she fully realize how ill equipped she wasntee the arena with a
man whose cutting tongue could reduce her spirrillbons with a

single spate of words.

She lifted her shaking hands to her ashen face, tonhave them
jerked away in his hard grip.

"You haven't answered my question,” he gritted.cdise of the
urgency of the situation | am willing to let youma your own sum. If
it were not for the fact that | am forced to comsithe feelings of
Alvaro's mother as well as those of his future witeould leave him
completely at your mercy. It would do the younglfgood to learn his
lesson the hard way, by personal experience, idstealways relying
upon others to extricate him from the messes helgetself into. You
might well have been the making of Alvaenorita"he suddenly
mocked. "He is still so naive he thinks a prettyefendicates a pretty
nature, but an entanglement with you would have siigabused him
of that idea! However," his mocking look disappekaneth a return of



grimness, "as speed is an essential essence oflamy, p must forgo
that pleasure and insist that we comananmediate agreement. How
much? And do you prefer the money to be paid ih cadpy cheque?"

She was quick to recognize the direction of hisugts; if he could
remove her from out of his family's orbit immedigtker flying visit
would soon be forgotten and her existence permbnerdsed from
their memory. But if she stayed long enough to midends with
Dona Maria and Isabel he would run the risk of Wdesclosing
everything to them, leaving him with some very awkavquestions to
answer.

She almost managed to smile when she straightesratidoping back
and met his look with eyes that held newly arousatyeance in their
depths.

"I hadn't definitely decided to accept Alvaro's poeal,” she told him
hardly, "but you have helped me

to reach a decisiorsenor I'm not in love with your cousin, but my
hatred for you goes so deep that | find myselfinglto marry him
simply to get even with you! So you can throw awayir cheque
book. As the. future Senora de Leon | shall no dbelfurnished with
ample money to supply my needs."

His expression evidenced the terrible passionshsldearoused, and
Instinct forced her to her feet to flee from danddis reaction was
swift, but she managed to slip from the grip heygust managed to
fasten upon her arm and dived into the water torsfaster than she
had ever done in her life before towards the o¢imer of the pool.

Half an hour later the group around the pool bnafgeDona Maria to
escape the strengthening heat of the sun by setflergpolness of her



room and Isabel to go to the kitchen to informgtedf there would be
two extra far dinner that evening. Of Felipe theees no sign, by the
time Sara had reached the end of the pool and imaste to join the
others he had disappeared from sight and had eot $&en since.

Alvaro was just preparing to sidle out of view wh®ara turned to
speak sharply to him. "Alvaro, don't go, you muesdlize we have to
talk!"

He shrugged. "Can't it wait until after dinner?avk some business ir
town that must be attended to today. | hadn't baegaon bring
delayed here so long. | must get back to Tangierediately."

"Your business must wait!" she retorted, despisiing for his attempt
to avoid the awkward questions he knew she wastabask. "But, in
any case, there need be no delay in reaching Trapgst give me a
minute to change and I'll travel back with you. \&n talk on the
way."

He looked uncomfortable. "But we are both expetaedine here. You
heard Felipe's promise to my mother, she will betdtsappointed if
you do not appear!"

"You needn't worry, Felipe has no intention of aflog me to stay,"
she broke in wryly. "No doubt he had already forreethe excuse to
offer your mother for my absence when he asked ave much it
would cost to be rid of me immediately!"

"He asked you that?" Alvaro slowly enunciated, emdssed colour
seeping under his tan. She waited for a stormatkept on her behalf,
confident that this disclosure was the prod he eédd bring out the
spirit in his indolent nature, but she waited innvanstead of the
indignant reaction she expected, all he did wagp dimvn on to the
nearest chair with a whistle of surprise and mutedplessly: "Well,



I'm damned! He . said he intended being ruthless]'t®h no idea he
would go that tar!"

Sara's scalp prickled. "Would you mind telling mieatvelse he had to
say when you told him of our engagement?"

With a resigned shrug he settled back in his dradrstruggled to find
less offensive words than those his cousin had tsembnvey his
displeasure. "First, he threatened my completatdgsh by saying he
would throw me out of the family business, and raftet he tried
appealing to my sense of responsibility. It was dayy, he said, to
marry Isabel as everyone expected it and both nthens heart and
hers would be broken if | refused to comply. Whememained

adamantly opposed to the idea, he proceeded tmeurl detail the
many reasons why | should not become entangled wbids - with

you. For a man who has met you only infrequentlyr&g a surprising
knowledge of your movements since you left the sNimt only does
he know about your job as a croupier at the Cluiz Ax knows also
of your association with a man named Marc Rochefbd, according
to him, has reason to regret ever having met you."

He slewed a quick glance over her set face and vshendid not

interrupt he carried on reluctantly, "Finally, wheverything else had
failed, he reminded me that my mother's health ditnal jeopardized
by any sudden shock, such as she might receivacdliainted her of
my decision to marry you." With a shamefaced |duk|eant forward
to plead, "Sara, | swear that up until then | diok kknow the

seriousness of her condition. When Felipe waveddtetor's report
under my nose | realized it was out of the quegtiazarry on with our
plan. My mother can be stern at times, she oftestdrme like a child
whose actions must always be vetted, but | lovedearly and could
never do anything to harm her. That is why," hehady "I have

decided to do as they ask - to marry Isabel. Iccaot live with myself

if any action of mine were to bring about the deztimy mother."



He was genuinely worried, and she could not finoh iher heart to
condemn him. But it hurt, the fact that her prowddi to Felipe had
been so much hot air. How he would gloat when kedaout...

"Alvaro!" She spoke so suddenly he jerked to aibent'Felipe can't
be aware of your change of mind or he wouldn't hattempted to
bribe me?" When he' nodded affirmation she bourtedThen need
he know just yet? If only to teach him a lessom/'tcae keep him in
the dark a little longer?"

He did not try to hide his dismay.

"But why, Sara? You've no idea what he is like wheposed, and
already he's sworn to go to any lengths to breigshup between us.
He means every word, | assure you, so why tempdeie ? "

"You owe me this one favour, Alvaro! Felipe has fliated and
threatened me and in the cause of justice | meaaddhat his actions
do not go unpunished. Neither Isabel nor your motieed ever
know," she coaxed. "It will be our secret, yourd amne."

His nervous fingers sought out his cigarette casé,when it was
found he did not attempt to open it but merely dmed a nervous
tattoo upon its surface as he tried not to becomeed over by her
impassioned reasoning. Even as he hesitated, Insrtige mouth
began to tremble and he knew then that he wasrbeate

"Very well, you win," he sighed. "I'll say nothirtig Felipe about my
change of plan, but | warn you, Sara, you will b@ngd) with danger.
My mother's hastily formed conclusion that you &edare more than
friends puts you both in an untenable positione Balipe will resent.
If you insist upon driving him into a corner youlWiave no one but
yourself to blame if you find the outcome unfavdaled’



They left the villa a short while later. Sara wahtie change for dinner,
so Alvaro dropped her off at tipensionwith the promise that as soor
as his business was concluded he would returnue trem both back
to the villa in ample time for dinner.

Her hands trembled as she ransacked her wardreéldng an 'extra
special dress with appeal enough to help her getgfn the difficult
evening ahead. But nothing inspiring came to ligbtshe unlocked
the two large cabin trunks that were stacked,stilacked, in a closet
and continued searching. One dress after anothedisearded as she
burrowed through the collection of fabulous clotliest constituted
the only profit accrued from her partnership witr grandfather. At
last, she emerged satisfied, clutching one of h&remrecent
purchases, a Culotte fashioned out of finest nyjersey, so
insubstantial it rippled like a silken breeze thgbuher fingers.
Holding it against her body, she stepped eagemsatds the mirror
and stared with satisfaction at the effects itstirmalloured greens,
blues and golds had upon her raven hair and wigeatant eyes. "My
choice of ammunition might not be as obvious asy@enor" she
murmured softly, "but let's hope it will prove te just as deadly!" She
dared not dwell too long on her plan of revenge; ittea had been
formulated not from conceit, but from ‘the many aases she had
received from men over the past few years. Mendduwr attractive,
and Felipe de Panza was a man. It must therefdosvicshe reasoned,
that if she were in a position to bombard him wité wiles that came
naturally to every woman, sooner or later a crackstnshow in his
defences. She would work on him, subtly but intentintil he was
completely disarmed, and then, when the moment nigdd, she
would shatter his enormous self-esteem by laughihgs face! Just to
think about it made her tremble with frightenedi@pation, but she
felt she was committed and there could be no tgrrback. As
Alvaro's fiancee she was bound to see a lot opEand so long as
Alvaro kept his promise not to divulge his chandelan she could
safely count on having ample time to ensure hisiccaidownfall.



Alvaro picked her up as promised and they reacheditla with time
to spare. He took her into a small salon and afipplying her with a
drink and assuring her that she would soon be ¢olnyethe rest of the
family, he excused himself and went up to his rdonehange. The
windows of the salon opened out on to the gardeshe put down her
glass and stepped outside to experience at clesmgeqs the eternal
marvel of the orange tree bearing ripe fruit ammsbbm at the same
time. She sniffed deeply, revelling in the swebkgrp tang, and leant
forward to caress with an inquisitive finger theith star-shaped
blossoms that clung around the richly coloured gle$ of fruit.

"Good eveningsenorita!' Even as the words shattered the eveni
calm, a pair of hard hands clamped her waist amoh $per round
without thought of gentleness to face f&mor'shard eyes.

"Let me go!" She fought him with instinctive resewmint, his attack
catching her completely off guard.

"Not until we finish the discussion you so abrupyminated this
afternoon," he suavely refused. "You were too qdieckme then, but
even if you should fight all night you will not ladlowed to escape me
this time." He pulled her forward and demanded \itkteely glint,

"Are you going to be sensible, or must | continaestploy brute
force?"

"What other kind would you know of?" she spat fusty.

His amused laugh clashed with the thinly veiledildksin his voice.
"Am | to infer from that remark that you consideera brute?" He
lowered his head and sent a chill of fear through by menacing
softly, "You underestimate msenorita!"

"No doubt!" She flung away from him and he allowest to go, but
his wary look was proof that he was ready to pouhshe should



make the effort necessary. She heard the snap oigdrette case anc
saw a flare of light in the dusk before he spokarag

"Do you still insist upon carrying on with your mary of an
engagement to Alvaro, even though you know the parill cause his
mother and Isabel?"

She swallowed hard. His presence was so domindkiagyide sweep
of his shoulders under a white dinner jacket wésnidating and his

pristine linen was a foil that threw into relieétranite hardness of his
profile. "We— we have decided, Alvaro and |," shansmered, "to

keep our engagement a secret for the time beimgeage in no hurry

to get married. In the meantime, | intend to becteier acquainted
with Dona Maria so that when we do actually decigen a date she
will perhaps have begun to like me enough to carsige acceptable
as a daughter-in-law."

"Santa Virgen!"he hissed, his dark eyes flaming. "Have you |
shame? | did not imagine that even you would coptata carrying
out such a deception against a frail old lady amdiasophisticated
child! As for Alvaro, | must suppose the poor fa®ko much in love
he will agree to anything!" Further tumultuous werd{?te crushed
even as the cigarette he discarded was crushedatbehes foot.
Exercising supreme control, his voice dangeroushy, he asked, "Do
you realize, | wonder, that | have it in my powedeprive Alvaro of
the very substantial income he now enjoys? He haldsry junior
position in our firm. One word from me and you abéihd yourself
engaged to a pauper!"

"But wouldn't you then be defeating your own endsf?8 enquired
sweetly, experiencing for the first time a headstdaf power. "If you

should be tempted to carry out such a threat wowoldthe shock
inflicted upon your aunt be greater than any shghtribe in danger of
receiving from me?" She laughed up into his angoefand taunted,



"You are out-manoeuvredenor,so why don't you act as a gentleme
should and admit to an honourable defeat ? "

During dinner she made sure her eyes strayedlasalét possible in his
direction as he sat smouldering at the \ headeofdhle. She was not
finished with him by any means, but she needectatbing space in
which to marshal her exultant thoughts and to msteforces for the
second attack that had to be timed to a niceheitlement of surprise
that was its main ingredient was to inflict the maxm of damage.
None of them guessed, as they proceeded throudh aaious
course with relaxed enjoyment, that her mind wasthseg with
activity, weighing up each remark that was addiédseher, just
waiting the opportunity of an opening which wowdlpw her to show
her hand with maximum effect. Unwittingly, it wasia Maria who
paved the way when, with the persistence of the,agjee returned to
the subject of Felipe and his supposed attachrB&etspooned up the
last of herZabaglione,obviously relishing the delicate blending o
chilled whipped cream and rich Marsala wine, thashgd away her
glass with a satisfied sigh before questioning Sara

"When did Felipe and yourself become acquainteddesr? Was it
recently, or has the rascal been keeping you tediirfor some time?"

Sara knew without having to look in his directidratt Felipe's head
jerked suddenly erect and the conversation betWwmeself and Isabel
ceased abruptly while he waited to hear her rdpiis was the chance
she had been waiting for and she took it, though without
experiencing a thrill of exhilarating, terror. Donldlaria was
completely charmed by the rosy blush, downcast agdshy whisper
that seemed to indicate to all those watching tmdéused happiness of
a girl in love.

"I feel 1 have known Felipe all my life," she cooedth wicked
enjoyment, "but in actual fact we met on fkfeican Queeronly a few
short weeks ago."



"And it was love at first sight for both of you!"dda Maria clapped
with delight, completely carried away by the playon her emotions.
Sara chanced a swift glance towards Felipe andgesaf triumph

drowned the inward fear she felt at the thoughtisfretaliation, but
anything was worth enduring for the pleasure ofingeénim so

completely disconcerted. He had insisted upon Heying out the

farce that afternoon, confident that by eveningwbeld be gone, now
he was hoist by his own petard and she Was gagreat satisfaction
from watching him writhe...

"Felipe, dare | ask, or am | being rather prem&tif@ona Maria
hesitated, flags of excited colour in her chedksntrushed on, "When
is the wedding to be?"

Sara felt she had been struck in the solar plexwsnts were moving
too rapidly, she had intended only . to annoy Feehpt to trap him -
that might turn out to be altogether too dangesoosanoeuvre!

Only Alvaro seemed to read correctly Felipe's gpt@ssion. Sending
Sara a quick glance of warning, he attempted tcoimibiings over by
reprimanding his mother. "Shame upon your curioditgther! What
Sara must be thinking of your prying | hardly devemagine."

His mother's face crumpled like a chastened chald'ss uncustomary
severity, leaving him feeling a complete moron. Bwen as his
shoulders lifted in a masculine shrug of helplessneFelipe's
deliberately amused voice broke the strained st#ienc

"Why all the fuss?" he demanded, one dark eyebifted Iquizzically.
"You, Tia, shall have your answers as soon as Wkiieem myself,
whereas you, Alvaro," he turned on him with a megmglint, "can
safely leave Sara's feelings to me."

Sara gasped. The gauntlet was thrown down with rageance!
Obviously Felipe was taking Alvaro's interference a sign of



jealousy and fear that he might betray the trutls ¥eeicing him to
accept the need to act out the lie. She was leftime to wonder
further. Felipe's hand burned through the flimsyamal of her sleeve
as he grasped her arm and began propelling hbeiditection of the
garden. Without giving her time to protest, he member excuses.

"l am sure you will understand if Sara and | dojoot you for coffee.
| have much to say to her and the words will comemmore easily in
the garden. Don't you agresgra ?" he hissed in her ear.

Dona Maria's face brightened when a lovely rusltabur stained
Sara's cheeks, and when she noted how incapablsesgmed of
tearing her eyes from the smile that twisted F&ip®uth into lines of
almost sardonic humour.

"Of course, of course!" she beamed.

Alvaro's reaction was to emit a harsh sound thed ¢h his throat as
soon as it was born and which to Sara sounded dikeroak of
commiseration.

She was marched without ceremony out of earshimklBs of sweat
began to form on her brow, but she held her heact @s he piloted
her in grim silence along the dark paths. It wayg amen he jerked to
a halt and rasped out: "Now, tell me exactly whet you are trying to
achieve!" that her nerve went and she was leftdpess looking up
into his furious eyes.

He was so big, so dark, and so tight-lipped witgearthat her mind
refused to advance beyond those facts. Even wheshbek her

impatiently, as if he would rattle loose the wohasn her tongue, she
continued to infuriate him by remaining mute. Ase tisilence

lengthened she tried desperately to release halypad vocal cords,
but the words simply would not come. With an exast@el sigh he
shook her again and. as he did so his elbow cabghiranches of an



orange tree, dislodging blossoms that rained ugorbént head like a
shower of tiny white stars.

He speared down at her and the sight of her mafgdgaling face with
its rich coronet of blossom spangled hair seemeagbéal him further.
With a sudden rough movement he tilted her chierfiBps. I've been
a fool," he muttered through clenched teeth. "is thhat you are
waiting for?" His hard mouth descended upon lipkg=irtly open and
for infinite hateful moments she was tortured lyss that spelled out
far more effectively than words ever could the eompt she held in his
eyes. He punished her thoroughly and cold-bloodedlyl she was
reduced to a helpless puppet in his arms. Whetiyfiha pushed her
away, she staggered back until she felt the welcwhéarity of a tree
trunk which offered her trembling body the supgwet limbs refused
to supply. For long seconds she clung to it, eeen tapable of speect
than she had been before his onslaught, and wdiedthe
condemnation she was certain was to follow. Butd®,seemed to be
labouring under some kind of strain; his compressemlth, his
outthrust jaw, and the fathomless darkness of y&s all suggested
furiously leashed anger, anger that was directedhridly - against
himself!

Relief surged through her veins like some instathihg drug, relaxing
her taut nerves and calming her mind's tumultuéars@uring so that
she was again able to think. She hatimagined an infinitesimal hint
of tenderness creeping in unawares at the endabptimishing kiss!
His final rejection had been too swift, too hasailycomplished for a
man who was supposed to be in complete controisoéimotions! A

shuddering sigh escaped her; right from the beggrshe had
suspected that her impulsive plan was doomed {aréaithat its

outcome would be ignominious defeat, but now...ul@at possibly

be that the mighty Don's defences reallgre in danger of being
breached?



CHAPTER YV

FOR days afterwards a small enigmatic smile tuggeithatcorner of
Sara's mouth, exciting the curiosity of all who savshe was certain
that nothing could now go wrong, every move sheenads destined
to succeed. Dona Maria had again proved her wosthara ally,

insisting she should move into the villa for theation of her own
stay, and Sara, though flying in the face of hestBounspoken
disapproval, had quickly agreed.

But three days had gone by without her having heludaace to further
her plans. She had spent her time chatting withaDbtaria and
swimming with Isabel, trying to make up to themtbfur the absence
of Alvaro, who had been ordered back to work at pientation.
Felipe, she had seen only at dinner each evenihgnwhis cool
calculating eyes and set features had given lign@ohopes she hac
nurtured since their last encounter. However, #wt that he was so
obviously avoiding her gave some substance tohsary that he was
not entirely immune to her presence, so she watebio bide her
time, confident that within the relative)gmall confines of the villa he
could not avoid her indefinitely.

A voice intruded upon her train of thought. Theyravsitting on the
terrace overlooking the pool, Dona Maria gently idgzin a chair
placed between Sara's and Isabel's, when the youndestirred

impatiently, then pouted, "I still do not understamhy Felipe found it
necessary to send Alvaro away. Surely the men gmglon the
vineyards are capable of carrying out their worthawut supervision?
| think it mean of Felipe, | really do!"

"Someone has to give orders, child," Dona Marianepesleepy eyes
to reprove mildly. "Our estates are large and widehttered, it is too
much to expect Felipe to continue to carry the lhuliden alone. He
was a mere boy when he took over the running obtlsgness - much
younger than Alvaro is now - but he did not hesitit give up his



pleasures when his father and my own dear husbadl almost
within a year of each other, and he has managee &wer since. It is
time he was allowed to relax and now that Alvars tigally agreed to
do his share | look forward to seeing Felipe redoigdost years." She
smiled across at Sara. "And with you to help him,dear, I'm sure he
will. Felipe as a young man was always so caredredvital. | envy
you the pleasure of his company when his youthfulits are
regained."

An image of Felipe's disapproving, aloof face flestbefore Sara's
eyes and it was with the utmost difficulty that shed to imagine his
grim features cast iqto a mould of gay abandonp&esbilities had

dampened any flair for enjoyment that might havested in the

younger Felipe; the fetters accepted willingly e tbooy would be
relinquished reluctantly by the man whose back Hetome

accustomed to their weight.

Isabel's shrug conveyed all the selfishness of fimpiayouth. "But
why so far away?" she wailed. "There are otheryands nearer than
those on the slopes of the Rif mountains. If Fehpe deliberately
contrived to get rid of Alvaro he couldn't have rioua more desolate
place of banishment. There are no towns near at, i means of
communication other than by messenger, and ab$soluecivilized
people for miles around - just wild, barbaric Rasd their families.
Felipe is a heartless villain to expect Alvaro trise in such
desolation!"

She was obviously echoing Alvaro's own words, hgndy upon
being told where he was to spend the next few wdwelds been
displayed for all to see and sharp words had bremamged between
himself and Felipe before he had reluctantly drigéfrwith the threat
that should be find it too unbearable he intended réturn
immediately. If Felipe were not so obsessed wighitlea of removing
Alvaro from her own vicinity, Sara chuckled withward amusement,
Alvaro's recent lack of resistance to the plan &rgnhim off to Isabel



might have registered, but as it was his blind Istubness was
hindering his own plans.

Isabel sensed her amusement and was provoked"byhink it very
unkind of you to regard my troubles so lightly, &ashe rebuked with
offended dignity. "You who are lucky enough to hgeer fiance near
to hand ought to be able to spare a little sympdthythose less
fortunate."

Sara reacted with an immediate apology. "I'm soysésabel. Please
don't think me unsympathetic. | feel very deeplgwathyour separation
from Alvaro and would do anything in my power td@esurely you
know that?"

Mollified, Isabel shrugged, then permitted herseian smile. "You
have a right to feel happy. It is | who should fashamed of the
jealousy that causes me to begrudge you the japhat have myself.
But | do. miss Alvaro so!" She sighed, then seefoattift away on a
tide of memory with a dreamy soulful look. Dona Maexchanged a
conspiratorial grin with Sara. Isabel's nature wssolatile as any of
her race, one minute soaring to the heights, the seouring the
depths, but she bore no malice and Sara found Dlamia's fondness
for Isabel echoed in her own heart at each stagespfrogressing
friendship with the younger girl.

"Is the heartless villain permitted to join you, will my presence
interrupt a further spate of confidences?" Feligeysquestion startled
them, his fleeting look of contempt warning Saratthe had been
there long enough to overhear her exchange withelsaColour
burned her cheeks. His appearance had again cethcwith
circumstances disadvantageous to herself and sbe kre was
notching up yet another mark against her - thig tiar treachery.

But her wild colour was viewed with delight by Dolaria, and even
Isabel was generous enough to remark without rantibiseems one



of us, at least, welcomes the sight of you, Feligan only wish that |
too had cause to blush at the unexpected arrivahefwho fills my
thoughts." She laughed, then relented. "But of ®you may join us,
amigo! Heartless you may be, but a villain you most ¢elgaare not.
Come, pull up a chair and sit by me so that | ester you for news of
Alvaro!"

He straightened from kissing the cheek his aunt pradfered, but

refused Isabel's offer. "Much as | would like todnnot spare more
than a few minutes.” | have something of importaiocdiscuss with

Sara, so if you will both excuse us while we go itiite library?"

Now that the opportunity to be alone with him hadrrived, Sara
discovered a contrary streak that made her feetmely reluctant to
comply. "Can't we talk out here?" she offered desipédy, hating the
indomitable, cold look that was visible only to her

"No, Sara," his tender smile deceived the otheus,ubderneath his
velvet tone she recognized an iron determinati@t Would not be
thwarted however much evasion she might attempt.

"The child is shy, Felipe." Dona Maria's hand restbut to comfort
Sara. "Do not allow this nephew

of mine to deceive you, my dear. When you have knbim as long
as |, you will realize that the flintlike exterible shows to the world
hides a heart as vulnerable as any child's."

Sara suffered his mocking laughter as he guidethineagh the house
in the direction of the library. She could hardlgre his aunt for her
totally inaccurate .summing up of his charactes; $plit personality

was so cleverly concealed he appeared as two ctengiéties - one a
saint, the other a reincarnation -of the devil. &itions had been the
cause of her grandfather's death, and yet she dnaxdake herself

appear attracted to him. She prayed for strength!



But such was the intentness of his thoughts heofagen to offer her
a chair. She stood watching while he paced the {ineld room with
its aroma of leather and polished wood, his browofued as if the
opening he sought eluded him. Finally, his toneaslntasual, he
addressed her. "Your plans seem to be working welmust
congratulate you." A rabbit mesmerized by a snakgdcnot have felt
more stricken. How could he possibly have found?o8he had
mentioned her, plan to no one, so how ...? "Nbt lbas my aunt taken
a liking to you, she is continually singing youiapge's." With relief
she heard him, follow on. "No doubt she will sti# shocked to learn
that you and not Isabel are to be her son's bioatethe blow will not
be so severe as it would have been had a totageirdoeen presentec
as her future daughter-in-law." He moved untiltloiswering presence
blocked everything from sight and she was forcedhé®t eyes that
were appraising her with puzzling inscrutability.es, your idea was
very cleverly conceived. You have managed to makésfof us all." "

She made an involuntary movement of dissent, fer filfcture of
deception he painted was distasteful, but he sagrner into silence
with the resigned ad-, mission, "I was wrong to ag® your
engagement to Alvaro, | see that now. Obviouslycanhnot be
expected of him that he should give orders to athed yet be denied
the right to make his own personal decisions. Batinis sake and for
the sake of the business, | am forced to acknoweldag wrong | have
done him - and you. | intend to make reparatiosam as possible.
Can you be ready to accompany me on the journdlyetglantation
early tomorrow morning? Alvaro will need a lot afrvincing that |
mean what | say and your presence should act assurance that
from now on his life is his to live as he wisheg/wut interference of
any kind from me."

The uncharacteristic surrender was so staggermgalid hardly take
it in. At last Alvaro was to be free! The boy wasle allowed to
become a man, to act, to decide, even to love darueed! It was
great news. Her joy on his behalf knew no boundd,that, together



with the relief she felt at her own release fronuabearable situation,
was responsible for her expression of supreme happi No need to
tell Felipe

of their bogus engagement; she would leave it t@#l to include that
explanation amongst the many others which wouldeht&y be
exchanged before the two cousins reached compieterstanding.

"But that's wonderful newsgenor! His dark, quizzical look swept her
rapturous face, but he forbore to comment. "I'll v@®y happy to

accompany you tomorrow," she babbled on, her mimohpietely

occupied with the thought of Alvaro's reaction h® thews of his
release from bondage. "Isabel can help me to pack..

"Isabel must not be told!" he rapped with a retamhis usual
arrogance.

"No, of course not, | understand perfectly." Isavelld be bound to
ask a lot of awkward questions if she knew of tharney that was
about to be undertaken - questions Alvaro woulldds left to answer.

"Wear something suitable for travelling in an opesp,” he ordered,
"and pack a warm coat to wear at night when thael\eiows cooler.
Be ready to leave at sunrise - and remember, wotrd to Isabel or to
my aunt. When Alvaro returns he will tell them hetisvhat he plans
to do."

Dawn light was barely spearing the skyline whermiwe the jeep to
the front of the house where she was waiting. Hissary nod
somehow conveyed an unspoken approval of the satvie
cream-coloured trouser suit she was wearing andofpeat which
was slung casually around her shoulders. She claulg beside him
and without exchanging a word of greeting theyo$iebn the journey.



She knew there were two hundred miles of Rif Mounstatretching

eastwards to the Algerian border and that the whblhe area they
were to travel contained barely half a dozen towehany importance,

but she was not prepared for the beauty that wadugily unfolded as
they travelled along the road towards Tetouan. f8hsted her eyes
upon sparkling blue sea that sometimes lappedidedess caress
against the golden sands of numerous deserteddxantd sometimes
against cliffs splashed with gentle colour. Gratiydhe mountain's

far-off appeal grew nearer and soon they were tsawg green

rounded ranges, full of folds and curves smootleeddand eroded by
heavy rains. The roads were bad, making the riddhera
uncomfortable, but she had no intention of compignEvery now

and then she had sensed a quick, amused glance heonsilent

companion that told her he was anticipating hearoaal evidence of
her growing discomfiture, so she gritted her teettd vowed never to
allow him that particular satisfaction.

His attitude was puzzling. For the first hour he hamained morose,
his mouth set in lines of uncompromising sternnbesas the miles
between themselves and the villa lengthened hisohbungrew,
melting the ice in his eyes and dispersing theitgdrardness from his
jaw. It was not .until she heard him humming that $uspicions were
really aroused, and by that time they were manyesnifrom
civilization, travelling a long, lonely road whidor all she knew
might stretch, into infinity.

She did not attempt to disguise the sudden fearctaeched her heart
when she charged him, "l don't believe you arent@kne to Alvaro!

You've tricked me - told me deliberate lies to get away from the
villa!"

Her fears were confirmed when he threw back hisl leeal laughed.
"How perceptive of yousenorita,and how perfectly correct is yout
assumption. | did manoeuvre you out of the villadaese your tactics
there were meeting with too much success. As foawl, | expect that



at this very moment he is being reunited with I$abe=ceived word
last night that he had left the plantation and wasis way home. We
would no doubt have passed him if | had not catedl@orrectly and
taken a, different route from the one he has chdBgrthis time he
will have arrived at the villa and been told byheit his mother or by
Isabel that you are accompanying me on a long-ad/&ivliday. How
will he react to that, do you think? However muehnhight wish it, he
will be hard tried to believe that a girl who casappear with another
man as soon as his back is turned could be geguindbve with
himself!" He pulled up at the side of the road gade her incredulous,
angry face his full attention. Satisfaction spadglkle his eyes and as he
watched her fight for control he showed every sa§iisavouring his
victory to the full.

"You ... you fiend! You unspeakable barbarian! Yeworse than the
poor uncivilized wretches you employ - you at lehave had the
benefit of an education whereas they have the exotisgnorance!

Have youno scruples? Are you so self-obsessed, so much ianvagt

omnipotence that you think there are no rules yaanot break?"
When she realized her tirade was having littleatffehe lost control
completely and raised her hand to strike. But wiité speed of a
whiplash her hand was captured and held forceaullgy.

"Oh, no,senoritg not again!" he gritted. "Once before | sufferbdtt

indignity at your hands, but if you ever again @ it | promise your
punishment will be tailored to suit," With a swithange of mood he
informed her carelessly, "Perhaps it will help tmeince you that |

mean what | say if | explain that | too have Ribddl in my veins.

Many years ago, when Spaniards first invaded Marpooe of my

ancestors was captured and held prisoner by theiBesmen. These
people have always resented domination from angideitsource.
They fought many fierce campaigns against my owapjee and

against the French, and even now it is not unknimwdisturbances to
occur in some parts of the mountains."



She blinked at the fantasy of it all, but she dgaigavords her complete
attention. "Somehow," he went on, "this ancestomofe infiltrated
the hearts of these great, independent tribesmemnatead of being
put to death he was accepted by them. In returehbeed them how
to cultivate their land so as to provide sufficiéod to fill stomachs
that up until then had always felt hunger. He he:fgenurse their sick
and to educate their children, and as the years byeihwas forgotten
by all that he had ever been a prisoner. He maariegautiful Rif girl
who gave him a son just before she died. He themnmed to Spain, for
his child's sake, but he made frequent journeysk kac these
mountains to visit his friends. That is why my f&mhave been
tolerated here all these yeasgnorita Anyone who bears the nam:
Panza is regarded by them as a blood brother. Mavenow been
sufficiently warned?"

Cold fear kept her silent as she withstood his ipgplstare. She
believed his story implicitly. Now she could undargl his uncanny
likeness to the tall, haughty tribesmen who occeslg strode the
streets of Tangier, their cloaks flaring behindnthevith all the

arrogance expected of such a proud race. His &texted the same
cruelty, his eyes the same contempt, his actioms warried out with
the same callous disregard of inflicted pain ..r Heoat was tight
when she forced out the question, "What do younohtéoing with

me?"

He recognized the echo of defeat in her questidnas pleased by it.
For a long moment he remained silent, seeminglypwavg some
devilish plan that afforded him endless pleasuren this eyes swung
towards her, bombarding her with reflected brilbarso that her heart
leapt with terrified anticipation.

"I'm going to marry yousenorita!Only according to the Rif custom,
of course, but the ceremony will serve its purpoghat even Alvaro

will hesitate to bring down the wrath of the Rifgam his head by
casting desirous eyes upon one of their brothessgssions! "



For the remainder of the journey Sara sat huddiepganic-stricken
silence, convinced she was in the company of a madifoo late now
to wish she had heeded Alvaro's warning, too lateven attempt an
explanation to the man whose Spanish reserve angl Airab blood
mated in his veins so uneasily and with such datiagtresults. Dona
Maria's assessment of his character could be edc@e had seen
only the Spanish Don, considerate and courteotiseitbosom of his
family, whereas she seemed always fated to arbesseeping forces
of wild recklessness that were a legacy from hiaub&ul pagan
ancestress. In the midst of civilization this stravas subdued,
subjugated by the demands of society, but how nediicint would he
make to contain it once he was back amongst hisifre
brotherhood... ?

When vine terraces appeared in view she knew jbainey was
almost over. Tall men clothed in ragged cottontshtheir legs bound
with rawhide strips of leather to protect them frbrrars and thistles,
straightened from their labours to wave an entlstisiggreeting as
they passed, but not even the menial tasks thaiposd them, nor the
poverty of their attire, could detract one whitrfréhe untrammelled,
almost swaggering image they projected.

The village was little more than a compound combgiprimitive huts,

their walls made of mud or stone held together wthd mortar, and
roughly roofed with reeds. A stockade made up ahbhes of thorn
bushes woven among prickly pear surrounded the evkeltlement
and inside its perimeter sloe-eyed children , tdnthe beasts that
supplied milk, and chickens so scrawny they sedmaeely capable of
supplying eggs. With horn blaring, he drove inte ttentre of the
compound and in a matter of seconds the jeep wasdfed by a crowd
of squealing, happy children all anxious to graet.lLaughing with

obvious enjoyment, he allowed them to crawl ovean,hsuffering



tugged hair, sharp elbows in his ribs, and stickyds that reduced his
immaculate bush shirt to a mass of crumpled linen.

Fighting off their attentions, he grabbed the badad stowed in the
back of the jeep and when they saw it their mopthrsed into oohs
and ahs of anticipation. They scrambled down, stittaming their
excitement, and lined up in an orderly row as Kirtg part in a

well-loved ritual.

He handed Sara the bag of sweets and instructéek ‘#ach of them
an exact amount so there will be no squabblingbbutareful of that
Imp at the end of the row. He is crippled and hisag) soulful eyes
underline his misfortune, but he is actually thalsdf mischief arid

any favour he receives will be bragged about voaifsly until the

other children are riled into giving him a thraghinShe glanced along
the line of children until she spotted at the esdnall skeletal of a boy
whose left leg was so deformed he could not havedstvithout the

stick fashioned into a crutch that was tucked urmiterarm. Even as
she watched, he sensed her interest and turnéduhdsbrown eyes in

her direction. A lump lodged in her throat; he ledkso solitary, so
very much as she felt, she wanted to run and cuddleacked little

body in her arms.

"What is his name?" she asked, her voice betragisgspicion of a
quiver.

"Khairy," he answered, then with a quirk, "andeems the cunning
little devil has achieved yet another conquest. KVe@mwntrodden
males seem to hold a fascination for ysenorita Perhaps it is hardly
surprising | do not find favour in your eyes." Héheeled away,
leaving her to distribute the sweets to the impdiyavaiting children.

When they had been divided equally and to evergosatisfaction,
Khairy appointed himself her guide by attaching $ethto her side
and offering to show her around the village. She tine choice of



either accepting or being left stranded - there maasign of thesenor
- so she answered gratefully, "Thank you, Khairywiit be nice to
have a companion who can speak English. You asxyaclever boy.
Who taught you?"

He swelled with importance and his face showed tlmss contempt
of the rest of the children when he glanced inrtl@iection. "My

mother, and she in turn was taught by my father whe killed in a
battle before | was born. He was the son of a Gaigkeat and wise
man, but after he was killed my mother returnedcehter her own
people. | have been brought up with these igndraist but one day
when | am a man, | will take my mother back to nmrgifather's
kasbah at the oasis of El Safida." This was said such conviction
she had to believe him. His broken body cagedr# sgiindomitable
as her own and her optimism was revived by his rkafde courage.

“I'm sure you will, Khairy," she answered softly¥dur mother is a
very lucky woman to have a son such as you."

His suspicious look told her he suspected herwjhang at him, but
when she met his eyes with steady earnestnesadasfeased into a
broad smile and his hand was pushed, into hersavtbartwarming
gesture of friendliness. "Come with meenorita,l will take you to
meet my mother. She, too, grows weary of gossipeasants and her
day will be brightened if she can speak with y&hé followed him to
one of the huts but when he stepped inside to teadway she
hesitated, unsure whether or not she would be wetc&he was about
to turn away when Khairy reappeared holding thedh@mone of the
most beautiful women Sara had ever seen. She Wasthaa willowy,
graceful carriage, and her head, braided with gltdack hair, was
carried proudly erect, giving credence to the ablus of past grandeur
made by her son. Her skin had the tint and therblobolives and her
sad, lustrous eyes spoke of mystery and pain bto®deep , ever to
be forgotten.



"I am Zuela, mother of Khairy," she spoke with aching lilt. "If you
will honour us with a visit you are assured of domene.” Sara stepped
inside to be confronted with appalling poverty. fiéhavas just one
large room divided by curtains of grass mattinge Tflbor was of hard
beaten earth ,and the solitary window was merefyame with a
wooden shutter. Round three sides of the room wsiseH of earth
spread with mats and rugs which were evidently aseseats by day
and as covers at night. Very little daylight peattd, and as she
groped her way forward Zuela moved to light anlaihp which cast
eerie shadows as it swung backwards and forwardsrabuch. Sara
wondered how dignity could possibly be maintainetdar such
circumstances, and when Zuela politely asked if wbald favour
them by accepting some mint tea she was filled adttmiration for the
woman who moved inside her pitiful hut as if it the ambience of
the princely kasbah that once had been her home.

But the tea Sara gulped down was delicious, a nanbed for
refreshment made of green tea, mint and sugamthgatnectar to her
parched throat. She nodded grateful acceptance offezed a second
cup.

"The senoritavisits with thesehor Mother," Khairy offered. "His visit
Is to last perhaps as long as a week."

"That is good news." A hint of colour ran under A®olive skin, but
her voice was calm when she stated, "We are alplagsed to receive
a visit from Don Felipe. He has done much for oeogde." When
Sara's eyebrows elevated, Zuela gently reprovéeasSe do not blame
thesenorfor the poverty that surrounds us. The Rif arendependent
race who react . unfavourably to change. They nmuefer their own
ways, even though they are primitive, andgbaors greatest wisdom
lies in his ability to accept our manners and amstoBut even so,
slowly, and by exercising extreme discretion, he hanaged to
improve our standard of hygiene and our knowledgearking the
land. Doctors pay us regular visits to check upanhealth and he has



even managed to persuade some of the tribesmend&rgo dental
treatment, something that could never have beer\aaha few years
ago."

"And | am to have an operation,” put in Khairy: "&hl am older and
stronger thesenoris taking me to a large hospital so that my ley m
be straightened, is that not so, Mother?"

This time there was no mistaking the blush thatZedla's cheeks
afire. Sara's heart gave an inexplicable jolt &k wuidden insight she
became aware that the mere mention of Don Fela&® was enough
to arouse in Zuela an emotion so strong it wagcefd in her eyes as
an unmistakable glow.

A small commotion outside heralded the arrival gbang Arab boy
whose frantic gesticulations made Sara sickenirghare that her
presence was required elsewhere. When Zuela cadiriinis
assumption it was as much as she could do to mdh@n pleading for
help to escape. But the instinct was crushed umeeright of fear that
Zuela herself might be made to suffer for daringnterfere in the
affairs of a man so highly regarded by these unptadle Rifs. So, as
casually as she was able, she thanked Zuela andonefor their
hospitality before following her impatient guide tede into
unexpected darkness. Night had fallen with its bsuddenness while
she was being entertained inside the hut, andensehess, couplec
with the unfamiliarity of her surroundings, made hesitate before
groping her way forward in the direction taken bgr rswiftly
retreating guide.

"Wait! Please wait..." she called after him, suffgra fear of the
solitary gloom that was closing in on her with stlenenace. But the
boy either did not heed or was deaf to her cryabse the sound of his
footsteps grew gradually fainter, then faded cotehte She stood
stock still, shivering, her heart pounding withIdbleavy thuds. She
was ashamed of her fear, a long-forgotten relizavfchildhood in the



orphanage where pleas for a nightlight had beemrfeal upon as bids
for extra attention. She had thought the fear loatgrown, but her
leaden limbs and dry mouth were ample evidence tthatdeeply
buried dread had needed only favourable conditionachieve its
resurrection.

A sudden deepening of the gloom in front of hewgtd a scream of
hysteria to her lips. The shadow moved forward vathmuttered
imprecation, then, to her indescribable relief kgsoothingly.

"Do not be afraid, you are quite safe."

She almost collapsed into the arms of the Arab whial figure clad
in a voluminouddjellabaloomed like a monster out of the darknes
Half laughing, half crying, she clung to him whites strong arms
cradled her shaking body and his hand, gentlevasmaan's, stroked
her hair with light, soothing strokes.

"I'm sorry," she gasped finally, experiencing aostr reluctance to
leave the comfort of his arms but forcing herselertheless to step &
pace away from him. She peered upwards, trying itwce the
darkness that veiled his features, but the moomggg defended its
secret, leaving her with a sense of frustrateditang

The shadow spoke again, his voice tender but witimiaof laughter.
"The night has thrown many things in my path, bexer before such
an enjoyable experience. Things that come out efdfirkness are
often cruel, or predatory, and are almost alwagslstg, but within
the boundaries of our village you need not be dffeell me, what dire
misfortune did you imagine was about to befall ydhen | appeared?
Did you suppose me a ghost, a wild animal, or gestea predatory
male - sometimes the most dangerous of all theeg#&c

Strangely, his amusement did not anger her. Hiseveias too kind,
his touch too compassionate, she knew she coudd ltron. Whether



she had felt the lack of a sympathetic listenecesitihe death of her
grandfather, or whether it was the relief of hiss®uring presence tha
loosened her tongue she was not sure, but sheisadprerself by

pouring out all the feelings of terror she had &dta child when the
dormitory lights had been switched off and enormsh@dow giants
had spread up and along the colour-washed wallge Hdistorted

shapes that watched unmovingly just waiting to @euan the first

unwary child who closed his eyes.

She expected some teasing remark when she fatteeestop, but his
shadow remained still and silent "Have | been lgpryou?" she
laughed lightly, even though grim memories had ghtubeads of
sweat to her brow. He moved and she felt his hamusn her
shoulders. She was drawn forward until her heatkdeagainst his
chest, his hard, lithe body felt taut and " someHalWw of anger.
Silently, he rocked her in his arms until peacevéid through her
veins and her tense body was calm and relaxedfeBhas lips cool
and firm upon her brow as he whispered, "Gallamntdchrave little
warrior!" She never again wanted to move. His awage the haven
she had sought, his strength the strength shedwdead to find in the
men she had known but which up until then she le@mbeen even
remotely near to finding. She struggled to tell lsiop ached to find the
words to describe her feelings of wonder...

The sound of swiftly running footsteps encroachmdaking the spell
that bound her in spirit to the anonymous shadow wld her. She
spun round as the boy who had previously been teefdtch her
loomed into sight and felt bereft as the arms tineld her were
withdrawn, leaving a warm impression where they irested.

"All right, I'm coming," she assured the pantingypthen turned to
speak again to her unknown companion. But he had,guoelted into
the night as silently as he had come, without wgiteven to say
goodbye. A wave of desolation swept her and forosds she
struggled with an onrush of tears. But he had notpdetely gone, he



had communicated to her a part of himself, a cayragsense of
belonging, and the wonderful satisfaction of knayvthat she had at
last met a man whose nature was as strong as igeate, a man
whose very tenderness was proof of, masculine assey the kind of
man she had begun to doubt even existed. Withiagspg step and
shining eyes she followed the boy to where shebidden.

As she suspected, it was Felipe who had summonedhe was led
into a large, newly erected black tent decorategrmally with
colourfully patterned carpets, silken drapes andimds of plump
cushions - treasures hoarded by the Rif families qaurendered
willingly for the comfort of their guests. Ornatanhps cast a warm
pool of light into the centre of the tent, but beglats perimeter deep
shadows stretched, giving an illusion of sinisteptth to the
surrounding darkness. She gave a startled gasp félgre's voice
rasped out as he stepped from out of the shaddavéhi@ pool of light.

"l trust you have been sufficiently entertainedidgrmy absence?"
Her wide eyes mirrored shock as they swung in msction. The
change in him was as incredible as it was starthnstripeddjellaba,
long, loose, with wide sleeves and a hood, adapthts lean length as
no other garment could. Wearing it,, he assumedéeng spirit of the
desert and his stance - legs apart, aims akimddedastrength to the
illusion. But thekufiyehskilfully bound around his arrogantly helc
head seemed more than anything else to emphasigethrn to the
customs of the Arab people. Beneath it, his aqaifematures had an
added sombreness and his dark eyes glistened witiitipe fire,
newly released so doubly dangerous.

"Yes, thank you, | have had a most enjoyable Vislier voice, was pot
quite steady, but she discovered that actuallyfedhable to cope with
his projected intimidation. Her earlier encounteadhleft her
armoured, wrapped around in a cloak of security tiod even harsh
words could penetrate. She withstood his narrovdegéance,



retreating behind an expression ofdreamy unconttehserved to
infuriate him.

"I would not have thought the villagers' pleasuagficiently
sophisticated for your taste," he accused her sticady.

"What do you know of my tastes?" she countereceneed. "You do
not know me half so well as you imagirsgnor,nor are you ever
likely to!"

He swallowed up the distance between them withgoarat stride and
smouldered down at her. "Did | imagine the incidamard ship when
you and your accomplice combined to cheat my c&lsine
challenged as if urging her to contradict. "Did eyes deceive me
when | picked up the incriminating cheque madetowtourself by a
man you could only have known for mere weeks? Aadadinting all
of that, did | not hear from your own lips the pkaou conceived to
fool not only my aunt and Isabel but also Alvarmbelf! No,senorita,

| would be a fool ever to allow myself to beliebat one so practised
In deceit could ever be deserving of mercy!" Hesgvan his heel, his
cloak swirling around him like the wings of a swogpbat and bit out
one final savage sentence.

"Sleep well,senorita Tomorrow marks the beginning of a week ¢
ceremonies which custom decrees must practice ouwchm
rejoiced-over wedding!"



CHAPTER VI

HAP it not been for Zuela, the activities of the foliag week would
have driven Sara to distraction, wondering if edely's ceremony
would be the last before the final act of marriages performed.
Zuela's explanations helped to keep her informed,evensqg her

nerves were frayed with anxiety and worry to suctegtent that she
was driven to pleading with Zuela for help to escap

"Escape?” When Zuela's eyes betrayed a flash akiguconcealed
hope Sara's heart leapt with optimism; she hadeeh wrong about
the Arab girl's , love for theenorihelping to remove a rival for his
affections was an action she would hardly be fbatisough to reject.
But she had underestimated the hold custom had tp®nArab
people. Strongly held beliefs and superstitious feanded down
through generations could not be cast out liginthg,even in a moment
of rebellion. Zuela's mouth trembled when she efusi'm sorry,"
she told Sara dully, "but | could . not do suchiag to thesenor."

"But | hatehim!" Sara shouted in her aggravation. "l will ietforced
into marrying a man | dislike, however obscure amehningless the
ceremony!"

"The wishes of the bride are never heeded," Zudgtaned without a
flicker of emotion. "Indeed, the consent of thd @meither required
nor asked."

"Oh!" Sara's hands clasped and unclasped as she fouggritain the
ravages of frustration. For days she had witness¢sl of tradition
progressively carried out until now there was ks one day left
before the marriagg)ne day!She flinched from reflecting upon the
embarrassments she had already suffered and fraginmg others
that might be in store. How she had hated Felipeniat even
attempting to conceal his amusement at the remaaksed by the
chiefs of the village whose job it was to assessviilue of his future



bride. Their faces had registered dismay and nittie@scorn as she
had stood before them to be looked over by dispagagyes.
Grunting, and pulling mournfully at their beardeegy had circled
around her, ignoring her scarlet face, intent adgn their search for
the signs of strength that were essentially delgraba Rif bride.
Finally, they had thrown up their arms, bewailingudly some
damning facet of her physical appearance. Felgrel-she still burned
at the memory - had insisted upon translating themarks even
though he was convulsed with laughter.

"They look for two qualitiessenorita.The first, youth, is an absolute
essential and on that point they have no quaratlthe second one is
plumpness and on that point they say, and | qufcae:iliness befalls a
plump wife, at least something is left of her aftards; whereas in the
case of the one who is already lean ..."" She tuadped away, furious,
her ears beseiged by his unkind laughter.

Unconsciously, she made an impatient gesture aacedjlangrily

around the inside of the tent where she and Zueta velaxing against
piles of silken cushions heaped about the floon tdee softened
when she saw Zuela's woebegone expression; sheohaght to vent

her spleen Upon the girl who had been designatsedrice her.

"Do cheer up, Zuela," she admonished. "You mushleat to take the
things | say in temper so much to heart. | know yauld help me if

you could, and | understand that your loyalty te $enormust come

before any duty to myself, so stop moping and snfide heaven's
sake!" Zuela's instant obedience to her commandentat feel

unbearably dictatorial, so in an effort to dispeing of her own ill

humour she changed the subject. "Tell me again mhat be endured
before theDreadedDay," she capitalized.

Zuela's hand, with fingers outspread, was brougtd use as she
began counting off previous days' happenings. tFi® had 'the
cleaning of the wheat', you remember - four flagsenhoisted on top



of thesenor'%house and the grain - barley, wheat and durrat-gro
be used during the wedding was heaped up in theyewd to be
cleaned by all the unmarried girls of the villag&&ra nodded; she
could hardly forget the village chiefs barbaric maations on that
occasion. She had watched fascinated while he pratkked both the
grain and the girls with water as a safeguard agjawil spirits. He had
then thrust a dagger into one of the heaps, andegla bowl
containing a mixture of raw egg and salt upon utssit; the dagger
and salt, Zuela had explained, being directed aga&wil spirits and
the eggs to ensure a happy wedded life. Eventtiadiyoowl and its
contents had been buried outside of the tent - hwitizvas supposed
would be shared by herself and gemnorafter the ceremony - so that i
would be stepped upon by the bridal pair as thdgred the tent
together for the first time as man and wife.

"You don't need to remind me of number two," Sarterrupted

shortly. "That was the night treenorand his companions engaged |
a disgusting round of revelry that kept us all agvakitil the early

hours."

"But every bridegroom must have a 'bridegroom'shthig Zuela
protested. "He would not be considered manly iflicenot!"

"Oh, don't bother to recap further," Sara interfgmlavhen Zuela made
to continue. "l want to know what happens next,wloat has already
gone before."

Looking a little unhappy, Zuela obeyed Sara's edMtell ..." she
glanced apprehensively at her set face, "tomorrgoy will be
thoroughly bathed by the women of the tribe bebmiag painted with
henna..."

"What!" Sara jumped to her feet, bridling like an aggresiaerrier.
"You don't seriously believe | would allow..."



"But it is necessary," Zuela showed obvious distréSuch customs
must be carefully observed, otherwise Yiblis, tleeik would make
husband and wife fight, as he is never pleasedtgeaple getting
married."

‘Then for once I'm on his side," Sara spat. "I caderstand why
Yiblis, as you call him, should be angered at ttmught of losing one
of his own!"

"You can't mean theenor?"Zuela gasped a protest. "He is the kinde
of men, one any woman would be honoured to hawehasband."

"Then | suggest you take my place!" Sara retorté@ti wnthinking
cruelty, too blinded by rage to choose her wordg. \Bhen Zuela's
face crumpled she felt ashamed and stricken witiorse. Quickly,
she moved to put an arm around the Arab girl's Isleos and
whispered an apology. "I'm sorry, Zuela, pleaséafprget | said that.
I'm a stupid, unfeeling woman, and even if you dad yourself to
forgive me I'll never forgive myself."

Zuela's head lifted to show large tear-filled ey&ou know," she
vo\l/whispered brokenly, "you know, and yet you askrforforgiveness

"Yes, I've known for some time that you are in lavith the senor"
Sara smoothed the dark head that was bent withreemtbut | feel
sorrow for you, not anger. He is not worthy of lggloved by someone
as wonderful as you."

Zuela shook her head fiercely, but did not rephd &ara's curiosity
moved her to ask, "Why do you stay here when hagness must be
torture to you? Why don't you return to your husbameople where
Khairy will be able to live the sort of life he entitled to as the
grandson of a Caid ? "



Zuela drew a deep breath of pain. "I cannot,” staked. "They will
kill him if he ever returns!"

"Kill Khairy?" Shock chilled Sara's blood.

Zuela nodded. "That is why | had to flee from mglband's people as
soon as | was able after the birth. You see," sheggled for
composure and prepared to explain, "my husbandiedaout of his
class, and that in itself is a crime punishabledbgth in the tribe to
which he belongs. Only the intercession of his raofirevented the
sentence from being carried out, and when, shaiftigrwards, my
husband was killed it was looked upon as Kismetad of fate. Then,
when my child was born deformed, they claimed teatvas invaded
by djinns and that his misfortune was revenge by the godshi®
wrong we had committed. Nothing but the executibnrmy child
would appease the gods and exorcise thedgwihs contained within
his body, they insisted, so | was left no choicetbdlee with my child
under cover of darkness to escape here to my oopigé

Sara rocked back on her heels, wide-eyed with tiefbéBut that's
incredible! An impossible situation! "she jerked.

"But not such a hopeless one as we once thoughiglaZsmiled
through her tears. "Senor Felipe has been in towth my
father-in-law, the Caid, who is old and very lonejnd he has
promised that if Khairy can be restored to him arfect physical
health he will welcome him as his heir. A doctoeifid of thesenors
has already examined Khairy and has held out hiogea series of
operations will bring about a successful conclusiSo you need
hardly wonder," she finished softly, her eyes tendigh warmth of
feeling, "why | love thesenor To me he is the most wonderful of mer
the brightest star that shines in my heaven."

Sara flinched; the fervour and sentiment in Zuehldsds found an
echo in her own heart. For days she had searckdddhs of the men



of the village, hoping for a clue that might pinpiothe man whose
memory had teased her thoughts every moment sh@e dtrange
encounter. Many times her senses had leapt abthedof a similar
voice or at some vaguely familiar gesture, onlgittkk back under the
blow of yet another disappointment. She could nqian even to
herself the attraction he held for her, an ..atiwacso vital that the
memory of his touch made her quiver with inwardgioig and the
echo of his words, played back again and agaimersound track of
her mind, was a comfort to be hugged close, auredgalisman that
would guard her against Felipe de Panza and hisabarintentions.
She felt his presence so strongly that she was dnote action: today
might be the day of their second meeting, but mldardly be likely
to occur within the confines of her tent.

"I'm going outside for some air, Zuela," she dedioepetuously. "No,

don't bother to come with me," she waved a protdsin Zuela would

have risen to accompany her. "I'd rather be albneed to think, so
you might as well remain here as I'll be very merosmpany." With a
smile and a wave, she slipped out of the tent befarela's protests
could delay her.

Outside, the village had an air of festivity. Ew&here, women were
preparing great mounds of food, stirring, dippitasting, all to the
accompaniment of much chatter and excited laugliviously,
tomorrow was to be a great day for them, but Shualdered away
from dwelling upon the significance it might holdrfherself. Her
progress through the village was slow as each gobummen tried to
persuade her to sample the delicacies they wepapng. The aroma
of tajin - a stew of chicken, pigeon, mutton and beef lefitamer for
hours upon a slow heat - was already wafting inaihetogether with
harira, a wonderful thick soup which she had already dadip
Kebabs of mutton, offal and small sausages weragbexpertly
skewered ready to be roasted over glowing chareoabers in
company with whole sheep carcases that were ' lipeckady to be



hoisted on to spits, then turned laboriously hoporu hour until
succulently tender.

Her .stomach began to knot with apprehension. & lsad she been
that some last-minute intervention

would baulk Felipe's plans, she had refused tavatlerself to worry.
But now, as she watched the final preparationsggahead; she had tc
face, with a side feeling of dread, the possibiligt by this same time
tomorrow she could be the wife of the one man ewlorld she had
come to detest.

She stumbled as she hurried away from the grouptauwfhing
women, her mind too numb to register that her Yese leading her
into danger. A line of horsemen, young Rif bloodspiendent in gay
ceremonial colours, were lined up mounted on blygtaparisoned
horses. A pistol shot rang into the air and sesrntisharging headlong
in a frenzied gallop, with, heads down and bodiestbow in the
saddle to gain maximum speed, too intent upon #te to notice
Sara's slight figure wandering blindly in the paththeir horses'
galloping hooves. A sound like the rumble of apphoag thunder was
the first indication she received of danger. Hadherked up and with
stricken eyes she saw the line of deadly hoovesingoswiftly
towards her. Too petrified to move, she stood waifor death or, if
fate were to be unkind, injuries too horrible tddoene. With a flash of
almost Eastern fatalism she registered that thikddoe answer to her
problems - Felipe de Panza was, after all, to leate of his prey!

The sound of hooves thundered in her ears, a dbddst enveloped
her completely so that she never actually witnessedwn dramatic
rescue when from out of nowhere and with the speead

determination of a man demented, a rider chargeasadhe line of
approaching horses to scoop her into his saddlerdetleasing a
volley of rifle shots into the air. All she knew sv¢hat during the last
terrifying seconds she closed her eyes, then &Hdif lifted into the



air and thrown, across something hard and so unfukrdumpy that
every breath was knocked out of her body. Shots oah, and she was
jerked upright into steel-hard arms just in time dee a sea of
horseflesh veer off course and go rushing passineating, steaming
wave. Sick and trembling with reaction, she clumghe rider who had
snatched her into his arms and buried her facensplais cloak while
he galloped his horse away from what might haven besx place of
execution. She sobbed as she clung to the st#€t éorm that sat so
tensely in the saddle, then gradually, fear wasmgued by relief and
by a contentment completely alien to the circumstanwhen she
became aware that the arms holding her were conuaimg the same
possessive, tender quality she had experiencedonitly before. She
nestled against him, her head against his chggpyhta wait until she
could savour to the full the wonderful moment wisée would look
for the first time upon the face of the man whossence had hauntec
her dreams, the moment when shadow became substadcshe
would hear again the magic voice that had the poovdisperse every
nightmare that plagued her.

The conviction was so strong, she had to bite back

a cry of bitter disappointment when the rider drevthe reins and
prepared to dismount. His harsh, clipped voiceedsyger nerves when
he commanded, "If you will loosen your grip on niyrg senoritg |
will help you down from the saddle!"

Her eyes were wide and deeply green with shock wihew lifted to
his face and it took tremendous effort to gathemhes and make the
confused reply:

"I'm sorry, senor | might have known it would be you"

"Of course," he answered lightly as he slid togheund and opened
his arms wide to receive her. "Who else has theesmnterest in
keeping you alive? | always protect my property."



"I'm not your property," she clenched, hating eers$ that clogged her
throat and hating still more the need she felt fferahanks to the

hard-eyed man who had saved her from pain onlhabhe could

inflict his own particular brand of torment at laie. Without making

any attempt to accept the assistance he offeredieshained looking

down at him as she whispered: "l wish you had letdme...!"

His face darkened. The dusky cloud of hair accemmgaher pale

cameo face, her vulnerable, drooping mouth andi¢fled brilliance

of her eyes all spoke of deep unhappiness. He cmildoubt that her
words were sincerely meant.

"Ah!" His smile held not a vestige of pleasure. "8y methods are
achieving success? It is greatly satisfying toridhat you, who have
not hesitated to use people to your own ends,tdastebeing made to
suffer. | had wondered from your seeming insengyail you were a

fool, but fools do not suffer pangs of consciemmather do they react
satisfactorily to the more refined methods of poment." He sounded
driven. Although his words were hard, his eyes wermented, as if
some traumatic experience had stripped him for amemt of the hard
core of dislike of herself that motivated all hcdians.

She swayed in the saddle. Reaction, united witpaleshad helped to
crush every bit of fight from her aching body. Heved instinctively
to catch her when she would have fallen and thdl sapalogy she
murmured before she fainted into his arms was,cedly and quite
unintentionally, the sharpest weapon she had esedt against him.



CHAPTER VII

MuTINOUsS and tight-lipped, Sara sat within a circle of éadiwomen
all intent upon adorning her with every conceivaditéto beauty. She
was far beyond the boundaries of fear; only mengago she had
been subjected to the humiliation of being rigolpssrubbed by the
village washerwoman whose job it was to wash tiaelslean of evil
spirits, then half drowned as bucketful after buftkeof water was
sluiced over her by the rest of her enthusiastendants. Rage was the
primary emotion that held her as, like a trussqd-doll, she was
dressed in her wedding finery and decorated wahssicrosses and
other good luck emblems vital to the success otdremony.

Zuela was nowhere to be seen; she had faded pighifat the arrival
of the village women, leaving her to their untencharcies without a
word of warning or even an explanation of what veasome!'ll have
a few choice words to say to that young woman, Saethed
inwardly. And to think | supposed her to be myfidé She eyed the
giggling, pushing women coldly. She had quicklycdigered the
uselessness of trying to escape their ministratidihey had been
given a job to do and no one was going to be alibiwesay it had not
been done thoroughly even if, at times, its doingaéed the
employment of brute force to subdue the tempen@biride thesenor
had so unwisely chosen. They were too simple ttizeeghe was
merely biding her time, Sara comforted herseltesmepared to seize
the first opportunity of escaping that presentedlit It would be only
too easy to evade than once they had been gultedhmking her
resistance had been subdued. She looked down isttsté upon the
costume she had been forced to wear. Trousers ofddght, filmy
material gathered in at the ankles by jewelled baral scanty,
bejewelled brassiere top that left little to theagmation, silken
slippers and ornate strings of beads - all woultebéave graced the
figure of a harem dancer.



The sound of men shouting sent the women scurityirtge door of
the tent where they gathered with their backs tde/&ara, forgetting
in their curiosity the need for constant vigilanQaiick as a flash, she
seized her chance and ran, uncaring of her insuitstattire, not even
stopping to plan her direction. She was through ghée of the
stockade with many miles of empty road stretchimgront of her
before she heard a small commotion in the distémaetold her she
had- been missed. Frantically, she searched thealiag landscape
for cover. On the open road she would stand ouindity and the
sloping terraces of the vineyards to her left aftelittle or no shelter.
Her only hope was to lose herself amongst the fofdsills, so she
swung sharply right and raced as fast as her flisigppers would
allow towards the nearest grass- covered shoutdziungs felt ready
for bursting when finally she flung herself downtime shade of a
solitary tree and lay there panting for breath. &hdd hear nothing to
indicate that she had been followed, so graduadly lmeartbeats
subsided to a steadier pace and she relaxed aad begreigh up her
position.

After sombre reflection she had to admit that legrse of victory was
premature. She was stuck in the middle of the Raumtains with
neither food nor adequate clothing and without angans of
contacting help. She clenched her teeth, detergnin@ver to go back
to the camp; death from starvation or exposure pvaterable to the
fate that awaited her there. She stumbled to le¢rdbeying an urge to
put as many miles as possible between herself algefle Panza and
began trudging in the opposite direction. It wdsrable shock when
she rounded the next hill to be confronted by aalfstallion elegantly
pawing the ground and tossing its mane while ite@chthe command
of its master, who was sitting a few yards away whitedjellabaand
turban contrasting starkly against inscrutableufiess.

"Well, are you ready to discuss terms of surrerideg?questioned
dryly, one eyebrow quickening upwards as he studerdlishevelled,
very revealing outfit.



She stared back at him. "How did you find me?" she

choked, her eyes swivelling to the silent hillsifegccusing them of
treachery.

"I've had you in sight from the minute you left gathhe stated with
infuriating calmness, "but | decided to allow yome to realize how
abortive is your attempt to escape. Are you corednor would you
prefer to continue for a while? I'll be contentstbhere until you are
ready to beg for recapture.”

"Beg? Never! " she trembled, catastrophically riedears. "I'd rather
wander fill | drop than ask for mercy from you!" &took a grip upon
her emotions and tilted, "But at least the wholagaow knows what
| feel about you! Not even your barbaric brothedh@all be able to
accept with an easy conscience a bride as unwiiishg have shown
myself to be. You dare not force me to go througgh the ceremony
now!"

When he threw back his head and laughed she knesgdoning was
faulty. "On the contrarysenorita”he twinkled, "your actions have
allayed the many misgivings my friends have feltowtb your
suitability as a bride. Quite unknowingly, you comhed to Rif
custom by fleeing from your bridegroom on the mogniof the
wedding - you have shown proof of a modest disjprsiand that is a
highly regarded trait." He stood up with one easyvement and
strode across to look down upon her bent headw@bdeaten and he
knew it. Far above her, she heard him say almosthki "A good
general knows when to surrendsgnorita.Perhaps you are now read
to admit that you took on too practised an advgfsar

She was so dispirited that for one unguarded mostentvas tempted
to plead, but then, at the precise moment whehgsgparted to speak,
she remembered her grandfather's wokt¥tatever adversities lie
ahead, | know you will meet them with unbowed laeaban unbroken



spirit! When her proud head suddenly tilted to show egéismt and
sparkling green he betrayed a flash of unwillinghadtion.

"I'm ready to go baclsenor," she ejected through clenched teeth, "b
| warn you not to become too complacent. | do reatadmit to being
beaten!"

Back at the camp, everyone was gathered in therecesft the
compound waiting for the final ceremony to begielipe left her in
the charge of the widely grinning attendants ardrafoing a quick
tidying-up of her hair and costume they too disapeé, leaving her
alone in the tent with a thumping heart and a meotry she felt she
would choke. She longed for Zuela to put in an apgece so that she
might answer some of the questions throbbing thrdwey mind, but it
was Khairy who appeared at the door of the teessid up to perform
some function which, guessing from his puffed-umn&, held some
vestige of importance. "You are readsenorit®" he quavered
excitedly, obviously anxious for his part to begin.

"Yes, thank you, Khairy, but before we go won'tyell me what your
duties are to be?"

His chest swelled with pride. "I am to ride in ftasf your carriage,
senorita.Always a boy is chosen to ride in front of thedlerso that she
may be helped to bring forth male offspring!"

Sara's cheeks were still burning when she was tietpie the "bridal
box" strapped on to a vicious-looking camel. It wasirious structure
consisting of wooden framework draped in thicktoethield her from
the evil eye. The camel was hung with embroideugd and tasselled
trappings and musical bells tinkled as it was leavly towards the
crowd of waiting villagers. She did not remembercmuwf the
performing of the actual rites. There was a grestl @f confusing
ritual, a gold coin was pressed to her foreheashture prosperity and
some brown-coloured paste was pressed first intipd=e palm and



then into her own, but she did not look, much Essak, to the man
who was the instigator of the meaningless ceremidomas only when

two little girls came forward to present her withbasket containing
henna, sugar plums and slippers that she rememBasta remarking

that this gift symbolized her entry into the nuphame and was the
culminating act of the Ceremony. Only then did kst up at-Felipe.

She was now his wife or, as more befitted the eatfithe marriage,
his chattel, his water-carrier, the provisionalreeaf his sons...

She was not allowed time to analyse whether it thissthought that

sent the blood racing madly through her veins oetivér it was the
lambent flame her quick glance surprised in theltepf his eyes. For
long seconds their glances held and it seemed ievére midst of

tumultuous rejoicing that they were quite alonelevhie stamped upon
her his own private seal of ownership with a loolcempelling and so
full of possession that she shuddered from wondgtst how much

the strange ceremony had meant to the man whode #oad so

influenced his actions - with such dire consequenaderself!

Feasting and humour were at their highest wherl @frdrums was

heard above the din being made 'bthe villagers. It heralded the
arrival of a small procession of boys who approdctie gathering

and took up their stand in the centre of the jogtiherrymakers. The
sound of the drums escalated into a mighty poundind a chant was
taken up by the villagers when a veiled perfornding a camel was
seen approaching. With slow and measured treadairel, draped
with heavy and expensive rugs, wended its way tyinaine crowd.

Sara's eyes widened as she recognized, even thailgl, that the

rider was Zijiela clothed in the dress of a bride.

The camel reached the centre of the space andtlseftrmed a ring
around it; the music swelled to a very high notd amery villager
joined in, each throat working overtime as theyaveaught up in a
spirit of emotional fervour. Sara watched interal/ Zuela balanced
herself upon her knees, then began to wave her anshend and



sway her body in time to the music. Her movemeataime gradually
more fluid, the chanting villagers egging her onfaatastic bodily
expressions of emotion such as might be felt byrlasgept by the
spirit of unwedded youth. Then presently the cimgmillagers egging
her on to fantastic bodily fled and more attuneth®symbolizing of
married life with all its pain and Joy. It was sealitifully and so
sensitively portrayed that Sara felt an emotiodesgp it was a lump in
her throat. So much so that when finally a muclwelonote was
introduced and the dance terminated in a portrafyle oncoming of
women's old age tears stung behind her eyelidslamtiad to swallow
hard to overcome the effect the exquisitely peredrdance had upon
her senses.

Felipe's words were an intrusion when, after agprgiher expressive
face, he commented, "So, you are beginning to r@zegthat Rif
customs do not benefit only the men of the tribgelZ has portrayed
the ecstasy and the pain, the glory and the sutijugthat are the
inheritance of every bride whether cultivated oragge. The Rif are
primitive in their passions, but every woman takgrthem as a wife is
counted fortunate in acquiring a faithful and dexbtate."

Sara looked up, full of sudden defiance. "In retton what?" she
asked. "Demonstrating a perfect obedience? Progjraterself
submissively before her husband in such a way &sve no will of
her own? If that is Rif justice then you can keggenor.| prefer the
more emancipated outlook of Western civilization!"

They were surrounded by feasting villagers, sittmaxt to the head
men of the tribe, so it was impossible to argueneut betraying
animosity. He bent towards her, his teeth showihgenas he flashed
a smile, but his eyes so full of cold intent shvested. "Rif justice,
primitive though it might be, is more merciful thany you dispense. |
have no doubt many of your past acquaintances weyddice if tliey
knew that at last you are on the receiving endnhef 2ame callous
indifference you have meted out to them in the!past



She glared back, feeling an urge to smack his dably regal face,
but a reminder of the reprisals he had threatehedld that act ever be
repeated stayed her hand. Instead, she had tonbentevith blasting
scorn from her stormy eyes. Her belligerence wasnadked that
attention was riveted upon them both, so, blandhd to her utter
confusion, he lifted the most choice morsel from piate and held it
to her lips as an invitation to eat. There was detegsilence from the
assembled company as they waited for her reaction't dare!" he
breathed, as her mouth pursed in a suggestionfudale His eyes
never left her lips as they wavered, unsure oftkineat behind his
words, then finally parted to accept the proffebé#e. Relief rippled
through the watching men before they relaxed onageminto
enjoyment of their pleasures. The woman was untantedy
themselves would never countenance such a wife,thmisenor
seemed satisfied so all must be well. His need® wdferent from
theirs, his standards strange, but in the wordsnef of their elders:
"There must be much in the woman that only his eggssee - after
all, the hawk is not content to catch flies..."

It was both a relief and a strain when after dasknkell, she was
escorted by women holding lighted torches to theraay of the tent.
She was left there alone and shivering while theyfex the tent three
times muttering incantations she was now able¢ogeize as efforts
to ward off evil spirits. Her flimsy bridal apparghve no protection
against the wind that had sprung up with the siefmrture, and she
gritted her teeth to stop them from chattering @s,dboth physical
and spiritual, chilled her body. She smothered a@pgahen,
encouraged by a mighty cheer, Felipe descended @oimof the
darkness to scoop her up in his arms and carrynb@the tent. She
clung to the folds of his cloak, forgetting in hdistress to fear the
body whose warmth she coveted. Even when he setidven she
could not bear to withdraw from the comfort he eatad, and she
signalled mute gratitude when he shrugged out®thiak and slid it
around her icy slimness.



“I'm sorry my forgetfulness has caused you physdiatress," he
clamped as his hands rubbed briskly over the helak to generate
welcome heat. Her teeth chattered, so when shikettrieeply he pulled
her forward, cloak arid all, into his arms, emplayihis vibrant body
as a furnace to combat her frozen misery. For tomgites she basked
in the comfort of his warmth, her head againstgbeerful heart that
was. radiating heat from his body to hers. Sheldesmbme chilled to
the bone during the short time she was exposeldetovind, and the
sudden transition from cold to heat caused heeébdrowsy and to
enter the same state of euphoria often experiebgedcosseted and
terribly weary child.

"M ... m ... m,"” she sighed, and nestled closer, eavy eyelids
drooping over eyes bemused with the desire fompslee lifted her
incredibly gently and strode across to the pileusthions that made up
her bed. Still wrapped around by his cloak, she laskdown, but
when he straightened to leave her her fingers eelfts be prised from
the grip they had upon his shirt. Even in sleephloéd was intense, so
he had no choice but to sit cradling her like arddaring child while
he waited until she should awake.

The camp was still and silent when hours laterdyetids lifted over
sleep-drugged eyes. She felt warm and cherisheadledt by
reassuring arms. Still in the no-man's-land betwsleep and full
alertness, she sighed and snuggled closer, thdedsmith complete
contentment when the arms around her tighteneegqiroely.

"Are you awake?" The whispered question set heregung- but she
remained silent, hardly daring to hope in casersigit again repeat
the mistake she had made once before. His sigh whendid not

answer almost made her abandon pretence, but sheleased she
had not when his hand reached out to stroke heahdishe heard him
whisper the words that convinced her she had dtfamd the

shadowy presence who stalked her mind.



"Brave little warrior!" Only he had ever called her that! In a fever
impatience, hungry for the sight of the man whosenaory tormented

her, she turned to face him, only to fall backreuulous, when she
saw Felipe de Panza.

"Why did you use those words? How could you pogskolow... ?"

The cry was wrung from her, disillusionment, paibitter

disappointment, they were all contained in the aggmh questions.
The interior of the tent was dim, the lamps turt@d so that the
mellow pool of light surrounding them was hazed dmpnfusing

shadows cast by flickering wicks. But there was dwoubting the
identity of the man who stared back at her, betigayor one fleeting
second a flash of acute desire. It was so quicidguised she could
almost have believed she had imagined it, wereoit that his

incriminating Words still rang in her ears.

"It was you!" She sobbed out the accusation, hartltaudding hard
against her ribs. "l suppose that, too, was pamypunishment. You
were playing up to me and | thought,.,"

"You thought what?" His voice was barely recognigalvhen he
breathed out the words. "When you believed me ta bganger you
felt an attraction - perhaps even love?"

"Love you?" Her look radiated contempt. "You are a despspaler,
of people's lives, so how can you ever expect tmkiove ? "

He jerked her forward to stare down at her withseygrroring cold
passion. "If | know nothing of love then teach mied'rasped, pulling
her closer. Fear rose up inside her as she seasgéid She was alone
completely unprotected from die desires of a mdkedfi with
dangerous madness!

Her puny defences were stormed with an ease thas,fmghtening.
Pinned against his hard strength” she was subjéztadses of sweet



steel that threatened to tear the heart from hely.bAgainst her

pulsating throat she heard his demented whispery'afe a fever, a
disease in my blood that's past cure or reasamowhkyou to be a cheat
and a liar, Sara Battle, but at this moment in tirneuld not care less
...I" And the numbing, terrifying truth was thattas lips clung to, hers
and his touch awakened within her a wild and joyounsest she

discovered that she did not care either.

The peak of emotion was almost reached when she tiwast

suddenly at arm's length. He held her away, fightumssibly for

control, then just as suddenly withdrew from hemptetely.

Quivering uncontrollably, she watched through atrofstears as he
strode without a backward glance through the dogrefahe tent, .
then with a moan of despair she sank down uporctisdions and
began, even though convulsed with sobs, to seaechntind for

excuses that might allow her to forgive her own kwmess in
responding so fervently to the man she had pletgesklf to hate.



CHAPTER V111

THEY left the village early next morning to return tangier. Sara
learned of Felix's decision from Zuela who cam¢hm tent to serve
breakfast, a duty she performed in complete sileviu& managing,
nevertheless, to project the sympathy she felteasight of Sara's wan
face and tear-shadowed eyes. But she made no cdnonethe
absence of theenor,whose breakfast she had also provided,
merely removed the superfluous dishes from the &ray deposited
them outside before returning to sit quietly uigdra was ready to
speak.

"I'm sorry, Zuela, | can't eat any more." She pdsaeay her plate
with the food barely touched.

Zufela inclined her head, understanding perfedttlit,anxiety moved
her to protest, "You have far to gggnora,please try to eat just a little
more."

With a dispirited hand Sara pushed back a heavgwéatair that had
fallen across her brow and struggled for a seconddrify Zuela's
words. "Far to go ?" she echoed stupidly.

"But yes," Zuela's dark eyes were sad. "Even nog shnor is
preparing to leave us, and he is hardly likelyetvke behind his wife of
so few hours. Tangier was mentioned, but his meadch that no one
dares to question him further. He seems very spldasedsenora,
but perhaps you could charm him into staying?"agbeealed.

Sara's laugh held an element of hysteria and Zaddare to press the
point. Something was very wrong, of that there masloubt, and her
heart ached for the girl whose expressive faceectdtl deep
unhappiness.



"Is there anything | can do to hegenor&" she dared to ask, only tc
be disconcerted by the sharp reply.

"Yes, you can stop calling neenora Also you can leave me alone
for heaven's sake leave me alone!"

Sara felt absolutely wretched as she watched Zewagnified
departure, but she could not bear the companyyafres) even Zuela's
gentle presence rasped like a file against heritsenserves. The
news that they were leaving for Tangier should hbxeught her
relief, but her mind was unable to grapple with &awt other than the
one that had kept her awake, unbelieving and ribtiexdistrait, all
during the night. She was in love with Felipe! Meen by speaking
the words aloud could she dispel the fantasy tloeyained. The hard
conclusion had been reached during long hoursarthang both her
conscience and her heart until she had at lastddnerself to face the
truth she had been deliberately evading. It had me¢n mere
coincidence that had ordained that her mysteri@amspanion of the
shadows should have the height and build of Fetipethat he should
emanate the same sense of assurance. Deep dovmoutveven
admitting their existence, she had admired thesditops in the man
who was her enemy, qualities personal to Felipeeabehich she in her
blind stubbornness had attempted to bestow upbadosv rather than
admit to them in the substance. For reasons adwishe had played
up to her that night; he had listened, sympathieedn comforted, and
on that solitary occasion, under the guise of geas) their first
meeting had been like a tryst made many years.ago .

Khairy burst into the tent, scattering her thougirtd demanding her
complete attention.Senora, senoramy mother says you have f{c
leave! | do not want you to leav&enora | love you, my mother loves
you. Please, please stay!" His black eyes were tnamd his lip
trembled as he searched her face for reassuranseadistress was
echoed in her voice when she told him gently,



"l love you too, Khairy, and | count your mothereoaf my dearest
friends, but | have no choice. If tlsenorhas decided to leave then
must go with him."

"Spoken like a true Rif bride!" a hard voice mocliexn the doorway.
They both spun round to face Felipe, once morea&8pain, his suit
immaculately pressed and his dark head free oRtfiish turban that
had more than any other thing emphasised his gftimithe Arab race.

Khairy ran towards him, ready to plead, but foretfresenorhad no
time to spare for him. His hard look was fastengdnuSara, taking in
the cloudy mass of hair that tumbled around hekgeéace, its colour
contrasting sharply against skin that had the pafomarble. Her
mouth was unsteady with pain, and the green eymsa fwhich all
sparkle had fled seemed to aggravate him greatlyzaa borne out by
the curtness of the command that scythed acrossittie of the tent
to deal her a pitiless blow.

"We are returning to Tangier immediately. | havedoabt the news
will lend wings to your feet and that you will nkéep me waiting
longer than is absolutely necessary, but that suit me admirably.
My mission is accomplished and the sooner we |taedetter!"

Mission accomplishedll during the return journey his words echoe
in her mind. She was being taken back to Tangidrettveld before
Alvaro as a hostage to prevent him from ever agabelling against
marriage to Isabel. She was a marked woman; shd notihave been
more possessed if she had been branded, and Aka@u@ never
again dare to cast eyes in her direction. Butritnvgyiof it all! To think
that if Felipe could have brought himself to bediever capable of
telling the truth all this need never have happened

He swung the jeep off the road and brought it t@larupt halt. They
had been travelling for some hours without oncepmtay and
obviously he was feeling the need of refreshmeet.thloaded fruit



and a bottle of wine from the back of the jeep stndde to the edge of
a nearby stream where he spread out a blanket woch he
deposited the alfresco meal before returning to 8be was sitting
still as a mouse, her hands folded in her lapirgjanto the distance as
if Waiting for some symbol of hope to appear onhbezon.

"Come," he held out a hand to help her down, "tleeethings we
must discuss before we reach the villa, and noasigood a time as
any." Without argument, she climbed down from #egj, so pointedly
ignoring his proffered hand that a hint of angryoco ran under his
skin. They ate in silence until the fruit was fimesl, then, when she
refused wine, he poured out a measure for himself studied her
intently while he drank. When he did speak his wavgre so startling
that she jumped.

"You are a very beautiful woman, Sara. It is nafpsising you are
likened to Cleopatra whose beauty proved so fatal.”

Her face suffused by hot colour, she stammered,.'iisthere nothing
you do not know about meenor? Do you make it your business t
collect every bit of gossip that comes your way?"

Lazily he rolled on his side and admitted, "Fronr Gtst meeting |

found you interesting. Women of your qualities axercifully rare,

especially within one's family circle. | cannot dagitogether blame
you for wanting the respectability of Alvaro's ngraed | hope that
you, in turn, will understand my motives in prevegt such an
occurrence. However," he gave careful attentiothélighting of a
cheroot, "now that the battle is won, | must cosfefeel | owe you
something. Why | should feel this way | cannot imag unless it is
simply that the mock ceremony was not such a mgckier all and
the rites, barbaric though they were, have impresggon my

conscience an obligation towards you that onlyager marriage will
assuage." He swivelled towards her, cold mockeayipg upon his
lips at the sight of her obvious perplexity, angssed, "I'm offering,



to marry you,senoritg legally and in the sight of my family anc
friends! Well, what have you to say? As Senora aezg you will be
even richer and more secure than you would be asr&ee Leon."

Her cheeks burned at the coolly offered insult. iHenediate impulse
was to reject his proposal with words so seariag tirey would leave
him in no doubt of the distaste she felt for higgestion. But she
pulled up sharply as she noticed the restlessygutin his cheroot that
betrayed a tautness completely at odds with hesceel body. Were his
words perhaps not so illogical as they soundedhtited went back to
the moment after the marriage ceremony when hik faw burned
possession upon her very soul. However lightlyddntered into the
idea of a mock marriage, in that, instant he haenbprofoundly
moved. And later that evening when they were akmgether, only
tremendous will power had prevented him from takivigat he so
strongly desired what he felt was his by right to take!

She felt no triumph at the discovery of his weaknéke wanted her so
badly he was willing, to hide his desire underaaklof obligation, so
deceiving himself that the outcome he sought hadadlg been thrust
upon him. She had waited so long for the tide to,tun her favour, but
now that the moment had arrived she hesitated tta@mn it. When
passion had been at its highest he had admitted/abv@ drug in his
veins. Dared she take the chance of becoming lies aliowing him
to think her motives mercenary? Or had she thegtineto refuse him,
knowing that once back in Tangier she might neeerlsm again ?

"Well, what have you decided?" His tone was caswudhe point of
indifference.

She swallowed hard, then asked carefully, "Are gsking me to
believe that you want to marry a person you despsemeone you
believe to be a cheat, a gambler, a preyer upon-reenply to ease a
fretful conscience?"



His dark eyes were slumbrous as they roved hehn fyeang beauty.
As if compelled by an inner urge, he admitted, Faes | am hoping
that a marriage between us might produce some mid
compensations." Then his voice took on a qualityaefghness as,
impatient of prevarication, he demanded, "Are yoare you not to be
Senora de Panza?"

For the life of her she could not hold back theabitkess whisper: "To
be!"

Her answer seemed to afford him little satisfact®dmlush spread all
over her body as sheas scrutinizing by eyes of pinpointed steel th
roved her face seeking answers to unspoken qussti@an shame was
such that she would have retracted, but then fegmuddenly to his
feet and stated so matter-of-factly: "Good, thenhad better be on
our way," that she was able to swallow her misgjsiand follow him
to the jeep to continue the journey.

Halfway to Tangier, he made a surprise detour, rtiagethe main
road in favour of a secondary one that climbed ugsantil they
reached a pass affording a breathtaking panoransaftly rounded
mountains, then shortly afterwards he took a lefk fand as they
continued along the steep road she saw in thendmsteall minarets
towering above the rooftops of a small town. Hevdrmto the centre
of a small circular "square"-and pulled up outsadparador whose
sign "Hotel de Chaouen" indicated the name of tsi@ipping place.

"l thought you might welcome a chance to freshemefore arriving
at the villa," he offered as explanatidhyou wait here I'll find out if
they can oblige us with the use of a room and shasewell as
providing us with lunch." He strode into the hotegving her happily
assessing what she could see of the delightfultoldh. It was
magnificently positioned high on.



the mountain tops, with innumerable streams rundmgn to irrigate
the flower-filed gardens so beloved by MoroccaBfe sniffed
deeply, inhaling perfume drifting from the flowegirirees planted
around the market place, and lifted her face tb tfee caress of the
breeze being breathed over the town from the sodiog mountains.

"We are in hick," he informed her as he returnedssist her from the
jeep. "If you go inside someone will show you tauyooom while |
make arrangements to have our luggage taken upStalfith a
spontaneous grin he added, "I am thankful that a@unot like my
aunt and Isabel in one respect at least. They hewver been known to
travel more than a few miles without a pile of lagg, whereas you
seem to manage perfectly with one small suitcaSké' flushed and
shyly returned his smile before leaving him to enlbe hotel where
she was shown into a room, unobtrusively comfoetaité standards
conforming to the Government-rysaradorsin Spain - reasonably
priced halting places built in styles typical okthregion. She flung
off her jacket and stretched luxuriously; somehosv Bpirits had
miraculously revived, and it had all to do withtthiaexpected grin of
Felipe's. Strange how a smile can cure the wounafiggfrown. How
wonderful it would be to bask for ever in the wanrof his approval...

He knocked on her door just as she was givingad firush to her hair.
Her feet seemed hardly to touch the ground as géée ®© open it,
eager to discover whether the upward quirk of ipis Would tell her
his humour was still mellow. He drew in a quick dfe She was
aware that the pale yellow dress she had choseeaocomplemented
her jet-black hair to perfection, and that it? denpines drew
tantalizing attention to the slenderness of haurég but she did not
know that happiness had lent to her movements tifbeant
gracefulness of a "young gazelle and had transfrthe jewelled
brilliance of her eyes to the softer, gentler glmminiscent of an
ocean's depths. For one startled moment his lotkayesel flame,
flame which was instantly suppressed but whichdreg slumbrously
as a lambent glow.



She felt a quiver of pleasure when his deeply tedbwoice
complimented: "You look enchanting. Nothing lunasho offer will
be half so delectable as the companion | am toeshawith." He
proffered an arm. "Are you quite ready?" Withoutindg to trust her
voice, she took it in silence and allowed him toogsher downstairs.

They ate spicy soup served piping hot, followedobsgtilla - pigeon
and almond pie enclosed in flaky pastry grade Wittter — followed
by various types of sweetmeats. It was only whew ttad been serveo
with the mint tea that is the drink which inevitalalccompanies every
Moroccan meal that he leant back, well satisfi¢olsurprise her once
again by offering casually, "As we are no longeaiy hurry to reach
Tangier, | suggest we pay a visit to smks.Chaouen is famous for
its excellent local craftmanship, so I'm sure youll vind it
entertaining. Would you like that?"

The prospect of seeing at first hand one of thedeos of the East
made her forget her nervousness and she reactédawfileased
anticipation that brought an indulgent smile tolps. "Will there be
snake-charmers, and jugglers and acrobats?" Hathbess question
betrayed the hushed wonder of a child to whom drests are rare.
The once-a-year visits to the circus provided kg dlhphanage had
been something of an aggravation, a whetting offipetite for such
novel entertainment that lingered still in the miofithe girl who
should have long outgrown such childish pleasitessmile betrayed
his thoughts and embarrassed colour flared inthegks as she fought
an onrush of foolishness. As expected, he laugbedt,then he
confused her by promising gravely,

"If there are no acrobats then | shall demandttiet be sent for. You
have been sufficiently deprived, and today we rtiysb make up for
the magic stolen from your childhood." His leargins reached out to
capture her hand that was plucking at a discardgakin as he
reminded her that it was he who had been the etipof her
frightened confidences on the night she had eneosdthim a™ a



shadowy stranger. She looked away, confused bgdh®plexity of
the man whose charm was such he could quell tiyeofua stallion as
easily as he could charm a band of unruly

youngsters. She wanted to distrust him, to have torsort out in her
mind the reasons behind his devastating changdtitfoe, but her
worst enemy was her own desire to be loved thatferasg from her
mind every niggling doubt about his motivdsve for today,her

grandfather had urged. Well, just this once, shelavtake his advice!

To set foot in the labyrinth of alleyways comprgsihe mairsoukwas
to step immediately into the Middle Ages. Fromvyieey beginning of
their tour Sara was engrossed in the fascinatialigg sind shops that
held for her a magic so intense she could not dideéquate words to
express her pleasure. But her green eyes, widewutider, reflected
her feelings perfectly, so dispensing with any nieegpeech.

Felipe was an expert and considerate guide. Heeded in depth as
he explained the methods and materials used bgrdfssmen who
were manufacturing and plying their wares in exattie same way
that their ancestors had done hundreds of yeawdelfle waited

patiently while she hesitated before a potter sitltieel, watching his
nimble fingers shaping a mound of wet clay intcelggant vase in a
matter of seconds. All around him were stackedsiiad products,
glazed and painted with colourful patterns of flosver geometrical
designs - no two alike. They then wandered pasge# perfumed

grocers' shops; stalls piled high with decoratathierwork, and others
offering beaten metal trays, daggers with inlaiishand glittering,

barbaric jewellery.

"You must have a memento of your first visit to theuks, "Felipe's
amused voice reached through her absorption asrwghenaged
through a pile of costume jewellery that had cainghtattention. With



an embarrassed flush, she hastily dropped thelbtate was holding
and replied,

"No, really, there's no need, just to look is erfuligNarrowed eyes
denoted his surprise at her reaction and she bludbeper, hating the
thought of being judged mercenary. Ignoring hetgst he sharply
directed the grinning Arab to keep the rubbishispldyed for gullible
tourists and to bring forward wares more worthythed lady whose
custom would make him the most honoured shopkeepiie souk
Bowing, and with much gesticulation, he hastenedobey, and
seconds later he reappeared carrying trays congptrinkets of such
delicate beauty that Sara was enraptured.

"Do you have a preference?" he asked, his dispagdgand sorting
through the glittering, gem-encrusted baubles.

"They're all so lovely," she breathed, then addedsty protest, "and
SO expensive ..."

"Nonsense!" he laughed. "Although this rogue wdwdde us believe
otherwise," he nodded towards the Arab who returttesl nod
vigorously, "these stones are far from perfect aodsell relatively
cheaply." His dark glance disconcerted her as ungno her face.
"Did you really think | would consider such trinketvorthy of
anything other than whimsical keepsakes? As myréutmife,” he
watched with interest the slow tide of colour thege under her clear
skin, "you will wear only perfect stones broughtlife by masterly
cutting — a delicate science that uncovers hiddsuty." He flicked
her wavering lashes with the tip of his finger as ¢ontinued.
"Emeralds are a must, for eyes such as yours dgrbermatched by
that costly and most coveted of stones - the finerald."

"You know a lot about precious stones?" she falteheer taste in
jewellery suddenly seeming terribly unsophisticated



Smiling slightly, he admitted, "I have studied gubject, but only as a
hobby. Colourful, sparkling stones have a strongeap to the
imagination, and I find it interesting that everthe days of Moses the
Hebrews related the different coloured stones tmua phases of life
and nature ... What month were you born?" he dsated her by
suddenly asking.

"April," she stammered. "April the seventh."

His lips quirked at some hidden joke. "Then youtahatone is the
diamond, whose white colour symbolizes life, joga@amocence." She
turned away to hide a glint of tears as the soofdeis amusement
became clearly apparent. His words were sword-pahtmockery,
inflicted deliberately to cause pain. She must nagain allow herself
to be gulled into thinking his attitude towards had softened; deep
within him lurked an outraged conscience shriekoog against his
acceptance of a girl whose character fell far shbthe standard he
himself had attained.

When he turned his attention once more to the chgad a trinket she

was composed enough to accept with a show of gdatithe slender
pearl and diamond bracelet he finally selected.vidhegn he clasped it
around her wrist his fingers lingered, his caregsaasy strokes upon
her smooth skin seeming to denote a pride in pssgseshe found

abhorrent. She did not want to be possessed fa@igdlyreasons; her
heart cried out for understanding and for a loa thould withstand

the test of time and adversity. Instead of thatsla¢ was offered was
pride of ownership and a desire strong enough évamme the better
judgement of a man noted for his iron will.

It seemed no time at all before the sun began tt@\s® the dusty,
heat-scorched market place and the majority ofhstiglers began to
pack up their wares. Sara swallowed her disappentrand resigned
herself to returning to the hotel without havingvaared the
amusements she had so eagerly looked forwardrid waich Felipe



had all but promised. But he made no move to leB\econtinued
sauntering around, saying little, but with a hunugrquirk to his lips
that was annoying in its secrecy. Then suddenlyf g magic, the
whole square was filled with performers of everyt somusicians,
jugglers, acrobats, swallowers of swords and bgiliwvater,
snake-charmers, dancers and, most remarkable staitellers who
gathered around them an audience of spellbourshéss who seemed
Impervious to the discordant noises assailing tfrem every side.

Felipe's smile widened into a broad grin as heyagder dawning
bewilderment. Speech was impossible, the racketgbenade by
performers, collectors, audiences, water-sellei)-drivers and
would-be guides was deafening. She watched withzamant as a
young cyclist pedalled up to the crowd encirclingstryteller,
dropped his bike and himself to the ground and imecinmediately
absorbed in the storyteller who never for one mdrabowed his grip
upon his listeners to relax. "In a few minutes,lipgspoke close in
her ear, "he will reach a climax in his story atwpdo pass around the
hat." Sure enough he did, and the spell he hadugast his audience
was so great that they could not rid themselveskiyuenough of the
small coins needed to ensure that the tale wouitiraee.

Felipe dispensed money liberally as they visitechgzerformer; they
joined hands and laughed together like childrethatantics of the
clowns and jugglers, watched spellbound the inbtedifeats

performed by acrobats, and were impressed by tiritfl and grace
of the dancers. Some enterprising businessmanthia lbooftop cafe

from which vantage point could be seen* most ofgpectator rings,
and it was towards this that he was guiding hernngige suddenly
stopped, transfixed with horror, staring at a castld box lying

directly in her path. She tried to scream a warning her throat was
dry with fear as she watched a cobra's head &fttionally above the
box and begin swaying, its beady eyes fixed diyagtlon herself, its
forked tongue darting horribly in and out as ittedifor a victim. Just
at that second Felipe saw it too, and with a spleaideft her gasping



he pushed her out of die way, seized a larger tmmr & pile of rubbish

and thrust it over the writhing snake, effectivielgcking its exit. The

crowd around the nearby snake-charmer was scythad as Felipe

strode his way through to - grab the luckless mathb scruff of the

neck. Biting anger was evident in his every word gesture as he
slated the man for his carelessness, shaking hemy esow and again
to emphasise his displeasure. Finally he droppedatject Arab in

disgust and strode back to Sara, whose ashen ridcereontrollable

trembling turned his anger to quick compassion. &iss were a
haven, his voice caressingly tender as he rockeihHes arms and

soothed gently,

"Forget it,cara, the danger is past, you no longer need to fear."

With deliberate effort she pulled herself togethiem sorry, but it was
so horrible. | was terrified, | thought..."

"Hush," he erased the quiver ffom her mouth witteader finger.
They were quite alone, surrounded by noise buaisdlin the depth of
shadows between two deserted stalls. The clamabeoharket place
faded to a whisper as her eyes were drawn to ljrageif hypnotized,
by the flame in the depths of his eyes. With akjintake of breath he
pulled her closer, and her heart jerked alive whlea felt his lips
feathering lightly across her brow. His voice wasdty audible when
he murmured inconsequentially, "It would not hatrack, you know.
Snakes like heat and the slightest drop in temperainakes them
sluggish.” Punctuating his words with teasing kssdee mused on,
"The disgruntled Arab probably threw the snake it#dox because it
refused to perform and then forgot to put on tkhe He deserved a
verbal thrashing, don't you think...?"

She nodded, too bemused even to think, then begaeamble when
his lips descended, firm and cool, to begin th& Bixploratory kiss of
tenderness they had ever shared. Its sweetnesshraagenses soar
excitement raced through her veins so that shealasto forget for a



few short seconds that his kiss was a kiss of osimer his action a
right to which any future husband might think hitheatitled.

"Cleopatra,” he sighed against her lips, "you ael wamed bella!"
She stiffened and pulled sharply away, only to esuffeing pulled
back into steel-hard arms that threatened to dreakn two with force
of passion. Sharply, his eyes scoured her fac&jrgga reason -for
her withdrawal, but when she turned away and refusemeet his
challenge his arms dropped to his sides and hesaddoieakly, "So,
though my wealth may be greater than Alvaro's narichis not, eh?"
When she did not reply, his voice grated out tis¢ruction, "We must
set off for Tangier immediately if we are to arriveefore the
household retires for the night Tomorrow will bbig day for us. As
soon as our betrothal is announced | shall movedmeand earth to
expedite the date of our wedding." She flinched fiem a threat, but
managed to hold back the scorching tears burninghineat. The day
had been a delight, full of precious moments, batdun had gone in
and once more she felt the chill Of his disapproval

Just one room was illuminated when they pulled utside the villa
shortly before midnight. The night had turned catdl she was glad to
obey when he curtly told her to go inside to seeualiood and hot
drinks while he put away the jeep. She heard vazoesing from the
small salon and decided to announce their arriviat foefore
proceeding to the kitchen in search of the servaNts flash of
premonition prepared her for the surprise she vedewhen with a
smile of anticipation she flung open the door tafoent Isabel and
Alvaro who were talking to a stranger whose back wavards, her.
When Isabel cried out at the sight of her, thenstea turned swiftly
and with a gasp of relief held out his arms.

"Sara! I've been worried sick, why on earth didi@tt answer my
letters ? "



"Marc!" Half laughing, half crying, she ran intosharms to be hugged
close with a fervour that communicated without veotfte anxiety and
heartburning her silence had caused him. "I meanrite, Marc,
honestly | did, but things happened so swiftly,e slabbled happily
between hugs that were forcing the breath fronbbéy. "I'm sorry if
you've been worried ... How is your father? Are yack in Tangier
for good...?" His kiss effectively silenced the mather questions she
wanted to ask, and she surrendered to its warkehalikitten to the
fire, , basking in the deep affection of the marosdregard she hac
missed more than she had realized.

"It is obvious, Sara, that you and this gentlemen @&d ...friends,
'Felipe's clipped words and the emphasis he plaped his last word
robbed their greeting of its aura of friendshigvieg them feeling
their relationship had been somehow tainted, srdebhyea smutty
finger. She knew Marc felt it too, when his armepjred to his sides
and he stepped in front of her to shield her frdmedtened
unpleasantness.

"I don't believe | have had the pleasure?" Shecchaldly believe it
was Marc who was speaking in a tone so frigid andccalmost hear
the ice splintering around his words. Felipe stoothe doorway, his
eyes narrowed to slits, his manner arrogantly deingn an

explanation. The antagonism between them both doeiliglt as they
weighed each other up, their tempers so finelyriuad the others
were afraid to speak in case a careless word shdetidnate an
explosion that might annihilate them all.

Felipe's set expression did not alter when he adidied coldly,
"Your lapse of memory is excusable, Monsieur Roatiebur first
meeting was brief and you had a plane to catch."

A flicker of puzzlement relaxed Marc's tense yotage, then memory
dawned. "But of course, you are the gentleman wdsctued the
cheque!"



"That is a matter | intend to discuss with ymgnsieuy" Felipe put in
brusquely, leaving Sara frantically wondering wiraintended saying
to Marc. "At a time and place convenient to us hethmust talk, but

Sara and | have had a tiring journey, so if yod pléase excuse us
e

The dismissal was so insultingly clear 'that Macobur rose, but to
his credit he swallowed back an angry retort angahetaking his
leave with meticulous politeness, lingering onlgdoenough to plead
with Sara as he bent over her hand, "I must spéhkyau alone. May
| see you tomorrow? Perhaps we could lunch together

Flags of colour were high in her cheeks when sliediéhe hard eyes
that bored into her back and accepted gently, "@Qfrse. Marc, |

would enjoy lunching with you. Don't bother to cldl me, I'll meet

you outside the hotel at one o'clock, if that'sight with you?"

Marc shot a look of triumph at Felipe before benglis head to kiss
the hand she held out to him.

"Perfect,cherie, | shall count the hours! | am staying at gensionif
by chance you should want to get in touch with Ae.revoir, ma
petite until tomorrow!"

"I'm sorry to disappoint younonsieuy but that will not be possible!"
Marc's head jerked up when Felipe coldly addre$sed Blue eyes
clashed with black across Sara's head, but Fetipsstalled Marc's
angry protest by rebuking her with deceiving milssie"Have you
forgotten,cara, that tomorrow we will be kept busy with arrangernse
for our wedding? You must also have a ring," higglaer was
dangerously light when he questioned an astonishad, "Would
you believe any girl could forget such an importauattter? | fear your
surprise presence has driven all thought of ourdivedfrom my
fiancee's head!"



Isabel's squeal of delight drew attention away fidarc, who stood
as if turned to stone, grey-faced with shockedalish "You have
fixed a date? Oh, what wonderful news!" As shettmeambrace Sara
excited questions tumbled from her lips. "Wherewed ding to be?
Will it take place here, or in Spain? Can | be bsichaid, Sara? | would
so love to be a bridesmaid just once before | becarnride!"

Sara could not answer; she was staring mutely at,Malling him to
understand that she would have given anything e kpared him the
shock he had so obviously suffered. At that monséethated Felipe
for the deliberately callous way he had sent outftat the maximum
of shock upon the man he obviously considered as/a. His
dog-in-the-manger attitude was unforgivable; thesession of herself
had assumed paramount importance since his seofding interest of
another man. Heaven help her, she thought bittiéidre should ever
digress when she was his wife. Already, in thetligh a mere
betrothal, she felt stamped with the hallmark sfdomination.

Marc made a tremendous recovery. He still lookeerstd, but he
managed a smile as he took Sara's hand to agkjs'iwhat you want,
petite?" He jerked his head in Felipe's direction, ndtrgady to meet
his sardonic look. "Is he really the one who wagwoar heart?" The
torment reflected in his eyes was almost her urgd@he was tempted
to ease his hurt with a denial, but that would hianeant raising his
hopes yet again and she had suffered herself theyaand ecstasy of
wishful thinking. So she spared him by being brutales, Marc,
Felipe is the one | am going to marry."

His head lifted, and with the expressionless fd@man who refuses
to acknowledge pain, he addressed Felipe. "Congtatns, senor,
you are in my opinion the luckiest man in the woBdt be warned,"
his short laugh deceived no one, "if you should &@eszome careless
of your good fortune there are those who will nesitate to take it
"Into their keeping."



Felipe's lips tightened, but he ignored the veillecat and curtly
repeated his earlier dismissal. "Thank

you, monsieur But now, although | insist upon a future meetihg
must ask you again to excuse us as both Sarahawtlhad a long and
tiresome journey..." Before he left Marc clicked hieels and bowed
to each in turn, but as she watched his retrefiinge Sara felt a sense
of shame, a feeling that a cherished friendship beeh somehow
betrayed ...

Alvaro caught her by the arm when she would hasked blindly past
him to seek the solitude of her room. Isabel, atperceptive look at
her drawn face, had gone to order refreshments Falighe was

escorting Marc to the door to ensure, Sara had aubtd that his

unwelcome guest was speeded on his way. So they quate alone
when Alvaro voiced his incredulous question.

"Sara, what does all this mean? You're surely netiossly

considering marriage to Felipe?" She flinched flosintense grip;
carried away by amazement, he was completely ureaofathe pain
he was inflicting. Her green eyes took on a degtleduld not fathom
when she stumbled over words of explanation.

"Yes, Alvaro, I'm afraid | am. We ... | ... it'sffilcult to say exactly
how it happened, I'm not quite sure myself, but..."

"He's forcing you to marry him, isn't he?" Alvardgerrupted savagely.
"He'd go even as far as that to get you away freahBat why are you

allowing it, Saraywhy?You hate him, you told me yourself you woul
never forgive the wrong he did your grandfathed g&t now you are

asking me to believe you are willing to marry hinutterly refuse to

believe it! If you won't admit the real reason lmehyour decision then
| shall go to Felipe and tell him everything. Hes m@ver attempted to
hide his contempt of you and he must be made stidadly revise his

opinion even if it means making him aware of thetfacts!"



"No, Alvaro," an agitated quiver disturbed her nigutyou promised
me you would keep silent and you must keep youdwor

He searched her pleading face with dismayed irtierifiut youcan't
marry him knowing he thinks ill of you, and knowiatso that, being
the man he is, he will never allow himself to lovaere he cannot
respect. He must be told the truth, SAamust!"

"No! No!" She was trembling with reaction as shemsd out, "How
can | tell him | set out deliberately to trick hinthat | planned and
schemed for his humiliation? He would never forgme, you know
that!"

"True," Alvaro nodded agreement, "but does it nmat@nce you leave
here you need never see him again."

She flinched, then swiftly lowered her lashes telthe glint of tears.
"Yes," she managed to whisper. "It matters, it exatterribly ..."

Comprehension flashed across Alvaro's face as lpelled on a
whispered breathyMadre de DioslYou have not been foolish enoug
to fall in love with him?"

"It seems this is your night for bidding your adrens a last farewell!"
Felipe's icy tone snaked out from the doorwayaSdread jerked up,
her tortured eyes flashing a mute yearning pldeetusted, but when
her look was met with glowering suspicion she tdraad ran swiftly
from the room, the sob catching in her throat soumtb Alvaro like
the cry of a mortally wounded animal.



CHAPTER IX

IsABEL was chattering excitedly on and on, as she had donstantly
since the announcement of the engagement and tfily advancing
date of the wedding. They were in the small satwtirgy through piles
of patterns and batches of materials left theréhbydressmaker who
had been summoned to the villa by Dona Maria imatetii she had
been informed of their plans.

"Do you like this shade, Sara?" Isabel held a sevathdelicate blue
organza against her sun-kissed complexion and dveotecomment.

Sara tried to instil enthusiasm into her answetris'ivery becoming.
Blue is a colour you should wear often."

Isabel gave a pleased nod and blushingly volunteéfdvaro said so,
too, on the day he asked me to marry him. We wethe garden of
my home in Catalonia," she confessed dreamilyad sensed weeks
before that he intended to propose, so that daypgsely set out to
make myself as attractive as possible in the hd@¢ I might
overcome his diffidence, and | succeeded beyonaviigest hopes."

"Shame on you for admitting to such guile!" DonalMaried to look

stern, but her lips twitched even as. she repriredndf | had known

you were deliberately planning to ensnare my seould never have
agreed to Felipe sending him to work in your fathemeyards. Our
intention was that he should go there to gain egpee of the modern
machinery recently installed there - not to be bardbed by wiles as
old as Eve herself."

"Do you deny that you, too, were overjoyed whenakbstold you of
our betrothal?" Isabel met Dona Maria's twinklinge® with serene
complacency. "Indeed you cannot, because it waspehed to me by
my mother that you had expressed just such a weslyngears ago
when Alvaro and | were mere babies."



Dona Maria was not in the least disconcerted. "&gs}i she shrugged
smilingly. "In the old days it was . customary families to choose
their children's future partners when they werd stere infants.
Nowadays, such action would not be tolerated byrymodern
generation, but it does not follow that we pareluatsiot still ,hope and
even, if the situation war* rants, give a necesgargh in the right
direction."

All during the teasing interchange Sara listenedhwnounting
dismay. Could it possibly be that Alvaro had lielem he accused
Felipe and his mother of arranging a marriage ion behind his
back? Isabel's words indicated that she had fooridak of ardour in"
a courtship Alvaro had denied ever existed! Theigho of the wrong
she might have done Felipe made her squirm inwaitdias an effort
to clear her throat and force out the question.

"l had no idea your courtship was of such long tiona How long
have you been engaged, Isabel ?"

"Simply ages, she stressed, ignoring Dona Maria's tut-tut afiale

"You have no idea how fortunate you are to be nmagrifelipe, who is
a law unto himself, and who can make his own aarents without
fear of finding disfavour with his family. Alvarond | were madly
keen to be married six months ago, when he firspgsed, but my
family insisted upon us waiting so as to give theme to make
arrangements for an elaborate affair which neittfeus want. No
wonder the poor dear took off in a temper and eahiven to write to
me while he was away. Luckily," she smiled herefeliFelipe was
able to make him understand that the delay wasmamsetback, a
penance that had to be endured for the sake oirigegpace within
the family, and so eventually he was persuadeetion." Suddenly
she became pensive, the sparkle in her eyes dintaiyaeflective

memory. "I am grateful to Felipe," she stated slybélf it had not

been for him I'm sure Alvaro would neither havegfeen nor

understood."



When Dona Maria nodded agreement Sara realized suthden
insight the true extent of the debt they both oweegelipe. Alvaro was
their idol, in their eyes he could do no wrong, d®tause of that
Felipe had never allowed them to discover the wess®es that were
only too apparent to those who knew his real chara&She felt
sickened by the lies that had tripped so lighthnirhis tongue, and by
the way he had not hesitated to lay the blameifooWwn folly not only
upon his cousin - whose back was broad - but gbem this mother.
She wanted to berate them both for their stupidayell them in no
uncertain terms that the man they so readily extusad tried
desperately to run awdyom, his responsibilities towards the girl tc
whom he had proposed probably in a fit of piquewdrat was even
more likely, in an effort to relieve acute boreddBuit of course she
had to remain silent; the injustice she had so ankmgly done Felipe
could not be rectified by destroying the peace withine had striven
so hard to maintain. In a way, she could be gratefihlvaro; if it
were not for his lies she would not at this verynmeat be preparing
for the wedding which was the outcome of Felipeggedmination
never to allow her to constitute a threat to thgpnaess of his family.

The following days passed in a nightmare rush wihgs with the

dressmaker, whirlwind shopping bouts and the makigountless

decisions ranging from the choosing of flowerstfa bridal bouquet
to the more mundane task of agreeing which swagtsecshould be
served at the reception planned for the hundresd guests who were
to attend the wedding. Dona Maria had made herssffonsible for

drawing up the guest list which, at Sara's requwess, cut to the very
minimum. Even so, she was appalled by the numbeeople Dona
Maria solemnly insisted were so closely related tiwar presence was
essential if family honour were to be upheld.

"But no one could possibly have so many close iv@at!" she
protested to the adamant Dona Maria.



The old lady's lips pursed obstinately. "Nonsehkédd! This list is a
mere fifth of the size it would be were Felipe mosuch a hurry to
claim his bride." She raised distrait eyebrows aaded, "Two more
weeks would have given me sufficient time to areangings to
perfection, but no, seven days were all | was aldwand, knowing
Felipe, if matters are not concluded in the timatest he will
disconcert us all by dispensing with ceremony catgy !" This
possibility seemed to spur her on to greater effhve held out her
hand for the list Sara was scanning with unbeligwages and stood
with pencil poised as she urged, "I must have Hraes of the people
you wish to invite.. The caterer insists that hestritave the final
number by this evening at the latest.”

Not for the first time in her life Sara regretteel lorphaned state. She
longed to be able to match Felipe's list with arfiolable one of her
own full of names guaranteed to assure his relatwéhe solidarity of
her background - but the wish was pointless yegrnitMarc
Rochefort and Madame Blais are the only two | shalinviting," she
answered firmly, steeling herself for the surprisedburst she knew
she could expect. It was quite a few seconds bé&forex Maria found
her voice, only to be cheated out of expressingdimay by a firm
request projected from the direction of the doorway

"Can you spare Sara for a few minutes, Tia? Thesemething | wish

to discuss with her." Coolly, Felipe swept her frander his aunt's
nose and guided her outside to the deserted p&ie went

unwillingly. For the past few days she had beeanaptting a meeting
with Marc, only to be baulked at every turn by urgdemands upon
her time from one or other of the family. Theseuesis had been sc
well timed, and so seemingly spontaneous; she lead lorced to

accede to them and it had taken her until yesteimlagalize that she
was the victim of a conspiracy aimed at keeping dvamnd herself

apart. She had no doubt that its instigator waip&ehnd consequently
her tone was cool when she rejected his offersefad.



"No, thank you, | prefer to stand," she tossed dngrshoulder as she
walked towards the edge of the pool, hoping theeraplation of its
cool blue waters might calm her throbbing nerves.

"Come here, Sara," he insisted gently, making neemo approach
her physically. She obeyed reluctantly. "That'stds€t He smiled

slightly as he led her towards a dual swing se#t wigay protective
canopy and waited until she was seated beforegdksplace beside
her. She showed little interest when he reacheal hig pocket to
withdraw a small suede-covered box. With one |laagetr he snapped
open the catch and in spite of herself her eyes @Wewn to examine
the ring displayed upon a cushion of bridal whigirs It had an

Arabian Nights quality, a possession worthy of Hasuor a king, a
liguid emerald orb from which a thousand scintiligt sparks

ricocheted from a centre of molten green fire. Motthe life of her

could she imagine herself walking around with sadking's ransom
anchored to one small finger!

Her mute response seemed to please him. As he lfieher hand to
slip the priceless gem upon her finger he laugheftlys and
murmured, "So you feel it too - an aura of mystarfeeling that if this
ring could speak it might tell many tales of intrgg of battles for
possession fought and won so that the victor nugity to his lady
love a jewel fine enough to express his devotiae, She tilted her
hand so that the sun's rays were caught and del/byrgreen flame,
"once more it lives! Such jewels are fashioned layfor woman and
only a woman's touch can bring forth their trueutgd

Her hand lay within his, limp and icily cold. A tthrof superstitious
fear chilled her as she fought a conviction thatahcient ring, though
harmless to lovers, might bring down the wrathhaf gods upon any
misuser. Their engagement made a mockery of |beajng was to be
a symbol of that mockery - what dire curse migletibke as a revenge
against their hypocrisy?



He frowned when he felt the shudder that ran tiindher body. "What
Is it? Don't you like the ring?" She nodded, tosenably afraid to lie,
then forced through tight lips.

"You are quite determined to go through with theldiag, aren't you,
Felipe? What pleasure do you expect to derive feomarriage to
someone you can never love?" He brooded down atk8&berating

her question but seeming in no hurry to put heraduter misery. A

sudden flare of anger gave courage to her tongukaa accusation
was voiced even before the impulse-had properlystegd. "I am

your weakness, Felipe, the only weakness you hameatiowed, and
how you despise yourself for it! You want me so mpbysically that

you are willing to overlook my less satisfying gtiak, but is that a
good enough basis for marriage? I've changed my!nkiar both our

sakes, | am breaking off our engagement now, bafesd¢oo late!"

Her words were as match to tinder. Vibrant emoteapt to life in
eyes that seconds before had been pools of inbditytaHe hissed
through a tightly compressed mouth: "It is alre&oly late! You are
mine,you belong to me!She was pulled fiercely forward to meet lip
that descended to plunder with kisses so harskrigideto cry out. He
punished her revolt unmercifully, extracting whatisfaction he could
from lips that refused to respond and from a bdigyting desperately
not to succumb to a wave of passion so devastdhiag the sun
whirled in the heavens and the ground heaved bereatfeet. The
answer she had goaded from him was growled adgaendtery cheek.
"Every man is entitled to one reckless impulseiglifietime, chica,
and marriage to you will be mine!"

He released his hold and she backed away, too oeémved by her
own feelings to protest and too afraid of his tereagain chance being
on the receiving end of a passion so intense thatarcame every
civilized impulse. However suspect his motiveswas determined to
make her his wife - he believed he had some ptaamcover her ...
and in a strange, fatalistic way she believed at tdad there been



some tangle of magic in the potions heaped upan theth during the
pagan marriage ceremony ? By the powers of theicnasst she had
been ordained a Rif bride and it seemed that aeynagt she made to
deny her subjugation only served to set the gadaghiag ...

She jumped up and ran from him, too shaken to grdtether, he$
thoughts chaotic beyond reason, and was relieveshydfter an aeon
of silence, she heard his retreating footstepsures@gainst the tiled
floor. She sagged against a pillar, relieved beyomehsure that
hostilities had momentarily ceased, and allowedsteéweakness to
trickle down her ashen cheeks.

She was still there an hour later when Alvaro souwr out. His

glance quickened as he noted the signs of inwaindetat her hour of
solitude had not been able to erase and his tore raagh with

apology even as he accused, "I warned you, didt] wbat dire

consequences might result from any clash with E@INvhy didn't you
heed my warning, Sara?" he pleaded with concera.dihe has ever
yet managed to best him, as | know to my costybutcan't say you
went into the fight ignorant of his ruthless methdd

She seemed to stare blankly through him, so thred 8econd he was
unsure if his words had registered, but she foecddsh to his face
when she rebuked quietly, "l recognized the stienfmy enemy, but
not the treachery of my friend. Alvaro, why did ybe to me? |
opposed Felipe on your behalf as much as my owausecl thought
you were being tyrannized into marriage againstr yeill. None of
this need ever have happened if you had been haitbstne."

Alvaro grumbled, "I never intended to propose t@bk. For weeks |
was stuck on her parents' farm, driven almoststattion by lack of
amusement. Naturally, we were thrown together alat | never
meant to propose, it just sort of happened. Iffeshiad kept out of my
affairs the engagement would by now have died arabtleath, but it
was he who insisted upon reviving it; he even went to éxéent of



chasing me halfway around the world to make sus@uld be here
when Isabel came to visit. The damned girl would/@&aeen fixed up
with someone else long ago if he had not insispemhunterfering!"

Sara flinched for Isabel. Doubtless he would nowrypnéer - the
engagement had been made public and not even hie Wwave the
effrontery to back out now - but Isabel deservdaktier future than
was augured with a man of such doubtful qualittfe found herself
praying that the blinkers would stay on, that I$akeuld never be
deprived of the rose-coloured glasses that pordi'aige her a giant
where others saw a pygmy.

Her response disguised her distaste sufficientlil teebring relief
flooding back to Alvaro's face. "l don't think yoealize how fortunate
you are in your choice of bride, Alvaro, but perb#épat is something
time will remedy. It is too late now for recrimimaiis. We are in the
same boat, you and I, both betrothed to partnemwheither of us
deserve."

He looked shocked, as if the idea of himself b@mgny way inferior
was a notion too ridiculous to be entertained, teshrugged lightly
and admitted, "Of late, | have become very muataetikd to Isabel, so
much so that the idea of marriage is no longergepnt."

"I'm glad,"” Sara's smile warmed his chastenedtsflihope you will
both be very happy."

"But what of youpmada?"he questioned solemnly. "What wish shg
| make for you ?"

"Wish for an armistice, Alvaro," she sighed wearilll | can hope
for now are reasonable terms of surrender ..."



CHAPTER X

THE ancient, beautiful church seemed crowded to capasiSara was
escorted down the aisle on the arm of Felipe'seuricthousand eyes
were trained upon her pale, very lovely face frarbgda veil of
Spanish lace that had been worn throughout genesaty every
Panza bride. They assessed with approval her digghe, looking in
virginal white an insubstantial shadow as she dlidast columns of
black marble and oak-panelled walls towards the mbo waited,
gravely erect, until she reached his side. Thatonérant eyes were
stunned passed without comment; it was fitting et should be so
aware of the extent of her good fortune. Felipe, wéer all, the most
eligible bachelor in the whole of Morocco.

She moved in a dream through the sea of facesmda turned so
eagerly towards her, but clung to the sight of chir choirboys

whose sweet voices soared high up to the domedgéail a hymn of

praise that fitted her fantasy perfectly. The moimead actually

arrived! For days now she had accepted that theitaide must

happen, she had ceased fighting against Felipesndaon and had
allowed herself to float upon a tide of events whicthe last days had
developed into a flood. Now on the final wave, slas being cast

up like a piece of flotsam at the feet of the mha was preparing,
once more, to marry. An hysterical giggle rose an throat as she
wondered lightheadedly what effect the news thist was to be the
second marriage ceremony they had participatecbuidvhave upon
Felipe's starchy relatives. But the giggle died mjuiet gasp as, with
a final reassuring squeeze, Felipe's uncle relgiepa his hold upon
her hand before passing it over into his nephamsKeeping.

She dared a look at him, but immediately sweptidsres down over
cheeks that were suddenly hot. She barely follotved€eremony; her
confused mind was grappling with the magnitudeeaflihg she had
glimpsed in that one quick look, and her sensesledhias she



fearfully acknowledged that the odd flashes ofifgghe occasionally
allowed to escape him were the mere tip of an igeb®at, should it
ever melt, would create devastation.

He put on a very convincing act for the benefithed family. His
responses were spoken firmly, but with an undertdmeverence that
amazed her - in direct V contrasted to her own tvisttmbled out in
inaudible gasps - and his compelling eyes were Uy@rrface during
the whole of the service. During the reception las wnderstandably
attentive. As they stood together to receive thegcatulations and
good wishes of their guests his arm encircled fastvand every now
and then when a fit of trembling seized her hissgréaghtened to
communicate understanding and reassurance whileeadame time
his eyes forced her into sharing glances so ingnthat she felt
unbelievably cherished. His attitude was unbear&dtyalizing! She
yearned to be able to relax, to bask in his unaocoued approval, but
the certainty that once the guests had gone anydateee again alone
together he would revert to" treating her as areagfve toy made her
determined to remain aloof.

When he was called away to take a telephone medisagelief from
pressure was tremendous. So much so that when $&gzed the
opportunity to speak to her he was dazzled by tledécame he
received.

"Marc!" she almost stammered in her eagerness. sbnglad you
managed to come."

"Did you ever doubt that | would?" he smiled, hyglerows elevating
with teasing enquiry. Then his smile was replacedtave sincerity.
"You lode enchanting, Sara, ravishingly beautifghould hate Felipe
for stealing you away from me, but | must admilironesty that you
were never really mine." He sighed, then shook baimfee of

abortive regrets. "We had lunch together yester8alipe and I, did
you know?" Surprise robbed her of speech, so hedetdand



continued, "Yes, we spent a most rewarding houeaoh other's"
‘Company. | no longer have any doubts about yoarcehof husband,
cherie.If | cannot have you then there is no other | wiaalther see in
my place. Be happy, Sara," he whispered quicklqeasaw Felipe's
advancing figure, "and think of me sometimes ..."

He melted into the crowd before she could queshimamazing
change of opinion, and all during the ensuing hrtes change into
travelling clothes and even while she and Felipethe gauntlet of
happy guests determined to give a hearty senddfie honeymoon
she was frantically wondering what confidences arged between
the two men had resulted in dissolving their ihiaaimosity to the
extent of leaving them firm friends.

The villa where they were to begin their honeyma@s perched high
upon a cliff overlooking k tiny bay. On either sidg the bay
promontories of rock ensured complete privacy; bieach being
accessible only from steps cut out of the she#ifate. It belonged to
a member of Felipe's family who had put it at trdigposal for an
indefinite period, insisting that they would be daving him by
making use of its amenities and by providing wark the two Arab
boys he employed as servants. Darkness had fajle¢hebtime they
arrived, after a silent journey along a coast nwhith every now and
then had offered glimpses of black velvet sea mgawinder a
scattering of glistening silver moonbeams. Her aesness was very
obvious, and Felipe's straight-cut mouth quirkedanals when, as he
pulled up in front of the villa, her startled eyteapt to his face, then
hastily away again.

"Shall | carry you across the threshold, or woudd prefer to walk?"
he enquired dryly when she made no move to abatmdocar. Hastily
she scrambled from her seat, almost tripping irelagerness to escap
the underlying threat. Her face burned as hislaafjhter reached her



through the darkness and she bit her lip to prefregtitened tears
from falling. She was too overwrought to admire gaést opulence of
the interior of the villa, and he frowned when gpin round in
startled confusion when the Arab servant, whoseagmh had been
silent, enquired whether they were ready to eatebponse to the
guestioning lift of Felipe's eyebrows she shook head, then had
grave misgivings when she heard him tell tog that his services
would not be required until morning.

She was standing by the window, tense as a bowgstvimnen he
approached from behind to urge her kindly, "You tmed and not a
little tense. Why don't you go to your room - albaill relax you and
later, when I've had my swim, I'll bring you up anét that will help

you to sleep.”

Fear loosened her tongue. "Swim? In the dark .. .?"

Laughter was a low rumble in his throat. "But y&s,you find that so
unusual? | often swim by moonlight.”

Her wariness of water dated far back to the daythénorphanage
when swimming had been allowed only under strigtesuvsion and

certainly in the broad light of day when any untmen danger could
be spotted and swiftly averted.

"But there might be currents - and the cliff losksterribly steep..She
faltered to a stop, her eyes enormous. Suddenhalserery close, too
close for peace of mind. Her body was suffusedif@y\when against
her ear she felt the feathering of his lips asreathed,

"And if | should break my neck tumbling down théfclor suffer any
other of the unmentionable fears that are spintiingugh your mind,
would you carecara...?"



She spun away from him, too agitated to think ¢§eaand so
humiliated by his amusement her only defence waasto back with
words. "Go for your swim!" she choked as she ré#gkan confusion.
"l could not care less whatever the outcome may Bet once in her
room restless pacing gave lie to her hasty worls.\#as tormented
by fears for his safety, but too proud and too iieesof his laughter to
do as her senses urged and fly out info the nighéarch of him. She
forced herself to undress and take a shower, thén avnegligee
wrapped loosely around her, she sat staring intoiraor as she
brushed her hair, seeing nothing of her fear-wheiderfiace, but
concentrating on every little sound coming fromsmlg that might tell
her he had returned safely. She heard tie Arab badgsg quietly
together as they set off towards the nearby villalgere their families
lived, but for a long time afterwards no soundutiséd the still night
and as the silence grew her fears were magnifiedfall proportion.
She glanced down at the great emerald she wadeatjtawisting
.around her finger and shivered, the green, calestould have come
from the malevolent eye of Yiblis himself as he akel her
punishment. She began to picture Felipe's litheg/ Ibodg crushed and
broken at the foot of the hungry cliff, and a sobkie from her as she
recalled hearing tales of strong swimmers beingpted by cramp, of
others whose bodies had been tossed on distargssafter fighting a
losing battle with vicious currents.

Rif superstition held her so fast in its grip tBhae failed to hear a light
tap upon her door. When she did not reply Felipeered quietly,
carrying a tray holding a decanter and two gladdeswvas wearing a
silk dressing-gown, his hair roughly towelled btill glistening with
sea-water. He glanced immediately over the curfefien body
outlined by transparent white chiffon, but when éyes lifted to her
set features he frowned darkly. Quickly, he disposkthe tray and
strode tight-lipped across the width of the roomtake her by the
shoulders. Madre de Dios!"he hissed. "You have no need to look lik
that. | swear | have no intention of harming you! "



His demented words shocked her back to life andnwdtee lifted
tortured eyes to his face and whispered broker@y, "Felipe, thank
God you are safe!" she betrayed a secret so mooeetitat a few taut,
amazed seconds were necessary before complete stamdéng
dawned. Then: "Sara ... you really were afraid rfog! Oh, my
beloved, my own dearest love!" He moved with theespof light,
waiting no more words, but gathering her up intoeambrace that
speared shivers of delight through her pliant bédgses of mingled
longing and remorse were stormed upon her quivemogth, her
tear-wet cheeks, and tender, painfully aching thrdéhen she was
allowed to, she whispered, "Felipe, | don't underdf you can't love
me, it isn't possible ..Protests that were silengitd typical Spanish
arrogance without deigning even to afford themithportance of a
denial. Then gradually, his kisses grew less wiid &ll of tender
sweetness and she began to believe that the psmogbbpe she had
never dared aspire to was not merely a possiltlityglorious reality.
He caressed her with restrained ardour, whispdaogen phrases of
love that reached her through the growing heatstasy, treating her
with the gentle reverence of a passion deliberdesghed, by great
power of will, so that fear should play no parttine final, glorious
consummation both physical and spiritual. He untdeds completely
her shy uncertainty; his demands were kind, histesce tender, and
he was rewarded by the breaking down of every dasibt as she
surrendered entirely to the love he had demonsitrags as great and
as unselfish as her own. The pounding of the searbe a roar that
filled the room as she was lifted against his haad carried towards
fulfilment - the destiny ordained by the gods of Rif who must at
that very moment have been smiling...

She was supremely happy, contentedly relaxed atoghd idly with
the medallion nestling amongst the tangle of daakshthat grew
across his chest. "How long have you loved me,pE@li she
guestioned with pretended casualness. She heardrmi a laugh,



then thrilled to his nearness as his bulk toweredr dher in the
darkness.

"How like a woman!" he mocked. "Not satisfied withving ensnared
me completely, you want the time, date and moméntyodownfall.
Does it mattercara?'he nuzzled her throat "Isn't the fact that ouelo
exists sufficiently wonderful to fill your heartdmind for many years
to come?"

She dimpled in the darkness. "Of course, but worilen to be
practical..."

"Curious, you mean," he contradicted with mock dstg

But with all the rashness of Eve, she pressed ¢tnmfident he would
deny her nothing. "Tell me..." she pleaded. He wey still. She
iImmediately sensed his withdrawal and was appaddietier lack of
sensitivity when she recognized the extent of thg Bhe had so
wilfully resurrected.

"l have always loved you," he told her with diffigu "From the very
first moment we met | was attracted;-but | would admit it even to
myself." His arms reached out as if even now heafiasd she might
try to escape, when he admitted, "You know howdjatged you, my
sweet Sara. | was a fool, a cretinous idiot, benewhile | fought the
emotion you aroused in me | was certain, deep dowmny heart, that
you were the only woman | could ever love." Her Bisiarprised gasp
caused him to tighten his hold, her closeness giliim comfort, as he
relived a moment of agony. "It took a horde of gapihg horses to
drive home just how much you really meant to me"nurmured
huskily. "If you had died beneath their hooves tthay, my darling,
my life would have ended in that same second. Rh@nmoment on |
tried to heal the breach between us, but our ewsgting was at
swords point and no matter how much | tried each attethptctory

ended in defeat. | knew you hated me because dfeayment of your



grandfather, and because of the drastic measurad to employ to
prevent you from slipping out of my grasp, finallyhad to resort to
intimidation in my bid to keep you near me." Shelaedsecretly at the
hint of puzzlement in his voice when he pondered@l "My greatest
surprise was when you agreed to my proposal. Oyedj@s | was, |
could not understand why you did not immediatehp¥hmy offer of
marriage back in my face!"

"But you are no longer puzzled, are you, my daflinghe teased,
preparing herself for the retaliation she knew widollow. He did not

disappoint her, and for a time conversation ceagel® he chastised
her with kisses. Wrapped in the warmth gf his Ishes could think of
her grandfather without pain, and perhaps he setisedvhen he

chose that moment to speak of him again.

"I have Marc to thank for releasing me from my seiposed
purgatory. He explained many things that had pukzahe - he also
told me about the circumstances surrounding yder With your
grandfather.” He paused, fighting a return of thelranger he had felt
when Marc had outlined the Colonel's shamelessoéatbn of his
granddaughter's affection. She was not deceivdudygilence; some
day she might endeavour to make him understanditiibit moment
all she could manage were the choked words: "Heamgsod man,
Felipe, and | loved him dearly ..." She waited)ing his anger to die,
fearful that even now some spectre from the pagihtmspoil the
wonder of their love. Impulsively, she reached mutiraw his head
down against her breast and for long minutes hghba silent battle
she was not allowed to share. Finally, his mindiat, he startled her
by grating out one last tormented question.

"Did you ever really want to marry Alvaro ?"

"You need to ask me that... now?" she trembledpbeious distress
dissolving for ever the last shadow of misundewdita; that had
plagued them. A great sigh rippled through his featne before he



swept her close and muttered through mounting passiVe have

talked long enoughgara!" Eagerly, she opened her arms to recei
him, and as she lifted her slender hand to caresdank head with a
possessiveness he adored the emerald upon her ghgered, then

flared suddenly into glorious, dazzling life.



