

  

    

  




  Chapter 1


  1949




  “I hate men!”




  “Nonsense!”




  “It’s true. They’re all the same, wanting to get their hands on me or on my money.”




  Jimmy Donaldson threw back his head and laughed so much that his horse pranced uneasily from side to side, startled by such exuberance.




  “A cynic at twenty-one!” he gasped at last.




  “If telling the truth and using a little common sense means that I am a cynic, then I am content to be one,” came the reply, as Skye, with a flick of her riding whip, rode on ahead.




  Too late Jimmy realised that he had offended his young cousin. But she was so exquisitely lovely with her tiny tip-tilted nose in an oval face and fair hair that curled riotously over her small head that the mere idea of her being created for anything but the delight of mankind seemed ridiculous.




  Yet Jimmy knew Skye well enough to be aware that she was not joking when she said that she hated his sex.




  So, curbing his laughter, he rode after her.




  He caught her up just as they reached the top of the rising ground, from which they had a breathtaking view of one of the great fertile valleys which made Mariposa one of the most beautiful countries that Jimmy had ever visited in his long life as a Diplomat.




  Rugged rocks rising in the distance to the height of small mountains were rusty red in colour against the vivid blue of the sky, while below lay a lush semi-tropical vegetation with flowers starring the ground in vivid profusion and butterflies of every shape and colour hovering above them.




  It was awe-inspiring in its loveliness and, as he reached Skye’s side, he heard her draw in a deep breath and her voice was lilting with joy as she exclaimed,




  “Isn’t it wonderful? Just how I knew it would be.”




  She had evidently forgotten her indignation and, watching her parted lips and shining eyes, Jimmy wondered, as he had wondered so often before, why she always had the facility to surprise him, not once but a dozen times every day they were together.




  “It’s a magnificent country, isn’t it, Jimmy?” she insisted as he said nothing.




  “Magnificent,” he agreed drily, “but so are its neighbours, Uruguay to our left and South Brazil to our right. And, as I have told you before, they are far more savoury spots than this to go sightseeing in.”




  “You are an old woman! That’s what is the matter with you,” Skye retorted scornfully.




  “Such a remark would undoubtedly incense me to madness if I was twenty-five,” Jimmy remarked philosophically, “but at fifty-five I can afford to ignore it. I grant you that Mariposa is very pretty but, having said that, let me ask you once again to come to Chile with me and look at the scenery there.”




  “Oh, be quiet, Jimmy! You know my answer. You have bored me enough already with your objections to my plans and nothing you can say will make me change my mind. I have been wanting to come to Mariposa for years and, now I am here, not even an army of croaking cousins would stop me exploring the country.”




  “My dear child, you simply don’t know what trouble you may be walking into,” Jimmy protested, “besides, there is nothing to see that you have not seen already.”




  “But I haven’t seen anything,” Skye cried. “You don’t think I am going to be satisfied with just looking at American cars rushing up and down the streets of Jācara, do you?”




  “But in Heaven’s name, what else is there to see?” Jimmy enquired. “Jācara is the only decent town in the country, if you can call it a town, and the rest of Mariposa is very much what you see here, flowers, butterflies and rocks.”




  “I don’t know what Grandmamma would have said to you,” Skye smiled. “She used to tell me stories about Mariposa and they were the most thrilling exciting tales I have ever heard.”




  “Things have changed since your grandmother was here,” Jimmy answered.




  “But for the better,” Skye flashed at him. “After all she and my grandfather were frightened of being killed by Indians. A poisoned arrow in the back was what they expected in those days.”




  “The result isn’t much different from a gun bullet in the front.”




  “How you do go on! Just because there was a revolution here a year ago.”




  “There is always a revolution of some sort taking place in Mariposa,” Jimmy explained patiently. “That is why the country is so backward and from what I hear its present Dictator has a very precarious hold on public opinion.”




  “So the shooting is due to start at any moment,” Skye mocked. “But why shoot me? I am bringing money into the country. You saw what a reception we had when we brought the yacht into the harbour. Nice fat American dollars, Jimmy! Nobody’s going to be so foolish as to bump off the goose that lays the golden eggs.”




  “If I could stay here with you, I should feel differently about it,” Jimmy said, “but you know I have to leave for Valparaiso tomorrow.”




  “I know and, although I shall be sorry to lose you, I am really rather looking forward to seeing the country on my own. Does that sound very selfish and ungrateful?”




  Skye looked at him from under her long eyelashes to see if he was annoyed and then she laughed and held out her left hand in its leather riding glove.




  “Dear Jimmy, you have been so kind and so patient, but you know I intend to have my own way in this, so really it’s a waste of time arguing with me.”




  “I am afraid you always get your way in everything,” Jimmy complained.




  “Not really,” Skye replied. “I have had to wait until I was twenty-one, for instance, to come to Mariposa. I suggested coming years ago, but my aunt was simply horrified at the idea. She thinks everyone who lives in South America, or in the North for that matter, is a savage.”




  “Hilda is a sensible woman,” Jimmy said, “I am extremely fond of her.”




  “So am I,” Skye agreed, “but you must admit that she has very little imagination. So different from my American grandmother. You would have loved her!”




  “I wonder. I am very English you know in some ways, one being that I disapprove of young ladies who, with too much money and not enough sense, go careering about the world by themselves.”




  “There speaks all my English relations, ancestors and forbears,” Skye laughed. “When you talk like that, Jimmy, I find myself being extremely glad that I am half American.”




  “All the same you will be sorry one day that you have not listened to me.”




  It was not surprising that he was worried, he told himself as he watched her. She was, in her pink, white and gold beauty, enough to turn any man’s head and he had seen the bold glances her slim sweetly curved figure just blossoming into maturity received from the dark-eyed Mariposans with Spanish blood coursing hotly in their veins.




  The horses were moving forward down the incline of the hill. As they went, Jimmy looked back and saw over his shoulder that their escorts, two Mariposan boys who had been sent with them as guides, were talking together and pointing to the distance.




  Then, as he turned away, he heard one of them come cantering up behind.




  “What is it?” he enquired in Spanish.




  “Excusa, señor,” the boy said in his soft deep voice, “but it is best that you and the señorita should go no further.”




  “Why?” Jimmy started to ask, only to be interrupted by Skye.




  “We are going on,” she said in fluent and beautifully enunciated Spanish. “It is still early in the afternoon and the señor and I wish to see the country.”




  “But, señorita – ” the boy started to say.




  “That is what I command,” Skye said imperiously and, spurring her horse, she galloped off ahead.




  It was a little time before Jimmy could catch her and when he did they cantered for some way over the soft springing turf before their horses settled down to walk more quietly beneath the shade of some trees.




  “Why did he want us to turn back?” Jimmy asked when he could get his breath.




  Skye shrugged her shoulders.




  “Maybe he wants his siesta, who knows? Or perhaps he feels that we have had our money’s worth out of the horses, but, as I explained when I hired them, I need horses that can carry me all day if need be and mine is certainly not tired as yet.”




  She bent forward to pat the glossy neck of the beautiful animal she was riding and then she looked at her cousin’s face and guessed his thoughts before he spoke them aloud.




  “You are sensing danger, Jimmy, and you are wondering what arguments you can use to persuade me to turn back. You need not speak the words I see trembling on your lips. I know exactly what you will say and it’s quite useless.”




  “In that case I suppose we go on.”




  There was a slight irritation in Jimmy Donaldson’s voice.




  He had been a Diplomat all his life, but sometimes he found his young cousin’s flouting of the conventions and her utter disregard for danger extremely irritating.




  He was very fond of Skye. He had known her since she was born, for her father had been his first cousin and they had more or less been brought up together.




  But whereas Arthur Standish had been an easy, good-natured, uncomplicated character, his daughter was very different.




  “Yes, it’s my American blood,” Skye said aloud, again sensing what Jimmy was thinking, and added, “I wish you had known my mother – well, I mean.”




  “She was a very lovely person to look at.”




  “She was lovely in herself, too. So gay, so brave and exciting to be with. Oh, Jimmy, if only she had not died when I was too young to appreciate her!”




  “It was a tragedy,” Jimmy agreed, “and yet the accident might never have happened if she had been a little more careful.”




  “I could never imagine my mother being particularly careful about anything, but I had so little time with her, especially as I was only allowed to be with her in America for a part of my holidays.”




  Her eyes darkened for a moment and Jimmy Donaldson thought, as he had thought before, how miserable it could be for the children of divorced parents with their divided loyalties and their feeling of instability without a proper home and a proper background.




  “I suppose in a way everything connected with my mother seems to be brighter and more glorious simply because I saw so little of her,” Skye said honestly. “My upbringing in England certainly always seemed very tame compared with the excitements I could find at my grandfather’s house in Long Island or on his ranch in California. And you must remember those visits were very rare after my mother died, but now, as I look back at them, they are indivisibly mixed in my mind with my grandmother’s stories of Mariposa.”




  “Did she come out here when she was a girl?” Jimmy asked.




  “No, no – when she was first married. My grandfather was a mining engineer and they came out to try to discover gold for some firm in New York. It was not very successful, but they had wildly exciting adventures with the Indians on their trek into the interior.




  “My grandmother had never left home before she married and what was more she had always lived in a town. The butterflies, birds and flowers here made her feel as if she was walking into a Fairyland. She used to describe them to me so vividly that now I feel as if I have seen all this before in some previous existence.”




  “How long were your grandparents here?” Jimmy enquired.




  “Only two or three years. Then they went back to America and, as you know, grandfather discovered oil. I cannot feel very excited about that part of their lives. Oil is so dirty and ruins the look of the land. But gold is different. There are even diamonds and rubies hidden away in those mountains. That’s romantic, if you like.”




  “There may be unexplored mineral wealth that we still know nothing about in all these South American countries,” Jimmy said, “but the Spaniards, when they first came, were full of grandiose dreams of treasure trove, only to be disappointed.”




  “As you are quite sure I shall be! It’s no use, Jimmy. I don’t want gold, Heaven knows I have enough of that, but I would like to have adventures like my grandmother had.”




  “Adventures are usually only fun when one talks about them afterwards,” Jimmy pointed out.




  “Dear, dear, how prosaic you are!” Skye mocked at him. “Well, I’ll have my adventures first and write about them afterwards and if it’s a best-seller, you will be proud to know me.”




  “I would much rather you would read about adventures and listen to other people’s stories than try to live them yourself,” Jimmy said.




  He looked over his shoulder as he spoke and added,




  “By the way what has happened to our guides? They don’t seem very pleased about something.”




  They’re just lazy,” Skye said quickly, too quickly, so that Jimmy looked at her speculatively and said,




  “You know what is wrong! Now tell me, because otherwise I shall go back and question them.”




  “No, Jimmy, don’t do that,” she pleaded. “There is nothing the matter, really, I promise you.”




  “Tell me,” he said, “I insist on knowing.”




  “All right, then,” she capitulated, “the man from whom we hired the horses did murmur something about not going too far into the interior. He said there were bandits or I don’t quite know what he did say. I didn’t catch the words properly. Anyway he implied that it was wiser to stay near Jācara.”




  “Exactly what I said to you,” Jimmy said, “and now we will go back.”




  “You can go back. I am not stopping you, but I have no intention of doing anything of the sort. Who wants to sit in Jācara when there is all of Mariposa to explore?”




  “I told you, there is always trouble of some sort going on in this country and you don’t want to be mixed up in it.”




  “How do you know I don’t? I like the Mariposans, what I have seen of them and if I get the chance, I shall give them some good advice and that is to get rid of their present Dictator.”




  “General Alejo? He won’t last long. They never do! But I don’t expect he is any worse or any better than those who have held the position before him.”




  “What they want in this country,” Skye said seriously, “is someone with initiative and courage, someone who will do something for all those poor people we saw hanging round the harbour.”




  “What are you asking for. A Government of the people by the people for the people?” Jimmy teased.




  Skye shook her head.




  “No, I don’t believe, from what I have seen of them, that they are capable of governing themselves yet, but I don’t think that Alejo is of the slightest use to them. I saw him drive along the harbour road in his car yesterday. I am sure that it was because he was curious about the yacht, but he looked arrogant, fat and oily and I saw a lot of those beggars spit after he had gone by. They obviously have no love for him.”




  “Dictators don’t expect to be loved, my dear, they only wish to be obeyed.”




  “Well, I hope there are quite a lot of people who are prepared to disobey him. Look! What a perfect place to ride.”




  She urged her horse forward as she spoke and Jimmy followed her.




  The trees were left behind and now they had come into the open country. There was thick grass, a small winding river and the golden sunshine flooding everything with a hazy beauty.




  It was good cattle country, Jimmy thought, and wondered why the Mariposans did not make better use of their land. Skye was leading the way in a wild gallop. On they went, the sweet fragrance of the grass seeming at times almost overpowering as they moved through it.




  Then, ahead, Jimmy saw Skye rein in her horse.




  She was looking at something and, as he came up to her, he saw that she had stopped beside a dead tree. It must have been struck by lightning for the shattered trunk was scarred and burnt, but it stood there, a bitter contrast to the lush live loveliness of everything else around it.




  As he drew nearer, Jimmy saw that there was something else to look at besides the tree. He had a quick impression of horror in Skye’s wide eyes before he heard her voice, quick and urgent, ask,




  “Jimmy, is he dead?”




  He saw then that hanging from a bough of the tree was a dead man. He was swinging a few feet above the ground, a rope round his neck, his face distorted by the agony in which he had died.




  There was no need for Jimmy to touch the cold hands, tied together behind his back or to feel the stillness of his heart to know that the man was dead. He had been hanged, perhaps two or three hours earlier and extremely effectively without there being the slightest chance of his being able to escape strangulation.




  “Yes, he’s dead, Skye – and now come away.”




  “But – but ought we not do something?”




  Skye turned to her cousin in a perplexity that made him realise that she was in many ways very young and very inexperienced.




  “There’s nothing we can do,” he replied.




  “But surely we should report his death – to someone?” she asked. “Who can have dared to do such a thing?”




  The colour was coming back into her cheeks and once again there was a ring in her voice.




  “It is nothing to do with us,” Jimmy said quietly. “We are strangers, visitors, to this country. It’s always best to remember that our ideas of justice may not be other people’s.”




  “Justice!” Skye cried. “Do you imagine that they gave him a trial of any sort? And now he will hang here until – ”




  She glanced up at the sky.




  Jimmy followed her gaze. As he expected there were two vultures hovering above them, waiting until they should move away.




  “It’s horrible! It’s bestial!” Skye exclaimed.




  She wheeled her horse round slowly. With an obvious reluctance the guides were following them and Skye rode a few paces towards them.




  “Who has done this?” she asked as soon as she was within earshot. “Who is responsible for such an outrage?”




  She pointed to the corpse as she spoke. The two boys looked for a moment and then glanced at each other. One crossed himself surreptitiously, but the other looked round quickly, as if in search of an enemy.




  “Who could have done such a thing?” Skye repeated.




  The boys looked at each other again and, hardly above a whisper one said, almost as if he spoke to himself,




  “El beso del Diablo.”




  “The kiss of the Devil,” Skye translated. “What does that mean?”




  “I shouldn’t ask too many questions,” Jimmy said warningly in a low voice.




  “But I want to know,” Skye retorted. “Surely things like this cannot happen, even in Mariposa, without some explanation?”




  “We know nothing, señorita,” the older boy said with an air of defiance. “We should go back. It is not permitted to go any further.”




  “Not permitted by whom?” Skye asked.




  “I don’t know. But it is not permitted.”




  His face had assumed the obstinate look that Jimmy recognised as being an almost universal mask when natives of any country wished to avoid giving explanations. He knew only too well the toneless voice, the furtive movements of the eyes and the air of stupidity not to realise that further questioning would get them no further.




  “El beso del Diablo!” the younger boy whispered again, only to be shouted into silence by his companion.




  For a moment it looked as if a quarrel would flare up between them. The younger answered the older and in a moment they were shouting and snarling at each other like two angry puppies. And then, as quickly as the storm blew up, it vanished again.




  One moment the air was noisy and resonant with their raised voices and the next minute they were suddenly silent, their eyes staring ahead and then they had turned their horses and were galloping away as hard as they could go back the way they had come.




  For a moment both Skye and Jimmy were too astonished to say or do anything and then, simultaneously, they turned their heads to see what had caused the flight of their guides.




  Coming towards them through the flowered grass were several men on horseback.




  “Who are they?” Skye asked.




  “I have no idea,” Jimmy replied quietly, “but I think it best not to retreat. Let’s ride towards them, smile and appear friendly. On no account ask them any questions.”




  He moved his horse forward as he spoke and Skye, drawing a little nearer to his side, went with him. There was nothing at first glance to warrant the terror that the approaching group had inspired in their guides.




  Riding spirited horses the men appeared to be ordinary gauchos or cowboys of the South Americas. Their clothes were the usual hotchpotch of ancient and modern, wide sombreros, the loose trousers called bombachas tucked into boots of horsehide and factory-made tweed jackets. Only at festival time does the gaucho nowadays appear romantic.




  Then, as the party came closer, both Skye and Jimmy saw that one man was different from the rest. He was riding in the centre of the group, and it was obvious without words or actions that he was the leader.




  One glance at his handsome hawk-like features and broad shoulders was enough to confirm that they were in the presence of some striking personality.




  He had a red scarf wound negligently round his neck, well-cut European tweeds and the light polished boots of a man whose life is spent in the saddle.




  In his hand he carried a rebenque, the inevitable riding whip glistening with silver ornamentation and his saddle and stirrups were also encrusted with silver.




  Whoever these men might be, here was their leader.




  When the newcomers were directly in front of them, Jimmy and Skye reined in their horses and Jimmy raised his hat.




  “Buenos dias, señor!”




  For a moment there was no answer and then the leader of the gauchos spoke,




  “You are not permitted on this land. You will return immediately to Jācara.”




  His voice was deep, vibrant and imperious.




  “We are strangers here,” Jimmy said quietly, “so we must crave your indulgence if we unwittingly are trespassing. We apologise, señor, and will return to Jācara as you suggest.”




  He turned his horse as he spoke, but Skye remained where she was.




  “Does this land belong to you?” she asked.




  The leader of the men glanced at her as if for the first time. His eyes, deep-set and dark in the shadow of his wide-brimmed hat, seemed to take in every detail of her appearance.




  “It belongs to the people of Mariposa,” he replied.




  The words were simple enough, but somehow they were a challenge.




  Their eyes met and for the first time in her life Skye was conscious that a man was looking at her, not in admiration but with what seemed to her to be dislike.




  There was something else too in his expression, something she could not put a name to and yet instinctively she defied it.




  She threw back her head, forgetting caution, forgetting that a moment before she too had been a little frightened when their guides had run away.




  She stretched out her hand and pointed towards the dead man dangling from the tree.




  “And does that too belong to the people of Mariposa?” she asked.




  The expression on the face of the man she was speaking to did not alter, but she fancied that for a moment that his eyes narrowed.




  Then, as she waited, wondering what answer he would give, his voice came quietly from between his lips.




  “That is the way, señorita, that the people of Mariposa treat traitors.”




  Skye had not thought it possible that so much could be conveyed by so few words – cruelty, disdain, tyranny! She could sense his pride and she hated the insolent arrogance of his manner, knowing in that moment full well who was responsible for the man’s death.




  She wanted to say more, she wanted to defy him, to challenge his right to such an action and to tell him what she thought of such a crime. But before she could speak, Jimmy’s voice came clearly to her.




  “Come at once, Skye. At once!”




  He spoke in English and, although the men might not understand, there was no mistaking both the command and entreaty in his tone. For the first time since they had met them the gauchos and their leader seemed to relax.




  It even seemed to Skye that a faint smile flickered over the hawk-like face before his hard lips parted and he said,




  “That’s right, run along like a good little girl and don’t interfere with things that don’t concern you.”




  A sharp movement from Skye made her horse rear up in astonishment, but not before the men watching her had seen the colour flame up in her cheeks.




  As she turned and rode away, following Jimmy, she could hear their laughter and felt her own anger, wild and fiery, bring the words spluttering to her lips.




  “How dare that man behave in such a way? It was he who had that wretch hanged from the tree – do you realise that? And then to turn us back with such insolence! He has no right, I am sure of that. I have a good mind to go at once to General Alejo and tell him what I think of such behaviour.”




  She went on talking for several minutes before she looked at Jimmy and realised that he was very pale and that beads of sweat were standing out on his forehead. She suddenly became silent and her anger died away from her. Jimmy would not be so afraid without good reason for it.




  They reached the shelter of the trees before she looked back, only a quick glance. The men were still there and could not have moved since they left. The sunshine was very golden, the grass was very green and the butterflies glinting in the sunshine were lovelier than ever and yet there was something menacing over the land that had seemed so peaceful and beautiful but a few minutes before.




  Skye felt herself shiver as if from cold.




  And then, as Jimmy wiped his forehead, she asked,




  “Who is he?”




  “How should I know?”




  Jimmy’s tone was irritable and so she was silent until, passing through the wood, they came upon their guides waiting for them. Shamefaced and yet, hiding their shame behind volubility, they hurried forward.




  “It is time for the señorita to return. It’s a long way home and sometimes the evenings grow cool. It would be best to make a good speed.”




  They spurred their horses as they spoke, but Skye interrupted them.




  “Who was that man?”




  They did not pretend not to understand her. They glanced at each other and the elder of the boys shrugged his shoulders.




  “We don’t know, señorita.”




  “Very well, if you don’t wish to tell me,” she said sharply, “you can keep the name to yourself. It is a pity you are not more obliging, for we have enjoyed the ride and would have rewarded you well for looking after us.”




  The boys looked at each other, obviously disconcerted by such a direct attack.




  “Won’t you tell me his name?” Skye asked more quietly of the younger guide, “and tell me the truth, for I don’t want to hear a lot of lies.”




  She had seen him cross himself at the side of the dead man and guessed that he was a Catholic and for that reason, if for no other, he might be less experienced at lying than his tougher friend.




  For a moment he hesitated and then, glancing over his shoulder as if afraid that they might be overheard, he whispered two words,




  “El Diablo!”




  “The Devil!” Skye exclaimed. “That is ridiculous, as you well know. How can an ordinary human being be the Devil?”




  “That is what he is called, señorita, and that is all I know.”




  There was a simplicity about the way he spoke, which told Skye that this was the truth. When they were out of the wood, she rode ahead with Jimmy and told him what the boy had said.




  “We will make enquiries,” he said. “I imagine the man is some local bandit. He may be a landowner or a farmer in a big way, but somehow I doubt it. If he was, these town boys would not be so frightened of him. I wish to goodness I had asked the Embassy for a confidential report on Mariposa before we left New York. But if you remember, you told me only that you were going to cruise through the Caribbean.”




  “Which we did,” Skye interposed.




  “But you didn’t add, until you got me well away to sea, that you intended to stay in Mariposa. Now perhaps you will change your mind, so one good thing has been gained by this ride.”




  “Change my mind?” Skye cried. “If anything, this has cemented my desire to see more and yet more of the country. If you think the first twopenny bandit I meet is going to frighten me out of Mariposa, you are much mistaken.”




  “Well, I suppose there are other directions you can ride in,” Jimmy sighed.




  “When I think of that man,” Skye said, “it makes me so angry that I can understand anyone shooting a brute like that. If I had a revolver on me, I think I should have put a bullet into him.”




  “I shouldn’t try tricks of that sort,” Jimmy said drily. “All the same, when you go riding in future, it might be a good idea to take a revolver with you! For goodness sake, though, don’t shoot anybody, but at the same time a shot fired into the air will often scare a hostile crowd.”




  “I don’t believe an atom bomb would scare that lot,” Skye replied, “but I’ll take your advice.”




  “I don’t know what to do about you, I don’t really,” Jimmy said with a groan. “You would think that this incident would show you that Mariposa is not entirely a land of milk and honey. Please come to Chile with me, Skye, and later, if I get some leave, I will bring you back here again.”




  “Dear Jimmy, I should hate to interfere with your diplomatic career.”




  “Bother my diplomatic career,” Jimmy said, “you are more worry than all the Diplomatic Service put together. What you want is a husband and the sooner you get one the better.”




  Skye laughed.




  “So you think that only a husband could protect me from the band of robbers. Don’t worry, Jimmy, I can look after myself. I am not afraid of any man – not even El Diablo himself!”




  Chapter 2




  “I am alone!”




  Skye said the words aloud as she awoke to the sound of the waves lapping against the sides of the yacht. Then she sprang out of bed and ran to the open porthole to feel the breeze from the sea fanning her face.




  “I am happy – so, so happy!” she cried to the sea.




  It had been almost breathlessly hot the night before but now, although the sun was blazing, the air was cool and Skye stretched her white arms high above her head. It was the ecstatic action of someone tinglingly alive with the joy of living and reaching out towards the unknown.




  “Alone! Alone!”




  She turned from the porthole and had a sudden glimpse of herself reflected in the long mirrors over the dressing table.




  Her chiffon nightgown, blown by the wind, clung to her figure and the sunlight shining through the sheer transparency of it revealed the beauty of her body. The small, firm, tip-tilted breasts, the tiny waist and the exquisite curves of her hips.




  She was as beautiful at that moment as a Greek Goddess, but Skye’s thoughts were very far from appreciation of her own beauty.




  She was alone at last! She was alone to do as she liked, her own Mistress, her own keeper.




  For years she had chafed against the careful chaperoning of her Guardians. When her father was killed at Dunkirk, she had been left in the care of her aunt. Skye had loved her father’s only sister, and yet at the same time she had felt stifled by the soft gentleness which dominated her existence and the conventions that Aunt Hilda would not set aside however much she protested against them.




  “I don’t think we will do that, dear!” she would say quietly, but with an inflexible determination behind the sweetness of her smile.




  When Skye’s American grandfather died and she became heir to his great fortune, she found things no easier for her in America.




  There were always relations, lawyers, bankers and financial advisers of all descriptions directing her life, telling her what she should do, forbidding her the very things she wanted most – solitude and the chance to see the world.




  “No! No! No!” How Skye hated the word!




  But now at last she was her own Mistress, alone on her own yacht, thousands of miles away from England and New York. Even Jimmy had gone, poor old worried Jimmy, who had argued with her up to the very moment of his departure the night before in an aeroplane that had been sent up for him from Valparaiso.




  “Please take care of yourself,” he begged when all his pleadings that she should go with him had failed.




  “I’ll do that. Don’t worry,” Skye answered.




  It had been easier to say than for him to believe. Skye knew that from the frown between his eyes and impulsively she pressed her cheek against his.




  “Dear Jimmy! You have been so kind to me,” she said. “I won’t forget. I will try to keep out of mischief.”




  “Pray Heaven you do,” he said. “But if you are in any trouble, you know where to get hold of me. If I leave the Embassy even for a night or two, I will let you know by telegram exactly where I can be found.”




  She waved until the aeroplane was out of sight and then went back to the yacht, guiltily conscious of her relief and with a sense of rising excitement.




  Now she could begin to do what she wanted. How tired she was of hearing the eternal croakings of her relations, however well-intentioned they might be!




  She had dinner alone and then sat on deck, looking out over the sea gleaming silver beneath the light of the stars.




  But as she sat there, she saw against the beauty of the night a man hanging by his neck from a dead tree, his mouth open in agony, his eyes protruding from their sockets.




  The kiss of the Devil! What bitter irony there was in those words.




  Over and over in her mind she reiterated what had been said by the man with the hawk-like features, the man who, the frightened boy had told her, was called ‘El Diablo’.




  Who was he? Where did he live? What was his power?




  She saw again the cruel line of his lips, the steel of his eyes and the arrogant assurance of his manner. He had seemed so at ease, so utterly sure of himself, while Jimmy had been humiliatingly humble before him.




  El Diablo! A fitting name for a murderer and she knew too that she would never forgive the manner in which he had insulted her.




  “Run along like a good little girl!”




  Her cheeks flamed in the darkness and she felt the hot anger rise in her throat. If only she could punish him for that!




  Then she had an idea. She would expose this man! She would find out all about him, discover what hold he had upon the people, by what assumption of authority he might hang a citizen of Mariposa from a tree and why nothing was done to stop him.




  The Government should be forced to act. Alejo should be shamed into protecting the liberty of the individual, but not unless he was forced would there be much hope of help from Mariposa’s Dictator.




  Standing high above the town and harbour, the great Palace, which had originally been built by the Spaniards as a fortress and which had been converted later into something more picturesque, was impressive enough until one saw the slums behind the main streets of the town.




  There might be modern cinemas, a Racecourse, American bars, English tea shops and advertisements for Coca Cola, but hidden away behind the neon lights there was starvation and a lack of the most elementary sanitation, which contrasted badly with the garish gold-laced uniforms of the Palace guards.




  There was something wrong with the country and, thinking of what she had seen already, Skye decided to use the most modern weapon available to combat such out of date evils – the press.




  She knew that she would have no difficulty in getting anything she wrote published in America, for, when she had inherited her grandfather’s fortune and was the sole heir to millions of dollars made in oil, the press besieged her night and day for interviews, for articles, her autobiography and anything she cared to set down on paper.




  She thought, for a short time that she might take up writing as a profession, but Jimmy had dissuaded her.




  “Live and learn first and write about it afterwards,” he said. “You are too young to be sure of anything but your own ignorance.”




  For once she had been in agreement with him, but sometimes she had scribbled down stories and fragments of her thoughts which, although she did not try to have them published, she knew were worthy of print.




  One day, perhaps, she would write well, but in the meantime here was the chance to try her hand at doing something worthwhile, helping and perhaps saving a people who were obviously being misgoverned.




  Excited by the idea, she found it hard to go to sleep and, when she did, it seemed to her in her dreams that she was haunted by two faces, that of the dead man and that of the one who had killed him.




  El Diablo! Even in her dreams she could hear his hateful voice saying,




  “Don’t interfere with things that don’t concern you!”




  Once she awoke to hear her own voice say aloud,




  “How dare you! – you Devil!”




  Now that morning had arrived, all that she intended to do came flooding back to her and it was with an air of determination that she began to dress.




  She had decided not to ride until the afternoon. This morning she would explore Jācara and made a few discreet enquiries.




  First, however, she sat down and wrote a letter to her aunt in England. Without telling a lie she deliberately gave the impression that Jimmy was still with her. Poor Aunt Hilda was always beset by endless, although nameless, fears as to what might happen in ‘foreign parts’.




  Her correspondence finished, Skye went on deck and, giving a man on the quay ten pesos, told him to take the letter to the Post Office. He hurried off obediently, all smiles at earning so much money for so little effort.




  Skye gave a sigh of relief. Her last duty was done! Now she could begin to enjoy herself.




  It was still early when she left the yacht. She was wearing a dress of thin white linen and she carried a sunshade to keep the sun from her bare head. From the moment she stepped ashore people stopped to stare at her as she went by.




  The men, winking and whistling, made pointed remarks to each other about her beauty. Skye ignored them and was not in the least embarrassed.




  She was not interested in the attention she created, especially where men were concerned, for she had spoken the truth to Jimmy when she told him that she hated men.




  He had not really believed her, but there were young men both in America and England who could have told him things that would have surprised him.




  “You say I am unkind,” Skye said once to a young Guards Officer whom she had refused to marry. “Is it my fault that you fall in love with me? No one could say that I encouraged you.”




  “No, that is true but don’t you understand that I cannot help loving you, you are so beautiful? You make any man who sees you want you and yet – ”




  He stopped and Skye looked at him with a little smile on her lips.




  “And yet?” she prompted.




  “You are hard,” he said finally. “There is something unfeminine about you.”




  “You say that simply because I don’t throw myself into your arms. As I have told you, I don’t want to marry you or anyone else.”




  “Let me try to teach you to love me,” the young man pleaded.




  “Why waste time when I know it’s impossible for you to succeed?” Skye asked.




  “But I love you,” he said miserably. “Let me kiss you, Skye, if only to say goodbye.”




  She looked at him scornfully.




  “I hate being kissed,” she answered, “and I can imagine nothing I should dislike more than for you to touch me.”




  She saw the expression on his face as she spoke and knew that she was being brutal and then asked herself what else she could do. She despised him and all the other men who desired her because she was pretty, because she was rich and not because they knew anything about her character or her real self.




  Deep down in her heart there was, as Skye well knew, an unhealed wound that was responsible for her abnormal sensitiveness where men were concerned, but of that she would not think.




  “What the men I meet call love is usually lust or greed,” she said once to Aunt Hilda, who was extremely shocked.




  But now at last she was free from the Society functions she had been forced to attend by her aunt, the dances in London, the races at Ascot, hunt balls in the winter and the ceaseless round of cocktail parties, luncheons, dinners and theatres. What were they, she had often asked herself, but marriage markets, where a girl was sold to the highest bidder or in many cases laid a trap for him, her body the bait?




  Skye had never enjoyed the social whirl, it had seemed so unexciting somehow. She wished for adventure, she longed to see the world and now at last the opportunity to do both lay before her!




  She wanted to run, jump and shout with the joy of it. Instead, she walked sedately down the beautiful narrow old Spanish street where all the best shops of Jācara were situated. High above the town were many flat-roofed white houses, usually shaded by the native ombu trees or surrounded by a trelliswork of vines and green figs.




  Here the well-to-do inhabitants of Jācara lived, their windows barred with iron grilles so that, as had been traditional down the ages, their daughters were protected from the caballeros who courted them.




  But there were many more houses, filthy mud huts and bamboo shacks without even the most primitive necessities of life, where the Indians, negroes and the poorest Mariposans lived. Here children ran about naked, pitiably thin and emaciated, their little fingers clutching like claws for any fragment of food they could find in the gutters or the refuse dumps.




  Oblivious to their sufferings, the Palace was silhouetted against the vivid Madonna blue of the sky, its flag flying, the sun glinting on its shining windows and gilded towers. Skye looked up at it and squared her chin so that for a moment she had a strong resemblance to her American grandfather, who had come to Mariposa as a mining engineer over sixty years ago.




  “Dictators and bandits, here I come!” she murmured.




  Yet anyone else would have been discouraged when luncheon time found her back at the yacht little wiser than she had been when she left it. She had been greeted enthusiastically everywhere she went.




  The shops had welcomed her with open arms. Tourists were comparative rarities in Mariposa owing to the unstable state of the Government and the fact that there were very few amenities in the way of modern hotels.




  But, although the people of Jācara were anxious to sell her anything and everything in their stores, they were not prepared to supply her with information.




  When she spoke of Alejo, they looked wary and, when she spoke of El Diablo, they shut up like clams. With regard to the latter there was no doubt that they knew exactly who she was talking about, but they were not going to admit it.




  “Excusa, señorita, but I don’t understand.”




  It was the same answer over and over again, and yet she knew that they understood her very well.




  ‘I will find out more if it is the last thing I ever do!’ Skye swore to herself.




  When luncheon was finished, she changed her clothes, calling for Evans, the Steward, to bring her the things she wanted. Despite Aunt Hilda’s protests, she had refused to have a lady’s maid or a woman of any sort aboard the yacht.




  She knew what a nuisance they could be at sea with their eternal whining and grumbling and inevitable bouts of seasickness. Evans would look after her as skilfully as any woman could have done and with far less fuss.




  By the time Skye was ready a taxi was waiting to take her to the stables where she had arranged to hire riding horses during her stay in Mariposa.




  The owner, a wrinkled middle-aged man, who looked out of place unless he was astride a horse, was extremely voluble about his animals.




  But when Skye spoke to him of El Diablo, she saw the usual blank expression mask his face.




  “Mire,” she said impatiently, “I am not asking out of idle curiosity. I don’t know whether your boys told you, but yesterday, when I was out riding with my cousins, we encountered the rude and arrogant person who, I understand, is nicknamed ‘El Diablo’.”




  “So I hear, señorita. It was indiscreet for you to go so far into the interior. I was very angry with my boys for disobeying my orders.”




  “But why should you give such orders?” Skye enquired. “I wish to see the country and I have every intention of doing so. Do you mean to tell me that a few hours’ ride from Jācara is as far as I am permitted to go?”




  “No, señorita. Yesterday was a mistake. Today it will be different.”




  “Who is this man they call El Diablo?”




  “Excusa, but I have no idea, señorita. I don’t even know that he exists. But it is always best that someone so young and so beautiful as the señorita should not take risks.”




  Skye was up against a blank wall and she knew it.




  They were not going to tell her what she wanted to know, but she felt her temper rising at being so obviously circumvented.




  She had been spoilt these last years since she had so much money and everything, except of course freedom, had been hers for the asking. She was certainly not used to people refusing her what she wanted to hear.




  She let a groom help her up on the horse’s back and, as she did so, two men came into the yard leading horses.




  “Are these the guides who are to accompany me today?” she enquired of the owner. “Where are the boys I had yesterday?”




  “I regret, señorita, they are otherwise engaged. These men are experienced guides and they will take you on a very pleasant ride.”




  Skye glanced at them. One was an Indian and the other had the clear-cut almost aristocratic features that are characteristic of Mariposans.




  They had mounted their horses and sat there, staring at her impassively. She did not know why, but she had an absurd inclination to refuse their company.




  “I would prefer to have the boys I had yesterday,” she observed petulantly.




  “Perdone, señorita,” the owner of the stables said, “tomorrow perhaps, but today it is impossible.”




  “Very well.”




  Skye turned her horse to lead the way from the stable yard. She was being fanciful, she thought. There was no reason why she should prefer the frightened boys who had run away yesterday when they thought that there was a chance of danger.




  The breeze was still blowing in from the sea. She put up her hand to steady the wide-brimmed hat she wore and was glad that the air was cooler than yesterday.




  She had not made the mistake again of wearing tight riding breeches. Instead she wore a loose riding skirt of soft red-brown leather that had been made for her in California. It was fringed Mexican-fashion and, as she rode down the dusty path from the stables, the eyes of the passers-by watching her from the roadside were full of admiration. Her shirt of leaf-green silk was cool against her skin and she felt untrammelled and happy.
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