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    Working in Colombia for Monica and Ramon Angel, Sorrel found herself more involved than she would have wished in the marital problems of her employers, whose marriage, it seemed, was threatened because of Monica's infatuation with the devastatingly attractive Juan Renalda. Somehow Sorrel found herself being persuaded to visit Juan and ask him to intervene in the situation—with the result that before she knew where she was she found herself married to him—and in love with him. But in the circumstances, how could she ever be sure that he had not married her merely to conceal his affair with the other woman?
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CHAPTER ONE


  FROM the hilltop town of Manizales the road to the ski resort of El Sombrero passed through coffee plantations which covered the lower slopes of the mountains. Under the shade of tall banana palms the leaves of the lovingly-tended bushes glistened in the morning sunshine and red-shirted, straw-hatted berry pickers moved about, lifting ripe berries and placing them in the big baskets which they carried slung from belts round, their waists.


  As she looked out at the varying greens of the bushes Sorrel Preston could hardly believe that in another hour or so she would be looking at snow. Although she had been in Colombia almost six weeks she still found it difficult to accept that in this South American country climate was a matter of altitude. Last week-end she had been at sea-level, sunbathing in tropical sunshine on a dazzling beach beside the white-capped turquoise blue of the Caribbean Sea on the northern coast. This week-end she was going skiing in the high mountains of the Andes.


  She had come that morning from the city of Medellin, riding in the back of the sleek cream Cadillac which was driven by her employer, Ramon Angel. Along the great Pan-American highway they had come swooping south, seeming to leap from ridgetop to ridgetop town.


  But this road to the ski resort was very different. It was narrow and snake-like. The higher it climbed the more it twisted, swinging back on itself, often seeming to hang in space above dark narrow gorges which cleft


   


  the mountainside, their steep forested walls falling away to the thin silver threads of rivers far below.


  'I wouldn't like to drive along this road in the dark,' Sorrel confided to Laura Angel, who was sharing the back seat with her.


  'Mother used to drive up and down it by herself every week, when she came skiing with her friends,' replied Laura. She was fifteen and the elder of the two girls. Tall and slim, fair-skinned and blue-eyed, she had taken after her English mother and her speaking and understanding of both English and Spanish were excellent. 'But then Mother used to be a very good driver.'


  'I don't understand,' protested Gabriela, who was sitting in the front beside her father. She was twelve, small and round with eyes of glittering black and a smooth olive skin. She spoke English with the most captivating accent, slurring the consonants and using many American expressions. 'If Mummy was such a good driver, how come she crashed?'


  A heavy silence followed her question. The car crash which had turned Monica Angel from a sports-loving active woman into an invalid who was having difficulty in learning to walk again was never mentioned in conversation, Sorrel had noticed, almost as if the family didn't want to face up to the reality of it.


  'She made a mistake,' Ramon rebuked Gabriela sharply. 'How many times do I have to tell you.'


  He was a strict father. He was a strict husband too, and since she had come to live in his home Sorrel had gradually become aware that Monica and the two girls were afraid of offending him. She had also become aware that the relationship between Ramon and Monica was very shaky, and not only because Monica was crippled. She was sure that something had hap-


   


  pened before the accident to undermine the marriage.


  The road twisted upwards between the thin dark trunks of coniferous trees which gave way to a wilderness of rocks and stunted plants covered by a thin layer of snow, wide stretches of alpine meadow edged by icy battlements of mountains. Up and up it wound into a completely different world; a world of snow and ice, of razor-edged pinnacles of rock soaring against a blue sky across which wisps of cloud floated; of clear sparkling sunlight and thin rarefied air.


  'Is the altitude affecting you?' Ramon asked. 'Do you feel a little nausea, some dizziness, perhaps, because we have climbed so high in such a short time?'


  'My head aches a little, that's all,' Sorrel replied. 'Oh,' she added laughingly, holding her hands to her ears, 'my ears have just gone pop! Should I feel nausea?'


  'You might and you'll definitely feel breathless when you get out of the car. We won't do much this morning. We'll get in some practice on the nursery slopes and save the big stuff until this afternoon. By then you should be more used to the atmosphere,' he replied, and guided the car around one last bend between banks of snow which had been piled up by a snow-plough, and there before them, situated on a wide plateau, was the semi-circular five-storey building of the hotel, the nucleus of the ski resort. Beyond it the white slopes were already dotted with dark swooping figures of people skiing.


  Inside the hotel was furnished luxuriously in bright clear colours. There was much wooden panelling and thick wall-to-wall carpeting. An elevator took them up to the third floor where the girls shared a double bedroom and Sorrel and Ramon had a single room each.


  As Ramon had suggested, they spent the rest of the morning on the easy slopes, riding to the top on the T-


   


  bar. Sorrel soon found that both the girls and Ramon were much more experienced skiers than she was, and she was grateful to them for their patience as they stayed with her until she had worked some of the stiffness out of her legs and had become accustomed to breathing the fine dry air.


  They lunched in the coffee bar of the hotel where Laura and Gabriela watched the coming and going of other skiers with much interest, chattering to one another in Spanish and giggling until Ramon becoming irritated with them told them to speak up so that he and Sorrell could hear what they were saying.


  'We were only recognising some of the boys we have seen here before,' Laura confided to Sorrel as they went into the foyer of the hotel to collect their skis. 'Daddy won't let us have anything to do with boys. He would have us chaperoned everywhere if he could, but chaperones are now out of fashion.'


  `So we have you instead, Sorrel,' lisped Gabriela with her charming grin. 'Which is much better ... oh, look, Laura, that man over there.' She whispered something in her sister's ear.


  `Don't let Daddy hear you mention him,' said Laura quickly.


  `Why?' exclaimed the irrepressible Gabriela. 'Oh, do you remember, Laura, the time we came skiing with Mummy and we had to spend the night in the ref ugio?'


  `Shush ' Laura jabbed her elbow into her sister's ribs.


  `What is a refugio?' Sorrel asked in an attempt to divert Ramon Angel's suddenly suspicious glance from his daughters.


  'A hut where you can shelter if there is a blizzard,' he said. 'There are several scattered about the slopes for the convenience of skiers who like to ski off the beaten track. Come, over here. This is a map of the area which


   


  shows where they are located.' He pointed to a chart on the wall of the foyer. 'They are rough but well equipped with camp beds, blankets, a stove and fuel and canned food.'


  Outside the hotel they bound on their skis again and glided over to the chair-lift which would convey them to the higher slopes. Riding up was as exhilarating an experience as sliding down promised to be, thought Sorrel, as she peered over the side of the chair and watched skiers carving their way down the mountainside churning up sprays of glittering snow crystals.


  From the last pylon of the chair-lift they climbed up yet another slope, their skis making herringbone patterns on the crisp untrammelled snow. When they reached the top Sorrel rested on her skipoles, gasping for breath, and gazed with awe at the view of mountains. Honed by wind, shadowed by drifting clouds, their jagged peaks glinted like silver carvings against the pale grey sky. They were remote and majestic, an ever-present challenge to mankind.


  'This used to be Mother's favourite ski slope,' said Laura sadly.


  'I can see why,' said Sorrel.' The view is fantastic.'


  'The clouds look full of snow to me,' said Ramon seriously. 'We'd better start going down now. Gabriela, you go first and lead the way. Sorrel, follow her as closely as you can. Laura will follow you and I'll come last. Then if one of you falls I'll see you and will be able to stop and come back to help you.'


  'But supposing you fall, Daddy. We won't know,' said the naïve yet outspoken Gabriela.


  'I shan't fall, of course,' replied Ramon with that cool assurance which Sorrel had discovered was typical of all the men she had met so far in Colombia. They didn't make mistakes, or if they did they didn't admit


   


  to them. After all, they were the superior sex ! 'Watch out for protruding rocks as you go,' added Ramon. 'Ready?'


  Sorrel settled her skiing goggles over her eyes and pulled the emerald green ski cap which matched the ski suit she was wearing more firmly on her dark red hair. Then she looked at the two girls to make sure they were adequately protected against the icy cold air which would sting the skin on the long ski run down to the top pylon of the chair-lift. But there was no need for her to check on them. More accustomed than she was to skiing in the Andes, they had their collars zipped right up to cover the lower parts of their faces and their hats tugged well down over their ears.


  'Off you go,' ordered Ramon.


  'Follow me closely, Sorrel,' Gabriela cried gaily. 'We would not like you to get lost ! '


  Watching the small neat figure in bright orange, Sorrel dug her poles into the snow and pushed off. Both of her skis parallel and at right angles to the fall line of the steep slope, her body leaning out away from it as she traversed the shoulder of the mountain, she followed the dipping and swaying Gabriela.


  Swish! The snow hissed under the skis and at every turn a spray of crystals was churned up to sparkle in the sunlight. Back and forth she went across the slope, glad that Gabriela was wearing a bright colour easy to see at a distance because the girl was rapidly forging ahead.


  She saw the jagged tooth of rock spearing up through the snow too late to turn and avoid it. Spreading her legs wide apart so as to bring the points of her skis together in a desperate last-ditch effort to stop her headlong rush, she fell in a flurry of snow and slid on her side almost to the base of the rock.


  Better to fall than to crash into it, she thought, as she


   


  stared up at the grey granite. If she had collided with it she might have been seriously hurt.


  Swoosh! A slim figure in red whizzed by her, smothering her in a spray of snow. She hadn't realised Laura was quite so close behind her and apparently the girl hadn't seen her fall, for she made no attempt to stop but continued her zig-zag course down the slope.


  Sorrel stood up carefully and pushed her goggles up on her forehead. The sun had gone behind a thick grey cloud and there was no longer any glare on the snow. Quickly she examined the bindings of her skis to make sure they were secure, and she was just straightening up when another figure dressed in cinnamon yellow went by her.


  `Hey, wait for me, senor!' she yelled as loudly as she could, and pushing hard with her poles she set off in pursuit.


  Ahead of her Ramon glided swiftly over a bank of snow over which the two girls had long disappeared. Sorrel could only hope that when she glided over it she would be able to see him. But it took her longer to reach the bank than she had anticipated and when she topped it eventually all she could see in front of her was another steep slope plunging downwards into a veil of whirling snowflakes.


  No one had seen her fall and so no one had stopped to wait for her. In which direction had they gone? She should be able to find their tracks, but the snow was coming down so thickly that all trace of ski tracks had been blotted out. She would just have to continue skiing downwards and perhaps once she was through the veil of snow she would be able to see the pylons and wires of the chair-lift. Once she had found that she would know she was going the right way, towards the hotel.


  Back and forth, back and forth across the slope


   


  which seemed never-ending and was very steep, far steeper than anything she had ever skied before. Had they really climbed up it earlier that afternoon? Or had she taken the wrong direction? If there was only some sun visible she would know, but there wasn't a glint of yellow in the sky which was fast becoming joined with the veil of snow so that she felt as if she was enveloped in a thick grey blanket.


  Out of the blanket another rock reared up and she fell again when trying to avoid it. Breathless, covered with snow, she struggled up and was almost knocked down as another skier swooped suddenly out of the veil of snow. She had a glimpse of double white stripes curving down the arm of a black skiing jacket as the skier passed her and then he was whizzing away from her, carving his turns with ease and accuracy as if he were competing in a slalom race in the Winter Olympic Games.


  Cheered by the fact that she had company, Sorrel went after the skier, trying to turn with the same speed, but by the time she glided up and over another bank of snow he had also disappeared and all she could see was an empty wasteland of snow stretching down to a line of stunted trees.


  Weary with her efforts, she stood resting on her poles trying to catch her breath, feeling panic flicker through her because so far she hadn't found the chair-lift pylon. Chewing her lip in indecision, she listened hoping to hear the whirring sound of the wires carrying the lift, but all she could hear was the moan of the wind which had sprung up and the soft spattering sound of snow falling on the nylon of her padded ski jacket.


  Then suddenly she caught sight of a twinkle of light among the straggly trees at the bottom of the slope. At once she began to ski towards it. The slope was still


   


  steep and she had to cross it many times, aware all the time that the wind was getting stronger turning the gentle fall of snow into a raging blizzard.


  But the twinkle of light continued to shine like a beacon through the haze and at last she was able to see it was shining from the window of a snow-covered building crouched among the trees. At once her spirits rose. It must be one of the refugios that Ramon had showed her on the map in the foyer of the ski hotel. Inside she would find other skiers sheltering, warmth and food. She might even find Ramon and the girls.


  Relieved, she began to hurry along a path which wound through the small wood of conifers. She didn't see the patch of ice until she was on top of it, skidding about. She lost balance and fell backwards, her legs and feet attached to the suddenly ungainly skis waving about in the air. Her head banged against something which was very hard.


  Stunned, she lay for a few moments in the snow feeling the flakes settling softly on her face. She must get up quickly before she was covered with the sticky clinging stuff. She raised her head. It whirled and throbbed and she actually saw stars before she blacked out.


  She came to, hazily aware that she was upside down and that her throbbing head was wagging about. A bar of iron was clamped over her legs and beneath her stomach she could feel something hard and tensile which moved slightly. After some puzzlement she realised she was being carried over someone's shoulder in a fireman's lift.


  Her head wagged violently and she heard the clump of feet on wooden steps. There was the sound of a door being opened. There was a feeling of warmth, the smell of kerosene and the sound of a door being closed. A few more wags of her head and then she was being


   


  eased off the shoulder and laid on something which creaked a little beneath her weight.


  She opened her eyes and looked right up at the wooden beams beyond which she could see the slanting shape of a roof. Light was faint and flickered so that the rafters seemed to be moving.


  Someone was lifting her right foot. She raised her head and saw hands pulling undone the fastening of her boot. Then she saw double white stripes curving up the sleeve of a shiny black jacket. She looked higher and saw the profile of a face above a turned-back, unzipped collar; a jutting chin, creases at the corner of a mouth, one flaring nostril of a finely-chiselled straight nose, a prominent cheekbone below a dark eye-socket, and a broad forehead from which longish ink-black hair was swept straight back.


  'What happened?' she asked, forgetting momentarily which country she was in and speaking in English. The man's head jerked round and she saw light-coloured eyes flash with surprise. She remembered and repeated the question in Spanish.


  'You fell and hit the back of your head against the trunk of a tree. It knocked you senseless,' he replied speaking English with a definite North American drawl. `If you feel the back of your head you'll find you have a bump, egg-shaped. Lucky for you I was behind you.'


  'Behind me?' she exclaimed, pushing up on her elbow. 'But I thought I was following you. It was you skiing out there on the slopes, wasn't it?'


  'It was me,' he said, removing her boot from her foot. He placed it on the floor and began to unfasten the other. 'Why were you following me?'


  'I was hoping you would lead me back to the hotel. I'd lost contact with the people I was skiing with, and


   


  the snowstorm disorientated me. They aren't here, are they?'


  `No. There's no one else here.' He removed her second boot, placed it on the floor and stood up, seeming to tower over 'her like a dark giant. Sorrel raised her head a little and searched her back hair with probing fingers.


  `Ouch!' she exclaimed. `It is like an egg, isn't it? I wonder if you would mind looking to see if the skin is broken?'


  He stared down at her for several seconds then raised his shoulders in a fatalistic shrug.


  'As you wish,' he murmured in Spanish. `I'll fetch the lamp '


  She lay back again because her head was hurting, but when she heard him returning she turned her head on the rough pillow on which it was resting to watch him approach with the lamp, hoping she would be able to see his face more clearly. The mellow glow from the lamp only accentuated hollows and angles and gave the taut skin stretched across his cheekbones a matt golden sheen.


  He placed the lamp on a stool close to the camp bed on which she was lying and then knelt on the floor. `Can you sit up?' he asked.


  She pushed her hands down against the sides of the narrow canvas bed and heaved herself up. Again everything whirled before her and she would have fallen backwards if he hadn't put an arm about her shoulders.


  `I hope I'm not concussed,' she muttered.


  `I hope you're not, too,' he said. `Would you tip your head forward, por favor.'


  She did as he asked and felt him parting her -hair. The touch of his fingers was light yet firm.


  `It isn't easy to see because you have such thick hair,


   


  but there doesn't seem to be any blood,' he said, and she felt a tiny shiver shake her as his breath feathered the nape of her neck. 'Does your head hurt?'


  'Yes, very much.'


  'Then lie back and rest. I seem to remember that rest and as little movement as possible are the best remedies for a bang on the head.'


  She did as he told her and watched him take the lamp across to a round table. In the uncurtained pane of glass in the window she could see the reflection of the lamp against the darkness outside and realised it was the light which had shone out to guide her to this place. Looking round further, she saw there was a freestanding cast-iron stove in the middle of the floor. It had doors behind which she could see the brightness of flames leaping.


  'Is this a refugio?' she asked.


  He turned to look at her across the room and leaned


  his hips against the table. With his back to the lamplight it was impossible for her to see his face properly. 'It is,' he replied.


  'Is it far from the hotel?'


  'About ten kilometres.'


  `Oh.' She was surprised. 'I'd no idea I had come so far out of the way. I was hoping to find the chair-lift.' 'That is to the north of here.'


  She frowned, trying to remember the map of the area which Ramon had shown her at the hotel on which the refugios were marked, but the pain in her head was making thinking difficult and she had no clear image of the map.


  'You seem worried, senorita.' The man's deep voice interrupted the flow of her thoughts and she gave him a quick glance. He was still leaning against the table and was watching her.


   


  'I am. Not on my own behalf, but for the others. They'll be frantic thinking I'm lost. I don't suppose there's any way I can contact the hotel tonight to let them know I'm safe?'


  'There's no phone and no electricity, as you can see,' he said coolly. 'You'll have to be patient and wait until daylight. By then the blizzard should be over and after a night's rest you should feel better. I'll show you the way back to the hotel when we can see. Worrying about your friends won't do you any good, so relax and be thankful you're safe and comfortable for the night.'


  'I am thankful, very thankful,' she said hurriedly, afraid that he might think her rude. 'Thank you very much for rescuing me—I should have said that before, shouldn't I?' she added, smiling across at him. 'I'm afraid the bang on the head has scattered my wits, and I still can't understand how you came to be behind me when I was following you.'


  He pushed away from the table and walked over to the stove. He hooked back the two doors to reveal a log fire which was settling down to an orange blaze and which sent out a comforting heat. Turning, he folded his arm across his chest and looked down at her.


  'I saw you fall on the slope,' he said. 'I almost knocked you down again. You should be more careful and look around to see if anyone is skiing down before moving out. A collision could have been painful for both of us. If you hadn't started to ski again I'd have stopped and gone back to help you, but you seemed to be in one piece, so I came on here to shelter from the snow. I came in, lit the fire and the lamp. I looked out and saw you come down to the trees.' He paused and raised a hand to rub one side of his face.


  'Something about you was familiar,' he went on. 'I thought you were a woman I know, so I went out to


   


  meet you. We passed in the trees. I saw you, but you didn't see me. I realised you weren't the person I had supposed you to be and turned to follow you, then I saw you fall again.' He lifted his shoulders. 'If I hadn't been curious and gone out you would still be there.'


  Sorrel shuddered a little and blotted from her mind a picture of herself lying unconscious and slowly being smothered with snow.


  'I hope you aren't disappointed to find I'm not the woman you know,' she said lightly.


  He didn't reply at once but continued to stare at her in a strangely wary way almost as a hunter might watch an animal he was stalking, waiting to counter any move it might make, and she felt her skin tingle with apprehension.


  'No, I'm not disappointed,' he said softly at last. 'Quite the reverse.'


  The reverse would mean he was glad that she wasn't the woman he knew, thought Sorrel with a frown. But thinking and trying to puzzle out the implication behind his comment was too much for her aching head, and with a little sigh she lay back against the pillow again. The man moved, took off his ski jacket and tossed it on to a nearby wooden chair.


  'Are you hungry?' he asked abruptly.


  'Not very.'


  'Could you eat some soup?'


  'Is there any ?'


  'There are cans of it in the cupboard and a pan to warm it in on top of the stove. You wouldn't have to do anything. I'm quite capable of preparing it.'


  In the firelight their glances met and measured again. Sorrel learned nothing from his shadowed face, but it seemed to her that he watched her with his whole body, not just his eyes, and that all his muscles were coiled


   


  ready to spring into action if she should make a move one way or the other.


  'I would like some soup, thank you,' she said faintly, and at once became aware of another desperate need. 'Is there a bathroom?'


  `Si. A small one, through the door at the back of the room.'


  She began to sit up and immediately he moved as she had suspected he would.


  'Wait, I’ll help you. You may feel dizzy when you stand and I wouldn't like you to fall again. You've fallen enough for one afternoon.' he said.


  'You must think I'm a terrible skier, and I am compared to you. You ski superbly,' she murmured.


  'Muchas gracias, senorita,' he replied with a lilt of surprise. 'I do my best. Now give me your hand.'


  She hesitated, staring at the hand held out to her. It was wide-palmed, squarish in shape, and looked as tough and muscular as the rest of him. But she was afraid of physical contact and was determined to stand up without help. Pushing with her hands against the camp bed, she stood up. Her head whirled and she swayed right into his arms.


  'So you are one of those independent women who scorn the offer of a helping male hand,' he scoffed, and this time his breath stirred the hair at her temple, with disastrous results. Strange sensations zigzagged along her nerves. A desire to cling to him burned suddenly within her as she felt the power and warmth of his strong body beneath the hand she had placed against his chest. Her fingers had actually fanned out caressingly when sanity .returned, and jerking back sharply she broke his hold on her.


  'I'm all right now,' she asserted. 'Through the door at the back of the room, I think you said,' she added,


   


  and turning without looking at him she forced herself to walk steadily towards the door.


  The bathroom was lit by a small kerosene lamp attached to the rough adobe wall. It contained only a chemical toilet and an old fashioned pitcher and a bowl for washing. The water in the pitcher was ice-cold but refreshing and when she returned to the main room Sorrel felt the wash had cleared her head somewhat.


  The man was standing by the stove stirring the contents of a black pan from which a savoury-smelling steam was rising. Sorrel went to the round table on which the lamp was standing and sat down on one of the chairs.


  `The soup smells good,' she said politely.


  'It is a meat soup containing cracked wheat, very sustaining and just right for weather like this,' he replied, coming across to the table with the pan to ladle soup into the earthenware bowls he had found. Light from the lamp shafted across his right cheek, showing up an ugly white scar which angled from the bottom of his ear to the corner of his mouth as if someone had taken a knife at one time and had gouged the flesh from his face.


  'Oh, your face! Whatever have you done to it?' Sorrel gasped without thinking.


  There was an awful strained silence as he stared down at her. Then thick dark lashes came together over the hard gleam of his eyes and the left corner of his mouth slanted upwards as he smiled. He put down the ladle and raised his hand to finger the scar.


  'You're not supposed to mention it,' he jeered. 'You're supposed to look away and pretend it isn't there. Didn't anyone ever tell you that you shouldn't pass comment on a disfigurement?'


  His mockery had more effect on Sorrel than she was


   


  prepared for.


  `I ... I'm sorry,' she mumbled. 'I had no idea. I couldn't see you properly before and ...'


  `Say no more,' he interrupted her curtly. 'I understand, and on consideration I think I prefer your outspoken comment to the furtive glance, the no-mention. Now, please, will you eat your soup?'


  She waited until he came back from putting the pan on the stove and had sat down opposite to her before she picked up the spoon and dipped it in the thick brown soup.


  `If we're going to eat together and stay the night here we should introduce ourselves,' she said. 'I'm Sorrel Preston.'


  `Sor-rel,' he repeated slowly. 'Is that an English name?'


  `It's a name given to a certain colour of horse,' she said, and laughed a little at his upward glance of surprise. 'One which is reddish-brown in colour. My father named me. He trains horses in England for racing.'


  `Are you on holiday here?'


  `No, I am working in the home of a businessman in Medellin. I'm a sort of companion to his wife and two daughters.'


  `And a companion to him also?' he suggested. She gave him what she hoped was a cold glare.


  `That remark was out of line,' she retorted sharply. He shrugged.


  'It isn't unusual for a married man to have a mistress in this country, even in Medellin, where people tend more to Puritanism which goes with their image of sober industrialism,' he said.


  `Well, I'm not Ramon Angel's mistress and I don't want to be,' she replied stiffly, trying to keep the lid on her temper.


   


  `Ramon Angel, president of the Angel Textile company?' he asked.


  `Yes. Do you know him?'


  `By repute only. Why does he need a companion for his wife and daughters?'


  `His wife was badly injured in a car crash a few months ago and she can't walk. I'm a trained physiotherapist and I help her to exercise every day.'


  `Couldn't a Colombian therapist have done that for her?'


  `Yes, but Monica Angel either couldn't or wouldn't co-operate with the therapists at the hospital. She's English too and comes from the same town in England as I do. Her mother came to visit her after the accident, was worried about her condition and agreed to try and find someone who was English to come out here to help her. I saw the advertisement in the local paper. I'd always wanted to visit South America, and since I could speak some Spanish Mrs Bolton recommended me to Señor Angel.'


  `Your Spanish is good. Where did you learn it?' he asked casually.


  `From my mother. She is half Spanish. Her father was a British mining engineer who worked in Spain and married a woman from Andalusia.'


  'Hmm. Red hair and almost black eyes are an unusual mixture,' he said, and she looked up to find he was leaning back in his chair staring at her. `Do you dye your hair, or is it a wig you wear?'


  The spoon clattered noisily against the empty earthenware soup bowl as Sorrel almost threw it down in expression of her irritation.


  `The mixture is no more unusual than ink-black hair and grey eyes,' she countered. 'Is your hair your own or do you wear a piece to hide a fast receding hairline,


   


  Senor—Senor ...' She broke off deliberately and raised enquiring eyebrows at him, hoping he would tell her his name.


  'You are quick with the tongue,' he commented dryly, and raised a hand to his hair to pull at the short fronds which had slipped across his forehead. 'You see it doesn't come off.' He leaned forward across the table, holding his head down. 'Please feel free to test it.'


  She stared at the thick wiry hair and found herself clenching her hands on her lap in an effort to resist the temptation to reach out and rake her fingers through it.


  `No, thank you,' she muttered. 'You haven't told me your name.'


  'You can call me Domingo,' he said carelessly, sitting up straight again.


  'But that's Spanish for Sunday,' she complained.


  `So? I was born on a Sunday and my mother ...' His taunting slanted smile appeared. 'You must know what mothers are when it comes to naming their sons, something like fathers in the matter of naming daughters.'


  'But my name is really Sorrel,' she protested.


  'And my name is really Domingo,' he said.


  `Do you live near here?'


  'Near enough.'


  'Oh, I do believe you don't want to tell me anything about yourself.'


  'I've given you a name.'


  'One which you've made up.'


  `No, I assure you, senorita. Domingo is a common name in this country.'


  'Yes, so common it means nothing without a family name. Domingo what?' she demanded.


  'Whatever you like. Telling you my full name, where I live and what I do won't make me any more trust-


   


  worthy, you know. I could spin you a web of lies about myself and you wouldn't know.'


  She had to admit he was right. Telling her about himself wouldn't make him trustworthy if he wasn't. From under frowning eyebrows she studied him curiously. His scarred cheek, his hard light-coloured eyes, the derisive slant of his well-shaped firm mouth, the pugnacious jut of his jaw gave an impression of toughness. He looked as if he lived and worked dangerously.


  Slowly her glance drifted down to the snug fit of the high neck of his sweater of fine ivory-coloured wool. She guessed it had been designed and made by a certain exclusive men's fashion house which specialised in sportswear for the jet set. Already she had noticed that his ski suit, boots and skis were of the best quality money could buy. He was obviously very wealthy, and though he spoke the English of North America his Spanish was the almost pure Castilian which Colombians of Spanish origin spoke.


  'Never judge a man by his looks or his clothes. Judge him only by his actions,' he drawled tauntingly.


  'What makes you think I'm judging you?' she countered.


  'The way you're looking at me.'


  'I'm only looking at you in the way you've been looking at me all evening,' she defended herself.


  He shook his head slowly from side to side, yet the hard stare of his eyes never wavered from her face.


  'I can't agree with you. You're judging me and trying to define what sort of man I am. But I was and I am still enjoying looking at you, indulging myself. You see, it isn't often I have the company of someone like you.'


  'Oh, I can't believe that,' she retorted scornfully. 'You said before you thought I was a woman you knew ...'


   


  'I didn't say I don't ever have the company of a woman,' he interrupted her softly, and now there was subtle change in the way he was looking at her. The glance of the grey eyes was no longer hard. It seemed to caress her as it lingered slowly on each feature of her face, then drifted down to her throat revealed by the unbuttoned collar of her blouse. 'I said a woman like you,' he added. 'Hasn't anyone ever told you that you're beautiful in an unusual and exotic way, Sorrel?'


  The expression in his eyes unnerved her, and she looked away from him. The room was full of shadows And the only sounds were the faint hissing of the lamp, the crackling of the fire and the whining of the wind at the window behind her. She was alone in an isolated but with a strange man who had just admitted he liked looking at her and who was looking at her in an intimate predatory way which made her nerves crawl with apprehension. Her glance flicked to the door. Even if she could reach it before he stopped her of what use would running away be? Outside a blizzard was raging and she had no idea in which direction to go. She would be buried in snow in a very short time. No, she would have to stay here and hope that if he forced unwelcome attentions upon her she would find the strength from somewhere to fight him off.


  Warily she glanced back at him. He was still watching her, thick black lashes almost hiding the gleam of his eyes, and again she had the impression that all his muscles were coiled together ready to spring into action should she make a move.


  'Don't you like being here alone with me?' he asked quietly. 'Are you wishing perhaps that I'd left you out in the snow to freeze to death?'


  A shiver tingled down her spine and was followed suddenly by an overwhelming weariness. Almost with-


   


  out realising it she rubbed a hand across her brow in a gesture of near-defeat. The long arduous ski down the steep slope had taken its toll on her and now she ached in every limb. Her head had begun to throb again. She was really in no fit state to cope with the danger presented by this man against whom all her senses were warning her.


  'Oh, what shall I do?' she moaned out of her pain and distress. 'What can I do?'


  The man rose to his feet slowly, pushing back his chair.


  'I think you should go to bed and sleep,' he said coolly.


  `Where?' she mumbled, suddenly past caring what arrangements he might make.


  'On the camp bed where you rested before. I'll pull it close to the stove for warmth and fix the fire so that it'll stay in all night. There are blankets here. You should be quite comfortable.'


  She was vaguely aware of him moving about as she sat with her elbows on the table and rested her aching head on her hands, but a touch on her shoulder startled her and she flinched away from it violently to look up and find him standing beside her.


  `Your bed is ready,' he said quietly.


  To her relief he didn't help her up, and she was glad. She was able to make her way to the camp bed fairly steadily, but was glad to lie down on it and close her eyes. She felt a blanket drop over her, heard him move away. Almost at once her nerves relaxed and she had the sensation of falling down and down into a deep black pit, as sleep took over.


  


   


   


  
CHAPTER TWO


  SORREL awoke slowly and blinked drowsily at the grey light of dawn which was slanting in through a small uncurtained window. Where was she? Alarmed because she didn't recognise her surroundings immediately, she sat up and gazed about the room. Plain walls made from rough brown adobe. Rough wooden beams supporting a steeply-pitched roof. A round black stove standing in the middle of the floor. Roughly hewn wooden tables and chairs. A built-in cupboard on which stood an old-fashioned bowl and pitcher.


  Her gaze came back inevitably to the other camp bed, which was parallel to hers but on the other side of the stove. All she could see of the person who was lying on it apparently fast asleep was a tangle of wiry black hair. The rest was covered by a brightly-coloured Indian blanket like the one which covered her.


  It was the sight of the black hair which brought the memory of the previous night rushing into her mind. Cautiously she felt the back of her head. There was a bump there. She shook her head from side to side. It wasn't throbbing any more and the exhaustion which had drained her of all energy had gone. She felt much better and far more able to cope with the danger which the man on the other bed presented.


  While she sat there the light coming through the window began to change. The pale cold greyness was dispersed rapidly and a delicate apricot glow took its place as the sun came up. Sorrel pushed back the blanket which covered her and stood up. There was no feeling


   


  of dizziness, only stiffness in her arms and legs as a result of the strenuous skiing she had done. Tiptoeing across the room, she visited the bathroom, then, returning to the main room, she went over to the window to look out at the weather.


  Snow had stopped, and under the brightening light of the sun the slopes of the mountains glistened, some yellow, some pink against a pale blue sky. Sorrel shivered a little as the coldness of the air in the room touched her and turned to pick up her discarded ski jacket from the chair where it had been put and shrugged into it. She opened the doors of the stove. The fire had died down, but the embers still glowed. She took kindling from the box beside the stove and placed it on the embers. The dry sticks caught fire and were soon blazing so that she was able to put some logs on them and close the doors.


  A search in the cupboard revealed a jar of instant coffee and another pan. She filled the pan with water from the pitcher and placed it on top of the stove. then she folded the blanket which had covered her and sat down on the side of the camp bed to wait for the water to boil.


  Elbows on her knees, chin cupped on her hands, she stared at the man on the other bed. He had turned on to his back and daylight shafted down on to the scarred side of his face. Questions clamoured in her mind. How? Why? When? Where? She leaned forward to see the scar better, slid off the bed on to her knees and bent over him as if by studying his face she could find the answers.


  How thick and black were his eyelashes, how provocative the curve of his mouth, as if he were smiling at some inner mocking, thought. How handsome he must have been before he had been scarred—No, he


   


  was still handsome in a hard-bitten, thoroughly masculine way ...


  Light gleamed through the black lashes. He was awake and watching her. She started to move away, but he was too quick for her. His left arm swung up and round the back of her neck. The weight of it forced her head down until her face was so close to his she could feel the sharp prickle of the overnight growth of his beard against her skin. Then the hard warmth of his lips touched hers in a swift taunting kiss.


  'Buenos dias, senorita,' he whispered. 'I wanted to do that last night, but you were too tired. And now I'm going to do it again.'


  'No.' Sorrel jerked her head back in an attempt to break his hold. 'Let me go!'


  'Not yet.'


  He exerted more pressure. Hands against his chest, she tried to break free and couldn't. As his lips touched hers again she tried desperately to keep hers clamped together in a straight line of defence while still trying to push herself free.


  But his arm held her like a vice and she couldn't escape from the slow exploration of her mouth by his, and gradually she felt a desire to respond to the persuasive sensual movements of his lips. Her lips softened, learning from his, and her whole body relaxed. Instead of the hardness of his arm against her neck his hand was there, a fingertip touch sending delicious sensations down her spine to spread along her nerves in a warm tide of pleasure.


  Then the fingertip touch was at her waist, cool against the warmth of her skin, stroking her gently upwards, ever upwards beneath the folds of her ski jacket and her blouse.


  Panic, heart-clutching and cold-sweating, made her


   


  stiffen. Once again she pushed against him, and this time she won free.


  'Why did you do that?' she flung at him breathlessly, pushing her blouse back into the waistband of her ski pants.


  'Because I wanted to,' he replied simply.


  'And do you always do what you want?' she sniped. 'Most of the time, and when the opportunity presents itself.'


  He half sat up to lean one elbow on the pillow and support his head on his hand. Half afraid he might reach out and grab her again, she shuffled away from him still on her knees. His dark slanting eyebrows came together in a frown.


  `Que tiene? What's wrong?' he demanded.


  'Can't you guess?' she retorted angrily. 'You took advantage of me, that's what's wrong.'


  'I did?' He raised his eyebrows slightly, mockingly. 'But you invited me to kiss you.'


  'I did not!' she gasped, almost breathless with fury.


  'No?' His mouth quirked and she saw his cheek bulge as his tongue touched the inside of it. 'I think you did. I opened my eyes and found you bending over me and I said to myself—aha, the senorita is feeling better this morning and wishes to thank me for rescuing her from the blizzard by kissing me.'


  'I didn't want to kiss you and I didn't want to be kissed by you. I didn't like being kissed by you,' she stormed, shakily wishing he had stayed covered up by the blanket. Somehow the sight of his bare chest and shoulders, their curves and bulges emphasised by the thin white cotton undershirt he was wearing, made her more aware than ever of how physically attractive he was to her.


  'Because of this?' he said, and his fingers touched the


   


  scar on his cheek. 'I have some more like it, in other parts, whith are not on show right now, but if you like you can see them ...'


  'No, no ! ' She spoke sharply, dismayed partly because he might think she found his scar revolting and partly because he might undress there and then to show her those other scars. 'I never even thought of it,' she added quickly.


  'Then why didn't you like being kissed? And why are you putting on this act of the ...' he paused and rubbed his cheek as he considered how to go on, then snapped his fingers.' The act of an outraged virgin,' he continued mockingly.


  'It isn't an act,' she protested crossly, then caught her lower lip under her top teeth and balled her fists at her sides in an effort to control the surge of fury which swept through her when she saw him lift a sardonic eyebrow. 'I don't care to be kissed by ... by the sort of man you are,' she seethed.


  'And what sort of man am I?'


  'Judging you by your most recent action,' she replied tartly, 'you're the sort I've met before. You believe a woman is good for only one thing and you've been hoping to round off this accidental meeting by ... by making love to me, haven't you?'


  'The idea did pass through my mind,' he said equably. 'But from the way you're spitting fire at me I take-it you're not interested.'


  'No, I am not. Oh, really whatever do you think I am?'


  His gaze swept over her slowly in an arrogant appraisal which brought the blood storming into her cheeks and lit more sparks of anger in the dark depths of her eyes.


  'I think you are a lovely and desirable woman,' he


   


  said in Spanish, and the lovely lilt of the language made the simple sentence sound like a love-song. 'Too bad,' he drawled in laconic English. 'Too bad you have ice in your veins instead of blood. Judging you by your colouring I'd have thought you'd have been warmer, more passionate.' His mouth lifted in a slightly bitter smile as he shrugged. 'You see, I did something I warned you not to do—I judged you by your looks.' He sighed and the bitterness in his face increased. 'What sort of man do you care for, then? And where is he? Why isn't he here protecting you, seeing that you don't fall into the hands of the sort of man I am?'


  'I ... I don't need any man to protect me. I can protect myself,' she muttered, suddenly very unnerved by the turn the conversation had taken. She scrambled to her feet and turned away blindly to the stove. 'I'm going to make some coffee,' she added.


  'Bueno,' was all he said, and she heard the camp bed creak as he swung off it and the pad of his feet on the floor as he went across to the bathroom.


  Her hands were shaking so much that coffee grounds spilled on the table and the spoon clattered against the edge of the mugs. Why was she shaking? Because a stranger had breached her defences? Because he had held her and kissed her in a way she hadn't been held and kissed since Martin ...


  Remembering the gentle seductive touch of the stranger's fingers and the warm possessiveness of his mouth she swayed where she stood and closed her eyes tightly. No, Martin had never held and kissed her like that. If he had she wouldn't be here now on the other side of the world where she had run to forget that Martin didn't love her, had never loved her and never would love her.


  If only she could have stayed in the stranger's em-


   


  brace, if only she had had enough courage to give in to the temptation he had offered, to forget for a while who she was and why she was there as she was carried along on that tide of physical pleasure ...


  'I thought you said you were going to make coffee?' He spoke behind her chidingly. Startled out of her daydream, she opened her eyes, picked up the pan of bubbling water and poured.


  'I'd like to set off for the hotel as soon as possible,' she said coolly, offering him a mug of steaming delicious-smelling coffee.


  He was fully dressed in sweater and ski pants, a lithe, compactly-built man who walked with an odd swaggering grace as if accustomed to performing on the stage. He took the mug from her, all the time watching her with bright hard eyes.


  'Your haste to leave here isn't very complimentary to me,' he -said dryly. 'You're quite safe, you know, I won't touch you again unless you invite me to.'


  'That isn't why ...' she began, then broke off and covered her face with her hands. 'Oh, please,' she whispered, 'couldn't we forget what happened just now?'


  'What part of it would you like to forget?' he asked jeeringly. 'The way you responded or the way you panicked and withdrew?'


  She dropped her hands from her face, reached out and picked up her mug of coffee. She had to hold it with both hands to raise it to her mouth. While she sipped she gave him a quick wary glance over the rim of the mug. He was drinking too and watching her. Was it her imagination playing tricks or was there a hint of pity in the expression in his eyes? At once her backbone stiffened. She took another sip of coffee and lowered the mug.


   


  `All of it,' she said coldly.


  'I don't think I can or that I want to,' he replied. But, but ... Oh, you're not going to tell me it meant anything to you,' she said scornfully.


  He gave her another pitying glance, finished his coffee and set the mug down on the table.


  `Who did it to you?' he asked quickly.


  'Did what?'


  `Hurt you? Someone, I guess it was a man, has damaged you emotionally.'


  She tried to hide her consternation at his accurate guesswork behind bluster.


  'Look, Señor whatever-your-name-is, just because you didn't get what you wanted from a woman for once you shouldn't assume there's something wrong with that woman. You're mistaken. There's nothing wrong with me. I just don't like being pawed by any man who happens to be around, that's all.'


  He didn't say anything, but continued to stare at her until, unable to sustain that steady half pitying, half sceptical gaze, Sorrel turned away with an exclamation of irritation and looked out of the window at the smooth white banks of snow shimmering under the sunshine.


  'I want to leave because I'm worried about Senor Angel and what he must be thinking,' she said. She swung round to face him again. 'Please try to understand. It ... it's nothing to do with what happened.'


  'Perhaps I understand better than you realise,' he said. 'It's just possible that when he hears you spent the night alone in a hut with a strange man he might decide you're not a fit companion for his daughters.' His mouth took on a cynical twist.


  'He's been kind to me,' Sorrel asserted loyally. 'That's why I don't want to cause him any more anxiety than


   


  necessary.' She chewed at her lower lip uneasily, acknowledging that he could be right. Ramon Angel might take exception to her night out. 'I hope that when I explain it was unavoidable because of the blizzard he will understand,' she added.


  `So you will tell him the truth?'


  `Of course—at least as much as is necessary.' She felt her cheeks grow warm as he eyed her ironically.


  'Then I wish you luck,' he said enigmatically. 'Bueno. Let us get ready to leave. With conditions as they are we should have good skiing this morning. Let's enjoy it together, hmm?'


  Outside the thin cold air stung Sorrel's cheeks and seemed to cut the insides of her nostrils and the back of her throat whenever she breathed in. Beneath her skis the powder snow creaked and squeaked as she climbed the slope behind the refugio, stepping sideways and upwards keeping her skis parallel and digging with her poles into the thick white layers. Several times she stopped to catch her breath and to look around at the cold glittering beauty of the mountains, and every time the man called Domingo, who was higher up the slope than she was, stopped too and waited for her, a black silhouette against a curve of white, with goggles hiding his eyes and his uncovered black hair lifting in the slight breeze.


  Puffing and panting, she reached the top of the slope and he was there waiting.


  'This is where our paths crossed yesterday,' he said. 'Instead of going that way,' he pointed down a slope which fell away to their right, 'you followed me. You see, there is the top of the chair-lift pylon just showing above that ridge. If it hadn't been snowing you would have seen it and skied towards it.' He slanted a glance


   


  at her. 'And we would never have met,' he added pointedly.


  Was he implying that their meeting mattered to him? He had pushed his goggles up on to his hair as she had and when their glances met and locked she knew a moment of wild, joyous response to the invitation which gleamed in his eyes. Yet almost immediately she turned away, lifting her chin and tightening her lips. He was just another Latin-American Don Juan who thought he was the answer to every girl's prayer and was trying out his lures on her because he knew she was English, and therefore possibly more free and easy in her behaviour than the women of his own country.


  She pulled her goggles down and grasped her poles in readiness to ski.


  'I think I can find my way from here. You don't need to come with Me,' she said stiffly, and pushed off.


  He followed her and within seconds had overtaken her, and she had to admit she was glad he was there to share with her the exhilaration of sliding down the mountainside on that clear sunny morning. Not that she managed without falling a few times, but when she did fall he came back to help her, to laugh with her not at her, to bang the snow from her clothing and give her instructions on how she could avoid falling.


  At last they topped the ridge and there was the row of pylons between which the wires of the chair-lift whirred, and there further down the slope was the hotel, its windows glinting in the sunlight and the. many cars parked around it looking like so many toys.


  There was a group of skiers near the topmost pylon. They were gathered round a man who was dressed in a red ski suit, the uniform of the mountain guides, all experienced skiers who were employed by the ski re-


   


  sort to go out and find lost skiers.


  Domingo stopped and stared at the group. Sorrel swished to a halt beside him. He pushed up his goggles and looked at her.


  'Now, I will let you go by yourself,' he said dryly.


  `Thank you for ... for coming with me and for rescuing me last night,' she said in a rush, realising suddenly how much she owed him, possibly her life.


  `De nada. It was a pleasure, senorita,' he replied politely. He pulled his glance away from the group of skiers and fitted his goggles in place again. 'I only wish—' he began, broke off to glance at the group again. Then he turned to her urgently. 'Sor-rel, listen to me. If you have trouble with your employer you will let me know, hmm?'


  'How can I? I don't know your last name or where you live,' she complained.


  `It's possible you'll find out sooner than you think,' he said, his mouth taking on a grim twist as he looked past her at the group, and at that moment a girl's high shrill voice cut through the air.


  'Sorrel, Sorrel!' There was no mistaking Gabriela's delighted shriek. Looking round, Sorrel saw the small orange figure detach itself from the group of skiers and glide across the snow towards her. 'Oh, Sorrel,. we've been so worried about you! Where have you been? Who was that with you?'


  Again Sorrel looked round. Domingo had gone and was carving his way quickly down the slope in the direction of the hotel. She stared after him, admiring the grace with which he skied, and wondered at the sharp stab of disappointment she felt because he had left her without saying goodbye.


  The next minute she was smothering the feeling. Why should she care? She should be glad he had left


   


  her to make her explanations without his presence there. She turned back to Gabriela and almost at once found herself surrounded by the group of skiers, all of them speaking to her excitedly in Spanish.


  'What happened? Where have you been all night?' Ramon Angel's narrow sallow face was set in stern lines.


  'I fell and you didn't see me,' she began to explain, but everyone started to talk again and it was impossible for her to go on. Ramon made an exclamation of irritation.


  'We cannot talk here,' he said in English raising his voice above the excited babble. 'I will explain to the guide that he can call off the search and then we'll go down to the hotel. I expect you would like some breakfast.'


  She nodded, and within twenty minutes she was sitting in the cheerful warmth of the coffee shop explaining to Ramon and the two girls how she had become lost in the blizzard, while a waiter served her breakfast.


  'When did you realise you had taken the wrong direction?' Ramon asked.


  'When I saw the line of trees and a light shining. It was snowing very hard and I was glad to find shelter,' she replied, having decided to leave out the part of falling and banging her head.


  'Where was the hut?' He spoke sharply suspiciously. 'To the south of here, about ten kilometres away.'


  'I know,' said Gabriela brightly, trying to be of help.


  'It's the one where we spent the night once with ... Oh,


  Laura, what did you kick me for?'


  'Someone else was there with you?' asked Ramon.


  'Yes—a man. He was also sheltering. There was no alternative but to stay there. I could never have found my way back to the hotel in the snow. I hope you


   


  understand.' She spoke appealingly, and felt a flicker of uneasiness when she saw suspicion narrow his eyes again.


  'The man who was with you when I saw you?' piped up Gabriela.


  'Yes. He came with me this morning to show me the way to the hotel.'


  'Where is he now? Why didn't he stay with you until you found us?' demanded Ramon.


  'I ... I don't know. He just went off when Gabriela called to me.' Sorrel looked round the room, half-hoping to see a lean scarred face beneath a plume of ink-black hair amongst the people sitting at the tables. Then she became aware that Laura and Gabriela were arguing furiously in whispers.


  'Must you always be quarrelling?' Ramon snapped at them.


  'Gabriela says she recognised the man who was with Sorrel,' said Laura. 'I don't see how she could. He was wearing goggles.'


  'It was his ski suit I recognised,' muttered Gabriela stormily.


  'Who do you think it was?' demanded Ramon.


  'Juan Renalda,' replied Gabriela, flashing a defiant glance at her sister, whose fair face looked suddenly very unhappy.


  'Renalda?' Ramon exclaimed. 'El torero? The bullfighter?'


  'Si,' Gabriela nodded.


  'I think you're wrong, Gabriela,' Sorrel said gently. 'He told me his name was Domingo.'


  'He was El Valiente, The Brave One, I know he was! ' insisted Gabriela stubbornly.


  'And how is it you know El Valiente so well you can recognise him at a distance?' asked Ramon sharply. 'As


   


  far as I can recollect you have never attended a corrida, unless you have been to one without my knowledge. Have you? Either of you?'


  The two girls glanced uneasily at one another, both of them looking very guilty.


  `Si. We have been once, the December before last. It was during the festival at Copaya,' said Laura with slow reluctance.


  'Your mother was with you?' snapped Ramon. 'Si, senor.' Laura looked frightened.


  'And you saw Renalda there?'


  'Si.'


  'That would be before the fight in Manizales when he was badly mauled by the bull, then,' said Ramon musingly, then he flicked another sharp glance at Laura. 'Who invited you and your mother to go?'


  `Tia Isabella. Her brother-in-law is Diego Cortez, the promoter of the corridas for the festivals,'


  'And it was so exciting,' blurted Gabriela, unable to keep quiet for long. 'When the fight was over El Valiente came forward and made his bow to the box where we were sitting with Senor Cortez, and afterwards we were introduced to him.'


  'And was he wearing his ski suit then?' asked Ramon.


  `No, of course he wasn't.' Gabriela giggled nervously at her father's mockery. 'He was wearing his matador costume. The jacket was magnificent, all embroidered in sequins, red and black ones. He looked very handsome. He still is handsome except for the scar down the right side of his face where that bull gored him.'


  Sorrel almost choked on the food she was eating and Ramon gave her another sharp suspicious glance.


  `But the fact that you've had the dubious distinction of seeing Renalda perform in the arena with the muleta doesn't explain how you know what sort of ski suit he


   


  wears,' he said with ill-concealed impatience, turning to Gabriela again.


  'I know that because we saw him quite close here in the coffee shop this morning. Didn't we, Laura? We've often seen him here when we've come with Mummy, and once we had to shelter with him and some others in the same refugio where Sorrel stayed the night.'


  'Then all that remains to clear up the mystery is to ask Sorrel if the man who was in the hut with her had a scar on his right cheek,' said Ramon, his eyes hard and glittering in his stern face as he looked at Sorrel.


  'Had he, Sorrel?' demanded Gabriela, entirely unaware that she was causing trouble. 'From here to here?' She drew a curve across her right cheek from the lower part of her ear to the corner of her mouth. 'And was he tall and dark-haired with light grey eyes? And did he smile like this?' She gave a grimace which could have been an imitation of a slanted smile. 'And did he wear a black ski jacket with white stripes down its sleeves?'


  Sorrel could only nod in agreement. Gabriela clapped her hands together in triumph.


  'There, Laura, I told you,' she crowed. 'I was right! I was right! '


  'Then why did he tell Sorrel his name was Domingo?' queried Laura, who was looking very worried.


  'That is a good question. Why did he, Senorita Preston?' asked Ramon.


  The cold cutting sharpness of his voice, his sudden formality alarmed her. It was as if he had discovered her committing a sin and as a result he had turned against her.


  'I don't know why. I suppose he didn't want me to know who he was,' she replied.


   


  He pushed back his chair and stood up, looking down at her angrily.


  'A bullfighter would be so modest, so lacking in conceit?' he remarked. 'Por dins, I can't accept that, and going on what I know about Renalda he's more conceited than most—and no wonder, for in the eyes of his fans he's a home-grown folk-hero, born here in Colombia and not imported from Spain or Mexico. Like most of his breed he is a showman and a show-off to his fingertips.' His black eyes glared at her with hostility. 'There is another reason for you to be calling him Domingo, and I mean to find out what it is.' He turned to his daughters and spoke to them sharply. 'Go and collect your equipment. We'll go back to Medellin at once.'


  'But it isn't noon yet and the conditions are perfect for skiing, 'Laura dared to protest.


  'I don't want to go home yet,' stormed Gabriela, her eyes brimming with tears.


  'Senor Angel, I'd no idea ...' began Sorrel.


  'Be quiet, all of you ! ' he snapped as he pushed back his chair and stood up. 'You will do as I tell you and you won't be coming here again, any of you. I can't have my daughters mixing with bullfighters and such like. Now go and collect your equipment.'


  Back down the tortuous cliff-hanging road they went, down to the alpine meadows, through the dense coniferous forest, down into the warm valley where the afternoon sun shafted down on to the coffee bushes and the heat forced Ramon to switch on the air-conditioning system in the big luxurious car. In Manizales shadows made black patterns on the white walls of old houses and flowers blazed in window boxes and tumbled from wrought iron balconies. Then they were


   


  out on the fast highway, turning north towards Medellin.


  In comparison with the journey to the ski resort the journey back was unpleasant. Laura and Gabriela sat in sullen silence, while Ramon was haughty and aloof behind the steering wheel, managing to convey his displeasure with his daughters and Sorrel through his handling of the car, flinging it round bends with a screech of tyres and overtaking anything which was in his way with loud blares on the car's horn.


  Walled into her own thoughts by the silence of the others, Sorrel sat in the corner of the back seat watching the dark shapes of the distant hills which were hunched against the sun-bright western sky and seemed to shift and remodel themselves into new patterns as the road curved about them.


  Into a small town they drove, and the hills were hidden so that she saw instead short side streets of squat houses slanting to the edge of a deep abyss. Twin towers of an adobe church soared up against a blue sky and the plaza in front of the church steps was alive with movement and colour as the local inhabitants spilled out of the doors after late morning Mass. Then the car was through the town and the dark silhouettes of the hills were back.


  A bullfighter. She should have guessed from that graceful swaggering walk or from the way he had watched her in the same way he would watch and wait for the bull to move in the arena. She should have guessed from the scar on his cheek where flesh had been torn away by the horn of an enraged animal. And now that she knew what he was it was easy for her to imagine him wearing the three-cornered black hat, the short glittering jacket, the tight-fitting breeches, pink stockings and black shoes, luring and deceiving the bull with


   


  a shake of his red serge cloak.


  She shuddered a little. She had never been to a bullfight and had never wanted to go to watch that spectacle of a man facing a wild bull in mortal combat. She had always considered it to be a display of cruelty to animals, and until now had never considered that it might also be cruel to the men involved.


  But why hadn't he told her his name? Why had he lied to her? And why was Ramon Angel so suspicious about her brief association with the bullfighter? What had he against bullfighters that he didn't want his daughters going to a place where they might come into contact with one?


  The car swept up over a ridge and dipped down the other side into a wide sunlit valley. With a sense of relief because the ride would soon be over Sorrel saw the slim shining towers of Medellin's skyscrapers thrusting up from amongst a collection of red roofs. Soon the car was speeding along a wide tree-lined boulevard where the big houses of the wealthy sparkled among their green landscaped gardens. There were orchids, orchids, everywhere, mostly crimson, crammed into flower beds down the centre of the boulevard, spilling from plant pots on shady verandahs, tumbling over balconies to blaze against white walls. Medellin might be the industrial centre of the country, but it did not express its prosperity in sooty chimneys or grimy buildings. It expressed it in flowers.


  In keeping with the fact that Ramon Angel was wealthy, the house where he lived was big and luxurious, set among sleek green lawns and hidden behind elegant cypress trees and delicately drooping acacias.


  He had hardly brought the car to a stop outside the porticoed front entrance than a woman appeared at the top of the shallow white steps which led up to the door.


   


  She was small, slim and raven-haired and was dressed in a smart black and white dress of silk jersey.


  `Ah, Isabella, it is good to see you,' Ramon greeted her warmly as she came down the steps towards him. `You came to keep Monica company?'


  'Si.' Isabella's dark brown eyes, deep-set under fine arching eyebrows, smiled at him before their glance slid curiously sideways to Sorrel, who was just getting out of the car. 'She phoned to say she was feeling lonely Without you and the girls. She sent Pedro over to fetch me in the limousine. You are back much earlier than we expected. Why is that?'


  `Something happened. Come inside, I will tell you. His arm about her shoulder he guided her back up the steps and into the house.


  'I don't understand,' Gabriela blurted, scowling after the departing couple. 'Why is Daddy so angry?'


  `Because you went on and on about Juan Renalda,' complained Laura as she helped Sorrel lift their skis down from the rack on top of the car. 'Why couldn't you keep your mouth shut for once?'


  `All I did was recognise him. What's wrong in that?'


  `Everything. It would have been better if you hadn't. Now we'll all be in trouble. Tia Isabella will be told off because she sold us the tickets for that bullfight. Mother will be in trouble because she took us to it without his permission. And you and I can't go skiing anymore.'


  'But I don't see why. What's wrong in going to a bullfight or in knowing a bullfighter?'


  `Everything, as far as Daddy is concerned,' replied Laura with an air of exaggerated patience as if it hurt to have to explain so much to her ignorant younger sister. 'He says bullfights are disgraceful exhibitions of brutality and that they should be banned.'


  'I don't think they are,' objected Gabriela. 'I think


   


  they are very exciting and dramatic and ...'


  'And Daddy says,' went on Laura, raising her voice above her sister's, 'that bullfighters aren't very nice men. They are rough and have no morals, and people in our position in society shouldn't mix with them.'


  'What a lot of rubbish! I think they are very brave men, and I think the bulls are brave too,' asserted the irrepressible Gabriela. 'And I think Juan Renalda is the bravest of the brave, and I like him even if he doesn't have—what did you say bullfighters don't have?'


  'Morals. Oh, Gabriela, don't tell me you don't know what that means.'


  'Yes, I do, but I don't care if he doesn't have any. I'm going in to tell Mummy what happened. Come with me, Sorrel, I know she'll want to hear all about your adventure.'


  'I'll come as soon as I've changed my clothes. I have to return this ski suit to her.'


  Half an hour later, washed and changed, wearing a leaf-green dress of linen which had a plain round neck which she dressed up with a silk paisley-patterned scarf, Sorrel entered the wide sunny room on the ground floor of the house which had been turned into a bed-sitting room for the invalid.


  Monica was sitting as usual in the wheelchair which she used to get about the house and Gabriela was sitting on a stool at her feet chattering away.


  'Thank you for the loan of the suit. It fitted very well. Shall I put it in the closet?' said Sorrel.


  'Yes, please,' Monica_ smiled across the room. She had blonde hair which she wore coiled on top of her head, a delicately moulded round face and big dark blue eyes. She had first come to Colombia at the age of eighteen, accompanying her father who had been leading a British trade mission at the time and had met


   


  Ramon when visiting the Festival of Textiles and Flowers in Medellin. After a brief courtship she had married him. Now at the age of thirty-four she still possessed some of her youthful beauty, although there were times when discontent made her mouth droop and pain brought a deep line between her shapely eyebrows.


  'Did you enjoy the skiing, Sorrel? Aren't the mountains wonderful?' she said, chattering somewhat like Gabriela. 'Oh, how I used to love skiing, and how I wish I could go again.' Her voice shook a little and her mouth quivered, but she made an effort to smile again. 'But come and sit down and tell me about it. Gabriela, go and change out of your ski clothes now.'


  The girl jumped up, embraced her mother heartily and left the room, leaving the door slightly open.


  'Gabriela tells me you had to spend the night in the refugio with a man,' said Monica, leaning forward slightly, her blue eyes glinting with interest. 'She was just telling me who she thought he was when you came in. Was she right? Was he Juan Renalda?'


  'He could have been, I suppose. He didn't say he was.'


  Monica sat back, her eyes still bright, and nodded as if she understood why the man had concealed his identity.


  'What did he look like?' she asked.


  Sorrel described the man briefly. Monica listened intently and nodded again.


  'That was Juan,' she said in a curiously breathless voice. 'Did you tell him anything about yourself or about us?'


  'Yes, I did.'


  'And what did he say? Did he make any comment?' Monica leaned forward again eagerly. 'Tell me, Sorrel, did he give you any message for me?'


  Surprise held Sorrel silent for a few seconds. She was


   


  just about to say that Juan Renalda hadn't shown much of an interest when she had mentioned Monica to him when she felt the hairs on her neck prickle warningly, and turning, she looked towards the door. She was sure someone was standing just outside it listening.


  'Sorrel, what did he say ?' said Monica urgently. 'What's the matter? Why won't you tell me?'


  'Someone is outside the door listening,' replied Sorrel. 'Gabriela? Is that you?' Monica called out with a touch of impatience.


  `No, it's me.' The door was pushed open and Isabella Cortez came into the room. `Do you mind if I come in? Or are you two sharing secrets again?'


  'No, no, not at all.' Monica's laugh was a little forced. 'Sorrel and I don't share secrets. We talk a lot because we come from the same country, use the same language. She has been telling how she was caught in the blizzard on the mountains yesterday and couldn't find her way back to the hotel.'


  `That must have been terrible, for you,' said Isabella with a show of concern for Sorrel as she came further into the room. 'You might have been lost forever. I'm sorry to interrupt you both, but there is something I must tell you, Monica, before I leave. It's very important and to do with what happened on the mountain yesterday.'


  Isabella had a quiet confidential way of speaking which always made the person she was talking to feel as if she had their interests at heart and would do anything to help, thought Sorrel as she stood up.


  'Please excuse me. You'll want to be alone. I'll go,' she said politely.


  `Come to me later, Sorrel,' Monica called after her. `I'd like to have some massage before going to bed tonight. I missed your attentions very much yesterday


   


  and today. Now don't forget.'


  'No, I won't.'


  'You're so understanding, Sorrel,' Isabella murmured with her most kindly smile as she held the door open for Sorrel to go out of the room and possibly to make sure it was closed before she started to talk to Monica.


  Outside in the passage Sorrel wandered slowly along until she came to a patio window which had been opened for coolness. Sliding back the mesh screen which covered the opening so as to keep flying insects from entering the house, she stepped out into the garden. Behind a line of spear-shaped cypress trees which guarded the garden on its western perimeter the sun was setting, streaking the greenish sky with bars of flame-coloured feathery clouds. Nearby a songbird hidden among the leaves of a cherry tree was whistling his evensong.


  Along the winding paths of a shrubbery Sorrel strolled and thought about Isabella. She knew that the woman was the widow of Aurelio Cortez who had been particularly interested in the promoting of sport and who had been killed three years ago in a plane crash in the Andes. Since then it seemed that Isabella had been a frequent visitor at the Angel house, becoming in fact Monica's close friend. But while she had been staying in the Angels' home Sorrel had noticed that the woman spent almost as much time talking to Ramon in his study as she did talking to Monica.


  Was it possible that the woman was the cause of friction between Ramon and his wife? Sorrel sighed, impatient with the direction her thoughts were taking. It wasn't any of her business and she mustn't become involved in any way with the problems of a patient. She must remain professionally aloof.


  Yet there were times when she felt sorry for Monica


   


  and wanted to help her. She smiled ruefully. That was how she had become involved with Martin. He had been a patient at the hospital in her home town where she had trained and had worked as a physiotherapist. She had helped him to learn how to walk too and in the process had, fallen in love with him—or thought she had. She had listened to his marital problems and had hoped that he would be true to his word and get a divorce so he could marry her. And then one day his wife had come to the hospital to take him home with her, and somehow all Sorrel's love for him had changed to disgust.


  Now she made an exclamation of exasperation and turning on her heel marched along the path to the house. She had taken this job far away from home to forget about that foolishness with Martin. She had a chance to make a new life for herself and she wasn't going to waste any more time thinking about men and how devious and deceptive they could be. She could manage very well without them.


  Twilight was always brief in the valley and the garden was full of shadows as she walked across it into the house, intending to go up to her room and write some letters before dinner. She was half way up the stairs when she heard Ramon Angel call to her from the hall.


  'I wish to speak to you,' he said. 'Come to my study, por favor.'


  'Si, senor.'


  She went down the stairs again and followed him to the book-lined room where he spent much of his time when he was at home. It was a dark, severe room, rather like the man who used it, she thought as the desk lamp, which he switched on, illuminated his long narrow face.


  `Sit down.' He pointed to a high-backed leather-


   


  covered chair and she sat and waited while he took several paces up and down the room. He was obviously very agitated about something, but at last he stopped in front of her and spoke in his precise English.


  'I have decided that it is impossible for you to stay with us any longer. You will leave tomorrow morning.'


  'But why? What have I done wrong?' she exclaimed. 'Oh, you're not pleased because your wife doesn't seem to be making progress, but it takes time to persuade numbed limbs to move again ...'


  'My wife's progress or lack of it has nothing to do with my dismissing you from my employment,' he replied. 'I shall of course pay your fare back to England as well as your wages until the end of this month. That is all I have to say. You may go.'


  'It is not all you have to say!' Sorrel was on her feet, her heart thudding excitedly as anger swept through in reaction to his arrogant treatment of her. 'You can tell me why you're dismissing me. I have a right to know.'


  'I am under no obligation to explain anything to you,' he retorted, his lips thinning and his eyes beginning to glitter as his own temper began to rise. 'I am the master in this house and I have the last word.' He took a deep breath and paced over to the window to pull the heavy brocade draperies across it. 'Believe me, it is with great regret that I do this, because you came to us with the highest recommendations both from the hospital where you used to work and from Monica's mother who is friendly with your own mother so I'm told. You have done much to help Monica, for which I am very grateful, but I cannot risk it happening again.'


  'Risk what happening again?' she demanded in be wilderment.


  He gave her an impatient glance and began to pace


   


  up and down the room again.


  `So you pretend ignorance of the whole affair,' he accused, stopping before her suddenly. 'I'm not surprised. It fits in with your lie about the identity of the man with whom you spent the night in the refugio.'


  'I didn't lie,' she retorted hotly, her own little drop of Latin blood coming to boiling point. 'Is that why you want me to leave, because you believe I lied to you?'


  'Si. I have also discovered that you are untrustworthy and that you are involved in a conspiracy with my wife.'


  'A conspiracy?' She repeated incredulously, and laughed outright. 'Oh, whoever told you that?'


  For a moment he looked a little disconcerted by the question and she realised that he wasn't used to having his authority questioned, at least not by a woman. But he soon recovered and drawing himself up stiffly looked down his long Spanish nose at her.


  'I did not need to be told by anyone,' he retorted. 'I'm well aware of the fact that my wife confides in you. I should have realised that would happen when she asked for a therapist from England, for someone more sympathetic and understanding, she said. Por dios,' he exclaimed angrily, 'how she has deceived me all this time! '


  'I haven't the slightest idea what you're talking about,' said Sorrel, cool again. 'But I didn't lie to you about the man in the refugio. I didn't know who he was—lie wouldn't tell me. All he said was that I should call him Domingo. And if Gabriela hadn't recognised him none of us would have been any the wiser.'


  `And that is exactly why I can't risk you being sent to meet him again,' said Ramon, swinging round to her again.


  'But I wasn't sent to meet him—the meeting was ac-


   


  cidental. I've told you I was lost and ...'


  `He very conveniently found you. He would recognise you were something to do with Monica because you were wearing her ski suit,' he said bitterly, and she gasped, her hand going to her mouth as-she remembered the man saying he had thought she was a woman he knew. 'Oh, it was very well planned,' Ramon went on. 'He saw us all together in the coffee shop, followed us to the top of the ski slope and when you fell lured you down to the hut. And none knows better than Renaldo how to lure. He's an expert with bulls and women, as anyone who is a follower of the corrida will tell you.'


  'I wish I knew what all this fuss is about,' complained Sorrel. 'First your wife asks me if the man gave me a message for her and now you ...'


  `Aha! he cried triumphantly. 'So I'm right—they did use you.'


  'Who used me?' she asked, uneasily aware that she shouldn't have mentioned the message.


  'My wife and Renalda.'


  She stared at him in dismay, realising he could be right. She could have been used as a go-between without knowing it.


  `But why?' she demanded. 'Please tell me why. I have a right to know.'


  'I cannot. It's a matter of my honour,' he replied stiffly, and she knew enough about the Spanish code of honour to which some Colombian men still clung to realise he wouldn't tell her any more. 'Here,' he pointed to the desk. 'That is a cheque made out to you—the amount will cover your fare back to England and the remainder of your salary. Please take it. Tomorrow Pedro will drive you to the airport and you will please take the first plane to England.'


   


  Sorrel picked up the cheque. No point in refusing it. Even if she didn't go back to England she would still need the money.


  `All right, I'll go because there isn't anything I can do to prove you're wrong about me, that I didn't conspire with your wife or act as a go-between for her and Juan Renalda. And I think you're very silly!'


  He turned on her furiously, his eyes flashing.


  `You dare to criticise me?' he said hoarsely.


  `Yes, I do. You see, I'm not frightened of you like your wife and daughters are, so I dare to call you silly because you can't see further than the end of your proud Spanish nose. You can't see that your wife loves you and no one but you. Buenas noches, senor:


  


   


   


  
CHAPTER THREE


  SORREL ate her evening meal as usual with Laura and Gabriela in the small dining room neat the kitchen which was used only by the family. Manuela, the housekeeper, waited on them and when Sorrel excused herself from the table at the end of the meal saying she was going to see Señora Angel, the housekeeper, who was collecting dirty dishes from the table, looked up and said quickly.


  `She is not feeling well. She has gone to bed early. She said to tell you not to go to her.'


  Slowly Sorrel welt upstairs to her room again. She felt as if the one and only move left to her had been blocked. If she couldn't tell Monica how unjustly she had been dismissed by Ramon, whom could she tell?


  If you have trouble with your employer you will let me know, hmm? The man who had said his name was Domingo must have known there would be trouble for her if Ramon discovered his identity. So didn't that mean he and Monica had been using her as a go-between? But why did they need a go-between? She caught her breath in a gasp of outrage as she answered her own question. Juan Renalda was the reason why the Angel marriage was shaky. He and Monica must have been having an affair before the car accident and now they were trying to revive that affair. That must be why Monica had suggested Sorrel go skiing that week-end, because she had known Juan would be at the ski resort and would pass on a message.


  There was just one flaw. Juan Renalda hadn't given


   


  her a message for Monica. He hadn't referred to Monica at all. Instead he had done his best to start an affair with herself.


  Her thoughts chaotic, she went to bed and spent half the night tossing and turning as she tried to unravel the tangle she was in. But without the help of Monica it was impossible, and she fell asleep no nearer to a solution.


  She didn't wake until she felt a hand shaking her shoulder and Manuela's voice calling to her.


  'Senorita, senorita, it is late and Senora Angel wants to see you at once! '


  Sorrel sat up quickly and pushed her hair back out of her eyes.


  'Esta mal? Is she ill?' she asked, springing from the bed and pulling on her dressing gown.


  'No, no, esta cansada—she is tired. She did not sleep at all.'


  'Is Senor Angel at home?'


  'No. He has gone to the office. He said to tell you Pedro will drive you to the airport when you are ready to go.' Manuela's round black eyes rolled around in their sockets. 'I am sorry that you are leaving us. The Senora is much better since you come.'


  'Thank you, Manuela. I haven't gone yet,' replied Sorrel with a smile, and left the room.


  Monica was still in bed lying against big fat silk-covered pillows edged with lace and toying with the breakfast which Manuela had taken to her on a tray. Her eyes were red-rimmed with weeping and her pale face was blotchy beneath the heavy layer of make-up she had applied to it in an attempt to disguise the ravages of a sleepless night.


  'Oh, thank God you haven't gone yet! Ramon said he was going to tell you to leave. I begged him not to,


   


  but he wouldn't listen to me,' she said. 'And I've not been able to sleep.' She smiled wanly. 'A guilty conscience plays hell with beauty sleep,' she added.


  'Is your conscience guilty?' asked Sorrel, sitting down on the edge of the bed.


  'Yes. You see, it's my fault you've been given the sack.' Monica gave a dreary little laugh. 'Ramon believes that I sent you to El Sombrero deliberately to make contact with Juan for me.'


  `And didn't you?'


  `No. Oh, I sort of hoped Juan might be there and that he might speak to one of the girls.' Monica shrugged and smiled again. 'But there was nothing planned.'


  `Yet you did ask me if he gave me a message for you.'


  'Only when I knew you'd talked to him about me. I thought, fool that I am, that he might have cared enough to ask after my health,' Monica's voice shook uncontrollably. 'But I guess he didn't.'


  `No, he didn't. In fact he gave no indication that he knew you.'


  Monica winced as if she had been given a knife-thrust and closed her eyes as she leaned back against her pillows.


  'And that's the message, I suppose,' she muttered. 'He couldn't care less. Oh God, what a fool I've been ' She opened her eyes and looked at Sorrel. 'And now I've embroiled you in my mess too. I'm sorry, Sorrel. I wish there was something I could do.'


  `You could tell your husband that he's wrong and that you didn't send me to meet Juan Renalda.'


  'I have done, several times, but he doesn't believe me.' Monica's voice was bitter. 'He believes I've been unfaithful to him.'


  'And have you been unfaithful?'


  'Only in thought, never indeed,' sighed Monica. 'I


   


  never got the chance, but Juan's reputation being what it is—or was—no one will ever believe that. And Ramon knows I'd been to see Juan at his ranch near Ibara when I crashed the car although I didn't realise he knew until last night when he came and told me that he was sacking you and that if I didn't stop trying to see Juan he would go to his lawyer to discuss arrangements for a divorce.'


  Sorrel slid off the bed and went over to the window to look out at the garden. Pedro was cutting the grass, sitting on a small tractor-like machine, and the smell of newly cut grass wafted into the room.


  'Why did you go to see Renalda? What was there between you and him?' she asked.


  'Oh, how can I explain? It's so complicated. There was something, yet there was nothing,' cried Monica.


  'Couldn't you tell me the relevant bits? I know you met him after watching a bullfight. Your friend Isabella introduced to him, didn't she?'


  'That's right, she did. It was her idea we should go to the corrida in Copaya. But I didn't see him again for about nine months because he was badly hurt in a fight at Manizales and was a long time recovering.'


  `So what happened when you did meet him again?'


  'I fell in love with him, I suppose,' said Monica flatly, and Sorrel turned to stare at her. 'I know it sounds ridiculous at my age, but you've no idea how bored I was at the time. Ramon was always busy, busy, busy at the textile factory. The girls were at school all day. I had nothing to do except sit at home or entertain my women friends with bridge parties or play golf or go skiing.' Monica's voice shook a little. 'And since we'd lost the little boy,' she continued miserably, 'Ramon and I had seemed to drift apart.'


  'What little boy?'


   


  'Our son. He died a few days after he was born. Ramon had always wanted a son, something to do with the cult of machismo which some Latin-American men follow—you know, having a son proves their manhood or some such nonsense. Anyway, the doctors said I shouldn't have any more children, so ...' Monica shrugged her shoulders and made a pathetic grimace, 'he lost interest in me. You can guess how we've lived since, apart, yet in the same house, and you can guess too how I was feeling when I met Juan, very much in need of love and companionship. He had taken up skiing as a form of recreation after being very ill. He was different from anyone I'd ever met before—he possessed a rough sort of glamour, if you know what I mean. I've been told it's because he's a matador. There's always a romantic aura about them because they come close to death so many times! ' Monica gave a self-deprecatory laugh. 'I have to admit now I behaved no better than an adolescent with a crush on a film-star or a rock group. I followed him about. I went to places where I knew he would be.'


  `Did he know how you felt?' Sorrel asked.


  'I thought he did. At least, he never gave me the brush-off. We often skied together, but I was never as lucky as you—I never got him to myself. Then I didn't see him for a while and the need to see him began to build up in me. I knew where he lived, Isabella had told me, so I drove there one day. Looking back now I believe that I'd made up my mind to leave Ramon and the girls if Juan would have me.'


  'What happened?'


  'Sometimes I wish I'd never gone,' Monica muttered, and her eyes were wide and unseeing as she stared past Sorrel, obviously reliving whatever had happened between herself and the bullfighter. Suddenly she buried


   


  her face in her hands and rocked back and forth. 'Oh, it was awful, humiliating—and yet I suppose I deserved it. I ... I can't tell you what happened, but it brought me to my senses, made me realise what I was doing. I ran from the house and got into the car. My one aim was to get back here, to safety, dullness and Ramon. I drove too fast, went off the road at a bend. When I came round in hospital I pretended I couldn't remember where I'd been that day. I hoped that Ramon would never find out. But he's known all along, and he believes that Juan and I were having an affair and that now we're trying to revive that affair. And we're not, we're not—but the evidence is all against me, Sorrel, and there doesn't seem to be any way I can prove that he's wrong.'


  `There is one way,' said Sorrel thoughtfully. `What is it?' Monica leaned forward eagerly. `You could ask Juan Renalda to come and tell


  Ramon that he's wrong.'


  `But how? How can I do that?'


  `Write to him. Or perhaps you could phone him.'


  `No, no. I couldn't. After what happened at the ranch I couldn't. It would be too ... too humiliating.' Monica shuddered.


  look,' said Sorrel impatiently, 'if you want to save your marriage you'll risk a little humiliation. Getting Renalda's help is the only way I can see of proving to your husband that he's wrong, not only about you but about me too.'


  `Then you go and ask him to come and speak to Ramon,' Monica retorted, showing more spirit than she had ever shown before. 'You go to his ranch and see what sort of reception you get!'


  Sorrel slid off the bed and stood up, thrusting her hands into the pockets of her dressing gown. The chal-


   


  lenge was all she had needed.


  `All right, I will,' she said calmly. 'But you'll have to tell me how to get there.'


  Monica stared at her, then said slowly,


  'You mean it, don't you?'


  'Of course I do. After all, I've been dismissed unjustly from my job, without references. I can't really take that sitting down. I have to do something to clear my name and at the same time I can help you to mend your marriage by showing your husband he shouldn't believe all he hears about you.'


  `But ... I'm not sure, Sorrel, whether I should let you go.'


  `You can't stop me. Anyway, you went there, so why shouldn't I?'


  'I should have known better than to go,' muttered Monica. 'This isn't England, you know. It's a big wild country and the people don't always behave in the most civilised way. Supposing something happens to you? Whatever would I tell my mother or your parents?'


  'What could possibly happen?' asked Sorrel.


  'You might be kidnapped, or robbed with violence, even raped.'


  'Did any of those things happen to you?'


  `No, but I went in my own car. You'll have to fly to Manizales and then take some form of local transport, I'm not exactly sure what, to the ranch, and it's way out in the country.' Monica nibbled at her lower lip. 'And when you get there Juan might not be very nice, and you'll have to find your way back ...'


  'Will you stop worrying!' exclaimed Sorrel. 'Nothing will happen to me, and now that I know how to start off I shall manage very well. I'll get Pedro to take me to the airport as if I'm going to catch a plane to England and instead I'll take one to Manizales. I'll find


   


  my way to the ranch somehow and I'll try to get back by tomorrow—unless of course I can persuade Senor Renalda to come here tonight.'


  Within an hour, her suitcases safely stored in a locker at the airport, Sorrel was airborne for Manizales. She had with her a small zipped overnight bag with a change of clothes in it in case she had to spend the night either in Ibara or Manizales after visiting the Renalda ranch. She felt quite confident that her errand would turn out successfully. Surely the bullfighter would be eager to deny any false accusations which had been made against him.


  At Manizales she was told at the tourist information desk at the airport that she could get to Ibara by the local bus which she would find departing from the central plaza of the town at about two o'clock. She went by taxi to the plaza and was soon boarding the dilapidated yellow bus with several Indian women who were returning to Ibara having been attending the market in Manizales. They all wore skirts of woven wool, loose white blouses and ruanas, poncho-like garments woven in bright colours, and had shallow-crowned broad-brimmed hats on their heads. After staring at the stranger in their midst for a while they ignored her for the rest of the journey and chattered away to, one another in their own language.


  Feeling as if she were on holiday, Sorrel enjoyed that afternoon ride in the bone-shaking bus. The scenery was not as wild as she had expected, more like a vast park of sunlit grassland scattered with small bushes and copses of trees and threaded by a glittering river which tumbled over the many rocks and boulders.


  Ibara was small, merely a collection of adobe houses with roofs of corrugated tin or ancient tiles weathered to a greenish-grey colour. On one side of the small


   


  plaza there was a twin-towered church decorated with many stone carvings and opposite to it was the hotel, a long low building with rows of arched windows on the upper floor and a broken-down verandah shading its entrance.


  The bus driver told Sorrel she should ask at the hotel for transport to the Renalda ranch, and after hesitating for a few moments, a little daunted by the decrepit look of the building, she went through the swing doors and into a dim entrance hall.


  When her eyes became accustomed to the dimness she saw that there were several men lounging at a bar and that they all stopped talking and drinking to stare at her in amazement.


  'What do you want, senorita?' The speaker was a short plump woman with straggly black hair and greasy skin who was smoking a long brown cigarette and carrying a trayful of dishes.


  'I'm looking for transport to the Rancho Renalda,' said Sorrel, her nose wrinkling in distaste at the dirt and smell of the place.


  `Pancho?' the woman called, and jerked her head to someone who was standing behind Sorrel. 'A passenger for you.' The woman gave Sorrel an assessing glance from eyes slitted against the smoke of the cigarette. 'Pancho will take you. You'll be safe with him. He works for Renalda.'


  Five minutes later Sorrel was hanging on to the handle of the door of a sturdy half-ton truck as it bounced its way along a winding rutted road and wondering if she was safe with Pancho, who seemed able to drive at only one speed—fast.


  'Why do you come to the ranch?' he shouted at her above the din of the engine.


  'I have to see Senor Renalda.'


   


  'Is he expecting you?'


  'Yes.' Not exactly true, but Juan Renalda had said she was to let him know if there was trouble with her employer.


  'You from the States?'


  The question wasn't new to Sorrel. She had heard it many times since she had arrived in Colombia. When people heard her speaking Spanish with a slight English accent they assumed immediately she was from the United States.


  'No, from England.'


  'Por dios,' he flashed her a wide white smile, 'that is a long way from here. I thought you might be a friend of the Señora's. She used to live in the States.'


  Senora? Senora who? Senora Renalda, wife of Juan Renalda? Of course, why hadn't she thought of it before? Now she understood why Monica had talked of being humiliated when she had come to the ranch. She must have been met by Juan Renalda's wife.


  Glad to be armed with this new piece of information, she felt a rush of liking for the young man who was driving the truck.


  'What do you do at the ranch?' she asked.


  'I work with the bulls, and I learn from El Valiente how to be a matador. Right now I am only a picador. I put the picas in the bull to irritate it in the first act of the lidia. You understand?'


  'Poor bull,' Sorrel couldn't help saying. 'Aren't you afraid of being hurt like Senor Renalda?'


  'I have been gored twice and I am afraid, yes, but the bullfight is a great test of a man's courage. They say that after his last fight El Valiente lost his nerve because he was hurt so badly. But I don't believe that.' Pancho lowered his voice to a low dramatic whisper. 'I was there, at that fight. I saw him carried out, his face


   


  a bloody mess, his clothing ripped to shreds ...'


  Oh, please don't tell me anymore.' The sickness Sorrel felt heaving in her stomach wasn't caused by the lurching of the truck alone. 'I think anyone would lose their nerve after being gored by a bull.'


  'But not Juan Renalda, son of Rodrigo Renalda and a member of one of Spain's most famous bullfighting families. I am very lucky to learn from the brave son of a brave father. But see, senorita, we are almost at the ranch house. Isn't it beautiful?'


  It was. Long, low and rambling with small windows covered by wrought iron grilles, it was set on a rise of land above the fast-running river. Behind it the land glowed tawny and emerald in the strong sunlight and against its white walls flowering shrubs and ancient trees cast black shadows.


  The lane along which they had approached the house twisted past the white walls to turn through an archway into a central courtyard. Pancho stopped the truck and turned to Sorrel.


  'Here you are,' he said with his cheerful grin. 'I let you off here.' He leaned in front of her and opened the door on her side so that she could get out. 'Go to the door over there. The housekeeper will tell Señor Renalda you are here. Adios.'


  Sorrel stepped out and slammed the door after her. The truck started up and drove off, churning up dust as it bolted through the archway. Alone, Sorrel stood listening to the sound of the retreating truck and watching the water slip over the bronze statue of a naked boy in the middle of a small pool around which masses of nasturtiums, zinnias and petunias bloomed in a bright clash of colours.


  Slowly she turned towards the house, feeling the sun hot on the back of her neck. Through another arch-


   


  way she stepped on to the tiled floor of the cloister-like porch which was built round the three sides of the house. The heavy wooden door had wrought iron hinges and a huge wrought iron ring as a handle. She was just about to knock when the door was pulled open.


  `Madros de dios!' exclaimed the young woman who had opened the door. 'What a fright you gave me! Who are you? What do you want here?'


  She was tall and plump and was dressed in brown velvet divided skirt and high brown leather boots. Her blouse was made from creamy-coloured silk and her tightly fitting waistcoat was the same colour and stuff as the skirt. Dark brown hair curved in a fringe above her wide-set tawny-grey eyes and was bunched at the back of her head in a ponytail. On the hand which was holding the edge of the door several rings, mostly set with emeralds and diamonds, glinted with a brilliance which held Sorrel's fascinated gaze. Below one of the jewelled rings she saw the thick golden band of a wedding ring.


  'Okay,' the young woman drawled suddenly in American-English, 'so you don't understand Spanish. I'll try again. Who are you? And what do you want?'


  'I'm Sorrel Preston,' said Sorrel, dragging her gaze away from the fortune which was glittering on the woman's hand. 'I've come to see Señor Juan Renalda. Is he in?'


  The tawny-grey eyes opened wide and their gaze swept over Sorrel from the top of hair as red as an oak leaf in autumn, over a simple yellow cotton blouse and flowered gypsy-style skirt down to sandals of brown leather.


  'Mother of God,' murmured the young woman, 'what has he done now?' Then gathering herself together she


   


  looked Sorrel straight in the eye and added, 'No, he isn't in. He's somewhere chasing bulls on the ranch—they have to be brought in for the corrida tomorrow. I can send someone for him, if you'd like to come in and wait.'


  'Thank you,' said Sorrel, stepping by the other woman into the house. 'How did you know I'd understand English?'


  'Your clothes,' replied the other coolly. 'Come this way.'


  As she followed the square-shouldered, straight-backed, extravagantly dressed figure Sorrel had an impression of low ceilings, heavy dark beams and ivory walls, of thick carpets, red velvet draperies and arched openings, of heavily carved wooden furniture and red leather upholstery studded with round brass studs. The inside of the house was far more luxurious than she had ever imagined a country house could be.


  `How did you get here?' asked the woman, as she led the way into a long wide room with a view of the sunlit grassland sloping away to rounded tree-covered hills.


  Sorrel explained and the woman nodded.


  'I heard the truck,' she said, perching on the corner of a big handsome desk. 'That's why I went to the door. I'm expecting a car to come from Copaya to pick me up. I've had enough of this place.' She waved a flashing hand in a gesture which covered the room and beyond it. `I'm leaving. I've been thinking of it for some time, but I didn't tell Juan until he came back yesterday evening. How long have you known him?'


  'Er ... we ... met on Saturday.'


  The tawny-grey eyes went wide again and then, arching her lovely throat, the woman let out a peal of laughter.


  'How like Juan to move fast,' she said, and gave


   


  Sorrel a critical glance. 'Do you have a temper to go with that glorious hair of yours? If so Juan is in for a rough time. And serve him right ! It's time he was tamed. Excuse me, now.' She slid off the desk. 'I have to finish packing. I'll tell one of the boys to fetch Juan. Adios, senorita, and the best of luck. I've been here six months, but I have the strangest feeling you'll be here longer, much longer.'


  She swung out of the room leaving Sorrel feeling completely bewildered. Had she come just in time to see the break-up of a marriage? For although the young woman who had just gone from the room hadn't introduced herself Sorrel was convinced that she was Juan's wife, the Señora to whom Pancho had referred and who came from the States. The woman had spoken English with an American accent, she wore a wedding ring and she had said she was tired of living here.


  Six months ! Six months ago Monica Angel had come to this beautiful house and had been humiliated. By the young woman who had just left the room? Probably. And had the humiliation taken place here among red leather, red velvet, dark wood, silver and gold ornaments, trailing green plants and many photographs of this room?


  The door opened and she stiffened, half expecting to see Juan Renalda enter, but it was only a small mestizo woman who was carrying a tray on which there was a coffee pot and a cup and saucer.


  `Señora Inez said I was to bring you this,' she said, and placed it on an occasional table near to Sorrel's chair. 'She has sent for Senor Juan to come.'


  `Muchas gracias.'


  `De nada.' The woman turned towards the door. 'Wait, please—a moment,' Sorrel said quickly, and


   


  the little woman looked back. 'I'd like to speak to the Senora again.'


  `No use. She has gone.'


  The woman left as noiselessly as she had come, and feeling the need for refreshment Sorrel poured herself some coffee and nibbled at one of the coconut pastries which had been served with it, hoping that Juan Renalda would come soon.


  After another cup of coffee and another of the very sweet cakes she roamed around the room admiring the magnificent examples of local Indian metalwork which were set out in a glass-fronted rosewood cabinet. Many of the pieces in copper and bronze were duplicates of the solid gold objects she had seen on her one visit to the Banco de la Republica's museum in Bogota. In another cabinet there was a collection of antique silver which she guessed must be worth thousands of pounds.


  And then there were the photographs which seemed to cover most of the available wall-space. Each one showed some action in a bullfight, although there were one or two portraits, notably of a man she guessed to be Rodrigo Renalda. He had hard eyes and a sensually curving mouth in a tough lean face. Next to him was a photo of a woman with fair hair and laughing grey eyes. His wife? -


  As she peered at the next photograph Sorrel became aware for the first time that the light was fading from the room, and hastily she glanced at her watch. It was almost six o'clock: The sun was setting and through the window she could see the fields were glowing like old gold under the rays which slanted on them from under an ominous collection of grey clouds. It looked as if it might rain.


  It was time she went back to Ibara, but so far there was no sign of Juan Renalda. Dismay chilled her. Sup-


   


  posing Gabriela had made a mistake? Supposing the man with whom she had spent the night in the refugio wasn't the notorious bullfighter after all? How foolish she was going to feel explaining to an absolute stranger why she had come to see him.


  Frantically she peered at more photographs, hoping to find a portrait resembling the man she had met. Unable to see properly because of the increasing gloom, she switched on a standard lamp and turned to another wall where the photographs seemed more modern in quality.


  There wasn't a portrait amongst them. They showed only scenes from the arena; the bull, horns lowered, rushing madly at a man in matador clothes who was holding a cloak close to his body. It was impossible to see the man's face, but wasn't the way he stood familiar? And so it was the same in all the photographs until she came to the last—and gave a little shudder, for the bull was tossing the man into the air. Was that the picture of Renalda's last fight?


  She straightened up, stared at some more pictures and became aware of the silence of the house. Juan Renalda hadn't come because he hadn't recognised her name, because he wasn't the man she had met in the refugio. She must leave quickly before he did come.


  She swung round, picked up her overnight bag and started towards the archway which led into the hallway and jumped with surprise, her hand going to her mouth to stifle a scream.


  Someone was standing in the gloom, standing quite still and watching her, and while she stared the figure moved and materialised slowly in the glow of lamplight, became a well-built man who was dressed in dark flaring pants and an unbuttoned leather waistcoat which he wore over his bare skin; a man whose light


   


  grey eyes glinted in a lean swarthy face and whose right cheek was badly scarred.


  `Buenas noches, Sorrel,' he said. `I'm sorry I've kept you waiting, but you see I thought that Inez was playing a trick on me when I received the message that an Englishwoman with red hair was waiting to see me, so I didn't come at once.' He shrugged and smiled tolerantly. 'She has a mischievous sense of humour.'


  It was relief because Gabriela hadn't made a mistake which was making her legs suddenly shaky and causing her heart to leap about in the most alarming way, Sorrel decided. It couldn't be anything else. It couldn't be gladness to see him. It mustn't be.


  `I was just thinking of leaving,' she said coolly, holding herself stiffly and trying to return his gaze steadily, but her glance would keep straying to the sheen of his bare skin in the lamplight, to the froth of dark hairs on his chest. Strange how a casually worn waistcoat drew attention to his body rather than covered it and made her even more aware of his overpowering masculinity than if he had worn nothing.


  'I noticed you were looking at the pictures of the corrida,' he said, moving past her and going to sit on the corner of the desk much as the woman she assumed to be his wife had done. 'Do you like bullfighting?'


  `I ... I've never seen a fight,' she admitted honestly. 'Are all those photographs on the wall of you?'


  `Si. Mostly taken at my last professional fight.'


  Sorrel flicked a glance at the one where he was being tossed by the bull, shuddered again and turned her back on it, only to meet the mocking glint of grey eyes .which were watching her.


  `I don't think I realised before that the fight could be just as bad for the matador as for the bull,' she murmured. It's quite cruel and degrading.'


   


  'You think so? It is actually less degrading for the men than professional boxing or wrestling, and less cruel for the bulls than a steeplechase is for horses. Brave bulls are applauded here as much as brave men are.' He smiled. 'But you did not come here to argue about the corrida. Please sit down and be comfortable and let me pour you a drink.' He slid off the desk and went over to a cabinet which he unlocked and opened. 'Do you like guarapo? It is quite mild and pleasant and only slightly alcoholic.' He began to twist the top of a half full bottle and pour some of the pale liquor into two glasses.


  'Please, don't bother,' said Sorrel urgently. 'I must go.'


  'But not before you tell me why you are here,' he said, coming across to her and offering her one of the glasses. 'The muchacha Gabriela recognised me yesterday morning, didn't she?'


  'Yes.' Her hand closed round the glass and she wished he hadn't come to stand close to her again. There was an earthiness about him which was having the most devastating effect on her senses.


  'Too bad,' he said. 'So there was trouble?'


  She nodded and took a sip of the drink, hoping it wouldn't go to her head since she had had nothing substantial to eat since breakfast time.


  'Then put down your bag and come and sit over here and tell me about it,' he suggested softly. He took the bag from her hand, dropped it on the floor and guided her over to a love-seat, all curving mahogany and tapestried upholstery, which was set in the window alcove and, mesmerised by his surprising gentleness, she did not resist.


  'Now what happened?' he prompted.


  'I lost my job,' she said, shifting warily away from


   


  the vibrating warmth of him.


  He swore crudely in Spanish so that she turned a startled glance on him.


  'Bullfighter language,' he said with a grin, then frowned. 'What reason did he give?'


  `Senor Angel said I had lied to him and deliberately concealed your identity by saying you were called Domingo. He said he considered me untrustworthy and knew that I was involved in a conspiracy with his wife so he couldn't have me living in his home any more. Why didn't you tell me your real name? Why did you lie to me?'


  He stared at her for a moment, then turned away from her to lean forward with his arms resting on his knees.


  'It isn't easy to explain,' he said. 'As soon as I knew you were working for Ramon Angel I guessed there would be trouble for you if he found out you had spent the night with me. 'He paused, took a sip of his drink and then added in a voice edged with bitterness, 'My success as a matador has meant that most of my adult life has been lived in the full glare of publicity. I have only had to look at a woman and immediately it has been assumed that she is or will be my mistress.' He glanced over his shoulder to give her a frowning glance. 'You understand?'


  'I ... I think so.'


  'Then perhaps you'll understand also when I tell you I thought it in your best interests if I didn't tell you my real name so that you wouldn't mention it to your employer. I didn't lie. Domingo is one of my names, my second name.' He tossed down the rest of his drink and stared at the empty glass. 'My plan failed. I regret you lost your job as the result of having to spend the night with me.' He turned suddenly and leaned to-


   


  wards her, his arm along the back of the love-seat, his eyes smoky between the thick lashes, his mouth taking on a slant of tender mockery. 'When we parted yesterday I didn't think I would see you again so soon.'


  Danger signals zigzagged through her. He was too near, so near she could actually feel the warmth coming from his sun-tanned skin and smell the strange muskiness of it. She was torn between two desires; one was to reach out and touch him, feel beneath her fingertips the firmness of his body, lean forward and put her lips to the slant of his mouth, surrender to the subtle invitation she saw glimmering in his eyes; the other desire was to leap up and run from the room, run from, the house, go back to Medellin as fast as she could; back to ... what was it Monica had said? Back to safety and dullness.


  But she did neither. Avoiding his intent gaze, she looked down at the glass she was holding and said coolly,


  'I wouldn't have come if Monica hadn't insisted. She agreed with me that it was unfair I should lose my job and be blamed for something I hadn't done.' This wasn't entirely true, but it might have the effect of putting him in his place, by making him realise she hadn't come just to see him.


  `And I agree too,' he said, not moving away. 'I'd like to make amends ...!'


  'Oh, you can,' she said eagerly, interrupting him. 'You can do that by coming to Medellin with me to see Ramon Angel and tell him to his face that there was no arrangement between you and Monica to use me as a go-between.'


  Perdon? Excuse me, I'm afraid I don't understand what you're talking about.' At last he had moved away and her pulse was returning to normal.


  "It was Monica's idea that I should go skiing with the


   


  girls,' she explained. 'And now her husband believes that my meeting with you was deliberately planned. He believes she told me to find you and pass a message on to you and receive one from you for her.'


  'Message? What sort of message?' he demanded. His eyes had lost their warmth and were hard and cold like grey granite.


  'I've never been involved in anything like this before, so I'm afraid I wouldn't know,' she said sharply. She was feeling safe now, because he had stood up and gone over to the cabinet to pour himself another drink. 'But I do know that Ramon Angel believes that his wife or you, or both of you, are trying to revive the affair you were having before her accident.'


  'And she a cripple?' he drawled, cruelly jeering as he turned away from the cabinet, glass in hand.


  `She'll soon be able to walk,' she retorted. 'Since I've been supervising her exercises and giving her regular massage she's made a lot of progress.'


  'I see.' He gave her a narrowed sceptical glance, raised his glass and drank all the liquor in it. He set the glass down and stepped across to stand over her, his legs braced wide, his arms crossed over his chest. —And do you really believe that if I go to see Ramon Angel and say that I have no interest in reviving any affair I might have had with her you'll get your job back and she will win his trust back?' he asked.


  A little shaken by his obvious scepticism, Sorrel sat up as straight as she could and returned his ironic stare.


  'I wouldn't have come if I hadn't believed it was worth a try. Will you do it, please? Will you come back to Medellin with me and tell Ramon Angel that he's wrong?'


  `No.' The hard curt negative sounded very final. 'I can't.'


  'But you said you'd like to make amends,' she argued.


   


  'Amends to you for losing your job, not to that insipid little bitch who got herself into the mess she's in by her own silly behaviour. Where are you going?'


  Infuriated by his jeers, she had jumped to her feet, set down her half-filled glass on the occasional table and grabbing her bag had plunged past him on her way out of the room, only to pull up short when she found he had moved faster than her and was standing in front of her with his arms outstretched, each hand resting on the wall of the archway to create a barrier.


  'I'm going back to Ibara,' she said, glaring at him. 'Why are you so angry with me?' he queried quietly. 'Because of your attitude to Monica. I suppose you


  did nothing and she did all the running.'


  'Esta vero—it is true. I have never run after a woman in my life.'


  'Meaning, I suppose, that the women have always run after you. Oh, how conceited you are!' she fumed.


  'Is it conceited, then, to speak the truth?' he countered. 'I didn't ask Monica Angel to ski at El Sombrero every time I went there. I didn't invite her to come here, to invade my privacy.'


  'You must have done something. It can't have been all one-sided.'


  'But it was. She is not the type of woman who would ever attract me, and if Ramon Angel had been doing his job as a husband properly she would not have been looking round for a lover.' His mouth lifted at the corner in a slight smile and his eyes softened. 'There are ways of keeping a woman contented and at home, most of them very pleasurable.'


  'Then why don't you use them on your own wife?' she flared at him.


   


  His arms dropped to his sides and he stared at her in amazement.


  'What wife?' he said. 'I do not have a wife.'


  'Oh, really, you're impossible! All right, so you don't have a wife because she has left you ...'


  'What in the name of God are you raving about now?' he exclaimed.


  'Your wife was here this afternoon. She let me in. She sent you the message that I was here. She's called Inez.'


  Folding his arms across his chest, he rocked back and forth on his sandalled feet and gazed down at her with narrowed eyes.


  `Ah, yes, Inez,' he drawled, his mouth twisting unpleasantly at one corner. 'She's pretty, isn't she? But she isn't my wife.'


  `Oh.' For a moment she felt very foolish. Then as she realised what Inez must have been to him she felt a flush stain her cheeks and the urge to be gone from that house as quickly as possible made her move forward again.


  'I should have known better than to come here,' she muttered, remembering Monica's warning as she stepped into the hallway, but he was there before her again, blocking the way.


  `Yet I am glad you came,' he said softly. 'And now that you're here I hope you'll stay.'


  'Stay?' She was so angry that she found speaking difficult and had to catch her breath. The nerve of the man, to suggest she should stay! 'You must be joking! I'm going back to Ibara to stay the night in the hotel there.'


  'And how will you get there?' he challenged.


  'I'll walk. Now if you'll just get out of my way ...' She tried to dodge round him, but each time he side-


   


  stepped to block the way. It was a game she couldn't win, because he was too quick. Frantic and frustrated, she lost her cool completely and shouted,


  'Oh, will you please stop treating me like one of your poor bulls and let me pass ! '


  'The comparison is a good one,' he mocked. 'For you are like a little bull, a red one with a temper, and you would like to gore me. Did you know we have a dance in Colombia called the chichimaya? In it the woman is the bull and tries to gore her partner. So try again, little red bull, and see what happens to you.'


  Goaded by his mockery, Sorrel lunged forward to pass him because he had stepped to one side and she could see the way clear to the front door. But she didn't get very far. An arm reached out and caught her round the waist. She was swung against his hard lean body and was held closely. Both of her arms were pinned to her sides by his and she could feel the roughness of the hair on his bare cheek against her cheek.


  'Let me go, let me go ! ' she cried, swinging her overnight bag against his legs in a puny effort to hurt him so that his hold would relax.


  'No.' he answered coolly. 'Now that you are here I'm going to keep you here to live with me.'


  'Live with you? You must be out of your mind ! ' she gasped, flinging back her head so she could look up at him. 'Oh, I can see now why Ramon Angel doesn't want his daughters associating with bullfighters,' she continued in a furious, breathless voice. 'You're not only immoral, you're crazy too. I don't want to live with you.'


  'You will after you've stayed here for a while,' he replied easily. 'At present you're so angry you don't know what you want.'


  'I'm not staying. You can't force me to,' she seethed,


   


  her independent spirit reacting violently against the idea of being constrained in any way.


  'I can. I can carry you to a room, lock you in it and starve you into submission,' he countered, and for a moment the inherent Spanish cruelty showed in the thinning of his lips and the steely glint of his eyes warning her to go more carefully.


  `Who do you think you are? Bluebeard?' she retorted, and felt her legs go shaky when he smiled suddenly in appreciation of her remark.


  `I've no wish to emulate that monster,' he murmured. 'I'd much rather use persuasion than force.' And bending his head so that his mouth hovered temptingly above hers, 'Stay with me, Sorrel. You'll be much more comfortable here than in that bug-ridden hotel in Ibara. Much safer too.'


  `Oh, I can see I'd be comfortable. You've certainly surrounded yourself with luxury. But safe?' She leaned away from him against the barrier of his arms and gave a little trill of laughter. 'With you? I doubt it. I doubt it very much.'


  `I've spent the day wondering how I could see you again and bring you here,' he mused as if she hadn't spoken. 'But you came of your own accord, so I'm not going to let you go now.' His hand slid up her back, under the silken curtain of her hair to curve about her neck. Inexorably he drew her towards him. She turned her face away from him, so he kissed the corner of her mouth, his lips moving lightly and provocatively until she gave in and her lips met his in a feather-light kiss which sent a shiver of ecstasy tingling down her spine. `Te quiero, Sorrel,' he whispered against her mouth. 'I want you, Sorrel.'


  'As a replacement for Inez?' she asked with mock sweetness, and felt as if she had scored a major point


   


  when he withdrew sharply. 'And didn't anyone ever tell you that you can't always have what you want?'


  'Si, many times when I was a child, but it had no effect. It made me more determined to have what I want or to search for ways to get it,' he replied coolly. 'But what is it you're saying about Inez?'


  'I'm saying I'm not like her,' she retorted, stepping away from him.


  'That's true,' he agreed softly. 'I wouldn't want you if you were.'


  'I mean I'm not the sort of woman who can be bought with expensive fancy clothing and fantastic jewellery,' she insisted.


  'I don't understand,' he said, making an expressive gesture with his hands and shrugging slightly. 'Explain, por favor.'


  'Oh, I don't suppose you do understand me any more than I understand you. We're poles apart in our attitudes to everything—and that's why I'm not staying to live with you. Buenas noches, senor.'


  She turned and walked quickly across the shining floor of the hallway towards the big oak door, her shoulders straight and her head held high. She fully expected him to follow her and didn't really know what she would do if he did. But he didn't. He didn't even call after her, and she was able to open the door and leave the house. Once outside she ran across the lamp-lit courtyard through the archway and into the lane which twisted down the hill towards the road to Ibara.


  


   


   


  
CHAPTER FOUR


  HER overnight bag banged uncomfortably against her legs as she ran down the lane. The night was very dark. No lights twinkled from houses and no stars glittered in the moonless sky which was covered with clouds. And it was raining, a soft steady drizzle which soon soaked her head and seeped through her thin summer clothing.


  At last she had to stop and catch her breath. Apart from the pounding of her heart and the gasping of her breath she could hear only the pit-pat of raindrops on the leaves of the tall eucalyptus trees which edged the lane and the gurgle of water as it rushed along in ditches. It seemed that no one had followed her.


  I have never run after a woman in my life. Juan Renalda's remark rattled round her mind and her lips tightened. Conceited and domineering he was, spoiled by the adulation of hundreds of fans, and she should be glad he wasn't going to break his rule and run after her.


  Changing her bag over to her left hand, she set off again. No point in running any more if she wasn't being followed. If only it wasn't so dark and wet! If only she knew the lie of the land better. Stones on the rough surface of the lane turned under her feet, threatening to sprain her ankles. Water dripped down her neck chillingly even though the night was warm.


  How far to Ibara? About ten miles. And she had to choose the Colombian rainy season, as winter was known, to walk at night in open-toed sandals and without a waterproof. She must be as crazy as she had


   


  accused Juan Renalda of being.


  She should have listened to Monica, learned from the older woman's experience. Why had she come? Because she had believed in the sincerity of a man she had known as Domingo, had really believed he would help her to get her job back. Instead she had discovered he wanted to make amends only in a way which would benefit himself.


  She should have known better than to trust a man, she thought cynically, particularly one of his type, who had no morals and lived life according to his own laws.


  Squelch. She found herself walking through a deep puddle and wished fervently that she could see where she was going. Around her frogs croaked perpetually in the wet darkness. There were smells of damp earth and rotting vegetation. The trees which edged the lane were dim ghostly shapes, and aware suddenly of the emptiness and vastness of the countryside through which she was walking, of its alien remoteness from anything she had ever known, she began to run again.


  Soon the trees were no longer there. She had come to the junction of the lane with the road. Which way should she turn for Ibara? Left or right? Panic flickered through her as she realised she had no idea from which direction Pancho had approached the ranch that afternoon.


  Perhaps she should go back to the ranch house. But wouldn't Juan Renalda regard her return to ask for shelter for the night as surrender to his demands that she should stay and live with him? There was no doubt in her mind that he would. She would have to go on, take a chance that Ibara was to the left and hope that some vehicle would come along and the driver give her a lift.


  She hadn't walked very far along the road when she


   


  heard the sound of an engine. It was coming from behind and soon she could hear the swish of tyres on the wet road. In the shafts of light from headlamps the slanting rain glittered. Sorrel turned expectantly and the beam of the nearside headlamp shone directly on her. The vehicle passed her slowly and she recognised it with a leap of hope. It was the truck in which she had travelled that afternoon with Pancho. It stopped a little ahead of her and with a sense of relief she hurried forward, sure that the friendly Pancho would give her a lift to Ibara.


  As she reached the nearside door it swung open, released from the inside. Peering in, she could just make out the outline of a shallow-crowned, wide-brimmed hat such as Pancho had been wearing.


  'Pancho?' she queried warily.


  `Uhuh.'


  'Are you going to Ibara?'


  'Mmm.'


  'Thank goodness,' she muttered, and pushing her bag on to the seat climbed into the warmth of the cab, sat down and shut the door. 'I'm very glad to see you,' she said.


  He didn't reply but put the truck in gear. It moved forward, then with a screech of tyres he turned it in a tight curve on the roadway and drove on in the opposite direction.


  'Wasn't I going the right way?' exclaimed Sorrel, shivering a little in spite of the warmth.


  'I don't think you were,' replied a familiar voice, and her shoulders sagged.


  'Oh, it's you,' she muttered. 'I suppose it's too much to hope that you'll have the decency to drive me to Ibara.'


  'It is,' he retorted coolly. 'The way I do things it


   


  wouldn't be decent of me to take you there and dump you in that dilapidated hotel. You will stay the night at my house and be welcome. The least I can do is offer you hospitality when you have nowhere else to go.'


  'If I stay the night will you take me to Ibara tomorrow?' she asked.


  `Tomorrow?' he repeated jeeringly. `Do you really expect a Colombian to think as far ahead as the next day? Who knows what will happen between now and then? I'm not making promises, but you can be sure of one thing. There is no "if" about you staying the night with me. You have no alternative.'


  They turned into the lane which led to the ranch house. When they reached the courtyard and the vehicle stopped Sorrel made no attempt to move until the door beside her was swung open.


  'Are you coming voluntarily or do I have to drag you out and carry you into the house over my shoulder?' he asked.


  She slid down into the courtyard. He banged the door shut and with one hand on her arm guided her towards the front door, which opened noiselessly as they approached, held by the little dark-faced woman who had brought coffee to Sorrel earlier.


  'Por dios, you are wet!' exclaimed Juan, removing his wide-brimmed hat and pulling off the crimson and black woollen ruana he was wearing. `Go with Jovita. She will show you where you can have a bath.'


  Since her whole body was crying out to be immersed in hot water Sorrel willingly followed the little woman along a passageway lit by wall lamps which hung from curving wrought iron brackets.


  Jovita led the way into a big room furnished with a double four-poster bed hung with curtains of gold and ivory damask. A huge dressing table with a wide mirror


   


  seemed to take up most of one wall. The carpet was deep-piled, crimson in colour, and the two narrow windows were covered by sheer ivory-coloured curtains edged with frills and framed with heavy brocade drapes.


  Jovita opened another door and disappeared. There was the sound of water gushing from a tap. After a few seconds Jovita reappeared, carrying over her arm a crimson and black brocade dressing gown.


  'Take off your wet clothing, senorita,' she said. 'I have brought you this gown to wear.'


  She laid the dressing gown on the bed and returned to the bathroom. Slowly Sorrel peeled off her wet skirt and underwear and stepped out of her sodden sandals. The luxury of the room was a little shocking and the uncompromising femininity of its decoration in the home of a bachelor made her more than suspicious. Had it been specially designed and furnished to accommodate Inez?


  She picked up the dressing gown. It was far too big for her and she had no doubts about who owned it. She pulled the velvet lapels close together across her breast and tied the gold-tasselled black velvet belt tightly at her waist, thinking how glamorously barbaric the gown was, like the man who usually wore it.


  'Senorita, the bath is ready now. Come, por favor,' said Jovita from the doorway of the bathroom.


  What was Jovita thinking? What went on in the mind behind that wizened poker face and unblinking opaque black eyes? Was she surprised that her employer had found a new occupant for this love-bower where soft lighting and an extensive use of luxurious fabrics created a romantic atmosphere? Or was the little woman so accustomed to the way he lived that she had no comment to make?


  The bathroom made Sorrel gasp, for there was an-


   


  other dream room, all ivory tiles and mirrors with exotic touches of crimson and black. The bath was round, made from black marble and sunk into the floor, and it was full of ivory-coloured foam from which sweet-smelling steam rose.


  'You get in the bath now, senorita,' instructed Jovita, and began to untie the belt at Sorrel's waist.


  'Oh no, not until you've gone,' objected Sorrel, stepping back unused to such personal attention at bath-time.


  'I'm not going, I stay to help you. I wash your back. I wash your hair. Then you feel better and look more beautiful. 'Jovita smiled suddenly, showing surprisingly good teeth. 'I do it always for Señora Inez.'


  The name Inez was to Sorrel like a red rag to a bull.


  'No, no, thank you. I'll manage by myself,' she said determinedly, not wanting to be treated as if she were the mistress of Juan Renalda.


  'But, senorita,' Jovita's tone was suddenly wheedling, `Senor Juan said I was to look after you and make you comfortable while you stay here, and if I don't do as he tells me he'll be angry with me.'


  'I shall bath myself and wash my hair,' insisted Sorrel. 'And if Senor Renalda asks you why you're not doing as he told you you can tell him I prefer to look after myself.'


  As she had hoped, speaking authoritatively to the little woman had the desired effect. Still looking worried, Jovita nodded her greying head submissively and left the room. Sorrel closed the door, slipped off the dressing gown and stepped into the twinkling bubble bath.


  The foam rustled as it crowded about her and beneath it the warm water caressed her cool damp skin. Glancing sideways at the mirrors all she could see of


   


  herself was the slope of her bare shoulders, her long neck and her face framed by clinging wet hair.


  There was a chromium spray and hose attached to the bath and she soon had it in action and was shampooing her hair. She was rinsing for the second time when she felt the spray taken from her hand. Since water continued to cascade over her head she couldn't see who was rinsing her hair, but she assumed it was Jovita who had come back, ordered to do so by the domineering Juan.


  The spray was turned off. Strong hands gathered up her hair and squeezed the water out of it. A towel, warm and scented, was wrapped round her head. Taking an end of the towel, Sorrel dabbed at her eyes, looked sideways—and felt her heart leap with shock. Instead of seeing Jovita's neat brown dress she saw black suede trousers shaped by muscular thighs and lean hips, then a silver buckle on a handsomely tooled leather belt, a loose half-buttoned shirt of ivory silk and lastly the lean scarred face and narrowed grey eyes of the bullfighter.


  'How dare you come in here while I'm in the bath!' she flared. 'Get out! '


  Ignoring her protest completely, he sat down on the wide flat edge of the bath quite close to her.


  I came to see if you needed any help,' he replied coolly. 'Jovita was most hurt because you wouldn't let her wash you. Why wouldn't you let her?'


  'Because I'm not used to being waited on,' she replied, sitting still and straight, looking down to make sure the foam was covering her sufficiently, concealing her body from his observant arrogant gaze.


  Almost as if he sensed her worry and had to taunt her about it he scooped up some of the foam from the place where it covered her breasts. The tip of his finger


   


  just touched her skin and she gasped as if she had been seared by a red-hot needle. Her heart jumping crazily, she looked up to glare at him. His eyes were cool and insolent as he returned her glare steadily while he blew the foam off his finger so that it flew about in all directions.


  'You're a very complex person,' he murmured. 'One minute you're bold and independent, a typical liberated woman, the next you're shy. I find the mixture fascinating, like your colouring.' He reached out to smooth a fingertip along the slope of her shoulder and she had trouble trying not to show how his touch affected her. `You're skin is the colour of ivory, your hair has a crimson sheen to it and your eyes are almost black—my favourite colours,' he added, his breath feathering her brow.


  `So I'd noticed.' She tried to speak dryly and lightly, but her voice came out in a shaken whisper and once again a shiver tingled through her when she felt his fingers warm at her throat under her chin, tilting it up and round. And she was helpless, at his mercy, because if she moved she would disturb the foam. Keeping her eyelids lowered in case the panic which was pulsing through her showed in her eyes, she sat and waited for the kiss which she was sure would come, wondering how she was going to resist it.


  'Why are you so afraid?' he asked softly. 'I'm not going to hurt you.'


  His fingers slid slowly down her throat, their touch suggestive and sensual. Then they were gone and so was he. Disconcerted by the disappointment which washed over her because he hadn't kissed her after all, she turned her head to see him take a big crimson towel from a pile of towels on a rack. Holding it across his body like a muleta, he came back to stand beside her.


   


  `Are you ready to come out now? The water must be cold,' he said, and flicked the towel as he might flick his cape at a bull. 'I'll rub you dry.'


  `No!' In panic Sorrel slid down under the foam. `Please go. I'll dry myself.'


  He stared down at her, eyebrows slanting in a frown.


  `Why do you object?' he asked. 'I do it only to help you instead of Jovita. It is good to be rubbed dry. Come, if you sit there much longer you will become too cold.'


  'I can't let you. You shouldn't be in here at all,' she said.


  'I shouldn't?' His eyebrows went up in mock amazement. 'Why not? It is my bathroom.'


  `Yes, I know, but we're not married, and ...' she paused, trying frantically to think of a way to explain why he shouldn't be there and shouldn't dry her, to make him understand that her values were different from his.


  `Are you trying to tell me that you wouldn't be so shy of me if we were married?' he queried, with a glint of interest.


  `Yes, I suppose I am.'


  'Would you like to be married to me, Sorrel?' He had thrown the towel aside and had perched on the side of the bath again.


  `I ... I ... Oh, go away, and stop tormenting me!' she wailed, and covered her face with her hands. 'I don't want to have anything to do with you, and I wish we'd never met '


  Even to her own ears her outburst sounded childish, but it expressed exactly how she felt. This man was dangerous to her and the sooner she got away from him the better.


  `But we did meet and we're going to meet again,


   


  whether you want to or not,' he said, and she heard him stand up and move away. When he spoke next his voice came from the other side of the room. 'So ends the suerte de pica, little red bull.'


  A door clicked closed. Sorrel sat up and looked round cautiously. The crimson towel lay crumpled on the ivory floor, like-a splash of blood on ivory sand. She shuddered a little. Crimson, ivory and black, the colours of the bullfight.


  Standing up, she stepped out of the bath and huddled into the soft warm towel, ruefully admitting to herself that she had sat too long in the bath water and that it would have been good to have been rubbed dry until her body tingled and glowed.


  But not by Juan Renalda. To have let him dry her would have been to invite him to possess her. He had no scruples when it came to getting what he wanted, knew no inhibitions. He was completely lawless. Perhaps his brushes with death in the arena had made him like that—determined to grasp whatever pleasure was offered while he was able. Not that she was on offer ...


  Sorrel gasped suddenly and stopped towelling herself and stared at the several reflections of a slim pale-skinned young woman with a cloud of darkened hair who was half-draped in a crimson towel and whose wide dark eyes expressed dismay at a new thought. It was just possible that Juan Renalda believed that she had come here to offer herself to him.


  Quickly she finished drying, shook out her partly dried hair, slipped into the brocade dressing gown and went into the bedroom. Somehow she must make another attempt to get away tonight, preferably before she had another encounter with the bullfighter. So ends the suerte de pica, he had said, the first act to the bull-


   


  fight in which the picas were placed in the back of the bull to torment it. Well, he had certainly tormented her in the past hour or two and heaven only knew what he had in store for the second act, so she must be gone before it opened.


  In the bedroom Jovita was waiting patiently with her hands folded in front of her.


  `Where are my clothes?' Sorrel demanded.


  `I have taken them to be washed. You could not wear them again. They were very .wet.'


  `But I can't wear this all the time. It's too big. Look,' Sorrel demonstrated how the lapels gaped over her breast. 'I left my overnight bag in the truck. There is a change of clothes in it. Could you get it for me, please?'


  Jovita shook her head negatively from side to side.


  `I don't know of any bag,' she replied. 'Come and sit down, senorita, here before the mirrors. I'll rub your hair dry and then brush it for you.'


  Biting her lip to restrain her impatience, Sorrel sat down on the cushioned stool in front of the dressing table, thinking she might get more co-operation from the woman if she did as she suggested, and watched the reflection of Jovita's wrinkled hands as they rubbed her hair with a towel.


  This was where Inez had sat and had had her hair dried and brushed, and goodness know how many women before her. Feeling sick suddenly with unreasonable violent jealousy, Sorrel scowled at her reflection.


  `Am I hurting you, senorita?' Jovita's wrinkled monkey-sad face looked concerned.


  `No.' Sorrel tried to smile. 'I was just wondering whose room this is.'


  `It used to be the Señora's.'


  'Señora Inez's?'


  Señora Joan's—the wife of Señor Rodrigo and


   


  the mother of Señor Juan. Many times I have dried her hair as I'm drying yours now, senorita. She was tall with blonde hair and a golden skin, kind and always smiling. She could ride a horse like a man and fight the bulls too.' Jovita sighed sadly. 'We all cried like little children when she was killed.'


  'Killed? How?'


  'She was breaking in a horse. She was thrown, and her neck was broken.'


  'How terrible!'


  `Si, it was. Señor Rodrigo was very shocked. He never recovered. He was much older than she was, you understand, about twenty years and they had married only when he retired from bullfighting. Together they bought this ranch to rear here the special little ,bulls for the bullfights. Señora Joan's family own a big ranch in California. She knew much about ranching.' Jovita stopped towelling Sorrel's hair. 'Shall I brush your hair now so that it will look like silk?'


  The long smooth strokes of the brush were soothing and almost against her will Sorrel relaxed, enjoying the unaccustomed luxury, and found she wanted to know more about the fascinating Renalda family.


  `How long have you worked here, Jovita?' she asked.


  'Since Señor Juan was born. I came to be his nursemaid. I used to bath him, dress him, take him for walks and put him to bed. Then I did the same for his sister and his younger brother. After Senora Joan was killed I stayed on to help poor Señor Rodrigo who was very ill until he died seven years ago. After that I went away to live with my sister in Ibara, but when Señor Juan was hurt badly in that last fight of his I came back here to look after him.' Jovita shook her head from side to side. 'It took a long time for him to get better, and after the wounds were healed he was different.'


   


  'In what way?'


  'It was as if the Juan Renalda we had all known until then had died and his body had been taken over by another spirit. He had lost his enthusiasm, wouldn't see any of his old friends and stayed here on the ranch all the time.'


  `Do you think he had lost his nerve?'


  'For fighting the bulls? No, I don't think that because he still fought them here, showing Pancho and some other young men how to be matadors. But it wasn't good, the wanting to cut himself off from the rest of the world, and I was glad when Señor Cortez came and persuaded him to go to the opening of a new ski resort. Since then Señor Juan has skied much and now his interest in the corrida has come back.' Jovita took hold of the heavy folds of Sorrel's hair and coiled them round on the top of her head. 'Would you like me to arrange your hair like this?' she asked. 'I used to do it often for Señora Inez.'


  'No, thank you ! ' Sorrel spoke sharply. Although the upswept style certainly made her look more poised and elegant the knowledge that Inez had sometimes worn her hair in that way put her right off the style. 'I like it to fall straight down from a centre parting.'


  `Bueno.' Jovita brushed the hair into shape and laid down the brush. 'Are your ready now to eat your dinner with Señor Juan?'


  'Not quite. I'd like my bag from the truck. I can't eat dinner with him dressed like this. I've nothing on under the gown,' replied Sorrel firmly, imagining what it would be like sitting at a dining table opposite to Juan with his observant glance lingering on all that the low wide opening of the dressing gown revealed. 'I'll have to be properly dressed before I can have dinner with him. And you can tell him so, if you like.'


   


  A gleam of tolerant amusement came and went in Jovita's dark eyes, but she said nothing.


  'Please, Jovita,' Sorrel swung round appealingly. 'Please ask Señor Juan to fetch my bag from the truck. I left it on the seat. He knows what it looks like.'


  Jovita nodded and left the room. Alone, Sorrel wandered about sliding back the doors of the closet to find it empty. There was nothing in the drawers of the elegant rosewood dressing table or in the companion chest. Nowhere was there any sign that a woman had occupied the room as recently as this morning and gradually she began to be convinced that Inez had not used it.


  For some strange reason she felt better, not quite so much as if she had been chosen to step into another woman's shoes. She sat down in front of the dressing table again and studied her appearance critically. The black velvet lapels of the dressing gown set off the creaminess of her skin and in the soft lighting of the room her well brushed clean hair sparkled with ruby lights.


  A sound at the door made her turn defensively, but it was only Jovita returning with a tray laden with dishes of food which she placed on the dressing table in front of Sorrel.


  'I have brought your food here since you are shy of coming to the dining room wearing that gown,' said the old nurse, with an understanding which endeared her to Sorrel. 'There is beef stew, a little ensalada de aguacente, some mogollas and a glass of our good vino moriles. Eat well, senorita.'


  'Thank you.' The food looked and smelt appetising but Jovita was going away and she hadn't mentioned the overnight bag. 'Wait, Jovita, did you ask about my bag?'


   


  'I couldn't bring it, senorita. Someone has taken the truck with the bag in it. But Señor Juan says you will have it tomorrow. Now eat the good food. I'll come back for the tray later.'


  So he wasn't going to let her have her clothes. Her mind leaping with suspicion, Sorrel ate the delicious food. When Jovita returned she would ask her to take her to Juan Renalda to have it out with him, but when Jovita did come back she shook her head in response to Sorrel's demand.


  'I am sorry, senorita, Señor Juan has gone out.' She moved over to the bed, took off the damask bedcover and folded it neatly. Then she plumped up the already plumped-up pillows. 'You can go to bed when you wish. I expect Señor Juan will come to see you when he comes back. Is there anything else you would like me to bring for you?'


  'I...... er ...' Sorrel flicked an uneasy glance at the


  bed. `No, thank you. Do you know when Señor Juan will be back?'


  `No, senorita.' The wizened face was unrevealing. 'He did not tell me.'


  `Do you know where, he's gone?'


  `No. I go now, senorita, if you don't mind, and I will say buenas noches.'


  `Buenas noches.'


  After Jovita had gone Sorrel sat for a while thinking how neatly her attempt to leave the ranch house for the second time that night had been defeated before she had ever begun to make it. Without proper clothing she couldn't go traipsing about the countryside, and even if she did manage to reach Ibara she had no money, no credentials of any sort to prove who she was, as they were all in her handbag which was also in the truck with her overnight bag.


   


  But as she sat there she became aware of the silence of the house.


  Where could she find some clothes? The idea flashed across her mind, causing her to sit up as she considered it. In the room of Juan Renalda, of course—the answer came at once. A shirt and a pair of trousers belonging to him might be a little big for her, but they would be better than nothing. But first she had to find his room..


  Getting up from the stool, she went over to the door. She turned the knob and pulled, but the door remained obstinately shut. Several times she pulled, thinking that perhaps it was a tight fit and needed force to open it, then reluctantly came to the conclusion that it had been locked from the outside. Quickly she bent down and put an eye to the keyhole. There was no key in it.


  Anger leapt up like a flame and had to be expressed in violent protest. Flinging herself at the door, she banged on the panels with her fists and shouted at the top of her voice, then, breathless, leaned against the door to listen for the sound of footsteps in the passage outside. But all she could hear was the frantic pounding of her own heart.


  Turning, she surveyed the room, looking for a way of escape. Over to the windows she marched and swept aside the dainty ruffled curtains. The windows were narrow, set in deep embrasures, and through the glass panes she could just make out the shapes of the wrought iron grilles which covered them on the outside. Even if she could open one of the windows she wouldn't be able to get past those iron railings which made the room like a prison.


  With an exclamation of angry frustration she marched into the bathroom. No window there, but there was another door. Stepping over to it, she turned


   


  the handle and pulled. It remained shut too. It was also locked and there was no key in the keyhole.


  Damn him, damn him! He had done what he had threatened—he had made sure she didn't have any clothes to wear and had locked her into a room from which there was no way of escape. He must be crazy! There could be no other explanation for his strange behaviour. What was it Jovita had said about him, that the real Juan Renalda had died and that another spirit had taken over his body after that last fight in which he had been so badly hurt? Was that another way of saying he had become deranged?


  Slowly, the fire of her anger dying away, Sorrel returned to the bedroom and sat down on the edge of the bed to consider her position. Never in her wildest dreams had she ever imagined herself being held under lock and key by a man she had only just met; a man with whom she had only one thing in common, some Spanish blood, and who wanted her to stay and live with him in this Colombian valley far away from anyone and anything she had ever known before.


  I want you, Sorrel. Memory of his whispered words had the power to stir her blood. Lying back on the bed, she gazed up at the canopy and gave herself up to imagining what it would be like if she agreed to do as he asked, and found she liked what she was imagining.


  Then why had she run away? Because she had guessed the relationship would be temporary, lasting only a short time, possibly not much more than the six months Inez had stayed, and she had been afraid of being hurt again as she had been hurt by Martin.


  But to be hurt by Juan Renalda she would have to be in love with him and not have that love returned, and he had made no mention of love.


   


  She doubted if it was a currency he used in his relationships with women.


  The chiming of the small antique clock on the dressing table informed her that it was ten o'clock. She yawned and stretched. It had been quite a day and the bed was comfortable. Standing up, she slipped off the dressing gown and laid it on a chair. Then, bare as she was, she slid between soft silken sheets, enjoying the feel of them against her skin. She switched off the bedside lamps and lay in the darkness listening a while, half fearing yet half hoping to hear a key turn in the lock and the door open quietly. Would he come to see her when he returned? And what would happen when he came? Excitement sizzled through her developing into a deep, almost desperate yearning for him to come which shocked her so that with a little groan she rolled over on to her side and closing her eyes tightly, willed herself to sleep.


  It was the closing of a door which wakened her and her first thought was that Juan Renalda had come back. Excitement made her heart beat fast and she lay with eyes closed pretending to be asleep and wondering how he would wake her. But nothing happened. There was no sound of anyone moving about the room, only the sound of water gushing from the shower in the bathroom. She opened her eyes and sat up, clutching the bedclothes about her. There was no one in the room and it was daylight, and the brocade dressing gown had gone from the chair where she had put it. In its place was her overnight bag.


  Who had put the bag there? Jovita? Sorrel scrambled out of bed and ran to the door. She turned the handle and pulled it. The door opened easily, no longer locked, and the key was in the lock on the inside. She glanced quickly up and down the passage. It was empty,


   


  streaked with early morning sunlight which was slanting through a window.


  She shut the door, went over to her bag and unzipped it. In a few minutes she was dressed in another summer skirt and a crisp white blouse which she had brought with her. Going over to the bathroom, she rapped her knuckles on the closed door. When there was no answer she opened the door. The mirrors of the bath were slightly steamed and water dripped from the shower fitting, and the other door on the opposite side of the room was slightly open.


  Tempted by that open door, she went across and pushed it open further and looked into the room, her eyes widening in amazement at the magnificence of the furnishings and decorations. Here again the predominant colours were crimson and ivory with touches of black, used to create an exotic yet thoroughly masculine retreat.


  Juan Renalda, dressed only in hip-hugging black trousers, was standing in front of a wide, wall-length closet, flicking through the shirts which were hung there. He selected one and turned. He caught sight of her hovering in the doorway and tossing the shirt on to the unmade king-sized bed stepped towards her.


  `Buenos dias, Sorrel," he said. 'Do you have something to say to me? Is that why you come so early to my room?'


  Her glance went to the long scar-which angled across his body just below his ribs and she took a step backwards.


  'I'm sorry, I'd no idea this was your room. The door was open and I just thought I'd ...' She broke off, remembering suddenly how that door had been locked last night. She lifted her chin and added sharply, 'You have a lot of explaining to do, Señor Renalda.'


   


  I have? About what?'


  'About last night.'


  A strange gleam came into his eyes. He stepped around her, and she turned—too late. He had closed the door to the bathroom and was leaning against it, his bare tanned torso dark against the background of smooth ivory paint. Under slanting black eyebrows his eyes were a hard clear grey as he stared at her.


  'Last night,' he repeated slowly, frowning a little as if he were having difficulty in remembering. `Ah yes, I remember now. I was late coming home. You were asleep: He pushed away from the door, raising a hand to her cheek as if to caress it. She stepped back quickly and his hand fell to his side. 'You look very beautiful when you're asleep,' he said softly, 'like a statuette carved from ivory, but I didn't have the heart to disturb you. Are you disappointed because I didn't?'


  Her cheeks flaming, her heart pounding, remembering that she had slept without any clothing and there was a possibility that the covering on the bed could have slipped off her, Sorrel struggled to maintain her composure.


  'No, I wasn't disappointed,' she snapped, conveniently forgetting she had been half-hoping he would come before she fell asleep. 'I want to know why you locked me in the bedroom and didn't let me have my overnight bag.'


  'You were locked in?' His expression of innocent amazement made her want to kick him. 'Please accept my apologies.' He stepped towards her again and again she stepped backwards and at once he advanced as if they were performing a dance of courtship. 'Jovita must have locked the door before she left the house. She wouldn't like leaving a young woman like you alone and unprotected.'


   


  'Oh, rubbish! ' shouted Sorrel, and stamped her foot in her irritation. 'If Jovita locked the door it was because you told her to.'


  `Now, why should I do something like that?' he asked.


  `Because you didn't want me to leave while you were out,' she retorted.


  `So I was right, you did intend to run away again,' he remarked dryly. 'Why?'


  'If you guessed I meant to leave you could also guess why,' she seethed. 'I didn't want to stay in the house of a man who regards women as ... as playthings designed for his amusement. I'm a free person, used to going where I like when I like. I came here to ask for your help in saving a marriage and instead of helping you treat me as if ...' She broke off, her glance going to the door which led to the passage and which was opening slowly. Jovita appeared carrying a tray on which there was a silver coffee service and cups and saucers.


  `Buenos dias, Señor Juan,' said the little woman. 'The senorita isn't in the other room, so I have brought the coffee tray in here.' Her dark eyes slid past Juan to Sorrel, who had covered suddenly hot cheeks with her hands. 'Buenos dias, senorita,' she added. 'I hope you slept well.'


  She put the tray down on a table in the middle of the floor and went out of the room.


  'Oh, what must she be thinking of me!' The words burst out of Sorrel.


  `Who? Jovita?' asked Juan as he stepped over to the table and began to pour coffee. 'Does it matter what she thinks of you?'


  `Yes, it does. I can't have her thinking I'm something I'm not.'


   


  'Por dios!' he exclaimed, flashing her an impatient glance. 'Why must you make everything so complicated? What is it you are not that Jovita thinks you are?'


  'I'm not a replacement for the woman who left yesterday. I haven't come here to be your next mistress.'


  Crash. The heavy coffee pot was set down violently on the silver tray and a cup was knocked to the floor, its contents spilling on the carpet. In two strides Juan was in front of her and the livid expression in his eyes made her take a step backwards.


  'What the hell are you talking about?' he demanded. 'Inez. The woman who was here. If she wasn't your wife she must have been your mistress.'


  He swore vigorously between taut lips and she put her hands up over her ears until he had finished.


  'What did that little devil say to make you think she was either?' he grated. 'Inez is my sister and as mischievous as they come. A few months ago she left her husband, came running to me complaining he was cruel to her. I said she should stay here until she had sorted out her problems. She seems to have done that now, but by God, wait until I see her again! I'll wring her neck for telling you that ...'


  'Oh no,' Sorrel interrupted quickly, alarmed by his anger. 'You mustn't blame her. It wasn't her fault—she didn't say anything. It was what Pancho said which led me to make a mistake and ...'


  'And what did Pancho say?' he drawled menacingly.


  'He thought I was from the States and asked me if I was a friend of the Señora's. I assumed he meant your wife and then when your sister answered the door I thought she must be Señora Renalda. Well, she was wearing a wedding ring and she didn't introduce herself, and she said she was leaving because she couldn't stand living with you anymore,' Sorrel defended her-


   


  self as she saw his eyes narrowing sceptically.


  'The feeling was mutual,' he growled.


  'And she spoke English like you do, with a North American accent,' continued Sorrel, determined to make him understand why she had been led to make a mistake about Inez.


  `Because she learnt the language like I did, from our mother who was a Californian,' he retorted. 'Okay, I agree. It would be easy for you to assume she was my wife,' but what made you think she was the other?'


  `When you said she wasn't your wife I ... I ...' Her eyes fell before his accusing glance and she hesitated.


  'You assumed again,' he supplied blightingly, 'basing your assumptions on what you'd learnt about me from Ramon Angel, I've no doubt, or possibly from that sex-starved little fool, his wife.'


  'I'm sorry,' she said stiffly.


  He stood still and silent before her, so close that she could hear the regular beat of his heart, see the pulse of it in the hollow of his strong throat, smell the fragrance of the soap he had used, almost feel the warm vitality of him even though he wasn't touching her.


  `It's becoming clear to me now why you were angry yesterday,' he said slowly. 'You didn't like the idea of stepping into another woman's shoes so soon after she had left.'


  'Non I didn't,' she admitted frankly.


  'That was understandable. But now we've cleared the matter up shall we start all over again? Will you stay and live with me, Sorrel?'


  I ...' she began, and then caught her breath as his hands curved about her face. 'What are you going to do?' she demanded.


  'I have this irresistible urge to kiss you. It comes in the morning when I see you cool and fresh after your


   


  sleep. That's why I want you to stay and live with me, so I can kiss you every morning.'


  'But you've no right to kiss me if I don't want to be kissed by you,' she argued, trying to twist away from him.


  'Oh, Sorrel, how can you talk of rights?' he murmured, letting his hands slide down her cheeks and slip under the collar of her shirt. His thumbs probed the hollows of her throat delicately, sending sharp shivers of delight through her whole body. 'What is happening between you and me is above and beyond such cold arguments.'


  'Nothing is happening between us, nothing. I'm not going to let it,' she protested shakily, trying to ignore the desire which was beginning to throb through her veins. 'Can't you understand? Are you so blinded by your own conceit that you can't see? I'm not the sort of woman who goes in for affairs with men I scarcely know. I don't want you because I don't love you. Without love I can't ...' She got no further, because he silenced her with a rough, insolent kiss which forced her lips apart in intimate exploration of her mouth.


  Yet still she struggled to be free until, his mouth continuing to dominate hers, he took hold of her, hips to pull her against him, moulding her body to his as if determined to imprint his desire upon her until it seemed that every part of her was burning with a longing to be-even closer to him.


  Of their own accord her hands went up to fondle his throat and ears, pull at his hair and then finger-walk down his back, probing the sensitive hollows. A sound, half groan and half sigh, exploded from him. His fingers, suddenly rough with urgency, pushed inside the opening of her blouse and curved about the soft swell of flesh they found hidden there so that the last of her con-


   


  trol slipped away completely, melting into a dangerous sensuousness.


  Then suddenly he raised his head, and missing the warm feel of his lips against hers, Sorrel opened her eyes and saw his face dark and lean, its expression enigmatic.


  `And what was that you were saying about not wanting me, hmm?' he taunted. 'I think I've just proved otherwise. So much for your pretence of being indifferent! 'You want me as much as I want you, and this morning is as good a time as any ,,to do something about it.'


  'No! ' Shame and anger scorched through her because she had been betrayed by her foolish, susceptible body. She twisted out of his arms. Her hand swung up and caught him across the face in a slap which seemed to echo through the room. He stepped back, one hand going to his cheek, and taking advantage of his surprise she sped to the bathroom to gather up her toilet bag, reached the room where she had slept, slammed the door shut and turned the key in the lock.


  No time to stop and plan what to do next; she had to go while the going was good before Juan had time to catch her and use his superior strength to force her to submit to him. Even if she only got as far as the courtyard at least she would be outside and would be heard if she shouted for help.


  Gathering up the contents of her handbag which she had tipped out to find a lipstick, she pushed them into the bag and thrust that into her overnight bag, then hurried from the room. To her relief Juan wasn't in the passage, so with long casual-seeming strides she went along to the hallway. Pulling open the front door, she stepped out into damp warm air and the first thing she saw was the red and white truck. The cover of the


   


  bonnet was up and Pancho was bending over the engine fixing something.


  'Buenos dias, Pancho,' she said, going over to stand beside him. 'Are you going to Ibara this morning?'


  He straightened up to give her a cheerful smile while he wiped oily hands on a rag he took from the pocket of his faded blue jeans.


  'Buenos dias, senorita,' he said, and slammed the bonnet closed. 'This morning I go further than Ibara. I go to Copaya, to the festival there.'


  'Where is Copaya?'


  'Not far, about thirty kilometres. It is a small city set beside a beautiful river. The climate is warmer than here and the old houses are charming. As for the women,' here Pancho rolled his eyes and kissed the fingers of one hand, 'mmm, they are the most beautiful and the most affectionate in all of Colombia. Every year at this time there is a festival, the first of the big winter festivals when there are all kinds of religious parades, dancing in the streets—and of course the corrida.'


  Copaya. Sorrel had heard the Angels talk of it, comparing it to some of the towns in Andalusia in Spain. Since it was a well-known tourist attraction there would be an airport there with regular flights to Medellin and Bogota.


  'How soon are you leaving?' she asked.


  'As soon as possible. The big truck with the bulls has gone already.'


  'Then I'm coming with you,' she said.


  'Bueno.' His smile widened. 'I am glad. Please get in —there is plenty of room.'


  Amazed by and grateful for this piece of luck, Sorrel climbed into the cab of the truck, sat down and closed the door. Pancho seemed in no hurry to join her and


   


  she could hear him whistling a tune as he tinkered with something at the rear of the vehicle.


  Then the whistling stopped and she heard him speaking. Tension crawled along her nerves. The door at her side was swung open, and she slanted a wary glance sideways. Juan was standing there, fully dressed now in a flamboyant shirt of crimson silk under an unbuttoned waistcoat of black suede. From under the brim of his tilted broad-brimmed, shallow-crowned hat his eyes glared at her, a wicked livid light flickering in them.


  Yet when he spoke his voice was quiet, soft as velvet.


  'Move over, por favor.'


  'P . . . pardon?' His request confused her. She had expected him to demand that she get out.


  'You heard me,' he retorted curtly. 'Move over, make room for me to sit beside you. I'm also going to Copaya to take part in the corrida. I'm surprised but pleased that you want to come too and watch me perform in the lidia.'


  Quickly Sorrel turned, intending to slide under the steering wheel and leap out the other side, but Pancho was there settling into the driver's seat. Like a cornered animal she turned again, only to find that Juan was already taking his seat beside her, shoving her along the seat with a rough thrust of his thigh against hers. The door slammed shut, the engine throbbed into life and with a jerk the truck started forward in the direction of the archway.


  


   


   


  
CHAPTER FIVE


  PANCHO drove down the lane and turned the truck on to the road with a wicked screech of tyres, driving at his usual breakneck speed and chattering excitedly to Juan about the corrida. Sitting bolt upright between the two men, Sorrel stared straight ahead of her as the truck hurtled along, her mind busy with a new problem—how to get out of the new trap Juan Renalda had sprung on her.


  Receiving only uncommunicative grunts in answer to his questions and exclamations, Pancho gave up and started to whistle again. Sorrel glanced sideways at Juan. He had slid down on the seat so that his head rested against the back of it, had tilted his broad-brimmed black hat over his eyes and appeared to be dozing.


  The truck seemed to leap in the air as it hit a bump on the road. Sorrel licked dry lips and felt nausea heave in her stomach and remembered that she had had nothing to eat or drink that morning. In the near distance she could see the twin towers of the church in Ibara, the gold crosses on their domes glinting in the bright sunshine, soaring above the faded red roofs of the houses. Beyond the town the land stretched endlessly, wave after wave of tawny grassland, ideal for cattle ranching, edged at the horizon by a ridge of violet-blue mountains whose pointed peaks shone silver against a wide blue sky.


  In the single main street of Ibara Indian women in long skirts, ruanas, with wide-brimmed tall-crowned


   


  hats tilted on their heads and baskets slung on their arms, were boarding the battered-looking bus on which Sorrel had travelled the previous day from Manizales.


  An idea sprang into Sorrel's mind. She leaned sideways towards Pancho and whispered,


  'Please will you stop here and let me out?'


  He gave her a suspicious sidelong glance, looked back at the road and swore fervently. He wrenched the steering wheel round so that the truck swerved violently to the right to avoid a child who had dashed out of a house into the road. Sorrel was flung against Juan, who stiffened, shoved back his hat and sat up, pushing her away.


  'What happened?' he demanded.


  Pancho answered him in a spate of colourful Spanish and laid all the blame for the incident on Sorrel. The truck picked up speed, rattling over loose stones and pot-holes, and Ibara was left behind.


  'Why did you want to get out?" Juan asked Sorrel, speaking English so that Pancho wouldn't be able to understand.


  'I'm hungry and thirsty and I feel a little sick,' she replied stiffly, sitting once more in a tense upright position and feeling miserable because her little plan to escape on the bus to Manizales had failed because Pancho, like Jovita, gave all his loyalty to Juan.


  'You can eat when we get to Copaya. There's a restaurant at the arena. I didn't get any breakfast either. We were both too busy doing something else to eat, if you remember." A certain ironic dryness in his voice made her look at him. Above the black and, white neckerchief knotted round his throat under the collar of the red shirt his jaw was taut and the set of his mouth was grim. About the scar on his cheek there were faint red marks. Made by her fingers? Sorrel blinked and


   


  looked away out of the windscreen again. She hadn't realised she had hit him so hard. A feeling of remorse swept over her suddenly, adding to the weakness caused by hunger. How had she, who disliked violence in any form, come to behave so violently? And how could she watch a bullfight? Once more she felt nauseous as she imagined blood spilled on sand, the blood of the man who was sitting next to her.


  'I'm not going to the arena,' she said determinedly. 'I don't want to see a bullfight.'


  `Then why are you in this wreck?'


  'I thought Pancho could give me a lift to Copaya where I can catch a plane to Medellin. I didn't know you would be going too. I thought you'd given up fighting professionally.'


  'I did for a while, but lately I've been irritated by the suggestions that I'd lost my nerve after that last fight, and when the promoter -of the local corrida asked me to perform on the first day of the festival at Copaya I agreed. It's an opportunity for me to prove once and for all that I'm not a coward.' Bitterness edged his voice and his laugh was short and cynical. 'Attendance at the Copaya corrida has been falling off over the past two years. There haven't been enough thrills and drama for the sensation-hungry fans. But today there will be a big crowd thirsting to see the return of El Valiente, half hoping to see him give a repeat performance of his last fight at Menizales nearly two years ago.'


  'Oh, no ! ' Her cry of protest came straight from the heart. Pancho stopped whistling to give her a startled sidelong glance and she heard him ask what was wrong. Juan answered him soothingly and the young man began to whistle again.


  'Must you fight?' Sorrel turned towards Juan im-


   


  pulsively, forgetting her own concerns for the moment, and he turned his head to raise an eyebrow at her. 'Surely you aren't concerned,' he taunted.


  'Yes, I am,' she replied.


  'For the bull, of course.' His mouth slanted derisively.


  'No,' she whispered. 'For you. You ... you might be


  gored again and be very ill like you were last time.'


  He shrugged and looked away from her out of the


  window at his side.


  `So what?' he murmured indifferently. 'It's all part of the game. Sometimes the bull wins.'


  'But ... but Jovita says you nearly died,' Sorrel blurted impulsively. 'Oh, Juan, please don't go into the arena today.'


  'I have to. It's all arranged.' His voice sounded hard and cold.


  'You might be killed,' she persisted, still protesting.


  'And you should care,' he jibed softly, turning his head to give her a narrow scornful glance. 'If I'm killed there will be one less bullfighter in the world to be degraded by a sport which you deplore.'


  'How can you do it? How can you let yourself be used in what's no more than a publicity stunt to get more people to buy tickets for the bullfight?' she whispered shakily. 'How can you go and deliberately tempt the bull to gore you? How can you do it to yourself, Juan?' She was on the verge of tears suddenly, incomprehensibly weeping because she couldn't bear the thought of him being hurt or killed.


  Through the blur of tears she saw him staring at her, his eyes wide, their expression one of puzzlement, and once again she realised how far apart they were in their attitudes. Then he raised a hand and with a gentle fingertip wiped away a tear which had slid on to her cheek.


   


  `Save your tears for the bull this afternoon,' he said softly. 'He's going to need them.' He lowered his hand and turned away abruptly to look out of the window again. 'Why do you want to go to Medellin?'


  'To tell Monica I failed,' she muttered dully, 'that I couldn't persuade you to go and tell Ramon you and she didn't have an affair. I promised her I'd see her today.'


  'And after that where will you go?' he asked coolly, still looking out of the window. 'Back to England?' 'Perhaps. I don't know.'


  She sat back and wiped the tears from her cheeks with her fingers, wondering vaguely why she had wept for him, why it was she felt so strongly about everything he did or had done, why he affected her emotions in a way no one else had ever done so that she did and said things which were quite alien to her nature.


  At least quite alien to the person she had always tried to be; the cool, competent emotionally-free woman she had always thought she was.


  Was she in love with him? She closed her eyes and sagged against the back of the seat. Oh no, she couldn't be. She mustn't be. She mustn't let this stranger whose way of life and background were so different from her own become all-important to her.


  She opened her eyes. The sunlight on the road glared, hurting her eyes. Looking around, she saw that the scenery was changing as they dropped down in a series of bends into the valley of a wide river valley. The countryside was more lush and thickly forested. Houses appeared, fronted by shady verandahs overhung by brilliantly blossoming vines. The rough road became a smoothly surfaced boulevard divided into two lanes by stately palm trees. A sign saying 'Detour' loomed up and Pancho turned the truck down a narrow side street to


   


  bump over cobbles between high white walls.


  Above the throb of the engine Sorrel could hear quite distinctly the sound of music, the rhythmic beating of drums and the wild fluting of Indian pipes. Glancing down another narrow side street as they crossed it, she had a glimpse of fantastically-dressed and masked people twirling and circling in a progressive dance down a wider street. The next side street gave her a quick view of a float carrying a statue of the Virgin surrounded by masses of red and white flowers.


  At the next junction of streets Pancho jerked the truck right down a lane of small terraced houses, passing a group of giggling dark-eyed children who were holding their own parade. A big adobe church loomed at the end of the lane and next to it were the high walls of a circular stadium, plastered with glossy, gaudy posters advertising the bullfights.


  Pancho drove through a wide gateway and parked the truck next to a big cattle lorry on which the words Rancho Renalda were painted. Juan opened the door and got out, to be surrounded almost at once by the men who had brought the bulls. Pancho also left the truck and ran round to join the excited, talkative group of men.


  She could go now, thought Sorrel, leave quietly while they were all busy. Bag in hand, she slid to the edge of the seat ready to jump down, but Juan was there hands on hips, blocking the way.


  `The restaurant is just over there,' he said. 'It's a little late for breakfast, but perhaps you won't mind having lunch instead. I wouldn't like you to faint through lack of food.'


  She stepped down and at once he slammed the door shut and shouted something to Pancho. Then with a hand under her elbow he urged her across the yard,


   


  bright with hot sunlight, and through the swinging plate-glass doors of a building.


  In the restaurant the tables were covered with red and white checked tablecloths and were set along the walls between padded bench-like seats with high wooden backs. There were already many people lunching there, laughing and talking, and some of the men greeted Juan loudly while they sent bold, curious glances in Sorrel's direction.


  They sat at a table in the corner, the high backs of the seats cutting them off from the curious stares. The waitress who came obviously knew Juan and chattered to him light heartedly while she took his order for barbecued steaks, sweet potatoes and vegetables. She brought them thick cups of coffee and then went off to the kitchen for the food.


  Feeling tension building up in her now that she was alone with him in the comparative privacy of the booth, Sorrel sipped the hot strong coffee.


  'Why did you hit me?' he asked, speaking to her suddenly in English and surprising her into answering.


  'I didn't like what you said about me wanting you,' she mumbled, refusing to look at him.


  `You were offended by the truth?' he exclaimed. `It wasn't true,' she protested weakly.


  `Then it was a good piece of acting on your part,' he jeered. 'You really had me deceived into believing ...'


  'I wasn't acting,' she flared, and glared at him across the table, only to gasp and put her hand to her mouth as she realised she had just contradicted herself when she saw the lift of his mouth at one side. 'Oh, it was you, you made me,' she groaned.


  `So now I'm a black-hearted villain who forced you into my arms,' he mocked. 'But I couldn't have made you respond the way you did if there hadn't been a


   


  spark of desire alight inside you waiting to be fanned into a flame.' He took a sharp breath and thrust fingers through his hair. A muscle twitched in his cheek as if he were gritting his teeth to control some strong emotion which had flared up within him. 'By God, you're cruel, do you know that?' he said tautly. 'If you hadn't hit me, and run away we'd have become lovers back there in my room.'


  'No, no, we wouldn't,' she whispered, shaken to the core by his devastating honesty.,


  'Yes, yes.' The words were a savage hiss. 'Right from our first meeting we've been attracted to each other, but you won't admit it. You won't follow your natural instincts because when you stop to think you decide I'm not the sort of man you ought to care for. I don't do things the way you expect them to be done, so you call me immoral. I fight bulls for my living, so I'm degraded. I show you I'm attracted to you, so you hit me.' He gave her a raking, insolent glance which made her flinch. 'I shouldn't have given you a chance to think this morning. I should have kept my mouth shut and taken what was offered, even if it was without love.' He mimicked the way she spoke jeeringly.


  'Nothing was offered,' she protested wildly, hurt beyond bearing by his bitterness.


  'So you keep saying. I don't have to believe you,' he sneered.


  The waitress came with their food. She set the plates before them, poured more coffee and went away. Juan began to eat at once. Sorrel, still stunned by his attack, watched him enviously. Apparently losing his temper didn't affect his appetite.


  Eventually she began to eat knowing that if she didn't she would regret it later. This was the last time she would be with him, for this afternoon while he


   


  was performing in the last act of the lidia, luring the


  bull to its death under the blazing sun, she would be on


  her way to Mesiellin. There was nothing he could do to


  stop her from going once he had left her to go into the


  arena.


  The silence between them as they ate was made all the more tense and noticeable by the noise of voices coming from the other tables. To Sorrel the food tasted of nothing. She forced it down a dry throat unwillingly thinking of the forthcoming bullfight and what might happen during the course of it to the man who was sitting opposite to her. He might be killed, so how could she part from him in anger? How could she let her brief yet close relationship with him end in bitter words?


  Unable to finish the food, she laid down her knife and fork, gulped down more coffee, then looked across at him, her glance lingering on the scar which slashed his cheek. Could she possibly bridge, if only for a few minutes, the differences in attitudes which yawned between them?


  `Juan, I ... I'm sorry I can't be what you want me to be,' she, said huskily, reaching a hand across the, table towards him.


  He finished eating, laid his fork down on his empty plate, wiped his mouth on a paper serviette and gave her an underbrowed glance. The cold hostility expressed in his eyes shocked her.


  'How do you know what I want you to be?' he retorted. 'You've never let me tell you. You've spent nearly all the short time we've had together leaping to false conclusions, making wrong assumptions about me, judging me. Why? What the hell are you trying to do? Punish me for what some other guy did to you?'


  'No, I'm not,' she was stung into denying. Forgetting her desire to part from him amicably, she got to her


   


  feet and grabbing her bag moved out from behind the table, only to find him there.


  'Where do you think you're going?' he demanded. -To the airport,' She spat at him. 'I'm going as far away as I can from you! '


  The buzz of conversation from the other tables died down. She was aware of heads turning, of eyes staring at herself and Juan. Pivoting on one heel, she started towards the door of the restaurant, but Juan's hand shot out, gripped her arm bruisingly and she was swung round to face him. Although the anger leaping in his eyes like pale fire frightened her, fury because he had dared to lay a hand on her in a public place in front of an audience of avidly curious men, some of whom were already beginning to grin and make remarks, made her try to wrench her arm free from his grip.


  'How dare you touch me!' she stormed, her cheeks burning with the blood which had rushed to them.


  'Listen,' he grated between set white teeth, putting his face so close to hers she could see the texture of his skin and the faint tiny needle-pricks edging the scar on his cheek. 'It was you who decided to play rough back there at the ranch, so rough it's going to be from now on until you're tamed, little bull. You can forget any promises you made to Monica. You're going to stay and watch the lidia this afternoon ...'


  'No, no! ' She shook her head wildly so that her shining hair shimmered. 'You can't make me watch it, you can't!'


  'I can, and you're going to be there right to the end of it, sitting in the President's box with Diego Cortez, the promoter, and his wife when I make my bow after I've killed the bull. You'll wait for me until I've done what I have to do this afternoon and then when it's over we'll go to the church next door to the arena and make


   


  our marriage vows before the priest.'


  'Our marriage vows?' she repeated in a hoarse whisper, fear and fury suddenly giving way to astonishment.


  'Yes. I didn't intend to propose to you in this fashion before spectators, but you've forced my hand by your silly, stubborn behaviour. Now you know what I want you to be. I want you to be my wife, for better or worse, in sickness and in health. Surely to God you can find. nothing immoral about that?' He gave an impatient glance as some of the men, who were obviously familiar with him, began to cheer him on with some hand-claps. 'Come on,' he urged. 'Let's get out of here.'


  His hand still gripping her arm, he urged her forward, and feeling like a puppet being manipulated by a strong-handed puppeteer Sorrel went with him, her will still overcome by her amazement at his proposal.


  Out into hot bright sunshine they surged, to cross the space between the restaurant building and a door which opened into the built-in area beneath the tiers of seats. Through the door into a narrow dark passage way he pushed her, stopping her in front of another door. He rapped with his knuckles on the door and the-sound brought her out of her daze. Once more she tried to wrench her arm free and failed.


  'You're crazy,' she muttered. 'You must be, to want to marry a woman you've known only three days.'


  'Not crazy, just able to make up my mind quickly when I have to because I happen td know what I want and recognise it when I see it,' he retorted, and slanted her a sardonic glance. 'You could say my experience with other women has helped.'


  Hearing a voice call out, he turned the knob of the door and thrust it open, pushing her roughly before him into a surprisingly spacious office in which two people were sitting, a man who was lounging behind a


   


  big desk and a woman who was sitting on a couch.


  'For dios, Juan, you're cutting it fine.' The man behind the desk came to his feet. He was of medium height and had wide shoulders. His bush of wiry dark hair was greying at the temples and his small dark eyes were bright and shrewd between creased lids. He was wearing a lightweight grey suit, a crisp white shirt and a neat dark tie, a typical Colombian businessman, and was holding a long fat cigar between his teeth. 'Don't you realise the parade of the toreros begins in ten minutes and you're not in your matador costume?'


  'I got here as soon as I could,' said Juan coolly. 'You have made the arrangements for me?'


  'Si, we have made them.' The woman spoke and rose to her feet to come across to them. She was tall and shapely, beautifully dressed in an elegant dark red tussore silk, and there was something familiar about her tawny-grey eyes which were set under fine slanting eyebrows. She held out a slim hand to Sorrel and smiled. 'I am Eugenia Cortez.' She waved a hand to the big man., `And this is Diego, my husband. Juan has told us about you, Sorrel—do I say your name correctly?—and you are welcome to sit with us this afternoon.' She sent an affectionate glance in Juan's direction. 'Do not worry, amigo,' she added softly, 'I shall take care of your bride-to-be.'


  'Muchas gracias. I knew I could depend on you,' he answered, and bent his head to kiss her on both cheeks.


  `Go with God,' murmured Eugenia, returning the embrace, then turning to Sorrel who was standing in stunned surprise, shook her arm and urged her towards Juan. 'Go on, embrace him and give him your blessing. Don't you realise that this afternoon he is taking his life in his hands?'


  There wasn't much point in saying 'I can't' or 'I


   


  won't' here, and anyway she didn't want to, because now that she was about to be parted from Juan her one impulse was to cling to him and beg him not to go into the arena that afternoon. Going up to him, she placed her hands on his shoulders, slid them round his neck and drew his head down.


  'Please be careful,' she whispered, and touched her lips to his, intending to kiss him only fleetingly. But his arms came about her, crushing her against the warmth of his body, and even during that brief moment he managed to convey that his interest in her was sensual so that when he thrust her from him to go from the room she had to steady herself with a hand on the back of a chair while her breath came unsteadily through her still parted lips.


  `So you are to marry my nephew, and yet I hear of you only yesterday,' said Eugenia, strolling back to the couch and sinking gracefully down on it. Diego had left the room on the heels of Juan, urging him to hurry, and the two women were alone.


  'Your nephew?' exclaimed Sorrel. She was suddenly feeling extremely awkward and wished she was wearing something more elegant than the casual gypsy-style summer skirt and simple cotton blouse.


  `Si. Did you not know?' Eugenia raised surprised eyebrows. 'I am the younger sister of Rodrigo Renalda, Juan's father. Come and sit down and tell me where you and Juan met. I find this sudden decision of his to marry you this evening most exciting and romantic, but very much in keeping with bullfighting tradition. Marriage for a bullfighter is often a rushed affair and sometimes, unfortunately, takes place in a hospital just before he dies.' She noted Sorrel's swift uncontrollable shudder and reached a hand out to touch her arm corn-


   


  fortingly. 'Forgive me, I shouldn't have mentioned that.'


  Perhaps if she told Eugenia everything the woman would see how impossible it was for her to stay and marry Juan, might even help her to return to Medellin, thought Sorrel.


  'You said you had heard about me already from Juan,' she said. 'When did he tell you?'


  `He came into Copaya last night to see us, to ask us make arrangements for a quick wedding after the fight this afternoon. But I had heard about you before he came, from my niece Inez. She called on me on her way to Bogota. She was full of mischief as usual, telling me of how she had sent a message to Juan saying that a beautiful English princess with glorious red hair had come to visit him. She was very intrigued by your sudden arrival at the ranch just as she was leaving and was convinced that Juan had invited you to live with him as his mistress. Had he?'


  'No. I ... I went to see him to ask his help in saving Monica Angel's marriage,' Sorrel began, saw Eugenia's fine-featured Spanish face crease with puzzlement and at once launched into an account of how she had met Juan on El Sombrero and all that had resulted from that meeting.


  `And that was the only reason you came all the way from Medellin to the ranch by yourself?' exclaimed Eugenia. Tor dios, you are impetuous! Didn't anyone warn you that it isn't always safe for a young woman like you to wander about the countryside? Anything might have happened to you.'


  `Well, it didn't,' retorted Sorrel, lifting her chin. 'At least, not until I tried to leave your nephew's house to go back to Medellin.'


  `And what happened then?'


   


  'He tried to stop me. Then when I did get out of the house eventually he came after me and insisted that I stay the night.'


  'Good. I am glad to hear it,' said Eugenia emphatically. 'He did what was right.'


  `Right?' exclaimed Sorrel. 'You call taking my clothes away from me and locking me in the room where I was to sleep right?'


  A twinkle came into the tawny eyes which were watching her.


  'He was only thinking of your safety,' said Eugenia. 'And then this morning he ... he made love to me,' Sorrel added huskily.


  'But of course, Juan would. Even in that awful skirt and blouse you are very lovely in an exotic way, like one of our red orchids, and Juan has a great appreciation of the exotic,' said Eugenia quite seriously. 'Didn't you like him making love to you?'


  'I ... I ... Oh yes, I did,' admitted Sorrel, and covered her flushed face with her hands. 'But it's all wrong. I can't be what he wants me to be. We hardly know each other.'


  'Often the getting to know each other comes after the marriage, not before,' replied Eugenia.


  'There are so many differences between us. We had different upbringings, have different attitudes to so many things.'


  `So? You think that unusual?' queried Eugenia in surprise. 'I can assure you it isn't. Always people from different backgrounds are marrying each other. Differences can make an interest and can always be bridged by love.' She rose to her -feet. 'Come, it's time we went up to the box to be there for the parade of the toreros.'


  'I'm not coming,' said Sorrel stubbornly. 'I can't watch a bullfight, I can't, I can't! I shall be sick.'


   


  If she could persuade Eugenia that she would really be ill, would be an embarrassment if she watched the performance, maybe the woman would leave her here in this office and then later she would be able to slip out and find a taxi to take her to the airport.


  `But you must be there,' Eugenia was speaking sternly. 'Juan will be expecting you to be there. Come now, this is a time when you have to put him before yourself.'


  `What difference will it make to him whether I'm there or not?' protested Sorrel.


  At that moment the door opened and Diego stepped into the room.


  `Are you ready to come now, both of you, to watch the parade?' he asked, his shrewd eyes flicking from Sorrel to his wife and then back again. `Que tiene? What's wrong?' he asked, closing the door behind him.


  `She doesn't want to see Juan perform. She says she will be sick.' Eugenia sounded disgusted. 'Tell her, Diego. Tell her why she has to be there, why she mustn't let him down today of all days.'


  'I'm not letting him down,' cried Sorrel defensively.


  `You will let him down if you don't come to watch him,' said Diego. 'Eugenia, you go ahead, because our other guests have arrived.' He held the door open for his wife, then closed it again, leaned against it and folded his arms across his chest, staring at Sorrel.


  'It is easy to see, senorita,' he said his voice husky from too much smoking, 'that you know very little about bullfighting and the men who take part in it. You know how this sport of ours began, eh?'


  `No, I don't,' Sorrel shook her head, feeling as if she were being lectured by a stern schoolmaster for having neglected her studies.


  `It grew out of man's age-old hunt for food,' Diego


   


  continued slowly, 'from the time when primitive men stalked the wild bulls and slaughtered them in the open country for their food. Then later when the animals became more domesticated in eleventh-century Spain Spanish knights and Moorish chieftains used to compete against each other hunting and killing bulls in the fields. The knight rode on a horse with a lance and he employed footmen to line up the bulls for the kill. Ah, I see you're beginning to be interested now.'


  Sorrel had stopped staring at her hands and had raised her head to listen more closely.


  `What people used to do for sport in the eleventh century has no part of the twentieth century,' she argued. 'It's a degrading spectacle, nothing more.'


  `So you really believe we are more civilised in this century?' he scoffed, 'when we slaughter each other with bombs?' He shook his head from side to side. 'No, I do not believe we are. Human nature doesn't change much and a man still responds to the challenge the wild beast presents, likes to test his courage against brute strength. By the eighteenth century the importance of the footman who took his life in his hands and went forward to lure the bull with deceptive movements of his cape had increased. He became the hero of the sport, not the knight on horseback, and gradually it ceased to be a fight and became more of a dramatic performance in which the skill and artistry of the matadors can be compared to the skill and artistry of actors on the stage.' He paused and looked at his watch. 'But there isn't time to tell you more. All I have to say is that like any other star performer a matador is temperamental. After all, he is playing with death. One false move, one little mistake and the bull is the victor. That is what happened the last time Juan performed. Something, about which I'm not free to tell you, happened before


   


  he went into the arena, something which disturbed his concentration so much that he made a mistake and was gored. Now today I don't want him disturbed in any way. If he looks up to the box at the beginning of the faena and sees you're not there he is going to wonder where you are, might be distracted and possibly gored. Do you want that to happen?'


  Sorrel shook her head slowly.


  'No, I don't want him to be hurt again, ever,' she said in a low stricken voice. 'I don't want him to fight any more either.'


  `Perhaps he won't, once he has married you,' said Diego. 'His father retired in order to marry. But Juan owes it to himself and to his fans to fight just once more so that he can retire gracefully, without the stigma of cowardice attached to his name. Now come, my dear, I'm sure you would like to help him achieve his aim by being there. I promise you it won't be too bad. You can always cover your eyes if it becomes too much for you to watch.'


  Sorrel thought of the scar on Juan's cheek, then remembered the picture of the bull tossing him into the air which was on the wall of a room at the ranch house, she remembered Jovita saying that he had nearly died and knew she had to suppress her own dislike of the sport and go to watch this last fight of Juan's.


  'I'll just comb my hair,' she said, rising to her feet and smoothing her rumpled skirt, 'and then I'll be ready to come with you. I wish I was more elegantly dressed, but this is all I have to wear.'


  'You look lovely as you are,' said Diego gallantly, kissing his fingers to her and smiling. 'And I knew you would put Juan's wishes first once you realised what was at stake.'


  They went up a flight of wooden steps which led from


   


  the end of the passageway straight into the box-like structure, decorated with flowers and flags, which was situated in the middle of the tiers of seats set round a circle of bright sand. The parade was already in progress and the crowd was cheering noisily, drowning out the sound of the small band of drums, pipes and bugles which marched in front of the picadors and banderillos whose job it was to torment the bulls with picas and barbed sticks. Behind them came the matadors, each one of them wearing a glittering costume and responding to the cheers of the crowds by waving their three-cornered hats, and as they came level with the box Sorrel saw quite clearly the flash of Juan's grey eyes as he looked towards her and made a bow.


  Her eyes never left him as he sauntered round the arena, his red cape over one shoulder, walking with that graceful swagger of hips and shoulders which was so much a part of his role as a matador, and she hardly heard the names of the other guests in the box as Eugenia introduced them.


  'So you know now why you have to be here?' Eugenia whispered leaning across to her. 'Good. Afterwards I'll take .you to my home and find something for you to wear that is more fitting for a wedding than that skirt and blouse.' She placed a hand over Sorrel's and squeezed it. 'Do not worry, querida,' she added. 'Diego and I shall act for your family.'


  It was like having the control of her own life taken right out of her hands, thought Sorrel, as she sat subdued in her chair, hearing the crowd roar as a little black bull dashed into the arena kicking up its hind heels and glaring around it. With one hand shielding her eyes so that she couldn't see what the picadors were doing she wondered what had happened the last time Juan had fought which had upset him. She was glad


   


  Diego Cortez had taken the time to tell her why she must stay and be there when Juan looked for her. It didn't make her like the sport any better, but now that she understood what it was about she could appreciate and respect the men who participated in it much more.


  And as the drama unfolded in the bright circle of sand under the heat of the afternoon sun and the bull became more and more enraged she began to watch, in spite of herself, feeling tension growing within her, so that when the faena or last act started she was on the edge of her seat like everyone else, her eyes never leaving the lithe compact figure of the third matador, who with various graceful movements of the bright red muleta invited the bull to charge at him, stepping aside only at the last minutes so that the horns of the beast grazed the cape so close to his body. And the closer each pass the louder the cheers from the crowd.


  Gradually the little bull grew tired. It's charges were fewer and the man grew bolder. Cape wrapped round one arm and hand to protect them and sword in the other hand, slowly he approached the bull, stepping closer and closer to the sweating, panting animal which with its head low seemed at the end of its strength. The crowd was silent now, every breath held in expectation. Tensely Sorrel sat with her clenched hands at her mouth, every nerve quivering as she felt not for the bull but for the man who was stalking it.


  'Oh, please don't let him be hurt, please don't let him be hurt,' she said over and over to herself, oblivious to what the other people in the box might be thinking of her.


  Suddenly the bull charged. Sorrel was on her feet in an instant like hundreds of other people, convinced she was going to see Juan's body tossed in the air to fall to the sand and be trampled on by the beast's hoofs, but


   


  amazingly he was still on his feet and turning quickly to face the bull as it charged at him again while the crowd was showing its approval by fluttering white handkerchiefs.


  After that the end came quickly and Sorrel covered her eyes. She sank back in her seat feeling tension drain out of her and nausea take its place. She was aware that everyone else in the box was standing up and clapping and stood up too in time to see Juan approach the box and bow in the traditional way.


  `Here,' Eugenia thrust a bouquet of red orchids into her hand. 'Throw it to him. It will show him you care and the crowd will love it.'


  Leaning forward, Sorrel tossed the bouquet down. It fell at Juan's feet. He picked it up, kissed it and made another bow to her. The spectators roared their approval and suddenly Juan was being pelted with bunches of flowers, a sign that the crowd fully approved of his-performance in the arena that afternoon.


  At the same time the box was invaded by some enthusiastic fans who had come to congratulate Diego for presenting a splendid fight. In the commotion Sorrel realised she had been forgotten momentarily by Eugenia. Now was her chance to escape. Quickly she went down the stairway to the passage and ran to Diego's office. She found her overnight bag and in a few seconds she was outside, leaving the arena with a host of excited fans. Down the narrow lane she went with them, thinking that if she stayed with them she would soon find her way to the town square where she should be able to pick up a taxi.


  It was hot walking, even in the shade of the houses on the western side of the street, and by the time she reached the big Plaza Independencia with its statue of Bolivar the Liberator, set among stately palm trees


   


  and flower beds ablaze with orchids, she was beginning to feel sweat prick her skin and a reluctance to hurry. An old man was brushing up the debris left by the day's parade in front of the cathedral steps, and she asked him where she could find a taxi.


  To her relief he was kind and helpful and actually went with her to show her the street where the taxi cabs were lined up. But the plump moustachioed taxi driver wasn't so kind and seemed determined to take the longest way to the airport that he could. Feeling tense because there might be a plane leaving for Medellin at that time of day and she might miss it and have to wait some hours for the next, Sorrel sat on the edge of the seat. The back of the car, without the benefit of air-conditioning, was intolerably hot and opening the window had no effect at all.


  At last the houses became more widely spaced and the road wound close to a broad, tree-lined river. In the distance she could see the radio masts of the airport and at last the taxi turned into the approach road to the terminal building.


  She pulled her overnight bag towards her and unzipped it to take out her handbag to search for money to pay the driver. She delved her hand in, her fingers groping for the comforting feel of her leather wallet. It didn't seem to be there. She pulled the opening of the bag wider and peered inside. There was no sign of the wallet.


  Stunned by her discovery, she sat back as the taxi slowed down and stopped in front of the entrance to the airport building. Had she pulled the wallet out by accident when she had taken her comb out of the bag in Diego's office at the arena? No, she would have noticed if she had, and so would Diego. Had it been stolen? But when? She had taken the handbag with her


   


  into the box at the arena and it had been with her all the time. No one could have taken anything from it without her knowledge.


  Perhaps it was in the overnight bag. Pulling that towards her again, aware that the taxi driver had turned round and was watching her over the back of the front seat, she felt about among the few clothes in the bag, knowing there wasn't a hope of the wallet being there, remembering how she had scooped up the contents of her handbag in a hurry from the dressing table in the bedroom at the ranch, and realising with a sinking heart that she must have left it there.


  She withdrew her hand slowly from the bag and closed the zip. Then she licked dry lips and looked at the driver. Without money she couldn't go anywhere. She would have to ask him to take her back to the arena in the hope that Juan would still be there and would pay him. And to go back meant surrender to Juan, she could see that quite clearly.


  'Senorita, we are here at the airport.' The man spoke sharply. 'You pay me, por favor.'


  'I'd like to, but I've lost my wallet. It has all my money in it,' she began, then flinched when he began to swear at her.


  'But it's true,' she cried desperately as with; an exclamation of impatience he opened the door and said he would call the police to deal with her. 'No, please don't get the police. Take me back to the arena, the one where the bullfights are held. Someone I know there will pay you.'


  'Who?' he demanded, sitting down in his seat again


  and looking at her with narrowed suspicious eyes. 'Juan Renalda.' The name seemed to mean nothing to


  him. 'El Valiente, the bullfighter,' she tried again. 'Ha! You a friend of his?' He was scornful. 'You


   


  expect me to believe that?' He was off again, calling her a liar as well as a thief, but most of the diatribe was fortunately drowned by the noise of an aircraft taking off, the plane on which she might have travelled to Medellin.


  A car, a big black limousine, slid past the taxi and stopped at the curb just ahead of it. The nearside back door swung open and a man who was wearing a crimson shirt and black pants got out. Quickly Sorrel flung herself across the back seat of the taxi and putting her head through the opening of the window called out :


  `Juan, oh, Juan I'm here!'


  About to stride towards the door of the terminal building, he paused and looked back, then came towards the taxi. He gave her a hard unsmiling glare as he opened the door nearest the curb.


  'Get out,' he ordered.


  At once the taxi driver was out of his seat and coming round, and, his hands gesticulating wildly, he began to tell Juan what had happened. Then suddenly he stopped, his eyes popped and the next second he was all smiles, offering his hand to Juan, patting him on the shoulder, obviously recognising him. Juan said something to him, made a gesture with his thumb towards Sorrel, then plunging a hand in his trouser pocket pulled out some pesos and offered them to the man.


  `Muchas gracias, senor, muchas gracias,' said the driver delightedly, pocketing the money quickly. 'It was a misunderstanding, senorita,' he said to Sorrel. 'I apologise.'


  He got into the taxi and drove away. Sorrel started to move towards the door of the terminal building. Juan's hand on her arm brought her to a stop. Once more he swung her round roughly to face him.


  `No, you don't,' he grated. 'You're coming with me.'


   


  She looked up. His face was a hard mask in which the eyes glittered with a strange violence and she cringed inwardly, afraid of what anger might drive him to do.


  'No, Juan, please. I must go to Medellin, that is if ... if you'll pay for the ticket.'


  'You've missed the plane,' he said tautly, his hand tightening as he began to urge her towards the limousine in which a uniformed chauffeur was sitting patiently, not looking in their direction.


  'I can wait for the next one,' she insisted, trying to resist that pull on her arm.


  'We'll go to Medellin and see the Angels after we're married, I promise,' he replied as he opened the back door of the limousine. 'Now get in,' he ordered brusquely, and took her bag from her.


  'No! Oh, let me go, please let me. Don't you see it won't work? We have nothing in common. We're incompatible.'


  'Shut up,' he said rudely. 'Or I'll shame you here in public by giving you the hiding of your life. And don't think for one moment that's an idle threat ! '


  She gave him one last despairing pleading look and believed him. Bending down, she slid into the back seat. He followed her and soon they were being driven down the exit road back to Copaya.


  


   


   


  
CHAPTER SIX


  SITTING as far away from Juan as she could, in the corner of the back seat of the luxurious limousine which she assumed belonged to Diego Cortez, Sorrel looked out at the wide placid river, which reflected the glow of the setting sun and flowed like molten gold between fringes of dark trees. On the opposite shore, beyond the trees, fertile green fields were ridged with blue shadows and rolled away into a purple haze. Here and there the walls of a farmhouse twinkled white and its red roof glowed fierily.


  The peaceful scene, another aspect of Colombia, the country of contrasts, brought no peace of mind to Sorrel. Her emotions were in a turmoil and she sat slumped against the back of the seat not knowing what to do or say next. Like the bull at the end of the faena, she was at the end of her strength and her will to fight was very low.


  `And what did you think of the bullfight?' Juan's voice was a soft taunt in her ear and his breath feathered her cheek so that she realised he had moved to sit very close to her. 'Aren't you going to boost my ego as a good wife should? Tell me I performed superbly this afternoon. A few days ago you didn't hesitate to praise


  I my skiing.'


  'I am not your wife,' she said in a low voice, keeping her face averted, not wanting to see the mockery which she guessed would be slanting his mouth.


  'Not yet, but you're going to be,' he asserted arrogantly.


   


  'I don't want to be,' she protested. 'I can't marry you. -We hardly know each other.'


  `And that is exactly why we should be married,' he replied imperturbably, `so that we can get to know each other better.'


  That made her look at him. Her eyes wide, she studied his face. It told her nothing except that he was amused by something.


  'There must be some other reason,' she said suspiciously. 'I can't believe you want to marry me just to get to know me better.'


  'You've left me no alternative,' he retorted. 'I have to do something to stop you from running away. Twice now I've had to run after you. Surely that tells you something about me, Sorrel?' His voice softened and he leaned closer to her.


  'Only that you don't seem to be able to accept the fact that for once you haven't won,' she countered shakily, retreating only to find she couldn't get any further away from him and that she was jammed in the corner of the car against the armrest. 'You can't accept that here is one woman who isn't knocked flat by that romantic bullfighter image you like to put across. If I hadn't lost my wallet I'd have been on my way to Medellin by now.'


  `Si, that occurred to me,' he replied, lifting one hand to caress her cheek, to push aside the curtain of her hair and curve his hand about her neck until his finger tips just touched her nape and lingered there to stroke the sensitive skin. 'That is why I didn't return it to you when I found it.'


  'You :.. you found it?' she gasped. 'Where was it?"


  `You had dropped it in the bedroom you slept in at the ranch, possibly in your rush to leave this morning. I picked it up.'


   


  'Then give it to me, at once. Oh, it was mean of you to keep it!' she exclaimed furiously, and raised her hand to knock away his hand because the gentle pressure of his fingers was undermining her opposition to him. But he merely caught her hand with his other hand, raised it to his lips, then pressed it against his chest so that . she could feel the beat of his heart.


  'When dealing with a little bull who is very impetuous I have to try and anticipate which way he's going to move,' he explained quietly, his glance on her mouth. 'I guessed you would try and go back to Medellin today and I had to try and delay you somehow. Eugenia and Diego helped by persuading you to stay and watch the fight. I kept your wallet so that you would be delayed further and I'd have a chance to catch up with you.'


  'I think you are the most unprincipled man I've ever met,' she whispered weakly.


  'Only when I want something, and I want you to be my wife, Sorrel.'


  She tried to fend him off by pushing with her hands against his chest, but it was like pushing against a wall of rock and when she twisted her head sideways to avoid his marauding lips his hand was there against her cheek, forcing her to face him.


  'You can't make me marry you,' she whispered breathlessly. 'I can refuse. I can say there are many reasons why we shouldn't marry. I can say you kidnapped me and forced me into it. I can tell the priest we shouldn't marry because I don't love you and you don't love me.'


  'Always you talk of love,' he jeered. 'Yet you are only just beginning to learn about its and now I am going to teach you more about it.'


  His lips were gentle against hers, a tantalising promise of a kiss, nothing more, so that hers moved tempt-


   


  ingly, inviting his to stay. Yet still his threatened to withdraw, so she put her hand round his neck to show him she didn't want him to move away after all. Immediately the kiss became sweetly erotic, inflaming her senses. The touch of his fingers against her breast, the flicker of his tongue seeking hers, were no longer an offence to her but a delight. In a daze of sensuousness she didn't care any more where she was and knew nothing of the swift falling of dusk or the glimmer of lights in the streets through which the car was making its way. All that mattered was this aching desire to be closer to Juan, to become a part of him and have him become a part of her, to mate with him in joyous fusion.


  His lips moved from hers, burned devastatingly again against her throat and found their way to the hollow between her breasts. With an inarticulate moan of pleasure she pressed herself against him, winding her arms about him as he leaned against the back of the seat and lifted her on to his knee. Lying across him, she offered her lips to him again, and he possessed them with a savagery which sent desire zigzagging through her as if she had been given an electric charge so that she made no attempt to push away his hand which was slowly sliding the hem of her skirt above her knees.


  Suddenly the hand was gone. He wrenched his mouth from hers and pressed her face against the pulsing warmth of his throat.


  `You see now, perhaps, what is going to happen between you and me, what could happen right now in the back of this car?' he queried, his voice thick with suppressed passion.


  `Yes,' she murmured, her lips moving against his skin and liking the salty taste of it.


  `You've tried to avoid it by running away. I could have let you go and forgotten you, perhaps, in the arms


   


  of another woman. But I don't want to do that. I want to be with you, Sorrel, so stay with me, be my wife, if that is the only way.'


  'Oh, yes, yes,' she whispered, curving her hands about his face and lifting her lips to him again. 'I'll stay with you, Juan, I'll stay with you and be your wife.'


  The car slowed down and stopped in front of an old Colonial-style house whose white walls gleamed softly in the mellow golden light cast from the two lanterns which hung from wrought iron brackets on either side of the entrance.


  Still in the daze induced by Juan's lovemaking, Sorrel found herself in a spacious hallway where light from two chandeliers blazed down. Eugenia Cortez was there and after a brief rapid conversation with Juan, took Sorrel's arm and led her up a curving staircase to the floor above and into a pretty bedroom decorated with rose-scattered wallpaper and furnished with' dainty white and gilt furniture.


  'You and Juan are to use this room while you're in Copaya,' Eugenia said briskly, closing the door. 'It has its own bathroom and I think you'll find it quiet. I've found something for you to wear. Fortunately my daughter Rosina didn't take all her clothes with her when she left home to be married. You and she are about the same height, although I believe you are more slender than she is, so I shall have to do some pinning and some stitching. Now go and wash while I fetch it.'


  The gown was made from heavy ivory-coloured crepede-chine and was cut on simple lines.


  'It was Rosina's first ball gown,' said Eugenia as she slipped it over Sorrel's head, 'made for her specially three years ago when she was eighteen, but I'm sure she wouldn't object to you wearing it. And I hope you won't mind wearing it to be married in. It's supposed to


   


  be lucky, isn't it, to wear something borrowed?'


  `Yes it is,' muttered Sorrel, and stared in surprise at her reflection in the long mirror. The dress made her look so different from the way she expected to look, like someone who had stepped out of a picture in a book of fairy tales. The tight-fitting bodice had a low curving neckline and the sleeves were long, ending in points over the backs of her hands. From the waistline the skirt fell in full soft folds to her feet.


  It seemed to her that there was hardly any contrast between the colour of the gown and that of her skin, and as a result her hair seemed to take on an even more exotic glow and her eyes were deep pools of darkness.


  'What do you think? Do you like it?' Eugenia was already taking in the seams a little, sewing Sorrel quickly into the dress.


  'Oh yes, I like it, and it's very good of you to lend it to me,' replied Sorrel politely. 'Juan has put you and your husband to an awful' lot of trouble, deciding to get married in such a rush to someone he's only just met,' she added apologetically, 'yet you don't seem surprised.'


  `Nothing that Juan does can ever surprise me,' replied Eugenia with a little laugh. 'We are of the same breed, he and I. From the time he was born he's been a law unto himself and possessed of a cold determination to get what he wants even if it means worrying or even hurting other people to get it. Turn a little this way, for favor. I have to stitch you into it. There is no time to fix it any other way.'


  Obediently Sorrel turned and sighed, a low slow outgoing breath of sheer weariness, and Eugenia gave her a sharp glance.


  'Poor child, you're quite exhausted, aren't you?' she murmured. 'You shouldn't have run away like that. It


   


  only made him more determined to have you. Juan likes any sort of a challenge. Perhaps if he hadn't been born into a bullfighting family he'd have done something else which offered a similar challenge; mountaineering or sky-diving, stunt-flying or car-racing, anything in which he'd have to use his wits and skill to avoid death.'


  Sorrel stared at her reflection again. She did feel exhausted, absolutely drained of energy, and lonely, so very lonely because here she was preparing to be married to a stranger in a strange land far away from any relatives or friends. Why was she doing it? What had happened to her will-power and sense of independence?


  Perhaps if, she hadn't been so tired she wouldn't have given in to Juan, but he had worn her down with his lures and deceits just as he had worn down the bull that afternoon, until she had submitted and had agreed quite willingly to be his wife because she could no longer fight, not against him but against her own natural instincts to love him.


  Eugenia snipped a thread with small scissors and stood back to eye what she had done to the dress.


  'There, that is the best I can do. Now try on these shoes. They should fit. And for a veil I have this old lace mantilla which belonged to my mother.'


  The heavy ivory-coloured lace smelt of the lavender in which it had been stored and Sorrel fingered it with pleasure, touched by the knowledge that it had belonged to Juan's grandmother.


  `Come, querida, try to smile a little,' Eugenia rallied her. `To be married is good. It's the beginning not the end of loving. Now we shall go downstairs and Diego will give you a glass of wine to bring some colour to your cheeks.'


  Half an hour later, the fumes of wine which she had drunk still clouding her mind a little, Sorrel knelt with


   


  Juan before a small black-haired, swarthy-faced priest, who could have been a relative of Jovita's, and tried to concentrate on what he was saying in soft sibilant Spanish as he blessed their union and instructed them to keep the vows they had just made.


  For all it was a Christian ceremony which had been performed it seemed to Sorrel there was something barbaric about it, a feeling which was increased when she glanced round the candlelit, gold-glinting dimness of the old baroque church. The heavily embroidered purple vestments of the priest, the cloying scent of incense, the ornate gold ornaments of the altar, the primitive violence of the scenes depicted in the hard reds, blue and greens of the stained glass window all belonged to a culture which was very different from the one she had been brought up in and made her feel as if she were participating in some wild fantasy from which she would soon awake.


  Even the way she and Juan were dressed defied every convention she knew. For he was wearing his matador costume and, although pure in colour, her gown was hardly pure in design, since the lace mantilla which covered her head and face and fell to her shoulders could not hide the low cut of the bodice.


  The flames of the candle blurred before her eyes. She swayed, slightly overcome by dizziness induced by the scented heat of the atmosphere. An arm came about her waist. Juan helped her to her feet, lifted the veil back from her, face and kissed her gently on the lips, then pulling her arm through his he turned and led her down the steps and along the aisle.


  If only there was someone of her own standing there in the dark pews, a relative or a friend waiting to smile at her as she passed. But there was only Eugenia and Diego, Pancho and the men who had taken part in the


   


  bullfight that afternoon and some people from the town, fans of Juan who had heard a rumour that their idol was to be married that evening.


  From the church they stepped out into the warm air of the night and were greeted by noisy shouts of congratulation from the crowd of people waiting there. A shower of rice and glittering confetti pelted them, and grasping Sorrel's hand Juan made a run for it, pulling her after him down the long flight of steps to the limousine which was waiting for them.


  Back to the Cortez house where a party which had been arranged for the festival had become a wedding celebration. But how different from any other wedding party she had ever attended! There was no sit-down meal at long tables with many toasts and polite speeches followed by a little dancing and drinking. Instead the dancing and drinking took precedence, was actually in progress when she and Juan arrived at the house, and almost at once she was dragged from his side into the arms of a young man she had never seen before and was whirled about the room in an energetic Colombian dance performed to the music provided by some other young men on native guitars.


  Half an hour later, her cheeks flushed and her hair a wild tangle from having danced so many times with various picadors, banderillos and matadors, she looked around for Juan and saw him standing near one of the arched entrances of the big reception room talking to a woman; a woman whose smooth chignon, long neck and thin figure were very familiar : Isabella Cortez.


  It was all part of this exotic fantasy that Isabella should be there and meant possibly that it was coming to an end. Soon she would wake up to find herself in her room at the Angels' house, having dreamt everything that had happened since she had left Ramon Angel in


   


  his study on Sunday night.


  She started to move towards Juan and Isabella, half expecting them to fade into thin air as she approached them. But they didn't. Instead Juan turned away and stepped through the archway with a hand raised in greeting to some acquaintance who had just arrived. Isabella frowned, looked round and saw Sorrel, and at once her frown gave way to a faint mocking smile.


  `Ah, Miss Preston,' she said, touching fingers to her mouth in a gesture which pretended dismay, and added, 'Excuse me, por favor, I should say Señora Renalda. We meet again and in such unusual circumstances.'


  'What are you doing here?' exclaimed Sorrel.


  'I am here to visit my brother-in-law Diego and his wife for the festival. I'm afraid I'm a little late arriving.' Isabella frowned again and looked very anxious. 'I spent most of this afternoon with Monica and missed the afternoon plane from Medellin. I wonder what she is going to say when she hears about Juan's marriage to you.' Isabella looked around as if to make sure no one could overhear her. 'She told me this afternoon that she is hoping for a reconciliation with Ramon, that she has thought of a way to convince him that she and Juan are no longer lovers.'


  'But they have never been lovers,' asserted Sorrel.


  'How do you know? Did she tell you that?' Isabella seemed very surprised. Then she laughed when Sorrel nodded. 'But of course she would, to get your sympathy. What better way to win you over to her side than to say she had been maligned and that there is no truth in the story that she has been unfaithful to Ramon? Don't forget,' Isabella leaned closer, 'I know everything about her and Juan. I was in on the affair right from the start and have watched it grow. Did she ask you to go to the ranch to see Juan?'


   


  'Yes ... er ... no.' Suddenly Sorrel wasn't sure whose idea it had been for her to go and see Juan. She saw Isabella's eyebrows start to go up and the dark eyes begin to gleam knowingly and added lamely, 'It was my idea that she should ask for his help, and she agreed to my going to see him.'


  'And so you fell right into her little trap,' drawled Isabella. 'She wanted you to go so that Juan would know that Ramon had found out about the affair and that he had better do something about it, throw some dust in Ramon's eyes to blind him to the reality of the situation.'


  'I don't understand,' mumbled Sorrel. The heat and the excitement of dancing was fading away, leaving her feeling cold and very, very weary and confused.


  `No?' Isabella shook her head sadly. `I'm so sorry I wasn't able to see you before you left the Angels' house yesterday. If I had seen you maybe I could have prevented you from going to see Juan. You see, I know him well, know how he can turn anything which happens to his advantage. He'll use people, dupe them into serving his own ends, although I must admit I'd never imagined he would ever go as far as using marriage to someone as young and innocent as you are. But it could be all that's needed to convince Ramon that the affair is over and finished with,' Isabella shrugged and made a gesture with her hand, 'and so that Monica can keep her husband and her lover too. That is provided you continue to be a willing pawn in their amorous intrigue.'


  Now was the time to wake up, Sorrel thought, time to end this dream which was rapidly developing into a nightmare. But it wouldn't end, and she was standing staring at Isabella and feeling outrage grow slowly within her.


   


  Isabella smiled, a little bitterly, as her dark eyes raked over Sorrel, over the wild tangle of her hair down over the low-cut bodice of the ivory gown.


  'Didn't it occur to you to question the suddenness of this marriage?' she asked. 'It hasn't taken much flaunting of Juan's considerable charm to dupe you, has it? And a month or so from now when you're carrying Juan's child and Ramon is once more immersed in business concerns and Monica can walk again and go skiing, you can guess what will happen. Oh, my dear, I'm so sorry I have had to tell you this.' Isabella sighed. 'It seems to have become my place in life to reveal to people what they can't see for themselves. Even Ramon, wise man of business that he is, has been duped by his wife and your new husband. But what will you do now?'


  'I ... I ... don't know yet. I'll have to think. I'm very tired.' Sorrel rubbed a hand across her brow. 'I think I'll go to bed. Buenas noches, senora.'


  Lifting the skirt of her gown with both hands, Sorrel turned and walked swiftly away, pushing through the laughing, talking groups of people. In the hallway she saw Juan look up and see her. Ignoring his call to her, she started up the stairs. At the top she turned blindly in the right direction and ran to the door of the room where she had changed her clothes before the wedding. Once she was in the room, she shut the door and leaned against it to catch her breath. Her fingers found the key and she turned it quickly.


  The room wasn't completely dark. Light from lamps in the courtyard which its french window overlooked shafted upwards and glinted on glass panes. The silk of her gown shushing gently as she walked, Sorrel stepped over to the window, pulling the glass doors together and fastening them securely. Then she turned


   


  quickly, like an animal at bay, as someone turned the door handle, tried to push the door open.


  `Sorrel!' Juan's voice was sharp. 'Unlock the door, par favor.'


  Staring at the door, she wiped suddenly clammy hands on the skirt of her gown, Isabella's words banging away in her head like a hammer. She had to have time to think about them, to plan what to do.


  `Sorrel, I know you're in there,' Juan's voice was softer now, a little amused. 'Open the door, please '


  Licking her lips, she went over to the door. Her hand went out to turn the key and stopped half-way.


  `Can you hear me, Juan?' she asked.


  `Si, but I would rather see you.' The doorknob rattled again. 'Come on, open up. What sort of game is this you're playing?'


  `Juan, please try to understand. I ... I feel tired and would like to have a sleep.'


  `Then let me come in and sleep with you—I have the right to now.' Again he sounded amused. 'And you, querida, have the right to sleep with me.'


  `No, not yet, later. It ... it will be better for both of us if I have a rest first, please, Juan.'


  There was silence. She waited tensely, fully expecting him to react violently and burst the lock with a well-aimed kick. But nothing happened. He didn't even turn the knob again. Seconds went by and suddenly piqued by his silence, she spoke again.


  `Juan? Are you there?'


  Leaning her head against the door, she listened intently. She could hear nothing. Had he gone? Puzzled a little by his reaction or, rather his lack of it, to the locked door, she moved slowly away, resisting a temptation to unlock the door, fling it open and go after him and confront him there and then, accuse him of duping


   


  her into marriage with him in order to blind Ramon to the reality of his affair with Monica.


  She felt confused and weary, and the ache of disappointment was a deep gnawing pain. She dragged off the ball gown, left it lying a pool of silk on the thick pile of the carpet and climbed on to the high old fashioned four-poster bed. The soft sheets lapped her bare body, soothing it. She closed her eyes. The sound of the dance music coming from downstairs seemed to keep time with the beating of her heart, gradually lulling her to sleep.


  She thought she was on the plane flying across the Atlantic, that the fantastic dream was over at last and she was crying heartbrokenly because she didn't want to go back to England, didn't want to leave Juan, didn't care that he had deceived her. She wanted to be with him, wanted to feel his hands rousing her body to instant delight. Even in her dreams she could feel the warmth of his body close to the coolness of hers. The roughness of the palms of his hands was beneath her breasts, cupping them. His lips touched her nape and then trailed burningly along the slope of her shoulder.


  Sorrel opened her eyes. Dawn was a shaft of pale light coming through the slightly open window through which she could see the corner of a red tiled roof. She wasn't on the plane. She was still in the Cortez house in Copaya.


  Slowly she lifted her hands to her breasts and felt other hands there, big and muscular. She turned her head on the pillow and at once the hands holding her slid away. Clutching the sheet about her, she sat up and looked down at the man who was beside her and who was now lying on his back. The pale light slanted on to his scarred cheek. Thick eyelashes made fans of darkness in the hollows beneath his eyes and the slant


   


  of his well-shaped mouth was derisive as if he were amused by some inner mocking thought.


  How had he got into the room? And how long had he been in bed beside her? Curiously she leaned over him. Was he asleep or was he pretending? She raised a hand and touched the scar on his cheek, tracing the shape of it gently with the tip of her finger.


  Light glimmered between the thick lashes. He was awake and was watching her. Sorrel lowered her hand and stayed quite still. The moment quivered with an exciting tension. Then suddenly Juan exploded into action. His arm swept up and round her neck and he pulled her down on top of him.


  `Buenos dias, Señora Renalda,' he murmured. 'I've been waiting for you to wake up. I hope you slept well and feel less weary, because it's kissing time again.'


  'No, Juan, wait!' She tried to push away from him. 'There's something I must know. I have to talk to you.'


  'You talk too damned much, but I know a good way to stop you.'


  She was crushed mercilessly against him, and the feel of his bare body beneath hers was rousing a wantonness in her which she was finding hard to control. Then the savagery with which he took possession of her mouth made her completely helpless so that he was able to push her back on to her back against the plump pillows. Under the slow subtle caresses of his hands her soft slim body changed and grew taut with a strange longing and out of the longing grew a new feeling, a wish to please him as he was pleasing her, so that there was no more holding back and the love which flooded through her made him suddenly welcome to take what he wanted because it was freely given.


  Afterwards as she lay in shaken silence against him, amazed by the completeness of her surrender to him,


   


  she heard him murmur against her hair,


  'So now you are truly mine and we are bound to each other, not only by the vows we made in church yesterday evening but also by what has just happened. Did you really think you could keep me from having you by locking a door against me, sleepyhead?'


  'How did you get in?' she asked. A delicious lassitude had spread through her limbs and she was reluctant to move, would have liked to have stayed for the rest of the day in this position. Lying close to him, being caressed by him.


  'Through the bathroom. There is a way into it from the corridor.' He laughed softly and tangled his fingers in her hair. 'You must have been very tired not to have thought of locking that too. But you didn't lock the door to keep me out just because you were feeling tired, did you? There was another reason, wasn't there? Are you going to tell me what it was, querida?'


  `I wanted to before, but you wouldn't let me. I ... locked the door because I wanted to think about something someone had told me about you.'


  'Something you didn't like?' he asked, warily she thought.


  'Yes. Juan, I know why you decided to marry me.'


  'But of course you do. I told you why and I've just demonstrated why.' He was laughing again, gathering her close against him so that the supple warmth of his body once more inflamed her senses. 'I married you to stop you from running away,' he went on in an ardent whisper, `to keep you with me so I can show you off to all my relatives and friends, boast about you to them ...'


  'And throw dust in Ramon Angel's eyes,' she accused in a low voice.


  'Como? What's this you're saying about dust and Ramon Angel's eyes?' he demanded, sitting up suddenly


   


  to look down at her, his eyebrows slanting in a puzzled frown.


  'You know what I mean,' she retorted, sitting up too, hunching the sheet about her protectively, 'so you can stop pretending you don't understand. You said yesterday there's another reason for marrying me besides wanting to get to know me better, and I've found out what it is. You're going to use our marriage as a blind to make Ramon Angel think that your affair with Monica is over, aren't you?'


  He continued to stare at her, his face hardening.


  'Who told you that?' he asked, and although his voice was quiet there was a menace in it which made her nerves crawl.


  'Isabella Cortez.'


  'You know her?' His surprise seemed genuine.


  'Yes, of course. I've met her many times at the Angels' house. She's a friend of the family. But you must know she is—she introduced Monica to you.'


  'Did she?' He shrugged, turned away from her and pushing aside the bedclothes swung off the bed. 'I had forgotten,' he added curtly, reaching out for the clothes he had left on a nearby chair and beginning to pull on underwear. 'And I suggest you forget it, too.'


  Watching him pull on fawn-coloured trousers and \ belt them round his waist, Sorrel nibbled uneasily at her thumbnail. He hadn't come right out and denied her accusation. He had countered by questions which had the effect of making her more suspicious.


  'I can't forget it,' she muttered. He slanted her a wary glance, shrugged his shoulders again and with a clean shirt over his arm he began to walk away from the bed across the room. 'Juan, where are you going?' she asked.


  He stopped and looked back at her.


   


  I thought it was obvious, to the bathroom, to wash and shave. Much as I would like to spend the rest of the morning with you I'm afraid I have to go to the arena, to see about the bulls.' He smiled slightly. 'But don't worry, querida, we shall have a honeymoon when the corrida is over.'


  'But you haven't answered my question,' she said.


  I thought I had. I asked you to forget it,' he replied curtly. 'Anything which happened to me before I met you isn't your concern.'


  'Including your relationship with Monica Angel?' Even to her own ears her voice sounded a little shrill. 'Yes, including that.'


  'But it isn't what you've done in the past which is concerning me,' she said, unable to control a quiver in her voice. 'It's what you're going to do in the future.'


  `So?' His eyebrows went up and he laughed. 'Now we're getting to the heart of the trouble! You're jealous already of the women I might meet and might look at twice.' He shook his head from side to side, still laughing a little as he opened the bathroom door. 'Oh, Sorrel, I'd no idea you'd be so fiercely possessive. But what you're implying won't happen as long as you continue to behave as a good wife should and make me welcome.' His voice softened and deepened, and in spite of herself her pulses leapt in response to the look he gave her. 'As you did this morning,' he added suggestively.


  'Stop it, stop it!' she cried. 'Stop trying to deceive me into believing I'm to be the only woman in your life from now on.'


  'But you are, querida, you are ...'


  'Only as long as I'm submissive and do as you wish and make no comment on your activities, I suppose,' she moaned. 'Oh, what have I done? I should have kept


   


  on running away from you, I shouldn't have let you make love to me. Oh, what shall I do now? What shall I do?'


  She was suddenly weeping stormily, tears pouring down her face as she realised Juan wasn't going to deny her accusations and what that meant. This morning he had taken all she had offered, yet in spite of the vows he had taken he was still intent on deceiving her.


  `You could try trusting me,' he said, and the rasp in his voice made her drop her hands from her face to look at him. It seemed to her that he had gone very pale.


  `How can I?' she blurted out. 'How can I possibly trust you when you've deceived me right from the beginning? At our first meeting you deceived me by not telling me your real name. When you offered to help me I believed you, yet when I asked you for help you turned me down. You've even stolen my wallet ...'


  'I didn't steal it. I found it: His voice cut like a knife. 'And it's there on the dressing table. As for the rest, I've tried to explain to you why I did what I did, but if you can't understand I've been mistaken in you, too. With regard to Monica ...' He broke off, thrust a hand through his hair and turned away towards the bathroom. 'Oh, hell, what's the use? You've made up your mind you prefer to believe Isabella Cortez and I can't deny your accusation. I did hope that my marriage to you would put a stop to talk about Monica and me.'


  'In that case any single woman who came along would have suited your purpose,' she lashed out wildly, driven by the pain of deep disappointment because what Isabella had suggested was true, too distressed to hear him catch his breath as if he had been physically wounded.


  'How right you are ' he flung at her. His voice was


   


  hoarse and his light eyes blazed like pale fire in his white face. 'But I had to be fool enough to pick a cold-blooded bitch like you.' His livid glance raked her. 'Now I know why no man had ever made love to you before I met you! '


  The bathroom door slammed behind him and with a wail of anguish Sorrel flung herself down on the pillow, crying as she had never cried in her life, beating the pillows with clenched fists, tormented because she wished she hadn't accused him of anything, wished he was still there in the bed beside her, holding her in his arms and whispering sweet Spanish endearments to her.


  How long she wept she didn't know, but gradually she grew calmer and began to face up to the reality of the situation. She was married to the sort of man she had always tried to avoid, an arrogant, conceited tough who performed in a violent sport which earned him thousands of dollars, who was adored by hundreds of fans and who inspired a respect and loyalty in his relatives and those who worked with him; a man who had aroused in her passions she hadn't known she possessed and who had just admitted he had married her only to stop gossip about himself and another woman.


  She couldn't stay and live with him knowing that. She couldn't bear to sit back, plump with child, as Isabella had suggested, knowing he was meeting another woman on the sly. She would have to leave him, and the sooner the better, before ... before ... Sorrel drew a long sobbing breath as she faced up to another reality. She had to leave him before she learned to love him too much.


  Slowly she shuffled to the edge of the bed and slid off it. She went to the dressing table. Her wallet was there, and she picked it up and examined the contents. Nothing had been touched. The money she had drawn


   


  out of the bank at Medellin was still there.


  The idea that she should go to Medellin and see Monica, tell her what had happened and see how she reacted, sprouted slowly in her mind, but grew fast so that soon she was dressing quickly in the skirt and blouse she had worn the day before. She could go while Juan was at the arena. She could go now before anyone else in the house was up and about.


  When she was ready she searched in her handbag for the diary she always carried with her, tore a piece of paper out of it and wrote a brief note to Juan on it : I have left you. Do not follow me. I cannot stay and live with someone who has deceived me. She placed it on the top of the dressing table where her wallet had been and picking up her overnight bag walked out of the room. On her way down the stairs she met no one, and she stepped out into the street feeling a vague surprise because it had been so easy to leave after all.


  It wasn't far to the busy boulevard which crossed the side street at right angles and soon she was walking swiftly towards the main plaza, using the soaring glinting towers of the cathedral as a landmark. She found a taxi and after making sure the driver wasn't the man she had hired the day before she slid into the back seat and instructed him to take her to the airport.


  Soon they were on the road which wound beside the river. This morning the water was blue, stippled with silvery light where a slight breeze ruffled it. Under the shadow of the trees which fringed its banks the colour of the water changed, shading from blue through pale olive green to a deep dark green. A flight of ducks swooped down with rapid wing beats and landed on the water, dark shapes, floating on the bright surface.


  She might never see this river again, thought Sorrel, but she would always remember its placid beauty and


   


  would always associate it with Juan's urgent wooing of her in the back of the limousine yesterday afternoon as the sun was setting.


  The scene blurred before her eyes as more tears welled in them. How easily she had given in to him, believing that his intention to teach her more about the torment of love was a confession of his love for her and an invitation to love him. How eagerly she had grasped that invitation because from their very first meeting she had been half in love with him and could now see her attempts to run away from him had been prompted all the time by the fear that he didn't love her—at least not in the way she understood love.


  The taxi slowed down in front of the airport building and she knuckled away the tears impatiently, found money to pay the driver and then went into the building. At the airline desk she was told that there was a plane leaving for Medellin in ten minutes and there was a seat available on it. She bought her ticket, passed through the gate into bright sunshine again, went up the gangway and on to the plane.


  The flight to Medellin was uneventful and she spent the time gazing out at cloud formations rising about the peaks of the Andes and considering alternatives, each time coming to the conclusion that she couldn't stay and live with Juan as his wife. Yet each time the conclusion gave her no peace, only filled her with feelings of regret.


  At Medellin she checked that her luggage was still in the locker where she had left it. Should she take it out, take it with her to the Angels' house? No, better to leave it where it was. And after making that decision there was another one to be made. Should she book a reservation on the next flight to England? Be ready to go at a moment's notice? For a few seconds she stood


   


  hesitantly twisting the heavy wedding ring which Juan had placed on her finger the previous evening round and round. It was another heirloom, borrowed from Eugenia like the lace mantilla, and inside the circle of -gold there were the initials of two people, a date and the Latin words Semper Fidelis, Always Faithful. Sorrel smiled a little bitterly at the irony of the words. Juan had had no intention of being faithful to her, so she might as well make the reservation on the plane.


  It was almost noon when she eventually found a taxi and told the driver to take her to the Angels' address. Medellin's buildings sparkled in the perpetual spring sunshine and the orchids were exotic splashes of crimson and pink in the flowerbeds down the middle of the boulevards.


  As the taxi turned in through the elegant wrought iron gates which were open at the end of the driveway leading up to the Angels' house Sorrel felt her nerves tingling with apprehension. Telling Monica what had happened and trying to get at the truth wasn't going to be easy. She was surprised to see Ramon's cream Cadillac was parked at the front door and wondered if he were still at home and why. She paid off the taxi, went up the front steps and rang the doorbell. After a while the door was opened, not by Manuela as she expected but by Laura.


  'Laura! Why are you at home?' she exclaimed.


  'Sorrel ! Oh, you've come back, you've come back!' Laura flung herself forwards, half crying and half laughing, to hug Sorrel and kiss her. 'Oh, where have you been? Mummy was so unhappy this morning because you hadn't come back. She cried and cried and I had to stay with her. In the end I had to phone Daddy and ask him to come home from the office. But quick,


   


  come in and go straight to her room. They're both there.'


  Monica was still in bed, lying back against the pillows, her face pale and her eyes closed. Ramon was standing at the window looking out into the garden, one hand fiddling with the cord with which the heavy curtains could be pulled across the window. When he heard Sorrel enter, he swung round and exclaimed :


  'Ah, so you're back at last! '


  'Sorrel—oh, thank God you've come!' cried Monica, and promptly burst into tears.


  'Is Renalda with you?' demanded Ramon after one anxious glance at his wife. 'If so, go and bring him here at once.'


  'But how do you know ...' Sorrel broke off and looked at Monica.


  'I've told Ramon everything,' said Monica, wiping her eyes on a wisp of handkerchief. 'Did you find Juan? What did he say? Has he come?' she added eagerly.


  'No, he hasn't,' replied Sorrel. 'He refused to come. He said he didn't think it would do any good, so he married me instead.'


  They both gaped in amazement and they both spoke together again.


  'Sorrel, my dear, are you sure?' said Monica anxiously.


  'Renalda married? I don't believe it,' exclaimed Ramon. 'It must be a hoax of some sort.'


  'Yes, I'm sure he married me,' said Sorrel, her voice shaking a little as she held out her hand so they could see the wedding ring 'but I think you're right, senor, and that it is a sort of hoax, only I didn't find out until afterwards when Isabella Cortez suggested that he had married in a hurry to throw dust in your eyes, to make you believe his affair with your wife was over ...'


   


  'But Juan and I never had an affair,' cried Monica. 'I've told you that. Never, never. Oh, God, it's all Isabella's fault! Ever since her husband died she's tried to come between you and me, Ramon. She introduced me to Juan. She encouraged me to go skiing. She suggested I should go and visit him at his ranch, and all the time she was telling you what I was doing, making out it was much more than it was. Oh, Ramon you've got to believe me, you've got to '


  There was a short silence while Ramon gazed down at his sobbing wife with his face drawn into lines of pain and bewilderment. Slowly he turned to Sorrel.


  `Sit down,' he suggested quietly. 'This has to be talked out. It seems that all of us have been hoaxed at some time or other.'


  Sorrel sat on a chair and waited, her own emotions in a turmoil again.


  'Monica, listen to me and try to answer calmly,' said Ramon, sitting down on the edge of the bed. 'You've told me why you were attracted to Renalda in the first place and I think I understand and am willing to admit that my own behaviour may have been responsible. Now can you tell us exactly what happened when you went to his ranch.'


  Monica sniffed, wiped her eyes again and let out a shaky sigh.


  'He wasn't there,' she said flatly.


  'So you didn't see him?' exclaimed Ramon and she shook her head from side to side.


  `No. But a woman was there—youngish, about twenty-eight, I would say, very pretty and flamboyantly dressed, with rings on her fingers which must have cost thousands of dollars.'


  Sorrel recognised Inez immediately.


  `Did she tell you who she was?' she asked.


   


  `No, come to think of it she didn't,' said Monica. `But ... but ... I was too flummoxed by the sight of her to even think of asking her name. She was a very aggressive person. She asked me who I was and laughed when I told her, said Juan had told her about me and had made fun of me.' Monica's voice and face expressed the same distress which she must have felt on hearing that the man she had fallen in love with had ridiculed her behind her back to another woman. 'She told me to go back where I belonged because she was living at the ranch and there wouldn't be room for both of us, and I suddenly realised she must be Juan's mistress. I ... I ... was mortified. I just turned and ran to the car. Even now I can still hear her laughing at me. I hardly knew what I was doing, and that's why I crashed. But I was coming back to you, Ramon, please believe that. I was coming back to you, because I realised I love you and only you.'


  `Hush, hush, querida.' Ramon gathered his wife into his arms and stroked her hair as she sobbed into his shoulder. 'I believe you now, I believe you.'


  And I didn't try to contact Juan again through Sorrel,' Monica went on, babbling almost frantically in her efforts to convince him. 'Isabella was lying when she told you that on Sunday. She wants you to divorce me so that she can marry you, can't you see that? She's been trying to build up a case against me, one which I'd have difficulty in defending because she knows it would be difficult for us to get a divorce since we were married in the church here.' Monica drew a long sobbing breath and added with a groan, 'But perhaps you want her instead of me. Oh God, that would really be my punishment for daring to even look at Juan!'


  `No, I don't want Isabella,' said Ramon firmly. 'I want you and I'always have done, but I was beginning to think you didn't want me. After the child died you seemed a little withdrawn, and I didn't want to make too many demands on you since the doctor had warned us that if you had another child you might die too!' Ramon smiled ruefully. 'I can see now it was the wrong thing to do without telling you how I felt.'


  Monica smiled back at him, her blue eyes blazing through unshed tears as she took his hand and held it between both of hers.


  'Yes, you should have told me. Always tell me, darling, how you feel. I don't know otherwise.'


  'But there's still this suggestion of Isabella's that Renalda has married Sorrel to convince me that he isn't having an affair with you,' said Ramon, frowning worriedly. 'You believed her, didn't you, Sorrel? That's why you're here and not with him?'


  Sorrel nodded dumbly, unable to speak in case she betrayed the torment of her feelings.


  'How rotten of Isabella to say that,' said Monica with unusual fierceness. 'How perfectly rotten of her! It must have been spite which made her make a suggestion like that to someone who had just been married.'


  'But why was she feeling spiteful?' asked Ramon.


  'I think it might have been what I said to her yesterday,' said Monica thoughtfully. 'She was here, commiserating with me as usual over what had happened, and suddenly I couldn't stand her hypocrisy any longer. So I tried telling her a few lies. I told her you and I were reconciled and that I was just waiting for Sorrel to come back from Juan's ranch with the news that he was coming to see you to deny he's ever had an affair with me. I could see she was taken aback. She left almost at once, saying she had to catch a plane to Copaya to go and visit her brother-in-law and his wife.' Monica


   


  leaned forward, her face lighting up as if she had sudden insight into Isabella's behaviour. 'That's it,' she exclaimed. 'Don't you see? When she arrived and learned that Juan was married she realised his marriage gave the lie to everything she had said to you about him, and she was so angry with him for foiling her plans she tried to destroy his marriage before it ever started properly. Oh, Sorrel, you don't really believe Juan married you for that reason only, do you?'


  `It's very hard not to,' mumbled Sorrel. 'After all, he did rush me into-it.'


  There was a short silence. Sorrel was aware that the other two were staring at her, possibly waiting for her to say more, but she had nothing to say. She was numb with misery, her pride still quivering from the biting savagery of Juan's words to her before he slammed into the bathroom that morning.


  Ramon cleared his throat as if in readiness to make a speech, and she looked up. He was staring at her anxiously.


  `Sorrel,' he began slowly as if it were a great effort to lower his pride and say what he was going to say, 'It occurs to me that if I hadn't dismissed you you wouldn't be in your present difficult situation. For that I must apologise. I was very upset the other night. Isabella has been needling me for some time with innuendoes about Monica and Renalda. I tried hard not to be influenced by her, but somehow what happened on Saturday and Sunday aggravated my suspicions, and I didn't know which way to turn.' He paused and frowned. 'I'd like you, if you will, to come back to us and finish what you were doing here so that Monica will walk again.'


  `Please say you will,' said Monica appealingly. Sorrel stared at her hands. To return to her Job in


   


  this house was one alternative she hadn't considered on the flight to Medellin because she hadn't even come close to guessing that Ramon and Monica would become reconciled or that there was no truth in Isabella's suggestion that Monica and Juan had been lovers and would continue to be lovers. Now she came to a decision quickly and looked up again trying to smile.


  `I'll come back for a few days anyway, but I'll have to go and fetch my luggage from the airport,' she said.


  'Bueno,' smiled Ramon, rising to his feet, and she realised she had never seen him smile before. It made quite a difference to his severely aquiline face. 'I'll drive you there to get it myself.'


  


   


   


  
CHAPTER SEVEN


  YELLOW sunlight dappled the turquoise blue of the swimming pool and glittered brightly on the concrete surround. It was the warmest part of the day, midafternoon, and Sorrel was glad of the shade offered by a big green and blue striped umbrella as she sat in a deck chair beside a round table and sipped an ice-cold soft drink. She and Monica were relaxing after a session of therapeutic exercises in the limpid buoyant water.


  `Well, Sorrel, what's your opinion? Aren't I much better?' Monica's voice was cheerful.


  `Very much better,' Sorrel agreed. She was really surprised by the progress Monica had made since Wednesday. The woman's whole attitude to learning to walk had changed, and now there was an eagerness where once there had been reluctance.


  `I'm pretty sure that worrying about my relationship with Ramon was preventing me from walking,' mused Monica. 'Subconsciously I must have felt that while I couldn't walk he wouldn't leave me and so I made no effort. Do you think that's possible?'


  `Psychosomatic, you mean? Could be,' replied Sorrel, looking at without seeing the drooping fronds of a fernlike shrub which formed a hedge about the pool area, screening it from the house and from the rest of the garden.


  Today was Friday. It was three o'clock. She had been back in the Angels' house about fifty-one hours, more than two days. Time had crept by, or so it seemed to her, but perhaps she felt that way because the two


   


  days previous to her return had been so crammed with action. Or perhaps it was because she was in a state of perpetual expectation; expecting every time the phone bell rang that the call was for her from Juan; expecting every time the doorbell rang that Juan had come looking for her. But why should he come? She had told him not to follow her, and anyway he never ran after women.


  Without being aware of it she sighed. She was feeling very tired, the result of two almost sleepless nights. Tormented by regret, she had tossed and turned, wishing she hadn't said all those things she had said to Juan about his brief innocent association with Monica, wishing she had trusted him instead of listening to Isabella.


  `You keep thinking about Juan, don't you?' said Monica.


  Sorrel looked across at her. A speedwell blue swimsuit made Monica's eyes look the same colour as the pretty flower and her blonde hair, slightly damp from being in the pool, was curling about her round face. Now that she was reconciled with her husband her mouth had lost its wistful droop and the line between her eyebrows had almost gone. It was easy to see how pretty she must have been at eighteen when she had first met Ramon.


  'How do you know I'm not planning some new exercises for you to do?' Sorrel parried lightly.


  `Would you sigh and gaze off into space if you were doing that?' retorted Monica. 'Somehow I don't think so.' Her full red lips curved into a rueful smile. `Remember I was attracted to the man myself for a while, so I can appreciate a little how you're feeling.'


  `Right now I think I hate him,' Sorrel muttered fervently.


  'Then you must be in love with him,' said Monica.


   


  `He's hurt you, and he couldn't have done that unless you love him.'


  But I hardly know him, and what I do know about him isn't exactly endearing,' argued Sorrel stubbornly. `How can I possibly be in love with a man I met for the first time less than a week ago?'


  `You married him.'


  `Because he made it difficult for me not to,' replied Sorrel in a low voice which shook a little when her mind was suddenly invaded with memories of Juan's lovemaking in the limousine.


  `By making love to you, I suppose,' guessed Monica shrewdly, and again Sorrel looked at her, this time with suspicion. 'Now don't get the wrong idea,' Monica went on. 'He never made love to me, and looking back over the few times I've been in his company I realise that he never looked at me, only through me. Physically I had no attraction for him, and I'd guess that for a man like him physical attraction to a woman is nine-tenths of loving her.' Monica laughed. 'There, doesn't that make you more sure than ever that Isabella was lying when she told you that he'd married you just to throw dust in Ramon's eyes so that he could continue to carry on an affair with me?'


  `I should never have listened to her,' said Sorrel.


  'And I should never have confided in her,' sighed Monica. But she has a way of making you feel she's doing everything she does on your behalf, that she cares only for your best interests, and all the time she's thinking only of her own.'


  'I know what you mean, but it doesn't alter the fact that Juan admitted the day after we were married that he had got married deliberately to stop the gossip about you and him. He deceived me, and that's what hurt so much.'


   


  'Did he? Are you sure? Isn't it possible that you were hurt because he didn't say what you wanted to hear at that moment?' asked Monica with a touch of dryness. 'You know, I can just imagine what happened. You would come out with your accusation in that forthright way of yours, charging in like a bull at a gate, never considering how he might feel. I expect he's no different from any other man and has his fair share of pride. What did he say?'


  'At first he told me to forget he'd ever met you and that anything he'd done before he met me wasn't my concern, accused me of being jealous about something which hadn't happened and wouldn't happen if I behaved myself and trusted him.'


  'Just as I imagined,' commented Monica. 'He didn't say what you wanted to hear. How did you react to that?'


  'I asked him how could I trust him when he'd done nothing else but deceive me, and he lost his temper then-and I could see why. He was furious because he'd been found out.'


  'Are you sure that's why he was angry?'


  'There couldn't be any other reason. It was then he admitted he had thought of getting married to stop gossip.' Sorrel's voice shook uncontrollably as she remembered what else he had said to her. 'I don't want to talk about it anymore,' she mumbled.


  'All right, don't,' said Monica equably. 'I thought talking about it might help you to sort things out. You'll have to do something about it soon—you can see that, can't you?'


  Was Monica hinting that soon she wouldn't be needing the services of a trained physiotherapist because she'd, be able to walk? wondered Sorrel. If so she had better be planning what she should do when the job


   


  came to an end. She could go back to England or ... oh, what did you do when you'd walked out on a man after being married to him for only twelve hours? You could sit tight and hope he'd come after you. But supposing he didn't come? What then? Did you go to him and ask him to take you back?


  Monica had let down the back of her lounger and was sunbathing. Sorrel sipped more of her iced drink, staring at the glinting water, and tried to imagine herself going to Juan and couldn't. Monica had suggested he had his fair share of pride. Well, so had she, and it just wouldn't let her go to ask him to take her back. She didn't know him well enough to guess what his reaction would be and she was afraid he would spurn her, especially now that the reason for him wanting to marry in the first place had been wiped out, because she doubted very much if Isabella would continue to spread any more rumours about a non-existent love affair between the wife of a prominent businessman and a notorious bullfighter.


  Surely if Juan loved her he would have come after her by now. He had run after her twice to get what he wanted ... She quivered with raw pain. He had wanted her, and she had given in and he had taken what he wanted. Now she could only assume from those last biting, critical words of his that he had found her innocence boring and no longer wanted her, had only wanted her while she had been unattainable. Once she had surrendered to him he had lost interest in her. Was that why he had admitted deceiving her? Because not wanting her any more he hoped to be rid of her?


  The sound of voices roused her from her unpleasant thoughts, and looking up she saw Laura and Gabriela, home from school, coming to see their mother. As usual Gabriela had the most to say, showing her affec-


   


  tion for Monica by sitting on the edge of the lounger and putting her arm round her mother's neck while she chattered. Not until Gabriela paused to catch her breath was Laura able to say anything, and then she spoke casually, her glance straying in Sorrel's direction.


  'A girl at school told me today that Juan Renalda was gored in the arena on Wednesday afternoon at the Copaya corrida. She said it was reported in yesterday's newspaper.'


  'Oh!' Gabriela expressed her shocked dismay immediately. `Do you think we've still got our copy of the newspaper?'


  'Why don't you ask Manuela?' said Laura.


  'Yes, go and do that, Gabriela, there's a good girl,' urged Monica. And bring it here if you find it. Was he badly hurt, do you know, Laura?'


  'My friend said something about "critical condition". What do you think that means?'


  Sorrel didn't hear Monica's answer. It was taking all her strength to pretend she wasn't feeling sick to her stomach and to remain seated until Gabriela returned with the newspaper. It can't be true, she was saying to herself. He fought his last fight on Tuesday. It must be a mistake, a misprint. The newspaper has printed the wrong name. Oh, what shall I do if he dies?


  Pressing the back of her hand against her mouth she leaned back in her chair and as she did so her eyes met Monica's concerned glance.


  'It's here, it's here!' Gabriela dashed round the corner of the shrubs, waving the newspaper in her hand. 'It's in a corner of the sports section.'


  'Let me see.' Laura took the paper from her sister. 'Read out what it says, Laura,' Monica ordered. Laura read slowly and Sorrel felt that every word was


  a knife thrust to her heart.


   


  'El Valiente gored in spectacular fight,' said Laura. 'After being hurt early in the faena Juan Renalda remained in the arena to the end of the fight, bringing the crowd of enthusiastic fans to their feet to cheer him when he slew the bull. Then he collapsed through loss of blood. He was rushed immediately to St Joseph's hospital in Copaya, where it was stated he was in a critical condition. Only the day before Renalda had returned to the arena after an absence of nearly two years.' Laura paused, then added, 'It goes on to say how the sport needs toreros with his artistry and sense of drama.'


  'Excuse me,' muttered Sorrel, and jumped to her feet. Hand to her mouth, she ran from the pool area behind the screen of bushes and into the house.


  When she had finished being sick she wandered to her bedroom and lay down on the bed. Juan was hurt and it was her fault. By running away from him she had disturbed him. But she hadn't known he was going to fight again. Why hadn't he told her? Would he have told her if they hadn't quarrelled? Her head seemed to be spinning with questions and she sat up suddenly, swung off the bed and went over to the clothes closet to pull out her overnight bag. She would have to go to Copaya and see him. It was no use staying here torturing herself with questions which remained unanswered. Above all she had to go to him because he was hurt and in need of all the love she could give him.


  She packed her bag, dressed quickly in a lightweight green trouser suit, made sure she had enough money and opened the door to leave the room just as Laura was about to knock on it.


  'Mummy sent me to see if you're all right. She's told us, Gabriela and me, that you're married to Juan Renalda. Gabriela is quite green with envy.' Laura's


   


  glance went to the overnight bag. 'Are you going to see him?'


  'Yes. Where is your mother?'


  'In the salon. She walked there by herself with just the help of one stick,' replied Laura excitedly as she followed Sorrel down the stairs. 'Isn't it marvellous?'


  'Yes, I don't think she really needs me any more,' agreed Sorrel.


  In the salon Monica was lounging on one of the comfortably padded brocade covered chesterfields. She had changed into a long blue and white gown and had brushed her gilt-coloured hair into an aureole of curls. She looked pretty and secure as she waited for Ramon to come home.


  'I have to go and see Juan,' said Sorrel abruptly. 'You do understand, don't you?'


  'Yes. But wouldn't it be a good idea to phone the hospital in Copaya first? He might be off the critical list by now, which would ease your mind a little,' said Monica.


  `No. I'd like to go straight to the airport.'


  'Then phone about the flights to Copaya. Make sure of the time one is leaving and make a reservation. There's no point in rushing off to the airport just to sit and wait there,' said Monica reasonably. 'Now calm down, Sorrel. It isn't like you to get so worked up. You're usually the cool, collected one.'


  Not since I met Juan, thought Sorrel, noticing her hands were shaking as she dialled the airport number. He's got through to where it hurts and I'll never be the same again.


  There was a plane to Copaya leaving in half an hour's time. She was driven to the airport by Pedro. The sun was setting in a blaze of crimson and gold when the plane took off from Medellin, but by the time


   


  it landed in Copaya the sky was deep purple, hung with glittering golden stars whose reflections shimmered like Chinese lanterns in the dark flat water of the wide river.


  St Joseph's Hospital was an old Colonial-Spanish building just off the main plaza with a tower at one end and rows of small arched windows. A lighted cross glittered on top of the tower, indicating that it was run by a religious order, and inside the atmosphere was cloister-like, quiet and unhurried, quite unlike the hospital in England where Sorrel had worked. At a small office marked Enquiries a nun in a dark habit and white coif told her rather stiffly that Señor Renalda had left the hospital that morning.


  'But ... but where has he gone?' exclaimed Sorrel.


  'I do not know.' The nun managed to look very severe. 'His condition wasn't good, but he insisted on leaving. That is all I can tell you.'


  'Thank you.'


  More anxious than ever, Sorrel went outside and stood for a moment at the top of the steps leading up to the main entrance wondering what she should do. A taxi drew up and some people got out of it. At , once Sorrel ran down the steps and asked the driver if he would take her to the street where Eugenia and Diego lived, and within ten minutes she was standing on the doorstep under the mellow light of the lanterns waiting for the front door to open.


  To her relief Eugenia herself answered the door and greeted her warmly, drawing her inside and embracing her.


  'At last ! ' she exclaimed. 'I am so glad you are back. Diego and I are just having a meal. Come and join us.'


  'Is Juan here?' Sorrel asked urgently as she followed Eugenia down the hallway and into a small elegant room furnished as a dining room where Diego was sitting at the table.


   


  'No. We believe he has gone to the ranch,' said Eugenia. 'You see, Diego, I told you she would come soon.' She pulled out a chair for Sorrel while Diego stood up politely. 'Sit down, Sorrel,' she urged, 'and have a little polio alla cazador. It is our cook's speciality.'


  Although she wanted to be on her way to the ranch Sorrel did as she was told and found the chicken cooked with tomatoes, peppers and chickpeas quite delicious.


  'Is Juan all right?' she asked.


  `As well as can be expected,' said Diego. 'Fortunately it was only in the left arm he was gored—about here,' He indicated the upper part of his own arm. 'Did you get your business in Medellin finished satisfactorily?'


  'Business?' repeated Sorrel in bewilderment, looking from him to Eugenia and back again. It seemed to her that they were both staring at her suspiciously.


  ',Si, when you didn't appear on Wednesday morning I asked Juan where you were when he came back from the arena,' said Eugenia. 'He told me you'd gone to Medellin to see Señor and Señora Angel for whom you have been working. I assumed you'd gone to collect your belongings from their home.'


  So he had covered up. He hadn't admitted to his aunt that his wife of one night had deserted him.


  `You don't seem to have any extra luggage with you.' Eugenia sounded puzzled and Sorrel realised she hadn't answered her.


  `No. It's being sent on,' she said tonelessly.


  'Bueno. I thought you'd be back on Wednesday night or pe'rhaps Thursday morning, and when you didn't come I wanted to send a message to you to let you know Juan had been hurt. But he wouldn't hear of it. He said you'd find out soon enough and it would only worry you. How did you find out?' Eugenia gave her another curious glance.


   


  'I read about. it in the paper this afternoon,' replied Sorrel in a low voice. 'Oh, please tell me the truth. Is he really all right? The article in the paper said he was in a critical condition.'


  'An exaggeration,' said Diego.expect the sports writer thought the story would attract more attention if he put that, although Juan did lose a lot of blood. He should have left the arena and had the wound bandaged as soon as he was gored. But not Juan. He had to put on a performance of having to overcome his own bodily weakness as well as the strength of the bull. The crowd loved it.' Diego smiled as if well satisfied, and Sorrel suppressed an urge to tell him what she thought of the whole business of bullfighting.


  'But he did faint at the end,' said Eugenia quietly. 'And at the hospital they gave him blood transfusions. But this morning he suddenly decided he couldn't stay there any longer, and had to get back to the ranch. He said Jovita would look after him better than the nuns. I'm afraid the Sisters were very offended.'


  'I must go to him,' said Sorrel, half rising from her chair.


  'When you've finished your meal and have had a good cup of coffee,' said Eugenia firmly. 'Tomas will drive you to the ranch in the limousine.'


  All the way to the ranch Sorrel kept wondering why Juan hadn't told Eugenia the truth. Why had he covered up? And if he hadn't covered up wouldn't she have been less welcome this evening in the Cortez house? Wouldn't Eugenia and Diego have blamed her for the accident in the arena? Somehow she was sure they would have done.


  Lights twinkled from the windows of houses. They were in Ibara. In the small plaza the bus to Manizales was parked in front of the hotel and a few people were


  sitting on the steps of the church. Then the town was behind and the powerful headlamps were slicing through the dark again lighting up trees and bushes, glinting on outcrops of rock. The big black car was making good time in spite of the poor condition of the road and in another ten minutes she would be at the ranch.


  Sorrel's nerves quivered. What would she say to Juan? What could she say? 'I'm sorry' sounded too weak and hardly expressed the feeling of contrition which was tearing her apart. Anyway, would he believe her after the note she had left? He might not even agree to see her, might tell Jovita to send her away.


  Tyres crunched over loose stones as the car turned into the lane leading to the ranch house and the pale trunks of trees which edged the lane flitted by like pale ghosts. White walls overhung with creeper gleamed faintly about the darkness of an archway. The car slowed down, swept through the archway into the shadowed courtyard and stopped by the fountain.


  Politely Sorrel asked Tomas if he would like some refreshment before he returned to Copaya. He declined and got out of the car to open the door for her. She stepped out, thanked him and waited until the car had gone. Then she was alone in the flower-scented, water-tinkling darkness.


  Jovita was a long time coming to open the front door and when she did open she didn't fling it wide in welcome, but jerked it back cautiously a little at a time and then stood in the opening, a small woman in a brown dress whose wizened monkey-sad face betrayed nothing of what she was thinking or feeling.


  `Buenas noches,' Jovita,' Sorrel said nervously. `Buenas noches, senorita.' Surprise rippled through Sorrel as she realised that the woman had addressed her


   


  by the title of a single woman. It seemed as if Juan had told his old nurse nothing of his marriage.


  `May I come in?' asked Sorrel, and Jovita shook her head.


  `Señor Juan is in bed. He says he doesn't want any woman. You come back another day, senorita.'


  `But I'm not just any woman,' Sorrel started to object hotly as she saw the door beginning to close, and added urgently, 'I must see him, Jovita. Please let me come in. I've come a long way and I've no car to take me back. Let me stay the night in that room where I slept before so I can see him tomorrow. Please, Jovita! '


  The door stopped closing. Jovita's low forehead wrinkled into many creases as she tried to deal with this new problem.


  `You know that he is hurt, here in the arm? There are many stitches in it. He needs much rest.'


  `Yes, his aunt Eugenia in Copaya told me. She sent me here to help you to nurse him,' said Sorrel, stepping closer and laying her hand on the door ready to push it open. 'Do you remember, Jovita, how strange he was the last time he was hurt, how he wanted to hide from everyone? He's going to be like that again if you won't let me help you. Together we'll make him well again. You'll see, I'm going to make him very happy.'


  For a few moments Jovita looked troubled, her submissiveness and loyalty to Juan obviously at war with her love for him and her desire to do what was best for him. Then to Sorrel's relief she opened the door wider and with a gesture invited her to step inside.


  'I let you in, senorita, because I know you are good at heart and also because I know you are on his mind,' she said as she closed the door.


  'How do you know I am?' asked Sorrel in surprise. 'This afternoon he rested after his journey from


   


  Copaya. In his sleep he talked of you,' replied the little woman. 'Yet you · are not like the other woman who came last time he was hurt and who had caused so much trouble here.'


  `What other woman?' Sorrel exclaimed.


  `I'll tell you while I take you to the room where you will sleep,' said Jovita, and started off down the passage. 'Her name was Teresa Baena. She was from Cali—Señor Juan used to know her when he was younger. He liked her for a while, then it was over for him.' Jovita paused to open the door and switch on the lights in the pretty ivory and gold bedroom where Sorrel had slept on Monday night, then added dryly, 'But it was not over for her.'


  Sorrel entered the bedroom and put her overnight bag down. No longer did the absolute femininity of the room worry her. In fact stepping into the room was like coming home.


  `Would you like a bath, senorita?' asked Jovita, hovering about her attentively. 'It will relax you, take away the dust and tensions of your journey.'


  `Won't the drawing of the water waken Señor Juan?'


  don't think so. He has taken some pills, for the pain in his arm, you understand. The doctor at the hospital prescribed them. He will sleep heavily.'


  `Then I would like a bath, please.'


  `I'll get it ready.' Jovita actually smiled a little because she was being allowed to wait on the visitor. 'Do you have your own robe this time?' she asked, pointing to the overnight bag, and Sorrel nodded.


  Once she was sitting in the black marble bath, up to the shoulders in glinting, rustling ivory-coloured foam, Sorrel gave in and let Jovita wash her hair and then scrub her back.


  `You were telling me about a woman called Teresa,'


   


  she said. It was true Juan had said anything that had happened to him before she had met him was no concern of hers, but she had to know what trouble the woman had caused. 'You said that when Señor Juan broke with her it was over for him but not for her. What do you mean?'


  'She still wanted him, and since she couldn't get him she became friendly with his younger brother,' replied Jovita in her simple way. 'You remember I told you he had a brother, senorita?'


  'Yes, I remember. What was his name?'


  'Andres. Ah, he was a good baby, like a little angel, fair like his mother and always smiling like her too. He was her favourite and when she was killed he was very upset. He was only fourteen at the time.'


  'Did he become a bullfighter too?'


  'No. He didn't care for the sport. He was gentle and very clever, always reading books. He went to the university in Bogota—he said that one day he would be a great writer. Then that Teresa got hold of him.' Jovita sighed and gently rinsed the soap lather from Sorrel's back. 'He was crazy about her, brought her to the ranch to stay, and that was what she wanted. It meant she could be near to Juan when he was here. She didn't really want Andres. She was using him, do you understand, senorita?'


  'I think so.' Sorrel found she was repelled and fascinated by the story. 'Didn't Señor Juan object to her coming to stay?'


  'No. You must understand, senorita, Señor Juan is a very generous man. His heart is big. He loved his sister and his brother very much and let them come and go here as they wish. It is their home as much as his, he says, and they can bring all their friends. Always there were parties with many people dancing and singing when Señora Inez lived here, and Juan liked the parties


   


  as much as she did. They are alike, those two.'


  'And did Teresa's plan work? Did she get to Juan through his brother?' asked Sorrel, determined to bring Jovita back to the point.


  'She tried. Every chance she had she flirted with him.' Jovita shrugged her shoulders as she took a towel from the rack. 'He likes to flirt too, but when he saw Andres was upset by Teresa's behaviour he began to ignore her, and, that made her angry.' Jovita came back to the bath. 'Have you ever noticed, senorita, people do strange things when they are angry?'


  'Yes, I have. I'm afraid I get angry myself and often I'm very sorry afterwards for what I've done or said in anger,' Sorrel muttered. 'What did Teresa do?'


  'She told Andres she didn't like him anymore, that she preferred Juan. She taunted him until he was mad with jealousy of Juan, and he accused his brother of stealing Teresa away from him. At first Juan laughed at him and tried to tell Andres that Teresa was no good. But Andres wouldn't listen. He hit Juan, struck him in the face. You must know, senorita, that the men of this country have much pride and they will fight over anything they consider to be an insult to their honour.'


  'I had heard that,' said Sorrel. 'Did they fight?'


  `Si. Out there in the courtyard. Señor Juan being the bigger and stronger soon won and he picked Andres up and dropped him in the fountain—to cool him off, he said—and walked away.'


  Sorrel tipped her head forward to hide a smile which she couldn't help as she imagined the happening, for she could tell by the tone of Jovita's voice that the story wasn't intended to be humorous. She was beginning to realise that behaviour which she and her English relatives and friends might consider to be funny was not always amusing to Colombians who tended to take themselves rather seriously.


   


  'What happened then?' she asked.


  'Señor Juan took Teresa back to Cali himself and told her to leave his brother alone.'


  'And what did Andres do?'


  'He went to Cali too, and we didn't hear of him for a long time. Señor Juan was away much to corridas in other countries and his sister was married and living in the States. Then one day nearly two years ago when Señor Juan was just going into the arena at the end of the lidia at Manizales that woman Teresa turned up. She had come to tell him that Andres was dead, killed by his own hand.'


  'Not suicide?' gasped Sorrel.


  'Si. She had led him into bad ways, that one. He took an overdose of drugs of some sort. Señor Juan was very upset and blamed himself for not having taken more care of his brother. Then he was hurt in the arena. Ay, ay, ay,' Jovita moaned, showing more emotion than Sorrel had ever seen her show. 'It was a terrible time, and that woman dared to come to see him here while he was convalescing. It was good for him that Señora Inez was here visiting at the time. She soon got rid of her.'


  As she had once got rid of Monica, thought Sorrel, stepping out of the bath and letting Jovita pat her dry. But why didn't she try to get rid of me?


  'Thank you for telling me,' she said to Jovita, and with the towel draped around her, sarong-wise, she left the bathroom and went into the bedroom. 'It has cleared up some mysteries for me. And now it's my turn to tell you something. I'm not a senorita any more. Señor Juan and I were married in Copaya on Tuesday night. I would have been watching when he was hurt, but I'd had to go to Medellin that day.'


  Jovita stared at her, then looked at the wedding ring and her dark eyes filled with tears.


   


  'Senora,' she whispered. 'Señora Renalda. I am very happy for you and for Señor Juan. He isn't my son, but I love him as if he were. Now I do not have to worry about him anymore. You will take care of him. Please, senora, put on your gown and I will dry your hair and brush it for you.'


  Sorrel dressed in the thin clinging nightgown she had brought and pulled on the loose robe which went with it. Sitting before the mirror she thought of the last time she had sat there on Monday night. How differently she felt now! No longer did she want to run away. She wanted to stay and live with Juan. The trouble was she wasn't sure whether he wanted her any more.


  When her hair was dry and brushed Jovita said goodnight and left the room. For a while Sorrel sat thinking about the story of Andres and Teresa; a story of passion and violence and tragedy. The chiming of the antique clock reminded her that it was ten o'clock as it had on Monday night. She should go to bed, catch up on the sleep she had lost during the last two nights so that she would be fresh in the morning and ready to face any punishment Juan dealt her.


  She went over to the bed and pulled back the covers and was about to slip off her robe when an idea leapt into her mind. She would go and look at Juan before she went to bed, make sure he was comfortable. After all, Jovita had committed him to her care.


  She went to the other bedroom by way of the still steam-filled bathroom, opening the door quietly and standing there for a moment looking round. One bedside lamp was lit, its crimson shade glowing rosily. The light from it slanted on the pillows of the king-sized bed and gave a bluish sheen to the black hair of the man who was lying there.


  Sorrel moved into the room and closed the door as


  softly as she could. Even so it made a click, and she froze for a second watching Juan. But he didn't seem to be disturbed, so she moved forward, her bare feet sinking into the pile of the luxurious crimson carpet. Beside the bed she stopped and looked down. Juan was lying on his stomach. His right arm was bent upon the pillow and his head was resting on it, with his face turned away from her so that all she could see was the curve of his cheek, the jut of his jaw and thick lashes fringing one closed eye. The bedclothes covered him only to the waist. Above that his back was bare. The top part of his left arm was swathed in bandages and their whiteness was startling against the olive tint of his skin.


  She stepped back, looking round for a chair to bring to the bedside, thinking she would sit with him for a while.


  'Is that you, Jovita?' His voice was low, a little slurred as if he had only just woken. 'I told you not to come back.' The voice hardened, took on an authoritarian tone. 'But since you're here, you can make yourself useful. Rub my back, por favor. It seems to be aching in every muscle.'


  He hadn't turned his head or opened his eyes. Sorrel hesitated, not sure what to do. Then suddenly it came to her. This was something she could do for him far better than Jovita could, something she was trained to do. She knew exactly where his back was aching and why it was aching and she longed to relieve the tension for him. A spirit of mischief, long dormant, awoke within her and she smiled to herself. She wouldn't say anything to him. She would just massage him and let him guess who was doing it.


  Leaning over him, she pulled the bedclothes down further, and wasn't surprised to see he was without a stitch of clothing. She laid her hands on the curve of his


   


  back on either side of the spine and began to massage with long strong strokes.


  She thought he stiffened slightly and expected him to turn his head, open his eyes and look at her. But he didn't. A long slow sigh came from him and he settled his head more comfortably on his arm.


  Sorrel had always enjoyed doing massage and had been able to bring to it a professional detachment which had made her a successful masseur. But as she stroked and kneaded Juan's body she slowly lost that detachment. This was the man she loved, whom she had vowed to worship with her body. Looking down at the shape of him, wide flat shoulders narrowing gradually to lean waist and hips, she felt desire curl within her and the movements of her hand became slower, more caressing, enticing him to turn and pull her down beside him, to kiss her in his ruthless, domineering way.


  'How many men have you done this for, Sorrel?' he spoke in English and there was a harshness in his voice which warned her he wasn't pleased.


  'How did you know it was me?' she countered, breathless not only with exertion but also with the desire to be with him in that closeness which brought such joy.


  'By your hands. Jovita's are like a bird's claws. Yours are but you haven't answered my question. How many men have you massaged in the way you've just massaged me?'


  She had only massaged female patients in the hospital in England. Body massage of male patients had been done by male therapists.


  'None,' she replied, pulling the covers up to his waist again and sitting down on the edge of the bed.


  'I'm glad,' he muttered. Tor dios, if there were any I'd have to find them and kill them because they had


   


  felt your hands before I had!'


  `Do you have to be so violent,' she exclaimed, and added as a thought struck her, 'Or so jealous?'


  'So! Now I am violent and jealous as well as arrogant, unprincipled, deceitful, immoral and depraved,' he said in a savage undertone. 'I am the sort of man you don't care for.' He turned and heaved himself into a sitting position. 'Then why have you come back?' he shot at her.


  Above the dark blur of his beard stubble his face was pale, the high cheekbones very prominent, but his eyes glittered with pale fire beneath heavy lids as their glance raked her.


  'Did Eugenia send for you and tell you it was your duty as my wife to come?' he sneered.


  `No, she didn't.' His attitude confused her. 'I came because ...' She stopped. She couldn't look at him because the urge to reach out, pull him into her arms and cradle his head against her breast to comfort him in his pain was overwhelming. She swallowed and said tonelessly, 'Why didn't you tell me you were going to fight on Wednesday?'


  `Because I didn't know until that morning. The matador from Mexico who should have performed was taken ill and Diego asked me to substitute for him. I went back to the house to tell you, but you weren't there.' He gave her such a scornful glance that she felt shrivelled and he said dryly, 'Thanks for the note. It was most explicit. That's why I'm surprised you're here —I thought you'd left me.'


  She bowed her head, tormented by the knowledge that he wouldn't be lying there half-drugged with painkilling pills if she hadn't left that beastly note.


  'Oh, I wish I'd known, I wish I'd known,' she moaned suddenly. 'I wouldn't have gone to Medellin if I'd


   


  known you were going to fight. It's my fault you were hurt.'


  'Your fault? What the hell gives you that idea?' he demanded stiffly.


  'Diego told me that you mustn't be disturbed in an way before you go into the arena. He said that's what happened at Manizales.'


  'Did he?' His laugh was short and sardonic, making her look at him in surprise. He was leaning back against the pillows watching her with wary narrowed eyes. 'And so you assumed that note of yours disturbed me


  Diego tells a good tale when he wants to.'


  'What do you mean?' she asked, quivering again with pain in reaction to his cynicism.


  'I asked him to do his best to persuade you to stay and watch the fight on Tuesday,' he drawled. `So he told you that story in order to touch your conscience. Not a bad psychologist, is he? You stayed not because you didn't want me to be hurt but because you didn't want to have a guilty conscience.'


  'But you were disturbed before going into the arena at Manizales,' she blurted, in bewilderment. 'Jovita told me you were very upset when you heard your brother had committed suicide.'


  Tor dios, you've been having a great time, haven't you, checking up on me behind my back?' he jeered. 'And now that guilty conscience of yours has brought you rushing to my bedside. Why? Are you afraid I'll die


  - without forgiving you? Then let me ease it for you. It was my own fault. I was showing off as usual, giving the crowds a few thrills for their money, both at Manizales and in Copaya the other day. I let the bulls get too near and didn't jump out of the way quickly enough. At Manizales it was a big bull which still had a lot of spirit and fight left in it. On Wednesday it was a little bull,


   


  young and perhaps timid. It was just coincidence that it happened on the day you decided you'd desert me. The other ,was coincidence too.'


  The low-pitched jeering voice stopped. She couldn't have felt more hurt if Juan had taken a whip in his hand and had scourged her with it, Sorrel thought.


  It wasn't your fault,' he went on, his voice slightly muffled. 'Now get out, go back to Medellin or England or wherever it is you want to be. I don't want you hanging around me just because your conscience is pricking you.'


  She looked at him. He had turned away from her so she couldn't see his face.


  `I'm not hanging around you because I feel conscience-stricken,' she said. 'I've come back because I ... I ... think I might be in love with you.'


  He turned, his head, opened one eye to look at her and his mouth twisted sceptically.


  'Might?' he repeated mockingly. 'You think you might? What good is that to a man with hot blood in his veins like me?'


  'It's true,' she retorted, feeling the old familiar irritation flare up in reaction to his taunt.


  He turned his head away from her again.


  'Go away,' he groaned. 'Leave me alone to get on with my dying.'


  `No, no ! ' She was frantic, not knowing what to do or say to convince him. In desperation she pulled back the bedcovers and lay down beside him, putting her arm about him, pressing herself against his back. 'Juan, you're not going to die, I won't let you die because I love you and I want you to live so I can stay and live with you. You said once that was what you wanted, and now I want it too because I've found out I love you, love you. Do you hear?' Tears flowed suddenly from her


   


  eyes to wet his skin. 'Oh, Juan, what can I do to convince you? Please tell me!'


  He turned slowly until he was facing her, his eyes still narrowed and watchful.


  'You could try kissing me,' he suggested softly. 'You don't have to be shy with me now that we're married.'


  She put her lips to his mouth. His lips felt dry and hot, but they pressed back with a fervency which sent desire leaping along her nerves so that she reached out a hand to touch his scarred cheek gently and then smooth back the thick hair from his ear.


  'Te quiero, Sorrel. I want you, Sorrel,' he said in Spanish. 'I want you now, with every part of me.'


  'Wanting isn't the same as loving,' she replied in English, quivering with delight as his lips visited the hollows of her throat and then the cleft between her breasts just revealed by the bodice of her nightgown.


  'In Spanish it is,' he said also in English. 'Listen. Te quiero—I want. Te quiero—I love you. Te quiero muchismo—I love you very much. If you didn't know that before, your mother didn't teach you Spanish very well,' he mocked. 'And I always make love in Spanish, so I've been telling you ever since Monday afternoon I love you and you wouldn't listen to me. I love you and want you, and I can't lie close to you like this without wanting to show how much I love you.'


  He slipped his fingers under the strap of her nightgown and began to slide it off her shoulder.


  'Do you have to wear this?' he asked. 'It comes between us, and I don't want anything to come between us anymore. There have been enough barriers.'


  She edged away from him a little, not wanting to go, but afraid he might open up the wound in his left arm if he did anything too energetic.


  'I only came to see if you were comfortable,' she


   


  `I can sleep in the other room.'


  `No,' He dragged her back against him and for a moment she was helpless beneath the passionate onslaught of his mouth against hers. 'You'll stay here,' he added thickly, against her cheek. 'And we'll sleep together tonight and every other night. It will be your punishment for leaving me so soon after we were married.'


  `Sweet punishment,' she said, nestling against him. `But in a way I'm glad I left you—I mightn't have found out I loved you if I hadn't. Have you really loved me since we met?'


  `Si. Not at first with the mind, you understand? Only with the eyes. When I first saw you in the refugio. In looks you were all I had ever searched for in a woman. You remember how I kept staring at you?'


  `Oh, yes, I remember, and I thought ... I thought ...'


  `You thought bad thoughts about me,' he accused. `And I began to find out you were different from any other woman I'd ever known. Even though you were hurt and lost you put on a brave show and I admired your independence. You answered back when I taunted you and did some taunting of your own. In fact you presented a challenge I hadn't met before and I began to think what fun it would be to live with you for a while. But I couldn't get through that defensive barrier you'd built up around yourself, in the short time we were together. I didn't know of any way I could meet you again, so I threw out a wild lure, told you to come and see me if you needed help.' He laughed softly on a note of triumph. 'It worked far better than I had expected. You came here. The next move was to persuade you to stay.' He sighed. 'In the process of doing that I discovered how innocent and vulnerable you were and a great urge to protect you as well as keep you for myself


   


  made me realise I wanted you to be more than a playmate. I wanted you to be my wife, not just to convince Ramon Angel that I wasn't interested in his wife, although it did occur to me that if I married it would be a better way of convincing him than the way you had suggested.'


  'Oh.' Sorrel felt suddenly very humble as she realised what Juan had meant when he had told her he had married her in the hope of stopping gossip about himself and Monica. 'I ... I ... didn't understand,' she muttered. 'Oh, Juan, I'm sorry I was so mean to you that morning.'


  'I am sorry too,' he agreed with her with his usual devastating honesty. 'I was very hurt. I can't remember having been hurt by anything a woman said to me before, and it was a new and frightening experience. It made me realise how involved I had become with you, and that made me angry. I said things to you I've regretted saying ever since. I'm not surprised you ran away, and I didn't believe you'd come back.'


  'If you hadn't been gored in the arena would you have followed me?' she had to ask.


  'I might,' he drawled aggravatingly. 'But then I might not.'


  `Pride,' she accused softly.


  `Si. You can add it to that long list of my vices you've been making,' he said ironically. 'But tell me, querida, would you have sunk your pride and come back to me if I hadn't been gored?'


  'I don't know,' she whispered, reluctantly truthful because he was. 'But I think I might.'


  `So let's not talk about it anymore, hmm?' He smoothed the gown away from her with gentle fingers. `Let's make the most of being together here and now. Let's make love to each other, my lovely Sorrel.'


   


  But you're weak, from loss of blood,' she protested anxiously.


  `You think so?' he drawled. 'Then you'll have to help me, won't you? Let me show you what to do. First you must kiss me again, on the mouth, and while you're doing that I'll show you what to do next. You needn't worry about it being wrong to do it with me, because I'm your husband and it's done in all the best marriages —where there is love, of course.'


  He was taunting her gently, lovingly, but when she pressed her lips against his he responded with a fierce passion and at once the melting sensuousness flooded through her body, sweeping away all defences and committing her forever to the of love.
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