



BETTER THE DEVIL YOU KNOW          
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   CHAPTER 1





   The day was coming in grey and cold when Diego stepped into the tavern.    

   "Buenas tardes, Don Diego. What a surprise to see you today, I’ve heard you didn't feel well yesterday." A familiar voice greeted him. 

   Diego quickly scanned his surroundings. 

   "I didn’t indeed, but we all know there's no better medicine than Victoria's lemonade." 

   The tavern owner overheard his last words and came closer to her friend: 

   "Diego, if you keep saying such things my customers will stop drinking wine!"  

   He gave her a wide grin and sat down opposite to Mendoza, hoping he'd be able to exchange some information for a plate of tamales. 

   "Hola, Victoria. Can you please bring something to eat for Sergeant, he looks so hungry!”   

   She left with a smile. Mendoza was overjoyed. 

   "Ah, gracias, Don Diego, you are a true friend. It's so easy to lose energy during the special exercise...." Diego quickly diverted his attention from the beautiful senorita to Mendoza: 

   "Exercise? Don't tell me the Alcalde isn't happy with the competence of his soldiers! Don't you work hard enough?" 

   Sergeant had a serious and important expression:

   "We've been working harder than ever, but he's never satisfied. And he said he'd never be till we capture Zorro. That's why we must learn to climb up the roofs and ride like a wind." The idea of Mendoza climbing up the roof and riding like a wind was too much to bear for Diego. He burst out laughing but managed to cover it with a faked cough. So Alcalde had a new plan, well, it was time he did something, Zorro had been about to get bored! 

   Victoria brought a glass of his favourite lemonade and a dinner for his uniformed friend. She hesitated for a second but finally asked:

   "Can I have a word with you, Diego?" He nodded quickly and was about to stand up. 

   "No, not now." She seemed to be a little nervous. "Later." 

   He nodded again and watched her disappear behind the kitchen curtains. 

   "Ah-oh, what is going on? Did I miss something? Why would Senorita want to talk to you in privacy?"      

   "I don't know, Sergeant." Diego interrupted him to sort out his own thoughts. "Guess I'll soon find out." 

   He didn't have to wait long. All of a sudden Victoria announced that she would be closing in minutes and started to collect empty glasses. Couple of men were trying to stay for as long as possible. From her nervous behaviour on that day it was obvious that Victoria was troubled and they were curious about what had Diego De La Vega to do with it. As she passed by the table where Diego sat she asked him to stay and wait till she finished. He couldn't believe she said that in front of so many people. It sounded so.... improper! Diego quickly said:

   "Shall I start with the wine-bottles my father sent yesterday or should I get the barrel first?" She realized he was trying to protect her reputation. 

   "Well, the bottles must be stored first...." The men looked at one another, visibly not convinced by the quick cover-up, but took their leave. Diego watched Victoria for a minute and then took a cloth from a basin and started to wipe the tables. She burst into laughter when she saw just how he struggled with such an easy task. 

   "Oh, Diego, I didn't want you to stay to help me." 

   He closed the distance between them in two steps. 

   "Then why?" 

   He was now so close she could feel his body heat. She took a little step back, stammering:

   "Well, it wasn't probably.... a good idea.... I just wanted to ... oh, nothing...." 

   He was puzzled. 

   "What's wrong, Victoria? What did you want to talk about? You know you can trust me.  Whatever the problem, I will not write in the Guardian about it." 

   She smiled and relaxed a bit. 

   "Well, I certainly hope so. Put the cloth down and sit." 

   When he did so, she sat down too, facing him, but looking down at the table. He waited patiently for her to start. It took a while but finally she began to speak, now trying to eye-pierce her own hands. 

   "Diego, I know I shouldn't talk about it...with you...but I don't have anyone else to turn to. I mean...you might feel uncomfortable and...." 

   He reminded silent. Suddenly he wasn't sure he wanted to know. Something was wrong and that something was about Zorro, of that he was sure. Victoria went on:

   "You know about me and Zorro, everyone knows. It's been so long...too long...since he asked me.... you know, he asked me to be his wife." 

   "He did?" Diego tried to sound surprised. 

   "Yes, but I'm not sure...."  

   His mind was racing. What was she trying to say?  

   "Not sure about what?" He was desperate to know what it was on Victoria’s mind. 

   "If it's possible for him to ever marry me. There is no hope that this pueblo will ever be free from injustice and oppression ... and he will not give up his fight, and I'm not even sure whether he still loves me..." 

   Her eyes started to shed tears and Diego was instantly by her side, kneeling, his arms wrapped around her shoulders. He had to use all his self-control to stay still and to not kiss all her doubts away. He understood her fears and felt her pain and still couldn't do much about it. Or could he? She's now asking for advice, what should he say to make her feel better? What did she need to hear? 

   "Victoria, I'm sure you don't have any reason to doubt his love. Doesn't he risk his life time and again to only be able to see you, to kiss you...?" 

   She pushed him away:

   "What? Did you see us kissing? Did you spy on us?" 

   He chuckled:

   "I don't need to do that to know what you two do." 

   Her eyes grew wide, but he was glad she was now in a different mood. Although he didn't manage to cheer her up, at least he made her furious, and didn't mind becoming the victim of her fury. Anything was better than her tears! But his secret joy didn't last long. After she made him sit back at his side of the table she turned serious again:

   "Now, Senor, you are a man, and I want to know.... if a woman loved you... what would make you forget everything, and want to marry her?"

   She felt ashamed asking such questions her male friend but needed to know. 

   Diego was fighting his own ego in his mind. Should he support Zorro and try to convince Victoria of his love? Or should he take the advantage of the situation and let Zorro down in favour of his real self? No, he wouldn't dare giving her his real opinion. He was too much involved to be objective, and he knew it. 

   "There is no recipe for such a thing, Victoria. Try to talk to him. He'll come up with something." 

   The beauty before him gave him a long, empty look. 

   "What? Is that all you can tell me?" She was furious again and he decided it was better to leave, knowing there was nothing he could do for her at that moment. 

   "I'm sorry. I just don't feel like the right person to advise you on capturing Zorro." 

   Luckily, although still angry, Victoria understood his reluctance to answer and even found his little joke amusing. Yes, it must had looked like she's trying to capture Zorro now, but it's only to love him and to be with him... 

   "If you don't mind, I'd rather go now, although we'll probably become the main gossip’s victims tomorrow anyway, I wouldn't like to make the matter any worse...." 

   She knew he was right, but said:

   "Oh, don't worry, Diego, no one would ever believe you did anything except putting away those wine-bottles here." 

   She giggled, never knowing how much she hurt him by saying it. However, he smiled at her understandingly, and wished her a good night sleep. Victoria frowned as she locked the door behind him. What did she expect? Diego was not the luckiest choice for advice of this kind. Diego was a strange man. Rather mysterious man. Man? He certainly looked like one! She blushed at the thought. But he knew nothing about relationships, or women, or love...It's a shame, really. With his looks he could have any woman in the pueblo begging for his attention. And there were plenty of girls eyeing his body, she knew, she was one of them! Of course she would never admit it. Anyway, he never showed a sign of interest in any of the beauties. She now realized how lucky she was when Zorro fell in love with her. He could have picked any girl... She got an idea. She knew Zorro to be a very passionate man. Well, let's see just how much passion he can take control of! She knew she shouldn't plan on teasing him, but she so desperately wanted him to want her, maybe that would help him with setting the date. She never stopped thinking about him till she fell asleep.

































   CHAPTER 2







   Diego took a longer route back home. He didn’t rush, making himself comfortable in Dulcinela’s saddle. He was confused. Why was Victoria in such a hurry to become Zorro’s wife all of a sudden? They waited long, right, but tonight she sounded so determined, like she didn’t want to wait another minute. She doubts Zorro’s love but wanted desperately to marry him. It didn’t make much sense to him. Ah, women are so unpredictable. One was clear - Victoria wanted more from their relationship than she was getting and he didn’t blame her. It had really been too long... So what should he do? Reveal his secret? How? Should he come to her and say >Look, Querida, who’s been hidden behind the mask! It’s me, your trusted friend! < No! He had to find out what she really thought of Diego first. And he needed to see how she’d react to seeing Zorro now. He didn’t make an appearance for weeks. Perhaps that’s why she didn’t feel loved. Sometimes he forgot about his advantage - being able to come and see her anytime he liked, although he had to hide the man she loved deep inside him and play dull. He wanted so much to marry her ... well, wasn’t it what she wanted? No, she wanted to marry Zorro, and knew the chances for it to happen practically didn’t exist. There must have been something he could do. It’s time to show Victoria there’s also the other Diego - the man with qualities of Zorro. 



   ---------------



   Shortly after his arrival back to his hacienda he heard his father calling him:

   "Where have you been, Diego? Ah, don't even try to lie to me. Don Richard stopped here on his way home from the tavern. It's been over three hours since it was closed. Is it true you stayed there alone with Victoria?" Alejandro demanded an answer.

   "Well, Father, you seem to know everything, do you also happen to know where Felipe is?"

   "I sent him to bed already. Diego, you didn't answer my question!"

   "Didn't I? Oh, I'm sorry, Father. I feel so tired today. And - I'm afraid I will not be able to stay at the rancho tomorrow. I have business to attend in the pueblo."

   “Helping Victoria?” Alejandro asked sharply and watched in amazement how easy his son was taking it. 

   “Only in the evening. First I need to finish new issue of the Guardian. Good night, Father.”                   Alejandro realized there was something about his son he never figured out. Diego appeared to be such a weak man, and yet no one was ever able to defeat him in any way. Not that Diego would ever really fight; he had his unique ways to avoid any serious disagreements and was an expert in staying out of trouble. How was that possible? He’s not really a coward; he never ran from anything, he’s just never there when needed. Like he could predict what would happen. And he had secrets, Alejandro knew for sure. His son was very often missing for hours and sometimes even at nights. Alejandro started to be suspicious about it last year, worrying about his son. He thought Diego was just a bit of a loner at first but than he realized that the night trips were usually followed by an exceptionally good mood in the mornings, though Diego himself looked and must have felt tired. Alejandro refused to believe that his son would have a mistress, but couldn’t come up with any better explanation. He also couldn’t think of any woman in the pueblo that could be a possible object of his son’s desires. Most of all he couldn’t believe Diego would do this. Although weak and shy, Diego had a pride and honour of De La Vegas. That’s why Alejandro was so upset to hear about him staying at the tavern with Victoria. There would be a very nasty gossip spreading all over Los Angeles, and Diego’s already planning on seeing her tomorrow again! Alejandro hoped for his son to finally find a woman to love and marry, but the young man seemed to be looking in wrong places. Well, Victoria would be most welcome into the family, Alejandro loved her like his own daughter, but she was in love with Zorro... Alejandro wondered how that love-story would end. It’s not easy to be in love nowadays; perhaps he shouldn’t blame Diego for not being able to provide him with grandchildren yet...



   Diego knew Felipe would not be in bed yet. He sneaked into the library and entered the hidden cave through the fireplace. He found the young boy half asleep on a pile of hay. When Felipe realized Diego was there he cheered up and waited for his master to tell him what needed to be done. 

   “Felipe, you do more for me than you have to. You don’t have to stay up so late just because I’m gone.” 

   The boy made a Zorro sign and Diego shook his head:

   ”No, Zorro has not been needed for a long time, but tomorrow night he’ll ride again. I want you to get Toronado ready then but you are not to wait for him to come back.” 

   When he saw Felipe’s confused look, he added:

   ”He’s just going to see Victoria.” 

   The teenager grinned widely and made a sign Diego refused to understand. 

   “Get lost now!”

   Diego slapped him playfully and Felipe ran towards the stairs and when out of Diego’s reach, he turned back and made the sign again. Diego moved to get him but Felipe was faster and disappeared up the stairs. Diego checked on Toronado, everything was in perfect order and the horse was chewing some fresh hay happily. Diego marvelled at the young boy’s ability to do everything so well and still managing to do extra job for Zorro. Diego never thought of Felipe as his manservant, he was like a little brother to him. A cheeky little brother, thought the young Don, remembering Felipe’s naughty remark. He thought of Victoria again. What a situation they’re in! They’re caught in a trap and he’s the one who set it. Now it’s up to him to get them out of it. Hopefully tomorrow he would learn more about Victoria’s opinion on him. And hopefully it wouldn’t be too disappointing. He left the cave and headed for his room.

On the next day Diego stopped in the tavern before going to his newspaper office. Victoria was a little surprised to see him so early but did her best not to show it. She gave him a glass of lemonade and a nice smile. 

   “Nice and bright today, as I can see...” He commented on her good mood. 

   And in a good mood she was. She was thinking all night, and made a plan. She now felt like she finally had a chance to do something - something to improve her relationship with the masked man. She decided to push it a little bit further, by taking advantage of herself being a woman. For she knew he’s a man of honour and would not go too far unless they were married. And there was no sign of him wanting to marry her anytime soon. So she would show him how the real love tasted like and see how long he would want to wait for it. She was looking forward to a new, exciting and tantalising experience. Let’s just wait for the Fox to come. 

   “Yes, Diego, I think I have an interesting future ahead of me.” 

   “No doubt about it.” 

   He was puzzled. He expected her to be acting strange, but not like she never had a problem in her life. 

   “Have you...” he scanned the tavern for the unwanted listeners “...talked to him yet?”  She smiled at him mischievously:

   ”No, not yet, and actually, I don’t think I will ever have to.” She laughed and moved to another table, leaving Diego absolutely perplexed. Well, Zorro would have to find out for himself... Diego quickly finished his drink and stood up to leave. 

   “You didn’t forget your promise, did you?” Victoria called after him, realizing a bit too late how it must have sounded to her customers. She hoped Diego would take care of it as usual, he was a perfect gentleman and always knew what to say, but to her surprise he didn’t bother this time. 

   “Sure I didn’t, Victoria. I’ll be with you before it’s dark.” 

   He knew he’d overdone it but enjoyed the reaction his answer caused. Victoria’s eyes widened in shock and her cheeks reddened instantly. She heard the whispers and just stood there till he left. She felt she had to explain the misunderstanding, and quickly turned to Maria, who had also been staring at those two in disbelief: 

   “Don Diego will help me with the new tavern sign. He’s very skilled at painting, and he said he’s got a paint that will last longer than the ordinary one....” Somehow she felt she didn’t sound convincing, although she spoke truth. She just waved her hand and forced herself to forget the matter.

   When Diego came back later that evening, she didn’t mention it for she knew it was as much her fault as it was his. As she was doing her usual every day clean up she often glanced at him. She admired the way he stroke the wood with the paint-brush, slowly and gently... concentrating on the very spot he touched, his hands so perfect, soft... and his handsome face so relaxed, with a lock of hair falling over his eyes...  She was confused by her own thoughts. This was Diego - and she was fascinated by his appearance. She wished she could look at Zorro like this. Without his mask on, without his black clothes...oops... she should stop thinking about him. Now!  

   “What a marvellous job!” She praised when he finished.“ You do have a talent, Senor De La Vega. Now, how can I thank you? Why don’t you stay here for dinner, I’m cooking some stew for tomorrow, it will be ready in a minute.”  

   “Thank you, Victoria, but I can’t stay.  I’ve already been here for too long, what would people think? And my father’s probably worried.” 

   He wished he could stay but knew it’s time for Zorro to appear. If Victoria wanted to talk to Diego, she would have done it already. Instead she was very quiet, and even a bit uncomfortable in his presence in the last couple of minutes.... Yes, he had to go, so that Zorro could come to do his work... Work? He’s about to visit the woman he loved and he thought of it as work?  It’s so strange, Diego thought, that with every Zorro’s word or touch she was more and more distant to his real self. Victoria didn’t dare to persuade him to stay any longer, and not knowing what else to say, she thanked him and saw him out. Then she went back to the kitchen to finish the stew. 



























   CHAPTER 3







   Victoria was just about to call it a day and go upstairs to her room when she suddenly felt someone else’s presence in the kitchen. She turned back sharply, outstretching her right arm in order to hit the intruder’s jaw. Luckily, the man, all dressed up in black, was fast enough to catch her hand before it hit the target. She gasped in surprise and threw herself into his arms. Hugging her tight, he whispered:  

   “I hope you’re not trying to hit me for a reason?”  

   “What if?”  

   “Oh, Querida, what have I done?” 

   “What about what you haven’t done?”  

   He lifted her chin to look into her eyes. 

   “What would that be, Senorita?”  

   She hesitated for a second, as he kissed her hand lightly. Should she start now? Well, if not now then when? She gently grasped his hand and pulled him closer. Sliding her hands around his waist, she pressed her cheek to his chest. His heartbeat quickened rapidly and she smiled, pleased with the effect she was having on him. And it was just the beginning. Zorro stood there, Victoria in his arms, or was he in her arms? She was stroking his back lightly and he took off his gloves and his hat, throwing it on the nearby table, and wrapped one arm around her shoulders, letting the other one play with her hair. He waited for her answer but she was too busy to speak as she now slid her hands from behind his back, locked them around his neck and pulled him down for a deep kiss. Zorro was surprised by her actions, never before has she been so initiative, she was always leaving the physical contact up to him to start ... and to finish ... He broke the kiss when he felt one of her hands slide down his chest, playing with the buttons on his shirt. He covered her hand with his and smiled at her innocently: 

   “You must have had an exciting day, Querida. Care to tell me about it?” 

   She was not happy to be interrupted; she didn’t expect him to pull off so soon! She enjoyed touching him, and felt him shudder under her touch. But he still seemed to be in absolute control over his desires. She’d have to try harder to beat the proper gentleman in him for a while. No time for talking, she decided, and ignored his question again. She gently pushed him backwards.          He was confused but didn’t say a word. She indicated for him to sit on a bench and sat right beside him, never breaking the eye contact, and now kissing him again. For a minute he got lost in his own passion, tasting her lips, feeling her soft body pressed against his own, revelling in her touch. And touch she did! She roamed her hands all over his back and shoulders, up to his neck and down his chest and before he realized it she had most of the buttons on his shirt opened, stripping the silky material off his shoulders. He pushed her away quickly, maybe a bit too roughly, breathing heavily, staring at her like he never saw her before. 

   “Victoria, I’m sorry...”  

   “For what?” She snapped at him, knowing her plan was working, and he was fighting not to lose his resolve. 

   For now she was content. She knew he would stop her eventually, and he did. Now he’s left wanting more. Well, she just hadn’t realized how much this game could affect her. Her lips burning for his kiss weren’t the only problem she was left with. Her whole body was screaming for his touch, and she was swept by the wave of desire she’s never known before. Now she was caught in a trap she set up for him! She watched him take a deep breath:

   ”Oh, Querida, I wish we were free to ... ”  

   “Maybe you should come up with something...” 

   He smiled realizing she used Diego’s words to express herself. 

   She went on, nervously:

   ”I mean...if you still love me, it is.”  

   He reached for her hands and squeezed them lightly:

   ”Oh, Bella, you know I do love you. And believe me, it is every day that I look for a way to be with you - forever - without this mask on, knowing you’re safe. But now there are things I need to know, and I must ask you this.... Victoria, if I didn’t exist you’d surely be married already ... And I want to know, maybe you can think of someone in particular, who would you marry?” 

   She didn’t expect such a question, and instead of thinking of the answer she wondered why would Zorro want to know such a thing.  She was silent so he went on: 

   ”I mean - maybe you’d marry Diego De La Vega, you two seem to be close...” 

   Her eyes grew wide. That’s it! Mr. Perfect was jealous! Did he know about Diego staying in the tavern for the last two evenings? She quickly decided to sweep all his worries away: 

   “No way. I would never marry Diego. He is my friend, and he’s a good man but he’s just so...unattractive....” 

   At that moment Diego was glad to have the mask on as his face hardened with pain. He did his best to avoid the eye contact with her so that she wouldn’t see his hurt look. She didn’t look at him either, but for a different reason. She wasn’t telling the truth but wanted so badly to convince him that he was the only man she’d ever wanted... 

   “What do you mean?” He managed to ask. 

   “Well, you know, he’s not the sort of a man women want. Just...mentally and physically...unattractive.” He expected anything but this. It’s not about Diego being dull or lazy or a coward - all those things could be easily explained as a part of the disguise. But being physically unattractive to women, and especially to Victoria.... How was it possible she didn’t mind Zorro’s figure? The truth was that his face and body were well hidden beneath the black silk. She’s obviously imagining a better-looking man, someone super-natural, a Greek God perhaps, someone Diego would never be able to compete with. So even Zorro - if she saw more of his body - would be a disappointment for her! He reached up to button up his shirt in panic, but she pushed his hands off and did it for him. Slowly, gently. He watched her beautiful face but couldn’t figure out what she was thinking. He was devastated. He was hurt. And he couldn’t think of one sensible thing to say. 

   “I must go, Victoria.” He quickly stroke her cheek before getting up swiftly, picking up his sombrero and gloves.

   ”Now? You’ve only...”  

   “Buenas noches.” He interrupted her before disappearing through the back door. 

   She sat there motionless. Something was wrong, she knew, and wanted to sort out all her thoughts before coming to a conclusion.  She went a little too far with her teasing, that’s for sure, but that wasn’t what upset him so... or was it? He’s a gentleman, probably a caballero, and she acted like she was ready to give herself to him right here - on the tavern bench! No, he knew she was just teasing him. But maybe she scared him a bit. Maybe he just didn’t know what to do, inexperienced in the field of lovemaking just like she was...Or was he? How much did she know about him, anyway? Who was he really? What did he do when there’s no need for Zorro? What about his family, did they approve of his actions? Weren’t they terrified, every time he rode, that he could be hurt? And did they approve of him courting her?  And he - did he ever come to see her without his mask on? Who-was-he? Victoria didn’t give much more thought to his early leave that night. His hasty and unexpected departures became a habit already. For now she decided to sleep on it.



   





   CHAPTER 4





   Zorro found Toronado just round the corner of the tavern and before lifting himself into the saddle he took a quick look around. Everything was quiet and he felt he was surrounded by emptiness. He wanted to forget Victoria’s stinging words so he decided to get a bit of an excitement and started to skirt around the pueblo though he knew it would put him into unnecessary danger. He was sure to meet a parole and for the first time he was truly happy when it happened. Two soldiers rode the military horses with no enthusiasm at all, visibly bored and tired. That gave Zorro the idea. Instead of avoiding the contact he rode straight into them. The surprised soldiers had to hold on tight to stay in their saddles, especially after Zorro cut the horses’ reins with his blade and cracked his whip loudly. The horses took off in a flash with the soldiers unable to get them under control. “Riding like a wind are you? The Alcalde will be proud of you!” Zorro exhaled disappointedly. 

   He realized nothing would lighten up his mood now. He brushed his hand through Toronado’s mane, saying:

   ”Let’s go home, boy, let’s just go.”

   For days Diego was hard to find. He would not show up in the pueblo, let alone in the tavern, and didn’t spend much time at home either. Alejandro started to be worried but didn’t find any opportunity to discuss the matter with his son. Every time he saw him Diego excused himself saying he’d be back later. Alejandro had a feeling it had something to do with Victoria. He couldn’t explain it but somehow he knew his son had feelings for her. But he of course didn’t know his son now seriously doubted his chances to marry her, and didn’t know what to do. How could he ever let her touch him again, knowing what she really thought about him? He knew he had to get on with it, but wasn’t sure whether he could simply pretend everything was all right. 







   He hardly managed to cover his shock when he suddenly found Victoria at his own home, having a cup of tea with his father. 

   “Here you are, son! We thought you’d never come home. Victoria accepted my invitation for dinner and I promised her you’d join us.” 

   “Father, Victoria, ...  I’m sorry but I have some business to attend...” 

   “Nonsense, Diego. For once in your life stay where you’re needed. You’ve been in a disastrous mood lately -” 

   Diego realized there was nowhere to run. He had to face the facts sooner or later.  “Alright, alright. I apologize. Thank you, Victoria, for coming.”  

   She smiled at him wondering what could have happened to him. But as he took a seat and started his usual polite conversation, she forgot all about it. After the dinner they talked about  "good old days”, Diego’s and Victoria’s childhood, and all three of them enjoyed themselves.    After those long days of absence Diego was fascinated by Victoria’s presence, and couldn’t get enough of her, trying to absorb her every word, expression and smile. Nothing mattered as long as she was with him. Alejandro was overjoyed, realizing he'd hit the right spot by inviting Victoria to come over. He just didn’t know what to do next to help his troubled son. He assumed Diego was in love with the Senorita but knew she loved Zorro. ...Well, at least his son now started to act like he’s alive again. 

   “Excuse me now, my children, I think I’ll call it a day. Diego, I rely on you making sure Victoria gets home safely.” 

   They said their goodnights and Diego, realizing he was once again alone with her, got nervous. It took him a while to relax, but it wasn’t the same. Especially when Victoria started to bring up the topics he didn’t feel like discussing. 

   “Your father is right, Diego. You weren’t acting yourself lately, is there anything wrong?”  

   He decided to divert the question:

   ”Don’t worry about me. Instead, I think you should tell me how your relationship with Zorro progressed over the last days.” 

   He expected her to change the subject but to his great surprise she talked freely: 

   “I haven’t seen him for days. On the other night we talked a little, and we also discussed you...” 

   She hoped to find the reason for Zorro’s jealousy. She didn’t notice she caught him completely off-guard and carried on:

   ”You know, Zorro asked... he thinks...I think you are...” 

   She didn’t know how to put it and Diego misinterpreted her nervousness. His clouded mind couldn’t produce anything but the memory of what hurt him so. 

   “Unattractive?” 

   He realized what he just said a bit too late. Victoria stared at him, trying to sort out her thoughts. How did he know? - How? She was lost. 

   “No! That’s not what I wanted to say.” 

   She saw his hurt impression. 

   His voice was low but steady:

   ”But you said it to Zorro.” 

   He knew he was playing with fire, revealing too much, but he needed to do something. He couldn’t hide in fear. Victoria lowered her eyes. It didn’t matter how Diego found out. She hurt him terribly. That’s what haunted him for days. Now she should tell him she didn’t mean it. She should tell him the truth. He was attractive. He was very attractive, actually. But how would she ever explain it to Zorro? No, she couldn’t say it now. 

   “I’m sorry, Diego.”  

   He forced himself to smile:

   ”Don’t worry about me, Victoria. Now, it’s getting late. Let me escort you home.” 

   She felt guilty and wanted to give her friend a big hug for being so unselfishly good to her. What a nice man Diego was! She never thought about how much he meant to her. How many times he helped her and how many times she openly expressed her not really flattering opinion on him. And he was there for her when she needed him, in his own way, this well educated man, always respecting her, supporting her decisions even if he himself didn’t fully agree with them. 

  On their way to the pueblo they were both silent. But as Diego helped Victoria down from the wagon, he whispered:

   ”No matter what you think, I still feel the same about you.”

   They were standing there, Diego still holding her hand after helping her step down. Victoria smiled at him but her heart hurt for him and she stroke his cheek gently with her other hand. He didn’t dare move, finding her gesture way too friendly, and listened to her saying:

   ”Diego, not everything is what it seems. And we don’t always tell the truth...what I mean is... I hurt you but it was...”  

   “Thank you, Senorita. I said don’t worry about me.” 

   He thought she just felt sorry for him and didn’t want her to have to lie. He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her palm softly before bowing his head and turning to leave. But she spoke again, with determination in her voice:

   ”I know I’ll have a lot explaining to do to Zorro, but you should know this. It was a lie what I said about you, and I’m truly sorry for ever saying it.” Diego stopped at mid-motion, trying to think of the most suitable answer. But she wasn’t finished yet:

   ”And now I want to know the truth. You and Zorro are...” 

   His heart skipped couple of beats. Did she figure it out? He turned slowly to face her again, and watched her struggle with words.

   ”...It seems like...you said before that you don’t have to spy on us to know...you know. Does that mean he tells you things...are you two friends or something?” 

   ”In a way, yes.” He grinned. 

   “Do you know who he is, Diego?” 

   Now he stroke her cheek with his fingers:

   ”He is a part of an ordinary man, Victoria. Buenas noches.” 

   With that he took his leave. He was glad Victoria found him attractive after all. 

   But Victoria was left sleepless. She had so much to think about! To her own surprise she didn’t spend much time thinking of Zorro. She was confused a little, Diego seemed so different tonight, he’s so unpredictable, so interesting! He said things that sounded more than friendly, and even Alejandro - the way he left them alone so early, like he knew they’d needed to talk...And how come Zorro trusted Diego enough to tell him such things...? Realizing Zorro shared their private conversation with HER friend she grew furious. She’d ask him about it. She’d never expect this from Zorro, and from Diego neither, for that matter. But why would Zorro tell Diego that she thought he’s unattractive? He must have known it’d hurt him. Unless he wanted to... It didn’t make any sense. But one was clear. Diego knew Zorro’s identity. He knew more than anyone would ever dream of. It seemed like the clever Fox knew where to look for friends. Maybe his secret cave was on De La Vega’s land. Maybe.... 





















 



   CHAPTER 5





   Couple of days later, early in the morning, Victoria woke up with a strange feeling. Feeling of not being alone in her room. Opening her eyes she froze in a shock when she realized it was Zorro standing by her bed, now leaning over, handing her a tray with a cup of tea and a piece of sweet bread. 

   “Buenos Dias, Querida. I took the liberty of preparing a simple breakfast for you.” 

   She shook her head in disbelief: 

   “Zorro, what are you ... What is...? “  

   He grinned at her: 

   “I’d like to spend a whole day with you. And I thought it would be best to start it in the morning...” 

   Her heart melted. It’s a dream come true! But what about the tavern? Like he could read her mind, Zorro said: 

   “Don’t worry about your business, I already took care of it. Today you’ll officially go to Santa Paula to buy merchandise that actually is already in your cellar. Now if you don’t have any more questions please eat your breakfast. I’ll meet you at the pueblo gate.” 

   He bent down to kiss her hand and disappeared before she even had a chance to speak. She wanted to be cross with him for not even asking if she liked the idea but couldn’t because she loved it and more than that she loved him, and surprises of this kind always excited her. She got ready in no time, and rushing into the kitchen she quickly packed some food for a picnic. In the stable she found her mare saddled and ready. Victoria took off, leaving the tavern and her everyday routine behind her for a day. Once at the pueblo gate she cautiously looked around.    There was no one there, everyone in the pueblo was probably asleep as it was still pretty early, but Zorro was nowhere to be seen either. But then, out of nowhere, Zorro appeared right beside her, Toronado rearing impatiently in progress of a long ride. She flinched in surprise. 

   “Oh-ho, Bella, no need to worry, I’m not here to harm you!” The masked man said. 

   “I certainly hope so. Now, where are you taking me, Senor Zorro?” She blushed.

   He looked in her eyes:

   ”Closer to our future.” 

   They sped up, soon disappearing over the horizon. When far enough from the pueblo, they got off their horses and just strolled, holding hands, not saying much but quietly enjoying each other’s presence. At about midday, they found a perfect spot for the picnic. Zorro spread down a blanket under an old willow-tree and after Victoria sat down he positioned himself beside her, making himself comfortable, his eyes never leaving her. Victoria was a bit embarrassed, not knowing what to do or say. She was also a bit worried. Although she trusted Zorro completely, she wasn’t so sure about what he expected from her. But the very same feeling also excited her and she secretly wished they hadn't only had a picnic there. But unlike on the other day, now she didn’t dare to tease him and decided to talk:

   ”Do you think of me when you’re not Zorro?” 

   He reached for her hand and kissed her palm:

   ”If a star fell every time I think of you, there would be none, Victoria.” 

   She liked that. 

   “Take of your mask, Zorro. I want to know...” 

   He looked down, thinking: 

   “There is nothing I would rather do, my precious, but so far I can’t. Trust me on that. I’m still a wanted criminal and I’ll do nothing to put you in an unnecessary danger....” She was disappointed:

   ”I am not afraid. Aren’t I in danger now? Being here with you?”  

   He answered quietly:

   ”Not yet. But later in the afternoon there will be couple of Alcalde’s men searching this area for me.” 

   “This far from the pueblo?” 

   "The Alcalde’s hoping to find my hide-out. Sometimes when I’m bored I go and watch the soldiers looking for me.” 

   “When you’re bored you should come to me, maybe we’d find something exciting for you to do.” 

   She caught her words too late and blushed. In embarrassment she tried to smooth her hair, ruffled by wind, and he reached out to stop her: 

   “Your hair has a fire, just like you, and I love it.” 

   She smiled at him: 

   “You might get burned, aren’t you worried?” Before she realized, he held her tight in his arms, whispering into her hair:

   ”I’d like that, Querida.” 

   She felt waves of desire wash all over her body and had to concentrate hard not to tear his shirt off instantly. When his lips brushed her cheek, jaw and slid to her neck she responded by lying on her back, pulling him down on top of her. He gently kissed her lips and stroke her chin, and lifted himself slightly off her body, leaving her trembling for more. She was a little disappointed by the sudden end to the pleasure he was generating in her. She was wondering what it would take for him to lose his resolve and control over his actions...would he be willing to forget all the proper conduct and go further? Without thinking, she reached out for him once again and pulled him down for another kiss. Still tasting his lips, she started to untie his sash. Feeling her touch on his waist he responded more passionately than she expected. He trailed his kisses down her neck to her chest, pulling her blouse down her shoulders. She suddenly pushed him off with all her might. She was confused and frightened by her own actions. This didn’t seem right. She could not give herself to him. Not now. Not here. Not with his mask on!  The masked man himself was shaken and maybe even frightened:

   ”I’m sorry, Bella, I’m so sorry! Please forgive me...” 

   He quickly straitened up his shirt and sash and looked away as Victoria pulled up her blouse.      She knew it was her fault they got in a situation like this and felt she should say something for him to stop blaming himself. 

   “It was me participating too, remember? Let’s just not...” 

   She looked into his scared eyes and couldn’t but laugh. Seeing her relaxed and not angry or terrified he laughed too. They certainly had a lot to learn about situations like this and about each other as well, he realized. Victoria thought about it too, and was a bit sorry for her reaction. She wondered if he would stop if she didn’t. Her thoughts were interrupted as Zorro peeped into the picnic basket:

   ”So, what have we got here?” She started to unpack the food and drinks. The masked man watched her every move and marvelled at her beauty. He felt like holding her again, but knew they had to wait. He longed to reveal his identity to her to be sure she could love him as himself. But the chances of that seemed slight. Victoria never showed any interest in Diego.

   ”Aren’t you hungry, Zorro? Or do you think my food is not worth eating?” 

   He now noticed the food in front of him:

   ”Oh, Bella, I am the one who never leaves a bit on the plate when you cook.” 

   Her eyes widened:

   ”Do you ever come to my tavern to eat?” 

   “I never missed an opportunity to do so.” 

   “What’s your favourite?” 

   Victoria tried to find more clues as to her love’s identity and he knew it. 

   “Everything you touch tastes like heaven.” 

   She realized he was not to say more.

   ”Eat up then. I want to see you’re telling the truth.” 

   While eating they managed to relax their minds and bodies. Then they lay down next to each other, and Zorro recited some poetry to her. Victoria felt she was the luckiest woman on Earth. 

    They both hated to get up and set off back for the pueblo but Zorro pointed out that it was getting late and they were likely to be found by the first patrols. As they slowly rode their horses Zorro was on the check. Victoria found it fascinating to watch him, and felt safe being protected by the famous hero himself. 

   Suddenly, Zorro brought Toronado to a halt. Victoria also stopped her mare, curious what was going on. She couldn’t see nor hear anything unusual. 

   “What is it? Why did we...” 

   “Sssh...” 

   She tried to listen again. Now she could hear it too. Somewhere in the distance there was a woman screaming. She was amazed to see how fast Zorro reacted. Immediately finding the direction he turned left and pulling on Victoria’s mare’s reins he brought them into a fast trot towards the now ear-piercing screams. Victoria was trying to catch her breath: 

   “It can be an ambush, Zorro!” 

   “If it is then I want you to say I kidnapped you.” 

   “That’s not what I mean! I’m worried about you, not myself!”  

   They found an old neglected cottage, where obviously no one lived for years. The cries were coming from inside. Zorro quickly scanned the surroundings and heading inside he ordered:

   ”Stay here now, Victoria.” 

   But she ignored his order and followed him inside the cottage, making it clear she would do what she pleased. Zorro didn’t mind for as soon as he got in he knew it was not an ambush. It was a real trouble.

  A very pregnant, young woman lay on the old mattress. Her face pale, she pulled her frightened eyes from Zorro and looked at Victoria. Before Victoria realized what was happening Zorro was by the woman’s side:

   ”Are you alright, Angela?” 

   It took Victoria a minute to remember who the woman was. The young, stunningly beautiful daughter of a French man. Although her mother was Spanish she was brought up in France and after her parents died she came to Los Angeles to see where her mother came from. The Alcalde didn’t support the idea of the young half-French girl visiting the pueblo. Spain was in war with France and DeSoto saw an enemy in Angela too. He couldn’t find a legal way to get rid of her so he sent a bandit to do the job for him. From that of course Zorro saved her, and personally escorted her to Monterey, after she herself refused to stay in the pueblo. Victoria remembered being terrified knowing her loved one would spend two days and a night in the presence of such a beauty. Now a crazy idea popped into Victoria’s mind: When was that? She quickly counted the months and gasped when she stopped at number nine. Can’t be! She looked at Zorro. He was talking to the girl ... in French! Victoria had no idea he spoke French! And the young woman seemed quite upset. She was now yelling at Zorro angrily but he didn’t fight back, he didn’t even try to calm her down. He just lowered his head and listened to her shouting. Victoria shook her head. She decided it’s just her imagination, some kind of mistake, and a coincident. Such a thing just could not be true.

   Angela had a pain and gave another scream. Victoria was getting in panic:

   ”What shall we do, Zorro? We must help her! But I don’t think...I was never...I don’t know what to do!” 

   She was shaking visibly but he seemed calm.

   “Please don’t worry. See if you can boil some water. Lots of water. If you find any white sheets or clothes, boil it in the water.” 

   He walked out of the cottage and Victoria thought he ran away. She was terrified. Not knowing what else to do, she followed Zorro’s orders. He was back in a minute, bringing Toronado’s saddlebags in. He threw it in the corner, turned to Victoria, kissed her cheek lightly and whispered in her ear: 

   “Don’t worry, Bella, I’ll come back, promise.” 

   Then he said in a louder voice towards where Angela lay:

   ”I’ll try to get help. Au Revoir.” 

   But Victoria knew he would not be able to get help in time. Angela’s pains were becoming quicker and quicker and they were too far from the pueblo. She didn’t blame Zorro for leaving; she understood this was not a place for a man to be now. Soon she had the water ready and even found some white clothes. She tried to calm Angela down, although she herself was more than just scared. Angela had a fever and was constantly shouting something in French. 

   “What can I do for you, Angela, how can I help?” 

   “Now he’s gone!” Angela went on. ”It’s all his fault!”

   Victoria gave her a drink of water. 

   “Who’s fault is what?”  

   “Don’t you understand? Zorro is responsible for this!” 

   She cried in pain again. Victoria’s mind was completely blown. Zorro - responsible for this?  No, he would not ... She counted again. Nine months. Right. 

   She stood there trying to find any other explanation - there was none. Now her dream-day instantly changed into a nightmare. Did he think he could get away with this? How could he do that? ...

   “Help me!” Angela now cried constantly. 

   Victoria got into panics again. She couldn’t do this! She never even saw a baby being born! 

   Suddenly, the door opened and in stepped - Diego!  

		 





















   CHAPTER 6                                                 





    Victoria stared at Diego for what seemed like eternity. He walked straight to Angela: 

   "Senora, don't be afraid, we'll get you out of this."

   He touched her forehead and pulled a handkerchief out of his jacket, wiping her face carefully. Victoria was still eye-piercing his back. When he turned and saw her expression, he explained:

   „Zorro told me. He couldn't come back... the patrols ..." 

   Diego kneeled by the woman's legs. Gently he tried to lift the blanket that covered her. Victoria, in a shock, looked on. In a panic of modesty Angela held the blanket down about her, staring at the man. 

   "Come on, Senora, I've got to get you ready." Diego said persuasively.

   Still she clutched at the quilt. Victoria stepped over. She had no idea how Diego got there and what he meant to do. 

   'Diego will probably faint any minute', she thought. But now she felt she had to stand by him. 

   "Angela," She said, "do as Don Diego says." 

   Angela's frightened eyes swung to Victoria, and then reluctantly she let go her hold on the blanket. Diego lifted it: 

   "She's almost ready to deliver. Victoria, get the water and the cloths." 

   He rushed to the corner where the saddlebags were, and pulled out a knife and a little bag with white powder in it. He sprinkled some into the water. 

   "What is it?" Victoria asked. 

   "Bichloride of mercury. It will sterilize the water."

    He also sterilized the knife and then moved all the things to where Angela lay. Victoria was confused. Diego knew exactly where Zorro's things were, and he seemed to know lots about childbirth! It was definitely more than she knew! She was now glad to have him there.

The birth started. Victoria was amazed to see just how calm Diego was. He asked her to warm up some cloths for the baby, and she was relieved she could do that instead of helping with the actual birth. But she was becoming more and more nervous by a minute.

   It was taking long, the girl was exhausted and it was difficult for Diego to keep her conscious and willing to continue. She seemed to be giving up and Diego had to heighten his voice couple of times to make her keep trying. Finally, baby's head appeared. Diego supported it with his hands, and while Angela squealed weakly, the birth was completed. Diego cut the cord with the sterilized knife. Victoria wrung out the warm cloths and handed them to Diego when he washed the shrunken little baby. Then he handed the tiny little bundle to Angela. Victoria noticed his eyes were tired. She had millions of questions for him but he spoke first: 

   "Now we'll just wait for Doctor Hernandez to come. Let’s just get rid of these ... "

   He grabbed Toronado's saddlebags and walked out. She just nodded. She gained an absolute respect for the caballero, and would not dare to question his decisions now. But she would question other things. So when Diego came back in, she made him sit on an old bench and started her inquiry: 

   "How did you know what to do, Diego? Have you been present to a child-birth before?" 

   "Only to my own but unfortunately, I don't remember much." He smiled.

   She didn't find it funny.  

   "Diego, do you realize that you've just saved the baby's - and probably also Angela's life? " 

   Diego looked at the young woman, the baby on her chest, both breathing quietly. 

   "Miracles always find their way to come...."  

   Victoria noticed how his eyes softened when he looked at the newborn. 

   "I believe it's a miracle you're here. I would never manage to ... and how come that you got here so quickly? So far from the pueblo...?" 

   He realized he didn't even think of his cover-up story yet. 

   "Oh, it's a coincident, I just ... Well, main thing is that Zorro..." 

   Angela flinched at the sound of Zorro's name.

   "Where is he? It's all his fault! Where is he?!"

   She got into hysterics and Victoria gently took the baby from her arms while Diego tried to calm her down. 

   "I'm sure everything will turn out just fine. Get some rest, Senora." 

   Angela closed her eyes and almost immediately fell into an exhausted sleep. Victoria held the tiny child and realized what she's learnt. This was Zorro's baby. And he left. He ran away from his son. He left the woman he once loved and ran away! He ran away from the responsibility - Zorro - the people's hero and a symbol of a perfect gentleman. It couldn't be! Victoria tried hard to understand. Maybe that's why he never revealed his identity. He wanted to stay on the safe side. She still couldn't believe it. He wasn't the man she thought he was. All she lived and hoped for was now over... Her shoulders started to tremble and the first tear found its way down her cheek. Diego closed the distance between them:

   "Victoria, are you alright? You're tired. Here, sit down."

   He pushed her down into a wooden seater and stood beside her, stroking her hair.  She shivered. Zorro had touched her hair like this just a couple of hours ago. She had trusted him, was even ready to give herself to him, just like Angela had done. How had it happened? Had Angela seduced him? Or had he used his charm to take advantage of her?  Now it didn't seem to matter. Victoria found it strange but besides being devastated she also felt a bit relieved.    Looking at Angela, she whispered: 

   "It could have been me."

   She didn't intend Diego to hear it but he did. 

   "What do you mean, Victoria?" 

   She now wondered whether Diego knew it was Zorro's baby. After all, they were friends.  But she dismissed the idea. If she could doubt Zorro's honesty and manners, she'd never doubt Diego's. He'd never allow such a thing to happen. And if nothing else, he'd at least dismiss such a person as a friend. Perhaps she should tell him. But what would happen then? There's nothing Diego could do. Who knows how Zorro would react. Good question, Victoria thought. What will Zorro do now? He's got a son and the woman who obviously came back here for a reason. Maybe she wants Zorro to marry her. Maybe she wants him to pay for all the trouble. She sounded so upset with Zorro. And he didn't seem a bit surprised. Sad and sorry, but not surprised. Victoria started to sob: 

   "He said he'd come back... I don't want him to come back. I don't want to see him ... anymore!"

   Diego kneeled beside her. Was she mad at Zorro? Disappointed that he hadn't helped? She must have thought he let her in the trouble. But he couldn't stay there as Zorro. There was a real danger of Alcalde's soldiers finding the source of the cries, and if that happened there would be no way out and no time to fight. He didn't have time to ride all the way to the pueblo to get help and was glad he had brought his clothes with him. He got changed and sent Toronado back home with the written message for Felipe to find Doctor Hernandez and bring him over. He knew it was up to him to act and help deliver the child, and for the first time ever he seriously doubted his own chances to succeed. He read about the subject number of times but it never seemed so difficult and real! For a while he thought of his future with Victoria. He certainly wanted to have children but hated the idea of causing Victoria so much pain ... 

   Diego didn't know what to say. Again he was torn between protecting Zorro's identity and showing the real him to the woman he loved. He decided to play dull, at least for a while. 

   "What's wrong, Victoria? Are you talking about Zorro? He had to...”

   "Just forget it, Diego. I'm a little tired ... and confused..." 

   She was constantly looking at the baby in her arms, her tears escaping her eyes. Diego felt something was terribly wrong, but couldn't see what it was. He wanted to take her in his arms and hold her tight, he wanted to protect her, she's so fragile, so beautiful ... He reached out to touch her face, and stroke her cheek ever so lightly. He lifted her chin and bent his head to kiss her lips. It was her surprised look that brought his senses back and at the last moment, he quickly pecked her cheek and stood up.

   She stared at him in disbelief. He wanted to kiss her, she knew, she sensed it. Perhaps there was a reason for Zorro to be jealous ... Diego had some feelings for her! 

   Diego started to speak and she decided to leave the thought for later examination.

   "If you don't mind, Victoria, could you not tell anyone I was helping with the birth... you know, it was not a proper thing for me to do and...“

   "You deserve respect for what you have..."

   "Victoria, please!" He looked nervous and she had a feeling it was not modesty that made him so uncomfortable. There was a reason behind the lie she now agreed to tell. 

   When Angela woke up, Diego talked to her in French, which Victoria found strange. It almost looked as he didn't want Victoria to understand. However, Angela nodded and Diego exhaled slowly, obviously relieved. 

   Just then they've heard a commotion outside. In walked Dr. Hernandez, followed by Alejandro and two soldiers. Victoria stood up from where she sat, handed the baby to Diego and ran straight into the surprised soldiers, pushing them out:

   "Oh, no, not everybody's needed here. You get out of here quick!"

   "She's back. Good old Victoria...." Diego chuckled, " Doctor Hernandez, Father, thank you for coming. Do you remember Senorita Angela? Well, it seems like she came back to us and brought someone with her. Please, take a look at her, Doctor. The baby seems healthy and strong but she had a fever and..." 

   The Doctor was already doing what was necessary.

   Alejandro turned to Diego and Victoria. When he first saw them standing so close to each other, with the baby in Victoria's arms, he imagined how nice it would be if those two ...He shook his head: 

   "Now, how did you two happen to be here? " A suspicion crossed his mind. 

   "Victoria was on her way back from Santa Paula when I bumped into her. Actually, her mare almost ran over me. You see, I was taking some ground-samples for my experiments and I fell asleep and my horse disappeared while..."

   "Enough, Diego! You're a perfect disgrace - we all know that. If you at least tried to make something up..."

   "You want me to tell lies, Father?"

   "I want you to be De La Vega! Not a useless bookworm!"

   Victoria's heart cried for Diego. She realized how hurt Diego must have felt. She knew he didn't tell his father truth, and was becoming lost in all the lies. She herself didn't know what to think of Diego's sudden arrival after Zorro's leave, but she knew it was not a coincident. Diego was hiding something. Victoria studied his face, expecting him to say something back, but how surprised was she when he just assumed his usual dull, guilty look, and stayed quiet. Victoria started to open her mouth to say something for him; she felt she needed to protect him. This was not right. But Diego looked at her sternly and she realized there must have been a reason for him to stand the accusation. Perhaps his secret was worth keeping.

   Everyone thought it was Victoria who helped deliver the child and she found it hard to accept the respect that didn't belong to her. But Diego seemed to be pleased with her silence and even gave her a wink when the Doctor praised her for a wonderfully done job.

   "It almost seems like you won't need any help with delivering your own babies."

   Victoria didn't react to that comment at all. 

   "I took the liberty of offering Angela to stay at our hacienda, Father, until we make sure it's safe for her and the baby to go to the pueblo. You certainly remember she had not been particularly welcome there." Diego said and Alejandro agreed. 

   Victoria, on the other side, was more and more puzzled. Diego had given up the praise for saving the day for the sake of proper conduct, and then he put the woman up in his own house without even knowing where her husband was. Unless he indeed knew she had no husband!

   "But is it safe for them to be moved now? It's dark and it will take us at least two hours to get back." Victoria wondered. 

   As to prove she had a point, the baby woke up and started to cry.

   "He needs to be fed." Decided Doctor Hernandez, and Victoria handed the little boy to Angela, who woke up at the sound of her newborn. Alejandro and Diego walked out the door to give Angela chance to breast-feed in peace. A bit later Victoria called them back in:

   "Doctor Hernandez thinks it would be best to get them to the safety of your hacienda. We'll set off immediately." 

   They managed to move Angela into the carriage, and Alejandro grabbed the reins, while the Doctor sat inside the carriage, keeping an eye on Angela and the baby. Diego rode Alejandro's stallion and Victoria followed on her mare. The soldiers hurried into the pueblo to pass the news about Angela coming back to Los Angeles with the newborn. Victoria decided it was time to get some answers from Diego.

   "Where is your horse, by the way?

   "As I said, I fell asleep and he..."

   "Disappeared. I know what you told THEM. Now I want to hear the truth."

   He looked into her eyes. How he wished to tell her the whole truth! He wished she knew he loved her. 

   "It's not easy to reveal the truth that's been covered with mask for so long." 

   He said it! He knew he overdid it this time. He actually told her his secret! But she was too tired to think of the right meaning of his words. She simply thought he was again trying to avoid her questions. He was bright and educated enough to out talk anyone in the pueblo. He mainly used his wit to avoid any personal questions and to confuse his opponent. 

   "I'm not in a mood for games, Diego. I hope you'll tell me when you're ready."

   "I will, Victoria. I will." 















    CHAPTER 7





   Everyone looked and felt worn out when they finally reached the De La Vega hacienda. Alejandro wanted Victoria to stay at least until the daybreak but she insisted on returning to her tavern. Diego knew it had been a long day for her, and understood she wanted nothing but rest in her own bed. He volunteered to escort her back to pueblo, wanting to spend more time alone with her. Maybe he'd find out what was wrong.

   "What a day it was!" He broke the silence between them. The beat of their horses' hoofs wasn't what he wanted to listen to. 

   "One I'll never forget." She agreed, knowing he couldn't understand what she meant.

   "I hope the happenings didn't upset you too much. After all, I couldn't wish for a better assistant..."

   "Diego, I don't get it. You're so different from who I thought you were. How come that in a single day ... " She didn't dare to finish the sentence. 

   "Everyone's good at something, Victoria. Sometimes we don't even know what we're capable of. What happened today doesn't make me much different from who I was yesterday. And as I don't intend to repeat the experience unless absolutely necessary, you should forget the matter. It would make me much more comfortable around you..."

   Victoria wasn't convinced. There were just too many secrets. And Diego was a key to the greatest one: Zorro. She knew that if Angela was indeed a mother of Zorro's child, there was no way for Zorro and Victoria ever to be together. She wondered whether Zorro suspected her to know. He must have expected Angela to tell her. And yet he was so calm! He behaved like it had nothing to do with him. He did get help, just like he had promised. It's just that he didn't come back, although he said he would, but to that Diego gave her the answer. He needed to vanish before the patrols found him. And Angela was delirious, maybe she just mixed up names, maybe Zorro hadn't done anything wrong! With the new hope she cheered up.

   "You mean you're uncomfortable now? Why?"

   "Let's just say it's hard to imagine myself being there when you give birth to Zorro's child."

   She didn't expect him to speak so openly. But she decided to play the same game.

   "What makes you think I'd ever carry Zorro's child?"

   Now it was Diego's turn to be surprised.

   "I thought you two were engaged ... "

   She didn't answer. He tried to figure it out. What was wrong? Was she still upset with him leaving? He decided it was up to Zorro to find out. First he thought he'd make an appearance as Zorro on the same night but then he realized how tired she must have been. Anyway, they should both sleep on it before coming to any conclusions.

   Soon they arrived at the pueblo. Diego made sure Victoria got safely into the tavern and galloped back home. He was tired too, but first he decided to stop in his secret cave to check on Toronado. The horse was cleaned and fed, and Diego was glad to find Felipe there too. He thanked him for all his help and asked how he managed to inform his father about the situation without arising any suspicions. The boy explained he claimed to have met Zorro, who'd told him to get Doctor Hernandez. 

   "Oh, that's why he was so surprised to find me there with Victoria!" 

   Felipe's eyes widened and he signed a question.

   "No, Felipe, don't worry. You did well. It was a clever thing to say. It fits into my story perfectly. Now, have you seen Angela and the baby? Are they alright?"

   The boy nodded. He also said the Doctor was staying overnight in case of any problems.

   Then Diego left again, to get home through the main entrance. Soon he lay in his bed, going through the happenings of the day again. Things turned out a bit differently from what he had expected. He wondered what made Angela come back in such condition. He only had had a little time to look around the cottage but it was clear that Angela had gotten there on foot, and alone. She didn't want to talk to Diego about her husband and he doubted she had one. She was not even engaged last year ... he counted the months. He figured out she must had been impregnated shortly after Zorro had escorted her to Monterey. She was also terribly upset with Zorro, saying he hadn't protected her, and blamed him for ruining her life. But it still didn't explain why she came back - pregnant! He hoped to get the answers in the morning. Now he just needed some sleep.





                                                                                                                                                                

   This time the early morning didn't seem to be the perfect time for Zorro’s call on Victoria. Diego wanted so much to dress in black and find out what was on his love's mind but decided to wait for the night to come. He had breakfast with his father and Doctor Hernandez.

   "So are you sure Angela and the babe are going to be fine?" Diego asked the doctor.

   "Health wise, yes. But I am deeply concerned about her marital status. She refuses to talk about it." 

   "Perhaps the child is illegitimate," Alejandro said openly, " and the father is someone local. That would certainly explain Angela coming back here."

   Diego was afraid of people thinking this way. He was positive Angela wasn't impregnated before reaching Monterey. A memory of her trying to seduce him momentarily clouded his mind. She had been young and naive. She had had the thing for Zorro, and on their way to Monterey she had openly expressed it. Zorro had done his best to get out of the situation without breaking her inexperienced heart but knew she was more than just disappointed. Now she's back, upset with Zorro, and obviously hiding something. Diego had no idea what could have happened to her after he left her by the city gates and blamed himself for doing so. She had told him she had a friend in Monterey and promised she'd contact De La Vegas in case of any trouble. But the months passed and no one heard from her again, until yesterday. 

   "I don't think we should lead such a discussion about a lady. The fact is we don't know anything about her marital status because she doesn't want us to know. And I don't blame her. She doesn't know who to trust and if we want to help her we must not judge her."

  The two older men agreed and changed the subject.

  After the breakfast Alejandro set off for Santa Paola, taking Felipe with him.

   "I would ask you to come, Diego, but perhaps it'll be better if you stay here with Angela."

   "Perhaps you're right, Father." Diego agreed.

   Doctor Hernandez was also about to leave.

   "There is no need for me to stay any longer but don't hesitate to send for me if something's not right. Thank you for your hospitality, Senores."

   "We thank you, Doctor." Said Diego and handed the doctor couple of pesos.

   Just as they all left, there was a knock on the door. Diego opened it.

   "Victoria?" He was surprised to see her.

   "Buenos Dias, Diego. I hope you don't mind me coming."

   "Of course not. Buenos Dias. Please, do come in."

   He offered her a seat and a cup of coffee. She sat down and took a sip of the hot drink.

   "I brought some clothes for the little one. Are they both alright?"

   "How thoughtful of you! Yes, Doctor Hernandez said they're fine. I was just about to go and see Angela. Would you like to accompany me?"

   Victoria nodded and they both headed to the guest room. Diego knocked on the door and Angela immediately responded:

   "Come in."

   She was obviously relieved to see the two people she trusted most.

   "Bonjour, how nice to see you. I never thanked you for saving my baby's life and my too. I wouldn't make it without your help. How can I ever repay you?"

   "Don't worry about it, it was our duty to help. How are you feeling? Are you comfortable enough?" Diego looked around, making sure there was all she might have needed.

   Angela lay on the large bed, holding her baby wrapped in blankets. She smiled.

   "I couldn't be better looked after. I'm fine and he's too."

   "May I?" Victoria wanted to see the baby and Angela handed the bundle to her carefully, but without hesitation.

   "He's so beautiful! What's his name?"

   "Renard. His name is Renard."

   "Unusual, but lovely name." Victoria was all excited and stroke the baby's cheek lightly. She was too busy to notice Diego's surprised look. 

Diego's mind was racing. Renard was a French word, meaning the Fox, Zorro! 

   Angela knew he'd understand the meaning and also knew he'd not tell Victoria. She grew curious about the relationship between those two. They seemed so close and so distant at the same time! She knew Victoria was in love with Zorro, and he loved her too, that much the Fox himself told her. And she suspected the young De La Vega to be Zorro's friend. But he was acting strange in Victoria's presence. Friendly, but strange.

   Victoria handed the little boy back to Angela. 

   "You are very lucky to have such a beautiful son. Renard - did you name him after his father?"

   "I named him after the man who should have been his father."

   Victoria gave her a confused look and before she opened her mouth to ask, Diego said:

   "We must go now. Angela and the baby need some more rest. If you need anything, ring the bell, please." He literally dragged Victoria out of the room, closing the door quickly behind them, leading Victoria back to the coffee table. She stared at him in disbelief.

   "Diego, what's wrong with you? I thought you also wanted to know..."

   "We need to talk, Victoria. It's starting to be too confusing. What Angela said doesn't mean ... I mean I am not  ... and if you don't know the truth this will not sound good..."

   "What are you talking about, Diego? You’re absolutely out of it. What is it you need to tell me?"

   He took a deep breath. Now or never.

   "Victoria, I am..."

   A sudden knock at the door interrupted him. He stood up and walked towards the door but before he opened it, he turned back and finished the sentence:

   "... sorry. I am sorry."

   Victoria knew it wasn't what he meant to say and wanted to find out what it really was but there was no time for it. Sergeant Mendoza and three other soldiers came in.

   "Buenos Dias, Don Diego. The Alcalde wants you to release the woman you're hiding in your hacienda, and her baby too. It's an order."

   "I beg you pardon? The woman is our guest, not a prisoner, and is staying here willingly.   Therefore there is no need for the Alcalde to worry." Diego heightened his voice and continued, moving towards the soldiers. "And what's more, according to the law it is illegal for the …“ 

   "Si, Don Diego, I understand." Mumbled the Sergeant, walking backwards and out of the door. Diego closed it loudly. 

   Victoria once again saw him in a different light. He was so unpredictable! All of a sudden she decided she didn't need to know any of his secrets now. She suspected it was about Zorro and she really wished the masked man himself would tell her. She excused herself explaining she'd have to get back to the tavern before lunch and left.

   Diego watched her disappear over the horizon, thinking what to do next. He knew if Zorro visited Victoria, she would want answers. And as much as he wanted to explain everything to her, he also knew some answers couldn't be given to her just yet. Not until the reason for Angela's return was clear, and everyone was safe. With his heart hurting he decided Zorro would have to wait.

                                                                                                                                    

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             



   Couple of days later... 

                                                                                         

   Diego checked on Angela and the baby and set off for the pueblo. As soon as he entered the plaza he was greeted by the Alcalde. 

   "Ah, De La Vega, the baby protector! I expect you to escort the Senora and her baby to the pueblo for a questioning this afternoon. Their well-being..."

   "Their well-being is no concern of yours, Alcalde. By the way, what questioning are you talking about? I'm not aware of any wrong-doing that would concern the Senora or her newborn son." Diego made it clear he didn't wish to discuss it any further, and turned toward the Guardian office. 

   "Not so fast, Diego. Do you know who her husband is?"

   Diego hesitated. Did DeSoto know? What was it he's after?

   "Is that what you want to investigate? How bored you must be! As I said, it's not a concern of yours." 

   Diego didn't notice Victoria coming from behind.

   "And what if the baby is Zorro's son?" Asked DeSoto, waiting for Diego's reaction.

   "He's not." Said Diego much too quickly. He now realized some people might have got the same idea. Maybe Victoria ... At that moment he noticed her standing almost beside him. He was not able to think as fast as he wished. His main concern was what Victoria thought, and he also had to finish this conversation with the Alcalde making sure he'd leave Angela alone. 

   "So you do happen to know certain things, De La Vega. Perhaps you will share your knowledge with us? And tell Senorita Escalante what 'Renard' means in French." DeSoto deliberately mentioned Victoria being there, knowing she also wanted to hear the answer.

   "I'm afraid I will once again be a disappointment for you, Alcalde, as I can't provide you with any exciting news. The reason for me to say it's not Zorro's baby was that it's simply not believable. Zorro is known for protecting women, and all the innocent, not for..."

   DeSoto's face darkened with anger.

   "I’ve had enough! Zorro's sympathizer! Soldiers? Arrest him!"

   Victoria decided it was time she did something.

   "You can't do this, Alcalde. Diego hasn't done anything wrong. What he's saying is a well known truth!" 

   Diego tried to stop her from finishing what she had to say but knew it was impossible. Once Victoria started...

   "And Senorita Escalante will keep him company." DeSoto decided and four uniformed men led the two towards the prison cells. 

   Diego blamed himself for getting Victoria into such a situation and turned to Alcalde once again:

   "It is not necessary to arrest Victoria. Perhaps you have a reason to arrest me, but Senorita Escalante didn't mean..." 

   Victoria cut his words short:

   "I did mean it. And I will say it again if you wish!" She herself headed for the prison door. Diego wanted to tell her that this time there wouldn't be Zorro coming to the rescue. This time they had to do something themselves. He knew they were not in an immediate danger now. But he knew DeSoto only arrested him to be free to get to Angela. What did he want from her?  Diego shook his head. This did not look good.

   Diego was locked in one cell and Victoria in the other. Surprisingly, she didn't seem to be a bit upset. 

   "It almost looks like you wanted to get here." He started with a weak smile.

   "I just couldn't stand him saying those things ... and arresting you for defending Zorro ...It was very brave of you...“

   "I had my reasons. Actually, I think it was careless of me and I'm so sorry for allowing you to get involved."

   "Don't worry, Diego. Zorro will come and sort things out. You should know that. He's your friend, right?"

   "I don't think Zorro will deal with this problem." 

   Victoria stared at him. What did he mean? Zorro didn't want anything to do with this? Was it connected with Angela? Could it really be true? Another thing came on her mind.

   "What does 'Renard' mean?"

   "It means Zorro, the Fox." He answered honestly, looking into her eyes.

   She didn’t give him a clue as what she thought of it. Like she didn’t hear it.

   "So what do you suggest? Are you planning on escaping?" She was ironic, he could tell.

   "In a way, yes. But first I think I might use a bit of a rest." He stretched on the wooden bench and closed his eyes. Victoria just stared at him. One minute he acted like he was ready to fight the whole garrison and the next he wanted to sleep! She sat down and used the quiet time to do some thinking. She wanted so much all those things to be coincident! She wanted to believe in Zorro. Any minute she expected to hear the crack of his whip, or the beating of Toronado's hoofs. But the longer she waited the less she hoped. She heard people gathering on the plaza, and she knew Alejandro would be trying to get his son out of the prison. But the only person who could do it was not to be seen. It was getting dark, and the plaza was cleared from people. Diego was slowly walking from one side of the cell to the other for some time now, without a word, his face serious. Victoria was curious as what he was thinking of but didn't dare to ask. She couldn't explain it but there was something calming and also exciting about Diego's strange behaviour, and somehow she knew he would do something.

   He put some hay under the blanket so it looked like someone's sleeping there. Just when Victoria thought she'd not be able to keep quiet any longer, Diego said:

   "DeSoto and all his men just left the pueblo. Strange, isn't it? The Alcalde should expect Zorro to come for you. There's only one explanation. Perhaps he wants Zorro to come here. That would give him enough time to get to Angela. Then he'd use her as real bait for Zorro. It might sound a little ironic but this cell seems like the safest place for you to be. I need you to stay here now." He moved toward the window and grabbed the bars. 

   "Are you going anywhere? How?" For a while Victoria thought he lost his sanity. But then she saw the bars moving. Diego carefully lifted them, and turning them he quietly removed them. 

   "Zorro was playing with these," he explained "and told me about it. Lucky me! I should be back before anyone comes to check on us. Alcalde's men will be busy chasing Zorro tonight. I just need to make sure my father's all right. But should something unexpected happen..."

   "I'd make something up, don't worry." She interrupted him.

   He smiled at her widely, she was a perfect match for Zorro, he thought. What he didn't notice was her expression. She just realized she was not looking at Diego. It was someone else. Someone who was about to put on his mask. Someone she hadn't known she loved. 

   She watched him as he easily squeezed his large body through the hole. Then he put the bars back, whispering:

   "I'll come back soon, promise." he disappeared into the dark night, leaving Victoria breathless.  



   



































































   CHAPTER 8





   Felipe's been waiting nearby, knowing his master would need his help. He knew Diego too well to think he'd stay in prison under the circumstances. He didn't have to wait long. They both immediately set off to Zorro's cave, hoping they would not be late. 

   Meanwhile, Victoria was trying to make some sense from what she's just learned. All the impossible suddenly turned into reality. Diego was Zorro. She couldn't tell how she found out, she just knew. Out of the blue - she knew. How could she not notice before? The man she trusted most, her dearest friend of all, well educated and always a gentleman ... or was he? He fooled her about who he was for so many years, maybe there's a third side of him, the one that only Angela knew ... 

   Victoria sat on the ground, covering her face with her hands, thinking of every possibility. She kept reminding herself that she wasn't sure Zorro's done anything wrong, but an incredibly strong fear, fear of losing the man she loved, made her body tremble.

  She loved Diego, she was certain of that. In her memory, she replayed all those moments Zorro was near her. Every time he made an appearance to help those who needed it, or when he just wanted to see her, he always made her feel special. As Diego he would do the same, just in a different way. But why didn't he tell her? He told her many times it was for the sake of her own safety but it didn't seem the reason to her. No one would have found out she knew! Perhaps he didn't trust her enough. Or maybe he simply never wanted her to know. Has it been just a game for him, a flirt? How much of the real Diego did she know? She never noticed the fact that he was the masked hero, the man she loved. How many more secrets did he have? If one of them was Angela and her baby...

   Angela's mad at Zorro for leaving her pregnant. She doesn't know who he is and Diego, feeling guilty, tries to help her... No, it couldn't be true. She could never believe it. What was it Angela said? That the baby was named after the man who should have been his father. Which means he's not Zorro's son but the masked man indeed was involved in the mystery. Victoria was thoroughly confused. Fascinated and worried. Happy and devastated. She shook her head and said to herself in a whisper: "I'll ask him when he comes back. I'll tell him I know."  She prayed for him to come back safely. 







   Angela put the tiny baby-boy on the bed and reached out for a glass of water. She was just about to take a sip when she felt someone else's presence in the room. But she was not to see who it was. Something heavy hit her head and she fell to the floor unconscious. 

The masked man was ready to leave the cave. He was used to changing from Diego into Zorro in seconds, and this time was no exception. Just as he turned to Toronado, a sound of scattered glass coming from the hacienda caught his attention. Without a second of hesitation he ran up the stairs and through the secret entrance in the fireplace into the library. He didn't even check the situation there through the spy-hole, but luckily no one was around. Not for the moment. 

   "Zorro? What is the meaning of..."

   "Don Alejandro! I'm afraid you must let me act. Angela and her baby are in danger."

   The surprised man watched Zorro run to the guest room, unshealding his sword. What Zorro saw when he entered the room surprised him. Angela lay on the floor unconscious, her baby nowhere to be seen. Noticing the window wide open, he scanned the room. As he kneeled to check on Angela's breathing he noticed blood on her neck. He carefully wiped the red liquid off. There were three neat cuts in her skin - the mark of Zorro! It was a set-up and Zorro knew this was not to be an easy situation to get out of. The baby was kidnapped and he was to be blamed. Just then he heard Don Alejandro arguing with DeSoto. Zorro realized something wasn't right. It was not the Alcalde's style. If DeSoto planned this there would be soldiers all around already. Instead, they seemed to be coming only just now. And-what use would there be for DeSoto to take the baby? Zorro took a quick look out of the window. He was right; no soldiers were to be seen outside. He knew he only had seconds to decide on his next move. Should he stay to prove he didn't take the baby? No, he dismissed the idea. DeSoto would not listen. Zorro's capture or death was the Alcalde's priority. And Zorro's priority was to find the baby. He leaped out of the window, ducked and kept still for a moment. He quickly studied the ground around him in the dim light. Almost instantly did he find what he was looking for. A set of hoof prints leading west, to the coastline. Zorro whistled, knowing Felipe would let Toronado out of the cave should Zorro need the stallion. The horse appeared immediately, and just as Zorro jumped into his saddle, he heard DeSoto scream:

   "It's Zorro! After him!" 

   The uniformed men started to climb out of the window clumsily and Zorro just shook his head:

   "Will you ever learn?" With that he disappeared in the dark.  

   Alejandro stared at the scene in front of him. DeSoto bent over the young woman's body. He shook her shoulders and just as she started to gain consciousness he spotted the mark on her neck. His eyes widened:

   "Well, you better take a look at this, Don Alejandro. Not even I would believe he'd done such thing to a woman had I not seen it with my own eyes! This is a proof that Zorro is a cold-blooded bandit, an outlaw, who deserves nothing but death."

   Alejandro was confused. He himself saw Zorro enter the room, but couldn't believe he'd do this. 

   The Don helped Angela to sit down, supporting her shoulders. "Are you alright, Angela? Are you in pain?"

   "What's happened? Where is ... where is my baby? Where is he?" She was getting into panics and Alejandro tried to calm her down:

   "We don't know exactly what's happened, but Zorro..."

   DeSoto was furious. He had had a perfect plan to capture Zorro. But before he could prepare it Zorro himself spoiled his plans by hurting the woman he was supposed to protect!  

   "Zorro attacked you and kidnapped your son. Do you happen to know what he could possibly want from you?"

   Angela was in shock. She shook uncontrollably and mumbled something they couldn't understand. DeSoto decided he'd go to see where Zorro and his soldiers had gone. He didn't expect his men to find, let alone to capture the outlaw but he hoped to find the reason for Zorro's sudden change of behaviour and tactics. 

   "Don Alejandro, I believe you'll take care of her. If Zorro comes back I want you to shoot him."

   "And I want you to release my son and Victoria from the prison."

   "Ah, your traitorous son and his female guard! I almost forgot about them. Don't worry, they'll be out tomorrow. I no longer need them anyway."  Then he left the hacienda. 







    Zorro didn't waste time following the hoof prints. He knew where the kidnapper would go. Whoever he was, he worked alone, at least until now, and would try to get to the harbour before Zorro found him. He only was couple of minutes ahead of the Fox, and was carrying the baby, so it didn't take long for Zorro to catch up with him. Zorro grabbed the man's horse's rains and brought the animal to a halt. To his surprise, the man didn't protest. He held the baby tenderly, gently pressing him against his chest, and was smiling strangely:

   "So here you are again, the saviour, the legend! Will you have the guts to kill me this time, Senor Zorro?" 

   The masked man recognised him instantly. This man, Pedro Rochez, was the bandit DeSoto hired to kill Angela. After Zorro had caught him he was sent to the prison in Monterey. Angela had asked Zorro to kill him, being afraid of the insane man to hurt her in the future. But Zorro would not do so. Now it all started to make sense.

   "Let's not talk about killing, Senor Rochez. No one died yet, let's keep it that way." He looked at the baby:" He's your son, isn't he?"

   "Exactly. He's mine and she has no right to keep me away from him!"

   "Is that why you did this? You wanted to take the baby, leaving me to be blamed?"

   "Wasn't it a perfect plan? Angela would come begging for me to marry her! Now what will you do, Zorro?"

   "I'll take the baby back to her mother. You'll be taken into jail and I guarantee you a fair trial."

   "First you've got to kill me! You better hurry before I get mad!" 

   Rochez didn't see a way out of the situation and Zorro knew he'd have to be extremely careful. A desperate man can be the most dangerous not only to his enemies but also to his loved ones. The baby was in danger.

   "It would be too easy to kill you, Pedro. But the soldiers are coming, and I'm sure they'll find a way to separate you from your son forever. Now you have a chance..."

   Just at that moment they've heard the soldiers approaching. Zorro gritted his teeth. He wouldn't get time to deal with Pedro, and had to let him go. He quickly reached for the baby:

   "Last chance."

   Pedro didn't hesitate and handed the tiny bundle to Zorro.

   He watched the masked legend vanish with his son, whispering: 

   "You've just made a great mistake, Senor Zorro. I told you to kill me."

   As the dark figure vanished the troop of soldiers appeared. Rochez started his performance:

   "Help me, please! The bandit kidnapped my son!" 

   "Who are you? " 

   "Don't you remember me, Sergeant? I'm Pedro Rochez. I am Angela's husband!"







   Zorro carefully avoided any contact with the Alcalde's men and hurried back to the De La Vega hacienda. Toronado couldn't go as fast as they both wished, because Diego was worried about the tiny boy. He noticed the baby was getting cold and didn't cry even though he wasn't fed for several hours. 

   He was relieved when he finally reached his home to only find his father there.

   "Senor De La Vega, please return the baby to Angela, and you may also call for Doctor Hernandez to make sure the boy is alright."

   "Zorro, you did not ...did you?"

   "It was a trap Pedro Rochez set. He wants his son. You better warn Angela and inform the Alcalde. Buenas Noches." With that he left. He needed to get changed into Diego's clothes and return to the prison. How ironic, he thought, that Alcalde helped him to protect Zorro's identity.    What he didn't suspect was that the woman he loved now knew who he was.   























   CHAPTER 9





   She was ready to attack. She knew everything she wanted to tell him by heart. She went through every word number of times. She'd be mad at him. She'd let him know what's on her mind. All these years he was fooling her...

   But as it was getting late, Victoria was getting nervous. She had no idea what was going on and was worried about Diego. She couldn't get used to the fact that he was the hero people admired and looked up to. How easy it's been for everyone to wait for Zorro to come and save the day, never doubting his ability to succeed. But how many people realized he was also just a human, risking his life for the others day after day? Was there anyone to help him should he need help? And Don Alejandro? Did he know?

   Victoria remembered all those times the Don publicly expressed his disappointment with his son. No, he didn't know. She realized what Diego must have been going through. How much he sacrificed and how much he lost to protect people who didn't respect him. And now he's maybe in need for help.  

   She heard someone coming and was relieved to recognise Diego. He got in the same way as he left. He moved towards the bars that separated them and she did the same. For a moment they just looked at each other, lost in their own thoughts. The lamp in the corner of the room was providing them with just enough light to see their faces.

   "Are you alright, Victoria?" He asked. She looked at him in such a strange way!

   Victoria now couldn't say a word. The speech she had ready for him seemed to had vanished and she was overwhelmed by the emotions she was now experiencing. She just nodded and kept looking at him. She noticed he looked tired and maybe even a bit upset.

   "You seem to be troubled, what's happened?"

   Diego noticed she wasn't acting her usual self.

   "Pedro Rochez kidnapped Angela's baby. Zorro found him and brought the little boy back. However, Pedro got away..."

   "And the Alcalde?"

   "He believes it was Zorro who attacked Angela. As long as Rochez is free, she and the babe are in danger."

   And so are you, she thought, but asked:

   "How long will the Alcalde keep us here?"

   "He's now too busy to bother with us. I'm sure we'll be out of here before the noon tomorrow.  Now let's try to get some sleep, Victoria." He turned away and stretched his body on the prison bed. 

   She didn't feel like sleeping, she had thousands of questions for him and so many things to tell him, but now she understood he needed some rest. He must have been tired, and had many things to think about. What was he planning to do with Pedro Rochez? Victoria shivered. Diego was leading a life of constant danger. She started to understand why he never revealed his identity to her. He didn't want her to worry about him. And - now she understood what he meant by saying he was afraid of her being in love with the legend, not the man behind the mask. She wanted to tell him right there and then that she loved him but was still too shaken and confused with all the happenings to do so. While looking into his deep blue and honest eyes she realized she knew he had nothing to do with Angela's baby, and blamed herself for ever doubting him. 

   Diego spent a while thinking of Victoria. He also had many things to ask and tell her but wasn't sure how to speak on behalf of Zorro without arising any suspicions. If he only knew ... He was confused by her strange behaviour. She was unusually quiet and looked very disturbed. He wished he could hug her and hold her for the rest of the night. Soon, he promised himself, soon he'd tell her.



   ---------------



   Early in the morning Sergeant Mendoza opened the prison cells' doors.

   "Buenos Dias, Senorita Escalante. Buenos Dias, Don Diego. The Alcalde decided to forgive you and give you another chance."

   "How very kind of him! I'll bet he needs someone to feed his soldiers!" Victoria snapped at him. 

   Diego barely covered his amused smile: 

   "Thank you, Sergeant. Maybe you'd like some breakfast before the others discover Senorita Escalante's back in her business. Let me reward you for bringing us the good news." He was momentarily surprised Victoria didn't object nor she expressed her disgust over Diego's obvious bribery. She now knew it was an important part of Zorro's work to get all the information he could get. And Mendoza was the perfect source. All three of them went straight into the tavern.

It didn't take long for ever so hungry Mendoza to start talking.

   "You know," he said in between two mouthfuls "our Alcalde was very surprised Zorro didn't come to free you. That's why he couldn't protect Senora Rochez."

   "Senora Rochez?" Diego knew Angela wasn't married to the man.

   "Yes. Angela Rochez. Her husband, Pedro Rochez, had fallen ill on their way here, and had to send Angela ahead so that she could get to the pueblo in time to give birth to their baby."

   "But she didn't make it here." Victoria remarked.

   "Unfortunately she didn't. But what I don't understand is what Zorro wants from her. People say it's Zorro's baby. Maybe that's why he tried to kidnap the little thing last night."

   Victoria realized Zorro was indeed in trouble. 

   "But he didn't, did he?" She asked quickly, glancing at Diego.

   "That's the strangest thing. First he knocked Senora Rochez unconscious, cut his mark into her skin - what a terror, stole the baby and then he brought him back again. Don Alejandro claims Zorro told him it was all Pedro's doing. So the Alcalde asked Senora Rochez about it."

   "And?" Diego already guessed the answer.

   "Of course it wasn't true. Why would her own husband want to do such a thing?"

   "That is - if he indeed is her husband."

   "Oh, Don Diego, I think you read too many books. Life is not as complicated as you think. It's easy. Perhaps Zorro had a thing for the beautiful lady and when she married someone else he got mad. What do you think of that?"

   "Your sense for reality overwhelms me, Sergeant." Diego smiled but secretly hoped Victoria didn't believe it. But she looked just as amused as Diego was. And she said:

   "I just hope someone will come up to tell me how it really was. I think I have the right to know."

   The soldier now realized whom he was talking to.

   "Oh, I'm sorry, Senorita, I didn't mean to say anything wrong ... "

   "That's quite alright, Mendoza. It's not your fault." She gave Diego a piercing look that momentarily froze him. But he melted quickly:

   "Let's not come to any conclusions before we know for sure what really happened - or didn't happen."

   Victoria understood the real meaning of his words. She gave him a warm smile. 

   Then she excused herself to start her work. Diego then learned that the Alcalde was preparing for another great hunt for Zorro, but the Sergeant didn't know any details yet. As the young Don paid for Mendoza's breakfast Victoria told him in a quiet voice:

   "Tell Zorro to be careful. And ...that I believe in him."

   Without a word he reached for Victoria's hand, lifted it to his lips and kissed the back of her hand in such a manner it left her speechless. She watched him leave the tavern. She now saw Zorro in him all the time. Why was she so blind before? 







   Alejandro was glad to have his son back home.

   "I am so proud of you, my son." When he saw Diego's questioning look he explained: "You stood up to the Alcalde yesterday. Everyone in the pueblo was talking about it. There's a real De La Vega in you."

The young Don smiled weakly. He didn't want to spoil his father's joy but thought it was safer for everyone to keep Diego look dull and uninterested in the real life.

   "To be honest, Father, it was a terrifying experience to be locked up in the cell all night. You can't imagine how uncomfortable it was to sleep there. The draft and the dirt, I promised myself never to be so foolish as to argue with the Alcalde again. I wouldn't survive another night in there."  

   Alejandro couldn't find the right words to express his disappointment. He just stood there, feeling helpless and trying to find a positive side of Diego's weak nature. The younger of the Dons realized there wasn't much more his father could stand, so he tried to change the subject quickly:

   "But I've heard you didn't get much sleep last night either. What's been happening? Sergeant Mendoza told me Zorro was here."

   Just as Alejandro opened his mouth to speak, in walked Pedro Rochez, followed by Angela with the baby in her arms. Diego noticed how tired she looked, and how tight she held the babe. 

   "Dias, Senores. Ah, is that Don Diego? It's been a long time since I last saw you! So many things changed ... me and Angela got married and we have a baby ... " 

    Diego studied Angela's face. He knew it wasn't true what Rochez said and wondered what his father was thinking. He glanced at the older Don and saw his face darkened with anger, his fists clenched. Diego had to do something before his father exploded with fury. He knew he needed to speak but Diego wanted to control the direction of the conversation.

   "I believe you accepted my father's offer to stay in our hacienda for some time?" 

   He correctly assumed Alejandro would not stay quiet.

   "It was Alcalde's idea. I will not pretend I trust you, Senor Rochez, but I hope I'm wrong, for your own sake. If Zorro is right ... "

   "Am I missing something? It doesn't look like you two are getting on very well." Diego was fishing for information. He hadn't expected to find Rochez in his own house. Angela's frightened eyes cried for help and Diego was determined to save her from the evil man. But he needed to know what Rochez was after. Was it indeed the baby he wanted? Or Angela?  

   "And you're right! There are things I'm very leery of." Alejandro exploded.

   "I'm sure Senor Rochez will provide us with the answers to our questions?" Diego suggested.

   "Everything you need to know was said already. Angela and me were perfectly fine until this hero of yours, Zorro, hurt my wife and kidnapped our son. You should stop picking on me and help capture the real criminal. Or I will see you in the same light as him." 

   Alejandro took a deep breath, trying to stay calm.

   "I'll be happy to keep Angela and the baby in the safety of my house. But you, Senor, are not welcome here anymore!"

   "Safety? It was this very house where Angela was nearly killed and my son kidnapped. And it was you who let Zorro do it! You're the one to be blamed, and I'll make sure you'll pay for it, traitor!"  

   Just as he said that, Alejandro lost his temper and hit Rochez' face with his fist. The man fell down but quickly stood up, ready to fight back. Diego threw himself against the man, pinning him back down to the floor.

   "That's enough. You've heard my father. You're not welcome here. Now leave." He let his hold of him, much to everyone's surprise, and straightened his neatly pressed jacket.

   Rochez got up hastily and grabbed Angela's arm angrily.

   "She's coming with me. I won't leave her alone with such..."

   "Watch your mouth, Senor." Diego warned him and turned to Angela: "You don't have to go, Senora, you have the right to decide for yourself. If you do stay, I guarantee you and your son will be safe. You have my word." 

   The young woman stood there with her head down, staring at her baby, tears escaping her eyes. She slowly twitched her arm to free herself from Pedro's hold and whispered:

   "I do want to stay." 

   Rochez gritted his teeth:

   "You all will be sorry for this." With that he left.

   Angela started to shake violently and Diego took the little boy into his arms while Alejandro led the young woman to the sofa. They let her cry for a while, hoping she'd feel better after that.    When she calmed down she started to speak:

   "He's not my husband. He found me shortly after I got to Monterey. He attacked me and raped me. He raped me! I ran away from him, and was hiding at several places but he’d follow me all the time. He is crazy. And now I don't know what to do. Even Zorro's against me!"

   "He's not." Said Diego resolutely, making Alejandro wonder how he knew. "It was Rochez who attacked you last night. Zorro brought Renard back."

   She looked at him innocently.

   "That's what you said too, Don Alejandro, and I believe it, but I couldn't say it to Alcalde. I was so scared! I still am. You have no idea what he's capable of."

   "Did you think of pressing charges against him? Surely there is a chance..."

   Angela smiled weakly:

   "What chance? He already managed to avoid the imprisonment, or escape, how do I know he won’t do it again? And how would I prove he raped me?"

   "He claimed to be your husband. And he admitted Renard to be his son. If he cannot provide a marriage certificate..."

   "He'd have me killed before the trial would even start. He would never let me win. Thank you, Don Diego. You are a kind man but we live in different worlds. You will never understand..." She started to cry again.

   Diego knew she was right.  

   "You went through a terrible ordeal, and I promise you, we'll help you get rid of the man. You just have to trust us. Don't worry, Angela." Diego was furious. But besides being angry with Rochez he felt guilty for all that happened to Angela. If he only had checked on her! How could he be so careless? He was responsible for her suffering. He couldn't just sit there any longer. He needed to act. He needed to make things right.

   First of all they moved Angela and her baby into the other guest room. It wasn't as big but it was safer, with hard to access window, and close to their bedrooms. There was also a smaller room connected to it, and Diego decided there would always be one of the De La Vegas' servants around. 

   Alejandro hardly got a chance to say anything. He was overwhelmed by his son's quick and correct decisions and organizing skills. There was no doubt about who was in charge now and the old caballero looked on in amazement. When everything in the house was sorted Diego called Felipe and told him "to do the usual stuff". The boy smiled understandingly and vanished within a minute.

   "Diego, you never cease to amaze me. Why do I have a feeling I don't know you?" Alejandro asked, eyeing his son.

   "Let's just hope the part of me you don't know is not as disappointing as the one you do know." Diego said easily, knowing his father hated this kind of answers. "Now if you don't mind, I need to clear my head. I'll be back later."

   "It will soon get dark. Where are you going?" Alejandro stopped, realizing Diego was gone already. The aging man shook his head and sat down to rest.









































   CHAPTER 10





   Felipe saddled Toronado and gently stroke his mane. Diego, putting on the black sombrero, noticed the boy looked unusually sad. 

   "What is wrong, Felipe?" Diego put his hand on his young friend's shoulder. "You don't seem right to me. Is anything bothering you?"

   The boy shook his head and tried to create a smile on his face. Now Diego really got worried.

   "Tell me, Amigo, what is the matter?" 

   Felipe took a deep breath and started to wave his hands with an incredible speed. It was a clear sign of him being upset. Diego didn't try to slow him down and struggled to keep up with him.

   "You're saying you're worried? Why? What has ... me? You're worried about me? Oh, Felipe, we've been through this before. No need to worry. Zorro will be back in no time. Rochez is the worst swordsman in the territory. I know, I know he is sly, and he'll be waiting for me, you are right. But I can't just let him get away with it." He clenched his fists." How could he hurt that innocent girl ... he's a beast ... I must stop him. I must make sure..." 

   Felipe's eyes were wide open. He's never seen his master being so angry. It was exactly what he was afraid of. Diego was losing control over his anger, something he always taught Felipe to avoid. 'Put the emotions aside. Don't let your fury, fear or love cloud your mind. Without the self-control you will always lose, one way or the other.' He would say to him. And another advice came on the boy's mind: 'Never underestimate your opponent.' Exactly what Diego was doing now.

   Diego was about to lift himself into the saddle when he noticed Felipe's expression. He stopped in mid-motion:

   "You are right, Felipe. I am angry. And Zorro should never ride feeling this way. And no, I don't know what to do. I don't have any plan. But I must go and do something. He is not about to leave Angela alone. And I suppose he's moved into the tavern. I don't want him near Victoria...but ... thank you, Amigo." 

   Felipe watched him leave the cave and prayed for his safe return. 



   Zorro didn't push Toronado hard. He let the horse decide how fast they'd go, and the stallion trotted happily towards the pueblo. The man in his saddle used the time to cool his head and sort out his mixed emotions. He didn't feel much better than before but at least he was quite sure he'd be able to act reasonably. 

   Just as he had done many times before, he climbed upon the tavern roof, taking a peep into the window. He spotted Victoria collecting empty glasses and seeing the last of her customers out. And there in the corner sat Pedro Rochez, holding his bottle of wine, staring at the beautiful tavern owner. Zorro moved towards the back entrance and once inside he hid behind the curtains. He heard Victoria speak:

   "I must ask you to retire into your room. As I said it's ready."

   "But I am not ready. Come here and keep me company."

   Zorro tightened his grip on his sword as he struggled to stay where he was. He realized Victoria was dangerously close to Rochez who now carried not only a sword but also a pistol and a knife. The man stood up and put his hand on the pistol for Victoria to see it was an order. Zorro prayed for Victoria to stay cool-headed.

   "Why would you need to use a weapon to keep a woman around? I wouldn't mind to have a drink with you. Let me get a glass...”

   Rochez sat down slowly, and took another gulp from the bottle.

   As Victoria walked into the kitchen, her mind racing, Zorro hugged her from behind, covering her mouth to prevent her from making a sound. He gently kissed her neck and whispered:

   "Clever girl." She relaxed in his arms, relieved to have him there, and he let his hold of her.

   She turned to face him:

   "Zorro? How did you...? Please help me. He is..."

   "I know, Querida. Stay here." 

   Just at that moment Rochez shouted:

   "And get another bottle, it'll be a long night!"

   "Well that depends, Senor." Zorro stepped out from behind the curtains and unshielded his sword. He was surprised to see that except for carrying more weapons Rochez was absolutely not ready for Zorro.

   Rochez jumped off his seat in surprise but forced himself to relax again, saying:

   "Ah, Zorro, you will never give up, will you? Always there to protect your women, or are you? Let me think. You must be very upset with me taking what Angela offered to you. Well, guess you'll have to forgive me. What else can you do? You'd never kill me, so what's the point? I can do what I please and you know it. I will not fight you. I will not make that mistake again."

   "Incredible speech, Senor. If you don't want to fight - very well then. Leave the pueblo this very minute and you'll be spared." Zorro was sure that would not be the case but he wanted to give the man one last chance. 

   "I will not leave without my son. Unless your wench gives me another one..."

Zorro lost his temper. Victoria watched him dropping his Toledo-steel sword, twisting Rochez' arm preventing him from any deliberate movement and punching his stomach number of times. The man bent in pain and Zorro, hitting his face hard, knocked him unconscious. Victoria knew Zorro had never acted this way. Never before had he beaten anybody like this. It was not a noble behaviour at all but it was the only thing Zorro could do. He couldn't just walk away. And he couldn't kill him. Or...?

   The masked man picked up his sword from the floor and slowly moved towards the man's body. Victoria froze. Zorro turned Rochez up to his back with his boot and pressed the tip of his sword to his chest. But instead of burying it inside the flesh he cut the Z mark into his skin. Rochez' blood coloured his white shirt as Zorro kept standing above the motionless body. He looked at his sword, studying the blood on it. He felt Victoria's hands touching his shoulder but didn't react. He just stood there, looking at the sword. 

   "Are you alright, Zorro?" Victoria asked carefully, not knowing what else to do or say.

   No reply. The masked man's eyes swung to Rochez. He still carried his weapons. Zorro unbuckled Rochez' belt and threw it angrily to the corner. Victoria took a step back, suddenly she was a bit afraid of him, he seemed so upset, so cold! But she very well knew what he's been going through recently and didn't blame him. 

   "What are you going to do with him? He will not give up. He won't leave."

   "I know. But I can't just ... kill him!" 

   Rochez started to gain consciousness. Zorro told Victoria to stay back and watched the man sitting up on the floor, checking on his injuries. When he found the Z mark, he got hastily on his feet and opened his mouth to scream. Zorro's sword, pressed to his neck, put him off the idea.

   "One sound, Senor, and it will be your last. I'm not in a mood for games any more. Next time you dare to even think of hurting a lady I will kill you."

   "Are you threatening me, Zorro?"

   "Yes I am." 

   "But that also means I'm free to go. Are you letting me go, Zorro?"

   "Yes I am."

   Rochez' face lit up. > Zorro, you really are a fool! <  He thought and headed slowly towards the door. Just as he lifted the latch, in burst Mendoza. But before he realized what was going on, Rochez pulled Mendoza's sword off the shield and ran straight to Victoria. In the moment of surprise she didn't manage to move and just watched the sword, pointing at her chest, moving towards her with a great speed. But if Rochez was fast, Zorro was faster. Immediately he closed the distance between him and Victoria and advanced against Rochez with his sword. But the sly man dropped the sword, backing up:

   "Will you kill an unarmed man in front of a lady and the King's soldier?" 

   Zorro dropped his sword but still moved towards him. His fists clenched, he didn't answer but his eyes spoke volumes. He saw Rochez trying to get to the corner where his weapons were and so did Victoria.

   "Zorro, the weapons!" 

   Rochez stopped, expecting Zorro to prevent him from getting it. But Zorro stopped too:

   "Take what you need, Rochez."

   Rochez didn't hesitate and rushed to the corner. Both Victoria and Mendoza froze. For a while they thought Zorro's gone crazy. He himself didn't have a weapon now! But Zorro didn't show a sign of fear or doubt. And when Rochez faced him with a happy smile and the pistol in his hand, he jumped at the man, making both of them hit the ground. The pistol discharged and for a second both of them lay motionless. Victoria stared at the two men in panic but was relieved when she saw Zorro getting up from the floor. He checked on Rochez' pulse. There was none. He slowly turned to Mendoza:

   "Am I under arrest, Sergeant?"

   Mendoza still didn't figure out what was going on but understood Rochez had tried to kill Victoria. And he couldn't arrest anyone for protecting her. Not even Zorro.

   "No, Zorro. Please go. For the first time in my life I want to stand on the right side."

   Zorro reached for the soldier's sword and handed it to him:

   "Thank you, Sergeant. You're a good man and I can assure you - you are on the right side all the time, without even knowing it."

   Now they've heard a commotion outside. The Alcalde with his soldiers was coming to see who fired a weapon. Zorro turned to Victoria, but didn't come closer to her.

   "Hope you're alright, Senorita. I am sorry for the mess." He looked around, resting his eyes on the man he killed. Victoria saw pain in his eyes and was sure it would take Zorro a long time to forgive himself. She felt like taking him in her arms and comforting him. 

   The masked man didn't wait for an answer, and just saluted them before disappearing through the back door. 

   Maybe Mendoza wasn't smart but he was not stupid. He noticed something wasn't right between those two and doubted he was the cause. He gently stroke Victoria's head and said:

   "Don't worry, Senorita Escalante. He'll be all right. And I believe one day he'll marry you. He would be a fool to leave the best cook in the territory." 

   She smiled at him and thanked him, but also realized there indeed was a possibility for Zorro to leave her. She shook her head. No, why would he? It's Diego, not a stranger. 

   When DeSoto found out what's happened he was mad. First he didn't believe Victoria's story but when Mendoza confirmed it, he set off for the De La Vega hacienda to pass the news to Angela. Victoria insisted on coming along, desperate to see Diego was 

All right. 





   Don Alejandro, who opened the door, invited DeSoto, Mendoza and Victoria inside. When he heard what happened he sent Felipe for Angela. She listened to the news carefully, not showing any emotion whatsoever. Then she told them Rochez wasn't her husband and refused to accept any of his belongings. 

   "If any of you see Zorro, please thank him for me. Now I'm finally free."

   "So what will you do now with your freedom? Where will you go?" The Alcalde didn't really care, he was happy to be allowed to confiscate whatever Rochez had owned, but was curious.

   "Senorita Angela is welcome to stay here in our hacienda, at least for couple of weeks, until we find a safe place for her to move in." Diego said.

   Everyone turned to see the young Don standing in the doorframe, wearing a richly decorated nightgown, his hair in a mess, yawning. Victoria suspected he hasn't even seen his bed that night yet, and even though he looked tired and sad, she thought he looked sexy standing there like that. She quickly forced herself to think about other things. She saw the same pain in his eyes as she did before, and noticed he was trying to avoid an eye contact with her. 

   The others present in the room then looked at Alejandro to see if the older De La Vega agreed. He did and Angela thanked him, going back to her room. As she was passing by Diego, she stood on her toes and kissed his cheek. 

   "Buenas Noches, Diego."

   "Buenas Noches." He was just as surprised by the simple kiss as everybody else in the room.

    In the situation it seemed very unusual and suspicious. And what seemed suspicious to the others was obvious to the Alcalde.

   "Oh, that's why she's welcome to stay! Don't say anything! It is time for you to have a woman in the house permanently. And she is a beauty, it's easy to forget she has an illegitimate child!"

Victoria studied Diego's face. She noticed how his jaws hardened and how he fought to stay calm. He was Diego now and he had to play dull.

   "I don't see what you're talking about, Alcalde. But don't worry, it's probably me, I am terribly tired. So why don't we just call it a day now? Oh, and I think it would be better for Victoria to stay here tonight. You did say there was a dead body in her tavern, didn't you? So before someone cleans it up..."

   They all agreed, especially Victoria, not for the fear of ghosts but because she wanted to be near the man she loved. She was a little upset with Angela kissing him for no reason in front of everyone, but hoped it was meant to be just a friendly gesture.

   The Alcalde and Mendoza left for pueblo and Alejandro went to bed, leaving Diego show   Victoria her room. Diego led her through the hall, looking down, not saying a word. She found it strange. He opened the door and gestured for her to enter the room. 

   "I'll send someone to bring you some water. Everything else is ready. Buenas Noches."

   "Wait, Diego! I thought a good night kiss was a tradition in this house."

   He looked at her in surprise. She was so beautiful! He would do almost anything to kiss her, to touch her, to hold her and make love to her! He felt he needed the comfort of her arms. He needed her to love him. 

   "If it is then you owe me some. It's not the first time you're staying here." He meant it as a joke but she reached to pull his head down and kissed his lips lightly. She caught him completely off guard and she knew it. She could feel him trembling and also knew he was aching for more. For a moment she hesitated. Maybe this was the right time for them to put all the secrets aside and simply be together. For the first time she wasn't looking at Zorro who was also Diego, but at Diego, who was also Zorro. She was in love with the real man, and she was very attracted to him now, too. She imagined herself taking that nightgown off him ...She suddenly felt his hands on her back. He gently pulled her closer and returned her kiss, tasting her lips slowly, softly. She buried her hands into his hair, deepening the kiss. His hands, slowly exploring her back, sent shivers down her spine. She wanted to melt into him. They both wanted the same thing.

   "Hmm, excuse me!" 

   They parted as quickly as they could, staring at Alejandro. Diego managed to speak first. He wanted to explain something he himself couldn't understand:

   "Father... I'm sorry... it's my fault. I..."

   Alejandro was obviously upset and immediately exploded: 

   "It's not me you should apologize to. Victoria went through a lot today and you're taking advantage of her! Not only are you a coward, you're also a..."

   "Enough, please, enough!" A tear escaped Victoria's eye, "It was me, Don Alejandro. Stop blaming Diego for things..."

   "No, Victoria. We're not to discuss it any further. Except my deepest apology. I'm truly sorry. Good night." Diego interrupted her and turned to leave. Alejandro was thoroughly confused and, putting his hand on Victoria's shoulder, he asked:

   "Are you alright, Victoria?" When she nodded, he noticed her eyes sparkling. It almost looked like she was excited, not insulted or scared. Alejandro shook his head silently, deciding to let his questions and suspicions be and, saying good night, he also left.  























































   CHAPTER 11





   When Diego got up he found his father talking to Angela over breakfast. She had her baby in her arms and Diego couldn't resist asking for a permission to hold him for a while.

   "Of course, Diego, you don't need to ask. In a way I feel like he's your son."

   Both men gave her questioning looks.

   "I mean  - you were there when he was born, and you were the first man he met. Here, make friends." She handed the babe to Diego. He noticed how nice Angela looked. When she smiled she was even more beautiful.

   Alejandro watched Diego's every move, every gesture and every look. He decided to figure out what it was he didn't know about him. How was it possible that all of a sudden there were two women in his son's life, when before Diego wouldn't want to hear of one? And what was it the women saw in him, did they know what Alejandro didn't know? 

   Diego kissed the baby's head, smiling:

   "Hola, Renard! Look at you, what a big, strong boy you are!" 

   Alejandro noticed how Angela looked at Diego. Her heart was melting when she saw him being so gentle with her babe. She was falling in love with Diego and Alejandro knew it. He wasn't sure whether he liked it. Although he knew the truth about Angela, he also realized that her reputation was spoiled, and people would maybe reject her from their social class. And not only her. Alejandro looked at Diego. He was now lifting the baby in the air, playing with him.   The older man realized it's been ages since he saw his son look so happy. And at that moment he decided he would support whatever decision his son would make. 

   "It's nice to have fun but you should also eat something, Diego." Angela said and reached for her son. 

   Diego sat down, and came back to reality. 

   "Is Victoria not having any breakfast?" He dared to ask.

   "She left early in the morning, saying she needed to get back to her business." Alejandro replied, looking for a clue in Diego's face. But there was none. Diego was aware of his father's spying eyes, just as he had been aware of Victoria's last night. Were they getting suspicious? Did they know? He replayed Victoria's kiss in his memory again. She never kissed Zorro like that. There was something about the kiss. It felt like heaven and he was sure that if his father hadn't interrupted them they'd go much further than that. But how was it possible? Victoria loved Zorro! She went through a lot, as Alejandro said, right, but it's just not her. She would not kiss anyone just like that! But then ... she only wanted a good night kiss, it was him who pushed it further. He didn't ask for her permission, he just did what he wanted to do! He berated himself for allowing this to happen. Victoria must have been mad at him. How could he explain it to her? 

   Alejandro interrupted his thoughts:

   "You don't look yourself today, my son. Are you feeling alright?"

   "Yes, sure. I'm fine. It's just ... perhaps there have been too many things going on recently."

   "Far too many." Agreed the older Don.

   "Why don't we relax a little today? I'd love you to take me out for couple of hours, Diego. For a picnic maybe?" Angela quickly suggested.

   "If it makes you happy, Angela, then we'll go." Diego felt it somehow wasn't right but couldn't see why he shouldn't go. Besides, it's just a picnic.

   Alejandro smiled, starting to enjoy watching the development of their relationship. But he couldn't forget the last night's incident. Why on Earth would Diego and Victoria kiss? He would ask his son about it. 

   "Why don't I get things ready right now then?" Said Angela excitedly and jumped off her chair.

   "What about Renard? Are you taking him with us?" Wondered Diego.

   "Yes. He'll be all right, sleeping most of the time anyway. I'll take him. That is-if you don't mind."

    Diego gave her a warm smile:

   "Of course I don't mind. He's my friend, remember?"

   "Very well then. Here, look after your friend till I get the picnic ready." She walked away, and     Diego couldn't help but watch her until she disappeared in the hall. She was not only beautiful but also smart and elegant, very natural and honest. If it wasn't for Victoria...

   "I believe you have some explaining to do, my son." Alejandro pushed.

   "What exactly do you mean, Father?"

   "You know what I mean. I thought Victoria was your friend!"

   "She is. Look, I said I was sorry, I myself don't know what I was thinking. It was inexcusable and I regret it." 

   Alejandro believed he was telling the truth.

   "Don't get me wrong, Diego, but you should be more careful. You are inexperienced in the matter of hearts and could easily slip."

   "Yes, Father." Diego seemed to be more interested in stroking the babe's head than in his father's advice. 

   Alejandro gave up for the moment. He silently watched Diego trying to communicate with the little creature. He thought his son would make a wonderful father one day. 





   It was a nice, sunny day, and despite Diego's previous doubts he found himself relaxed and enjoying himself in Angela's presence. After they've eaten the food they played with Renard and Diego confessed he was beginning to absolutely adore him. When it was time for the baby to be fed and Diego excused himself to give Angela privacy, she asked him to stay.

   "You don't need to pretend anything now, Diego. You helped me to bring Renard to this world, and have seen more of me than this. I think we should leave the modesty for others to worry about."

   Diego just smiled, she was right and from her point of view it made sense but he himself didn't feel comfortable. But explaining Angela he was an engaged man was out of question. 

   Apart from that everything seemed perfect on that day. Diego was grateful he could, for a while, forget the fact he had killed a man the night before. It was a nightmare he was able to escape while with her and the innocent baby. He was also pleasantly surprised with Angela's wide range of knowledge. He found out she was very well educated and always willing to learn more. They discussed politics, history and art. Also science was to Angela's interest. And they spoke French most of the time. Diego was glad to get more speaking practise and Angela felt more comfortable speaking and hearing her mother tongue.

   It wasn't until they came back to the hacienda that Diego started to wonder how Victoria was doing. He now felt guilty for enjoying himself so much while Victoria might not have been so happy... 





   Diego didn't dare to enter the pueblo for days. Brave and strong as he was, the memory of him killing the man was too painful still. Instead, he spent almost all of his time with Angela and Renard. He sensed Angela was beginning to like him a lot but didn't think she'd fall in love with him the same way as she did with Zorro. After all, he played the same boring old Diego that no woman ever learned to respect, let alone love. He felt pretty safe wearing this invisible mask. 

   But Angela didn't find him boring. His knowledge and wit fascinated her and she especially admired how wonderful he was with her baby. She knew that if she wanted a father for her son it would have to be someone like Diego. Or even better - Diego himself.

   Alejandro was hesitant at first, and didn't know how to act around them. He was glad Diego finally found his way with a woman and knew Angela was a lovely young woman, well mannered and educated, but he was a little worried about her past. But as the days went by, he noticed they never displayed any kind of growing interest in each other, besides being very close friends. Alejandro was not sure if he was relieved or disappointed, and decided to wait and see.





   One morning Diego realized he couldn't be hiding forever and decided to face the reality. He didn't want anyone to get suspicious about his absence in the pueblo and also he needed to work on the new issue of Guardian. But most importantly, he was dying to see Victoria.  

   He didn't even have breakfast, thinking it would be a good excuse to visit the tavern before doing anything else. He was afraid of Victoria's reaction to seeing him. Although it was days since the kissing incident at his home, he knew it was something Victoria was not likely to forget. With his heart beating rapidly, he stepped into the tavern.

   She didn't see him walking in. He stopped in the doorframe and watched her quietly. She was busy preparing the tables, moving around swiftly. She was radiant and Diego's heart threatened to explode. He now realized how much he missed her in the last couple of days. How much he needed her and loved her.

   Victoria had a bad night sleep. For days she tried to shake her worries off her mind. She couldn't stop thinking about him. His kiss was so real, tender, sweet and so demanding ... But then he behaved so strange. Like he committed a crime. And he didn't show up for so long. Was he afraid? Was he embarrassed? No, Victoria knew better than that. She knew there was no way for the man to be thrown off by a kiss. But it wasn't his absence that worried her. She realized he was almost constantly keeping Angela company. She's beautiful and smart, and she had a thing for him, everybody knew it. People found the situation strange even though the De La Vegas' hospitality was well known. 

   "Victoria?" He wasn't sure how to act and what to say so he just stood there.

   She turned to face him slowly, and hoped he was there to make things clear. 

   As their eyes met, they just looked at each other, both trying to figure out what the other one was thinking. Then Victoria broke the silence:

   "Diego? What can I do for you?"

   She could not believe this was the man of action she loved for years. And she was getting annoyed with this weak Diego he played, especially now when she knew the real him.

   "Oh, I'm about to spend the day working in the Guardian office, and I thought I would stop here and ask you for some breakfast. But if you're busy I'll come back later."

   "No, it's alright. This IS a tavern, remember? This is where people come to have a meal and drink. Sit down, I'll bring you something." 

   He smiled, happy she managed to keep her sense of humour, and sat down. He felt like he hadn't seen her for years. He wanted to hug her and kiss her, he wanted to do something! His eyes swung to where he had left Rochez dead. He shook his head. To put his emotions under control he needed to set his mind on something else. So as she disappeared behind the kitchen curtains he pulled out his notebook and started to work on an article about the social    differences. 

   Victoria couldn't resist the temptation and took a peep through the curtains to see what he was doing. He seemed absolutely concentrated on his writing, like he wasn't even there. She felt hurt. Was this man supposed to be in love with her!? Something changed between them and she was sure it had a lot to do with Angela. 

   Suddenly, the young woman that Victoria was just thinking about appeared in the doors. She ran happily towards the young Don and gave him a friendly slap:

   "Here you are, Diego! Your father told me this was the place I'd probably find you."

   "Angela! Is there anything wrong? Did you get here alone? Without an escort?" She sat down right beside him and stroke his shoulder suggestively.

   "Oh, Diego, I love you being so protective. Don't worry, even the Alcalde seems to have accepted me here."

   "That's what worries me, Angela. You should never trust the man. And where is Renard?"

   "Your father was more than happy to take care of him. I thought maybe we could just be alone for a while..."

   Victoria listened to their conversation secretly. Motionless and breathless, she stood there, not knowing what to do. Angela's intentions were so clear. Diego seemed to be taking it easy, not a bit surprised by the nature of her suggestion. Could the gossip be true? Was there a romance between those two? Could it really be? 

   "I'm so sorry, Angela. The reason why I left so early today is that I have too much work to do. I haven't been doing much recently you know." 

   Victoria was pleased, hearing his answer. But not for long. Angela went on.

   "What is it you're working on? Oh, that's an interesting topic. You know what? I'll help you with your work. I'll give you my opinion on this, and I guarantee you, at the end of the day you'll thank me for it. Now, let me see what you've done so far."

   He was upset. His plan to get closer to Victoria failed. And he now started to realize Angela indeed was trying to establish a relationship. Without the baby around she was much more forward, and he'd be blind not to see what she was up to. But at this moment he was trapped.

   Victoria's patience was gone. She took the plate with fresh tamales and walked confidently to where the two sat.

   "Your breakfast, Diego. Good morning, Angela." She managed to smile.

   "Bonjour, Victoria! Nice to see you again. I hope you're all right. After what happened here...    Rochez was a mad man. Fortunately, Zorro saved you. Unlike me..."

   Victoria noticed Diego's eyes darken. The guilt he suffered from was obvious. Knowing Angela didn't know she was now sitting next to the very man, Victoria kept calm. She quickly tried to change the topic and also used all possible means to remind Diego of what she thought was the most enjoyable experience of her life yet.

   "I think we should talk about what happened the other night, Diego." She enjoyed seeing both of them absolutely shocked. Angela's eyes widened but she did her best to hide the fact.

Diego wasn't sure what could possibly make her bring it up in front of another person. Was she afraid Zorro could be upset if he found out? Or did she want him to apologize in front of Angela? He wished he could be finally honest and tell her the truth. Tell her that he wished to be kissing her just like that every day, every hour of his life.

   "I don't know what to say, Victoria. I am very sorry and I regret it. Now, please excuse me, ladies. I'll take those wonderful tamales into my office. Victoria, please give Angela a glass of your lemonade, she must be thirsty after the ride." He turned to Angela and started to speak French. She listened carefully and then nodded, smiling as he left for the Guardian office.

   Victoria was thoroughly confused. What has she done to deserve this? She poured some lemonade into a glass for Angela.

   "Isn't Diego an interesting creature?" Angela smiled.

   "Well that depends on what one's looking for in him." Victoria wanted to know what he told Angela but didn't have guts to ask. She was glad Angela didn't suspect her being upset with her.

   "I often wonder, Victoria, are you happy with the things being the way they are? I mean your love for Zorro - do you think he's worth it?"

   Victoria wanted to explode. She wanted to tell the beauty in front of her they had been perfectly happy until she came. But she knew it was not Angela's fault. It was the circumstances. Angela obviously had no idea they were again both in love with the same man. The tavern owner didn’t answer.

   "I'm sorry if I brought up something you don't want to talk about. But you are my only friend here and we women should stick together. I know Zorro, and I know he is very much in love with you. But he can never be who you want him to be. Maybe you should find someone else to love. Someone you could be happy with. Someone you could marry and have children with."

   "You did just that, didn't you? You and Diego seem to be a perfect match!" Victoria immediately regretted what she said but Angela was over the moon.

   "Do you honestly think so? Well, I won't pretend I don't like him. Which reminds me..." She quickly finished her lemonade and stood up. "...I have some work to do. I hope we won't just write articles!" She gave Victoria a wink to make sure she understood the right meaning of her words. 

   "Thank you, Victoria. Have a nice day." 

   As the door closed, Victoria broke into tears.   





   On the same night the masked man sneaked into Victoria's room just before the tavern owner entered it. She was tired after the day of hard work and wasn't in a particularly good mood. She was surprised to find Zorro in her bedroom. He was sitting on the windowsill and when she walked in, he got on his feet and performed a perfect bow.

   "Buenas tardes, Querida." he started. "I hope you don't mind me coming here without being invited."

   "You never cared before!" She sounded very upset. He quickly approached her, reached for her hand and pressed a kiss to her palm. He was confused. Was she mad at Zorro? Just before he asked, Victoria went on. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean it. I'm always glad to see you, Zorro, and love your surprising visits. It's just ... " She couldn't help but say it. "I'm so mad at Diego!" 

    After the morning conversation with Angela, listening to the gossip about those two all day in the tavern was a living hell for her. She didn't want to be jealous but she was so afraid of losing him! If she could only ask him! She decided to wait for him to tell her who he was. If he wanted her to know, he would have told her already. Instead, he's desperately trying to keep his secret. Why? Was it really only to protect her? Or was he not sure he wanted to keep the promise he once gave her, didn't he want to marry her?

   "Has he done anything wrong?" Zorro asked carefully, afraid of the answer.

   "We both have." She knew he couldn't be upset if she told him. After all it was him she kissed. Right now she was enjoying playing the game. "We kissed."

   Silence. Zorro didn't know what to say. He was trapped. After a short hesitation he said:

   "I know. He's sorry. It was his fault. He didn't mean to upset you."

   "And you don't mind?"

   "I can't blame him for wanting to kiss something as sweet as you, Querida. But I hope he won't insult you again."

   "I hope he will" thought Victoria, but said:

   "I didn't even thank you for saving my life again."

   "And I didn't apologize for killing a man before your eyes, in your tavern." He was glad she changed the subject but it brought the terrible memories and the guilt back.

   "You did what you had to do. And it was an accident. Even the Alcalde believes..."

   "You don't understand. I wanted to kill him! And that wasn't right."

   "You gave him a chance." She realized he suffered from guilt more than she thought he would.

   "I wanted him dead." He said again. "I was angry."

   "For what he did to Angela?"

   "Yes. Can you imagine what she had to go through? He hurt her so much. But I was also angry with myself because I was supposed to protect her and I didn't!"

   Victoria hugged him. He needed the comfort of her arms. Then she reached to stroke his face. She slowly traced the line along his mask edge and looked deep into his eyes.

   "Listen, it's not your fault what happened to Angela. You can't be everywhere at the same time. And I know it's not easy for you to take someone's life but by doing that you maybe saved another. He was a mad man and nothing else would ever stop him."

   He kept looking at her and wanted to believe in what she said. She searched his eyes for a clue as to what he was thinking. She was looking for a sign that he loved her but couldn't see any.

   "You have a thing for Angela, haven't you?"

   His eyes widened.

   "What makes you say such a thing, Victoria?"

   "There is something you're hiding from me. It's not just who you are. You hide your feelings. And also all these coincident and unanswered questions! Why did Angela name her son after you? She said you were supposed to be his father! And Rochez said he got what should have been yours. What happened between you and Angela?"

   Zorro took a deep breath. He knew he'd have to be careful as to put it right. He indicated for her to sit down on her bed and sat next to her. He took his gloves and hat off and took her hands in his.

   "Querida, please, listen to me. It's not what you think. My heart belongs to you and always will. I would never touch another woman for as long as we live. You must trust me."

   "But how do you explain...You must have given her a reason to say things..."

   "She was young and inexperienced. She was scared and confused. And she thought she fell in love with me. I had no idea ... I didn't want to hurt her ... she wanted ...  Victoria, nothing happened."

   "But she wanted something to happen." Victoria was getting the picture. And she knew what he didn't suspect her to know. That he's the man who everyone believed was now courting Angela.

   "I don't know what to tell you..."

   "Tell me the truth." She demanded, piercing his eyes with hers.

   "Yes, she did. But nothing happened." He repeated.

   "And you? Didn't you feel tempted?" She wanted him to deny it. She needed to be sure she could trust Diego being around Angela. 

   "She's a beautiful woman, Victoria, and I can not..." 

   Unfortunately, Victoria didn't let him finish what he had to say. 

   "Please go now. Go!" She didn't show any emotion, she just picked up his hat and gloves and handed them to him.

   "Querida, wait. I..."

   "Go. I want to be alone." 

   He put on his hat, taking the gloves in his hand, and moved to the window. Once again he turned to see her. 

   She saw his hurt and even a bit frightened look. Suddenly, she wished he'd stay but before she could say anything, he was gone. She buried her face into the pillow and started to cry. It was all so wrong! Nothing seemed to be right since Angela came back. Victoria felt she overreacted but on the other hand she was worried he'd really leave her for Angela. Even if he was telling the truth and still loved Victoria, things could change. Even the feeling of guilt and responsibility towards Angela could make him forget his promises! 

   She once again glanced at the opened window. Her spirits were at a very low. And the worst was yet to come.





















   CHAPTER 12





   When Diego reached the secret cave, he found Felipe there. Felipe rushed happily to his Master, signing he was glad to see him.

   "Oh, Felipe, you were so right!" He took off his mask and threw it away. 

He started to unsaddle Toronado, which Felipe found strange, as it was usually his job to do. But the boy correctly assumed Diego just needed to do something while talking.

   "You knew I was not acting myself. You warned me. I hardly listened and now a man is dead and Victoria sent me away!"

   Felipe stopped and gave him a questioning look.

   "Ah, you can't understand it yet."

   Felipe stood up straight and motioned that he was not a little boy anymore. He made a sign for Angela asking if she had anything to do with it. Diego stared at the young man.

   "Or maybe I'm wrong. You are so smart! Can you maybe tell me what to do now?"

   Felipe smiled and signed it was Diego's problem only.

   Diego was glad there was someone who trusted him completely, Felipe was a unique person, and the greatest friend he could have. He helped Zorro for years and never asked for anything in return. Now he helped him to keep his sense of humour and a cold head. 

   After they finished cleaning Toronado, Diego sent Felipe to bed.

   "I have some more things to do. Go and get some rest, Felipe."

   In fact he didn't have anything to do, he just wanted some quiet time for himself. He picked up a book of poetry, one of his favourites, and sat down to read.

   It was almost morning when he got to bed. He was tired but managed to relax his mind. 

   He only slept for two or three hours when Alejandro woke him.

   "Diego, get ready quick, I want you to come to the pueblo with me."

   "What's the occasion, Father? Can't it wait?"

   "Alcalde claims to have arrested Zorro!"

   Diego opened the door and stuck his head out:

   "And has he?"

   "If he has, I want to be there to help the Fox escape."

   "It's far too dangerous, Father. Besides, Zorro can take care of himself. Sorry, I can't go. I'm so ...tired! I think I'm catching a cold." He closed the door.

   Alejandro got upset. He hit the doorframe with his fist.

   "When will you finally start to act like a man?" 

   No answer. Alejandro shook his head and turned to leave, when he noticed Angela standing almost next to him.

   "Would you mind if I went to the pueblo with you?"

   "It might not be the safest place for you to be today, my child. I'd rather if you stayed here."

   Alejandro called Felipe and told him to saddle his horse. Felipe motioned he'd like to go too and Alejandro agreed. 

   "Even the boy has more courage than my son."





   The plaza was busy. People were gathering around the post a stranger was tied up to. Ten soldiers were guarding him, threatening to kill anyone who would come too close. Just as Alejandro and Felipe arrived, the Alcalde stepped out from his office. He walked towards the tied man and started to speak.

   "Last night I captured Zorro. As you can see, he's an ordinary man, not a ghost. Thanks to my perfect military techniques I managed to get rid of this criminal. He will be executed within minutes."

   "You're insane, Alcalde! What makes you so sure he's Zorro?" Alejandro shouted.

   "You have 5 minutes to prove he's not!" DeSoto smiled widely.

   "This man is not Zorro!" 

   Everyone turned to Victoria. 

   "Ah, Senorita Escalante! You're saying this man is not Zorro! Does it mean you actually know who Zorro really is then?"

   "I don't. I mean, I know this man is NOT Zorro."

   "How can you be so sure if you don't know who he is?"

   Victoria didn't answer. She was waiting for the real masked man to appear. She noticed Diego didn't come with his father, how typical! She prayed for him to get over this unharmed. She looked around. 

   'So many soldiers, isn't he ever afraid? The man stands up for the innocent and oppressed time and again, without hesitation, and gets nothing in return. With every Zorro's success the real man loses. And still he continues his fight for justice. He's more than just a hero. And he deserves so much more...' Victoria remembered the last night's incident, and regretted reacting the way she did.

   "Did you at least question him? Alcalde, you MUST prove he is Zorro first!" Alejandro managed to push his way through the crowd, but was stopped by the uniformed men.

   DeSoto ordered his men to prepare for the execution and turned to Alejandro.

   "If he's not Zorro, then who is?"         

   A well-known voice could be heard from behind the crowd:

   "What about me? Don't I look like Zorro?" The masked hero sat on Toronado's back calmly.

   DeSoto grinned:

   "You do indeed. Thank you for coming, Zorro. You see I expected you to do so. Guess that means this man is free. That is if you dare to come and free him!"

   Something wasn't right. Zorro scanned the surroundings. There were many soldiers but they didn't carry any firearms. Nothing Zorro couldn't handle. DeSoto certainly knew it, he obviously counted on Zorro to come, so what was the real trap? More soldiers? No, they'd not be able to get there in time, there were too many people in the way. What was it?

   Without a word, he rode towards the post and the Alcalde. People respectfully made a way for him. As he got inside the circle of soldiers, DeSoto started:

   "This time, Zorro, there's no way out. You are under arrest."

   Zorro gave him his famous grin but stayed motionless. For a second everyone thought he would have to give in but suddenly he jumped down from Toronado's saddle and started to fight the advancing soldiers. The black stallion reared and, kicking his hoofs, kept some of the uniformed men busy until it was their turn to fight Zorro. 

   In the mixture of bodies and dust it was almost impossible to see what was happening. But within minutes it was all over. As the dust settled, the people saw all ten soldiers laying on the ground, some of them unconscious, some just too afraid to get up again, and Zorro, standing, pressing his Toledo-steel sword to DeSoto's throat. Toronado stood calmly behind.

   "Was that it, Alcalde?" Zorro wondered. "I expected so much more from you!" He let his hold of him and stepped towards the tied man. He easily cut the ropes.

   "This must be your lucky day, Senor." Said Zorro and turned back to the Alcalde, noticing him backing up.

   "It is indeed!" The stranger answered and pulled a pistol out from his boot, aiming it towards Zorro's back. 

   As soon as the masked man saw the Alcalde's pleased smile and heard the surprised screams of the people, he knew the real trouble had only just started. He slowly turned to face the stranger. Though he was holding his sword he knew it would be foolish to use it now. Not even Zorro was faster than a targeted gun. But he didn't have much choice. He just needed more time. And the Alcalde, always willing to risk anything for the sake of his own glory, would give it to him.

   "Wait! Don't shoot just yet. I want to see his face right before he dies. Zorro, drop your sword!" DeSoto picked up his own sword and moved beside the stranger, pointing the tip at Zorro's chest. The masked man didn't move. He knew if he dropped his sword he'd be lost. He wondered if it indeed was his end and couldn't help but think of Victoria. She was there; he had spotted her in the crowd. But she was mad at him. Maybe she wouldn't mind him dying now ... No. It wasn't right. He wouldn't give up that easily. He needed to make things right, he couldn't just leave her. And his father ... and Felipe.... 

   With an incredible speed he advanced against DeSoto, sending his sword flying again, and hit the stranger's head with the left hook at the same time. Both men were startled by such a sudden impact, and the speed and precision were just unbelievable, however, the pistol discharged. Zorro expected that much, but it was a risk he had had to take. He gasped as the bullet found its target and, clutching at his chest, Zorro took couple of steps backwards, trying to ignore the stinging pain. But DeSoto sensed his chance. Once again he retrieved his sword and advanced against the outlaw. Zorro managed to parry his attacks for a while but with every move he felt he was losing more and more blood. His vision started to be bleary. Like from a great distance he heard people shouting, calling his name, and he had a feeling he spotted his father holding Victoria, preventing her from running straight into them. He also noticed Toronado rearing, kicking around fiercely. Knowing he would not be able to stay conscious for long and that soon the other soldiers would join the fight the masked man decided it was time for him to get away. Using all his remaining strength he initiated an attack on DeSoto, deliberately stabbing his right arm. DeSoto screamed loudly and grabbed his injured arm with his left hand. At the very moment the stranger stood up again, taking an aim at Zorro for the second time. It was clear that if he pressed the trigger he would not miss. He heard DeSoto's almost hysterical cries, urging him to shoot. But he would not do so.  He watched Zorro leaning against the post with his back, trying to slow the bleeding with his hand, calmly facing his own death. People could only guess what he was thinking as he lowered the gun:

   "I think it's gone too far." 

   DeSoto's face was dark with anger.

   "We had a deal! Kill him now!"

   Like he didn't hear it, the man just stood there, eyeing the Fox.

   The Alcalde's men, seeing injured Zorro as an easy pray, were keen on finishing the job themselves. But the people, led by Alejandro, were not willing to just stand there any longer. Like a living avalanche they moved towards the soldiers, using mainly just their fists to prevent them from killing the hero. Alejandro noticed the mysterious man walking stealthily away but thought it was more important to help Zorro than to follow the stranger. Victoria was there already, preventing Zorro's body from falling to the ground. The injured man was clearly losing consciousness. Alejandro helped Victoria to carefully lay him down and quickly tore his black shirt off his chest. The amount of blood streaming from the bullet-hole was frightening. Victoria tried to stop it with her bare hands, tears escaping her eyes freely. Alejandro shook his head:

   "Victoria, it's no use. We need something..."

   Someone handed them a white shirt. They looked at Felipe as he motioned for them to use it as a bandage. Alejandro did just that. The sharp pain Zorro felt when being moved brought back his consciousness. He gave a quiet sigh and opening his eyes he rested them on Victoria. The pain was showing in his eyes but he still managed a smile. She stroke his masked face, noticing he was burning hot. Zorro then looked at Alejandro and gasped:

   "Father...?"

   Alejandro's eyes opened wide. He stared at the masked man now seeing what he never noticed before. He saw the features of his son. 

   DeSoto's voice interrupted his thoughts.

   "This is a rebellion! You will all hang! Mendoza! Attack!"

   There were more soldiers ready. Under Mendoza's command they were originally supposed to track and capture Zorro should he manage to escape. Everyone's eyes now turned to see the troop pointing their guns at the crowd. 

   "Hold the fire!" Mendoza's voice was shaking, but strong. He didn't want to give an order for the massacre. 

   "Hold the fire!" He repeated and threw himself into the crowd, setting an example for the others. The soldiers made their way towards DeSoto and pushed the people away from their fellow soldiers.

   "We must get him out of here!" Alejandro quickly decided. Together with Victoria he helped Zorro on his feet. Toronado was not far away but he was rearing and kicking around insanely. Felipe calmed him down and gently stroke his neck as Alejandro helped Zorro climb into the saddle. He held on to the horse's mane, barely keeping himself on his back. The beast took off with an incredible speed and was gone in seconds, leaving everyone in the plaza startled.

   "Mendoza! You let him escape! You'll hang for this!" DeSoto was out of his mind. With his arm injured he didn't bother to follow the outlaw himself but sent the troop after him. 

   "He won't get far. He's maybe dead already. So get out there and bring me his head NOW!"

   The people were frightened; knowing anyone of them could be arrested for the rebellious act. Everyone tried to get home quickly. 

   "You knew, Victoria." That was not a question. Alejandro noticed Victoria wasn't a bit surprised to find out her love's identity.

   She ignored his comment, thinking there were more important things to do.   

   "Felipe, take us to him." She said in a low voice. 

   The boy nodded. His hands were shaking as he motioned for her to meet them outside the pueblo. 



   



   Zorro was struggling to stay conscious. He was glad Toronado followed their usual path home, skirting the pueblo and some near-by farms to confuse the patrols instead of rushing straight into their cave. He knew the soldiers would follow him and they did. 

   But Toronado couldn't run as fast as he normally would, feeling his master slipping down from the saddle. The soldiers soon got dangerously close and even started to fire. Zorro knew sooner or later one of them would get lucky and decided to take his chances. As Toronado reached the Devil's rock, Zorro urged him to stop. They hid behind the rock.

   "Be ready, boy." He gently patted Toronado's neck, desperately trying to stay conscious.

   Waiting for the soldiers Zorro pulled out his whip and as the uniformed men passed them, he cracked it above his head. The surprised soldiers only noticed Zorro after they passed him, and turned their horses back quickly. But all they saw then were huge stones and rocks falling down right where Toronado stood a second ago, undoubtedly burying both, Zorro and the horse, underneath. The soldiers stared at the scene in front of them in disbelief. They'd heard the crack of the whip and assumed Zorro had intended to use it on them. But the whip must have caught a loose stone and caused the accident in which the masked man surely died. The soldiers tried to move the rocks to get to Zorro's body but soon they found the stones were far too big and heavy to be lifted. They gave up trying and rushed back to the pueblo to pass the news to DeSoto, knowing he'd be pleased to hear it.



   Meanwhile, Toronado slowly carried his master home. The masked man lost his conscience shortly after they escaped the falling rocks. It was a dangerous plan but it worked, thanks to Toronado's speed and Zorro's precision. He had had to use the split second the soldiers needed to turn their horses to escape unseen. But to do that Zorro used all his remaining strength and energy. Once out of sight, Toronado slowed down, preventing Zorro from falling off the saddle. With his feet in the stirrups the masked legend was partially laying across Toronado's back, his arms hanging down, his head resting in the horse's mane. 





   Felipe hesitated for a second. Diego was always saying how important it was to keep the location of the cave secret. But this was not normal circumstance! He glanced at Alejandro and Victoria as the entrance to the cave opened. Victoria was visibly shaken but not a bit surprised. But Alejandro still could not comprehend what he's just learned. On top of all Zorro's secret den was right there, it was a part of his own hacienda! They quickly entered the cave only to find it empty. 

   "He's not here! He didn't make it!" Victoria got into panics.

   Felipe quickly tried to calm her down, using clear signs for her to understand.

   "It always takes time to shake the soldiers off ... right ... but he was shot! We must do something!" 

   The boy shook his head. He knew however worried he was he had to wait for at least five hours.

   "Five hours? He can never survive that long without help!" 

   Alejandro was in shock. The reality of the situation was horrifying.

   "Felipe, Victoria is right. We must go look for him. You saw him, he could hardly stay in the saddle, what if he's laying there somewhere bleeding to death?"

   Felipe was upset. He signed he was sure Diego was still riding Toronado. 

   "Is that right?" Wondered Alejandro. "You're saying Toronado would come here should he lose his rider?" 

   "He has a great chance to survive if the bullet didn't hit his lungs." Alejandro embraced Victoria, noticing how distressed she was. 

   "But he lost so much blood! And he had a fever!" Victoria argued. 

   The Don didn't answer, lost in his own worries.

   Felipe turned and started to gather some bandages and prepare an herb mixture in a little bowl. It was clear this wasn't the first time he was doing this. Victoria asked about it. Felipe didn't know how much he could tell her but realized it was nothing compare to the fact she knew the identity of Zorro and even the location of his secret cave. He pointed at number of his body parts to show Victoria where Zorro had been injured. Alejandro clenched his fists:

   "I was such a fool! I treated him like he was a coward, I hurt him so many times..."

   Felipe smiled sadly, signing Diego was a good actor.

   Suddenly, Victoria flinched, staring at Felipe.

   "Wait! Felipe, you can hear, can't you? I just realized you understand without even looking at us! Any more surprises?"

   Before Felipe could react something else caught his attention. He ran towards the cave entrance, leaving Alejandro and Victoria behind. 











































   CHAPTER 13





   First they thought Toronado came back alone. But then they saw Zorro's motionless body lying across the stallion's back. In no time they were there helping Felipe put the man down onto the pile of hay. He was heavy and they couldn't be as gentle as they wished they'd be, but he didn't make a sound. The white shirt they used as a bandage was soaked with blood. He didn't show any sign of life and Victoria started to shake visibly. But Felipe motioned to her he could feel the pulse and Victoria began to act rationally. She and Alejandro cleaned the wound while Felipe finished preparing the herb mixture. They managed to stop the bleeding and applied the healing mixture on the bullet hole. Then they dressed the wound.

   "I believe it's a clear shot." Alejandro's voice was steady at first but started to shake as he went on, "It missed the lungs, and went through right under his left shoulder-blade. But ... it seems like it's ... too late...."

   "What are you saying, Don Alejandro? What are his chances?"

   "The blood-loss is too great. With the fever this high ... I saw many soldiers dying from similar injuries..."

   The elderly man kneeled beside his son, tears escaping his eyes.

   "It's impossible! It can't be, Don Alejandro, he is a fighter! He made it so far, he'll make it all the way!" She gently untied Zorro's mask and stroke Diego's cheek. He was burning with fever. "We need to give him something to bring his temperature down!"

   Felipe was already working on it. Victoria marvelled at his skill and intelligence. He made his decisions quickly but not rashly. By the smell of what he made she recognized it to be the cactus tea Zorro once gave her in this very cave. 

   "We must wake him, he needs to drink as much as he can." She took a wet cloth and wiped Diego's face. Alejandro shook his son's shoulders. This of course caused a great wave of pain shoot through Diego's body and Alejandro hated doing that but it had the effect they all hoped for. Diego gave a quiet sigh and opened his eyes.

   "Where ... am I?"

   "In Zorro's cave. Don't worry. You're safe now. You'll be alright." Victoria wanted to believe it herself.

   "We're so happy you are alive, my son, and we'll see to it that it stays this way. Here, drink this." 

   He supported Diego's head as Felipe handed him the bowl of cactus tea.

   But Diego was falling back into unconsciousness and now Victoria shook his shoulders, knowing if he did, he could maybe not come back.

   "Stay awake, Diego. Keep looking at me! Diego!" 

   She dabbed his forehead with a wet cloth as Diego struggled to keep his eyes opened. 

   "You are ... so beautiful...I could look...look at you...forever!" 

   She blushed but didn't say anything. She simply started to pour the liquid into his mouth and secretly chuckled, remembering the unpleasant taste of it. Diego drank it all and when he finished, Victoria gave him a peck on his cheek. He smiled and fell into an exhausted sleep.

They decided to move him into his bedroom. Felipe easily made a simple stretcher while Victoria left the cave in order to come into the hacienda through the main entrance. They needed to keep Zorro's secret and Victoria was to make sure Angela didn't see Diego injured.



   ---------------



   Angela was getting nervous. She was hoping to spend some time with Diego in the empty hacienda, and planned on revealing her feelings to him. But it was already past lunchtime and Diego still hadn’t left his room. How could he sleep for so long? She wasn't sure if she could go and knock on his door. It seemed very improper to her. So she just waited, holding her baby in her arms. She'd be patient. She wanted the best father for her son and believed she found him. 



   ---------------





   "Is it really true, Victoria? Is Zorro in trouble? What happened?"  

   Victoria hated having to trick Angela. But she needed to divert her attention so that Felipe and Alejandro could sneak Diego into his room without her noticing. She didn't need to act too much though, as she really was still shaken from the happenings and the worry about her love's life. She told Angela what exactly happened in the pueblo that morning, keeping her standing by the doors.

   "No, I cannot go in now, Angela."  Victoria refused the younger woman's invitation, "I must return to my business. I just hoped Don Alejandro would be back with some news. I will come back tonight." 

   Angela found the situation strange but didn't say a word about it. 

   Not long after the women said their good-byes and Victoria left, Alejandro and Felipe arrived home. Alejandro exchanged couple of words with Angela and hurried into Diego's bedroom. 

   He heard Angela's voice as he did so:

   "I didn't see your son all day. I hope he's not ill."

   He correctly assumed Angela was worried he'd be angry with Diego. He made an indefinite sign and disappeared behind the door.

   He stopped as he saw Diego's motionless body laying on the bed. He just watched him for some time, sorting out his mixed up emotions and thoughts. So many things were so perfectly clear now, and so many new mysteries just appeared! He sat on a chair next to Diego's bed and thought. He was filled up with pride. His son was undoubtedly the bravest man he'd ever known.  He overcame all his expectations and became greater than any De La Vega before him. But now, deep in his soul, Alejandro wished Diego was an ordinary man, a bookworm, as everyone knew him. It was difficult for the old man to imagine what his life would be like now if his son decided to carry on with this masquerade even after all this. And somehow he knew he would. Living in fear every day, not knowing when Zorro could be injured again, or even captured or killed. Alejandro didn't feel hurt that his son never told him his secret. He realized it was only to protect him from this fear. He'd stood the disrespect Alejandro showed him so often just to protect him! The Don broke into tears.





   There were no customers in the tavern that afternoon, and Victoria wasn't a bit surprised. People of Los Angeles tried to avoid meeting the Alcalde, afraid of circumstances of their rebellion, and all the soldiers were ordered to stay on duty. Victoria cleaned up and walked nervously from one window to another, waiting for the night to come. She didn't want to be seen leaving her tavern again. DeSoto would surely grow suspicious. She longed to be beside the man she loved so much, and take care of him. The hours of waiting seemed like days. 

Finally, the sun set. She was puzzled to see there were only two patrols in and outside the pueblo. It was so easy to sneak out! Did Alcalde give up the hope to find Zorro? Was he so sure he'd not survive?         

   As she rode her mare throughout the dark night she wondered what Diego would do now. Would he be upset she knew his secret? Would he want to see her again? Or did his heart indeed belong to Angela now? 

   She managed to shake off the thoughts as she arrived at the hacienda. Felipe opened the door and she walked in, finding Angela in the library, playing chess with the Don.

   She knew they had to be careful as not to make Angela suspicious.

   "I am afraid, Victoria, that no one found any trace of Zorro this afternoon. It seems like he vanished."

   "Perhaps someone took care of him. The soldiers returned without him, and don't even seem to plan on any further search. They're all on duty but the pueblo is quiet. That is strange, don't you think?"

   "It is indeed. DeSoto didn't make any arrests ... It seems to me like he's now confident, knowing no one can stop him from doing whatever he wishes for. He's not in a hurry. He can execute anyone tomorrow, if there's no Zorro..." 

   Victoria needed to know how Diego was doing. She shook with worry.

   "Tell me he's going to be alright..." She knew he'd tell her somehow.

   "I'm sure he will be. He's a strong man, don't worry, Victoria." 

   Angela got up to embrace Victoria. She felt so sorry for her.

   "I pray for you and Zorro all the time, Victoria. I hope you will be happy together one day."

   The tavern owner felt guilty for playing this game and also for her jealous feelings. Angela was an honest and good woman. Victoria thanked her and after a little while she asked:

   "And where is Diego, I can't think of a reason for him to miss a game of chess!"

   "Unfortunately, Diego has a bad flu so he's in bed. And he'll have to stay there for some time, as we don't want him to wonder around the house. It would be very unwise with Angela and her baby here. We don't want them to come down with it too!"

   "Just imagine, Victoria, they won't even let me bring him a cup of tea!" Complained Angela. 

   "But I must admit, as much as I miss Diego's presence, I am also flattered that the gentlemen so much care for me and Renard." 

   "It does not surprise me, De La Vegas are well known for their hospitality and care for others." Victoria couldn't wait any longer. "But you wouldn't mind me visiting your son, Don Alejandro, would you?"

   "Is there any way of stopping you?" Alejandro smiled and got up. "Excuse us, Angela, we'll call on Diego now. I'll send Felipe to finish the game for me. I don't like losing anyway..."

   Victoria burst into Diego's bedroom. Alejandro was right behind her, and asked Felipe to keep Angela company. 

   "The boy would not leave Diego's side all day. He's a treasure." Alejandro said.

   Victoria nodded, staring at Diego's pale face.

   "He didn't wake up since we brought him here. For some time he was delirious but then ... ...nothing! It might take days..."

   Victoria bent to stroke Diego's face. Just as she did so, he stirred. Alejandro was beside him in no time.

   "Diego?"

   He opened his eyes slowly. He was obviously in pain and had to fight hard to stay conscious.    He wanted to speak but it was almost impossible. He set his eyes on Victoria.

   "Vic... I am sorry ... "

   "Don't speak just yet, Diego. You lost so much blood, you need to rest now!" 

   He ignored her orders and struggled on:

   "... I am sorry ... Zorro is dead ... Victoria, I am..." 

   He closed his eyes and fell into an exhausted sleep.

   First none of them said anything. They just looked at Diego's pale face. Then Victoria slowly turned and walked towards the door. 

   "I must go now, Don Alejandro." She whispered.

   He didn't understand. What was all this about? 

   "Wait, Victoria. Can you tell me what so upset you? What did he mean?"

   She stopped and turned back sharply. All her worries and emotions got the better of her:

   "It's all over! He doesn't love me. And how could he after all those years..."

   "Don't jump into conclusions, Victoria. How do you know? Publicly he could only love you as Zorro. As Diego he had to pretend to be someone else..."

   "I know. That is how it started. But then he realized I could never love the man behind the mask. I loved the hero inside of him and showed no interest in the real man. And then SHE came. She loves Diego. The real him. She is charming, intelligent and well educated. He found what he was looking for. I don't blame him. He made his choice. Zorro gave me his promise, but now Zorro is dead. Diego is free." 

   Before Alejandro could stop her, she was gone. He shook his head. He himself had been and still was confused by the nature of Diego's and Angela's relationship. What Victoria said made sense, but somehow Alejandro knew it couldn't be true. Diego would not leave Victoria for another. Or would he?







   It wasn't before the morning that Diego woke up again. He opened his eyes and saw Felipe asleep on a chair next to him. He tried hard to remember what had happened. He saw clearly the incident in the pueblo, and how he was shot. His father, Felipe and Victoria helping him get away. Then the soldiers. He led them believe he was dead. Then a vague memory of him in his cave - and his father ... and Victoria ... was there too! They knew his secret! They knew Zorro's identity! It was only now that he realized what it could mean. He sat up on the bed, clutching at his dressed wound. It hurt but that didn't matter to him now. 

   Felipe pushed him back down on his back and, his hands flying, strictly explained there was no way for Diego to leave the bed just yet.

   "Alright. Stop shouting at me!"

   Felipe found the little joke very funny. He was over the moon Diego was conscious. He knew the pain he suffered from must have been great but it was clear Diego was now out of the worse. The boy demanded to know what Diego wished for.

   Diego rolled his eyes:

   "All I need now is you to answer couple of questions of mine, Felipe."

   The young boy told him all he knew about the situation in pueblo.

   "I wonder what stops the Alcalde from punishing the people for standing up to him. Did you say the soldiers were still looking for me? And who is the mysterious man that gave me this?"

   Felipe shook his head indefinitely.

   Diego had another question on mind, that about Victoria, but was somehow afraid to ask. Like he knew what his Master was thinking, Felipe signed Victoria had been there and that both she and Alejandro now knew Zorro's identity. He added Angela thought he came down with a bad flu.

   The young Don then asked for some water. He wanted to think and talk to his loyal friend but felt exhausted from the pain he was in. He took couple of sips and closed his eyes again.   

   CHAPTER 14





   Alejandro was delighted to hear his son had been awake earlier that morning and rushed into his bedroom quickly. He didn't have to wait long for Diego to open his eyes. He saw to it that his son eat something and with Felipe's help he checked on Diego's wound. Then he sent the boy to watch out for Angela. 

   "You gave me such a fright, my son! I am so glad to see you alive. We couldn't call Doctor Hernandez for DeSoto would surely have him followed. But we seem to have done a good job saving your life!"

   "And for that I thank you, Father. And - I do apologize for deceiving you for so long."

   The older Don faced his son slowly:

   "I only hope that you forgive me one day. I never meant to hurt you but I so many times had. I am so proud of you, Diego, and I am ashamed for my previous behaviour. Please forgive me?"

   "There is nothing to forgive, Father. You did your best to make a real De La Vega out of me. Now tell me, what about Victoria?"

   Alejandro's mind was racing. He wasn't sure what Diego wanted to hear. He said Victoria had known Diego's secret before and that she didn't seem a bit disappointed with the fact Diego was Zorro. As he said that, Alejandro noticed his son to exhale with a great relief. 

   "But there are other issues we need to discuss. Victoria told me you left her for Angela."

   "What? What did I do? Oh Father, why would she think so? I love Victoria with all my heart and I always will!"

   Alejandro scratched his head. He was sure Diego meant it but realized the situation was a little more complicated.

   "You'll hate to hear this, Diego, but you got yourself in a real mess. Even I believed you had a thing for Angela. What were you thinking? Now you must somehow explain it to both Angela and Victoria."

   Diego nodded and tried to get out of his bed. Alejandro shouted:

   "Where do you think you're going?"

   "As you said, Father. I must sort the things out."

   "You would only make things worse now. Just look at you. You can barely stay awake. You almost died yesterday, and today you'd like to deal with two women? Brave as you are, you'd not survive. Lay back down now!"

   Diego knew his father had a point. The pain in his chest was greater than he wanted to admit, and his head was constantly aching and spinning from the major blood loss. He needed at least two more days before he could get up again.





   Victoria glanced around the empty tavern. Everywhere she looked she saw him. Her true and only love. The man she lost before she even had him.  

   The silence was interrupted by a soft knock on the door. 

   Who could that be? Who on Earth would now like to visit the tavern so close to DeSoto's office? Or was it DeSoto himself? Victoria shivered. Before she could react, the door opened and in stepped the stranger from the previous day. 

   Victoria got upset instantly.

   "Please leave, Senor! You are not welcome here."

   He ignored her orders and closed the door quietly.

   "Dias, Senorita. Please don't be worried, I'm here to help you."

   "Help me? I don't need any help from a murderer!"

   The man stopped and lowered his eyes."

   "I know how it seems. I am truly sorry for what I did yesterday. But believe me, it was not my intention to kill Zorro."

   "What are you saying? That you shot him with a good intention? Who are you, anyway?"

   "My name is Enrique Cortazar. I cannot tell you more but it is my duty to see to it that the masquerade of Zorro ends. And the soldiers who followed Zorro after he was shot claim he died under Devil's rock. He is officially dead."

   Victoria's heart skipped couple of beats. Zorro - was officially dead? Could that be what Diego was saying? She quickly put herself together and asked:

   "So what is it you want? Your job is done, now leave."

   "We both know he's alive, Senorita."

   Was it a trick? Could he just be guessing, fishing for information?

   "You are insane, Senor. Why don't you just let me be!?"

   "I didn't mean to upset you, Senorita. Perhaps this is not the right time to talk. But we shall see each other again."

   He reached out for her hand to kiss it but she stepped back stubbornly. He just smiled softly and left.

   Victoria hated to admit it but she thought he was a handsome and well-mannered man.   Somehow she couldn’t believe this was the sly man who almost killed Zorro who had saved his life. Victoria was sure it was DeSoto’s plot, another trap he set on the Fox. And this stranger, visibly a noble man, agreed on being a part of it. He seemed to be a gentle, intelligent person. But then - some people would do anything for the sake of money. She shook her head in disgust. She decided not to trust him, whatever her instinct. And she would have to warn De La Vegas. This man was obviously not satisfied with what he’d done so far. And she also wanted to make sure Diego was all right. With the newfound information she realized Diego’s words could have had a different meaning. She decided she’d go and see him as soon as it was possible without arising any suspicions.





   Pueblo of Los Angeles returned to normal rapidly. The fear was soon replaced with curiosity. And as there was no sign of Alcalde’s revenge, people again started to live their simple lives.

   The tavern was full and Victoria was busy filling up the glasses. Even some soldiers were there, sitting at the separate table, unusually quiet, like they were not allowed to speak to anyone. All the others talked about Zorro. They remembered all the times he’d come and save the day. The word had it that he was dead but the stories of how it happened differed. Victoria suffered hearing all this, and not being sure how Diego was doing. It had been almost a week since he was injured and still she didn’t get chance to go and visit him. But then Felipe came. He handed her a written message from Alejandro and winked at her, secretly urging her to read it aloud. 

   How smart, she thought, it’s a cover up!

   The note was stating the De La Vega cook was ill so they needed some food supply. This was a standard situation, and people were used to asking Victoria for help in such cases. It was a simple and trustworthy reason for her to leave the tavern and visit her wealthy friends.

   She promised she’d come before the lunchtime tomorrow, speaking loud for everyone to hear. From the expression on Felipe’s face she knew Diego was doing fine. She couldn’t wait for the new day to come.





   “Please come in!” She heard Diego’s voice from behind the door. She was a bit perplexed that Alejandro sent her into his son’s bedroom alone. It was so embarrassing and very improper! She walked in hesitantly and closed the door behind her before she even looked at him. 

   “Victoria?” His voice was quiet but steady. 

   She slowly turned to face him. He stood there by the window, wearing dark blue trousers and a white shirt. Although he looked tired and still not too well Victoria thought he was terribly handsome and sexy, for that matter. 

   “Diego! You’re up already! I came to wish you a speedy recovery and you …”

   “Had it not been for your help I would probably not be alive now. Thank you, Victoria.”

   She didn’t know what to say or what to do.  

   Diego had a similar problem. How should he start? What should he say? 

   Victoria made herself speak first: 

   “Even if I helped you thousand times it would never repay you for all you’ve done for me and the whole pueblo. I should thank you for all of that.”

   “Are you not mad at me for all those years I kept my secret from you? You surely expected your hero to be someone else?”

   “My hero turned out to be the one and only man I could ever truly love.”

   Before she realized he was right in front of her, taking her hands in his. She looked into his deep blue eyes in surprise.

   “I am so sorry for every single time I disappointed you, Victoria. And I pray for your forgiveness because I love you, Victoria. I love you more than you can imagine.” His voice was almost a whisper but the words he said were clear and honest.

   He pulled her closer and kissed her. There was nothing else in the world that mattered. As she started to response to his kisses he encircled her waist with his arms, pressing her tiny body against his. The physical closeness excited them both and she ran her fingers through his hair while biting his lips teasingly. He knew it was time for them to stop but decided to prolong the heavenly moment a little. In the next moment he learned it was a great mistake.





   Angela was thoroughly confused. Everyone around behaved so strange! For days she was thinking of the situation she was in. What could she do to give Renard home and a quality life? Was Diego the answer? She grew to admire the handsome Don for his gentle and caring nature. He was the sweetest man she ever met. However, she felt strange in his presence. She didn’t feel in love, not the way she had been in love with Zorro. But then, it was different. Now it wasn’t about her anymore. She was responsible for Renard and he was all that mattered. If Diego loved her and was willing to claim Renard as his son she would make the best wife in the territory, of that she was certain. But did he really love her? He was so unpredictable, so close and so distant at the same time! 

   Angela stroke her little baby’s head. He had been fed and was now falling asleep. She gently laid him on the bed and kissed his cheek. She made up her mind. She would go and talk to Diego now. Of course he loved her, why else would he do things he did for her?

   She knocked on the door softly but heard no answer. Could he be asleep? She remembered Alejandro asking her not to visit Diego for the sake of her own health. Ah, silly flu, she thought and pressed the latch. What she saw when she opened the door shocked her. She was staring at Diego kissing Victoria passionately. It took them a moment or two until they finally noticed her and parted quickly. The heavy door closed and broke the maddening silence in the room. 

Diego’s mind was racing. How could he explain their behaviour without revealing he was Zorro? 

Angela didn’t wait for him to speak:

   “How can this be, Victoria? I lost Zorro because of you, why would you want to take another man from me? I don’t understand!” Tears welled in her eyes.

   Victoria couldn’t think of one sensible thing to say. It all seemed so wrong!

   Diego made two quick steps towards Angela. The guilt he suffered from was unbearable. He now realized what Angela must had been going through. He led her to believe he loved her, how could he be so careless? 

   “Please, let me explain …” He reached out for her to comfort her, “Angela please …”

   The sorrow and anger got the better of her. She started to hit Diego’s chest with her fists:

   “You men are all the same! I can not …”

   She stopped suddenly as she noticed Diego back up quickly, with an odd expression on his face, clutching at his chest. Angela was perplexed. She didn’t hit him that hard!

Victoria was by his side in no time. She guessed right, the bullet wound reopened and was bleeding again.

   It didn’t take Angela long to comprehend. Seeing the red-stained shirt and Victoria urging Diego not to move in order to stop the bleeding was enough for her to put two and two together.

   Diego gently pushed Victoria aside:

   “Don’t worry, Victoria, it’s not that bad.” His eyes swung to Angela, and so did Victoria’s.

   The beautiful woman was now calm, full of dignity.

   “I should have noticed before.” She looked at Diego. “I see why you were so … shy. You never loved me, not as Zorro, neither as Diego!”

   “I am truly sorry for …”

   “No, don’t be. You haven’t done anything wrong. Guess that was meant to be a double lesson for me. No more love.”

   “What are you saying? You are so smart and so beautiful, and I’m sure you will soon find a good man to spend the rest of your life with.”

   “I have an illegitimate baby, Diego!”

   “Every sensible man would be proud to claim such a sweetheart as his own, Angela!”

   She wanted to thank him for such kind words but noticed he started to breath heavily. She and Victoria grabbed one Diego’s arm each and dragged him across the room towards his bed. They pinned him down on top of the quilt, against his will, enjoying the power they had over the man. Victoria opened his shirt while Angela prepared some bandages. They expertly dressed the wound and Angela decided to leave, saying:

   “I do apologize for hurting you but I don’t feel sorry for you. I think we’re even.” She smiled and left to check on Renard.

   “Are you comfortable?” Victoria asked nervously.

   “More than that. With you sitting on my bed it makes quite a change.”

   To hide her blush she snapped at him:

   “You know what I mean!” Then she got worried: “Diego, Angela knows you’re Zorro!”

   “I know. She is in a great danger now, just like you and my father. I hate being the cause of it.” 

   “But - are you sure you want to be with me? Angela would surely be a perfect wife for you.”  

   He stroke her hair and slowly pulled her down to kiss her. At first she ignored his soft kisses, she was waiting for him to say something, to assure her he wanted her and her only, but as his arms started to roam across her back forcing her to react she pressed her body to his and returned his passion. Diego forgot all about the pain and rolled over, still holding Victoria tight.    She found herself lying on his bed, with Diego above her. The situation was highly improper but so exciting and tempting! He had a serious look when he spoke:

   “I love you so much, Victoria. Will you marry me?”

   “No, I promised myself to Zorro!” She laughed and jokingly pushed him off her.

   They both got the same idea at the same time. Grabbing one soft pillow each they started to fight, taking no mercy. They only stopped after they were covered with feathers. But Diego was not to give up yet. He pinned her down under his large body, holding her arms, his hips pressed to hers. He repeated quietly:

   “Will you marry me?”

   She whispered her “yes” quickly and placed a sound kiss to his lips. 

   They both knew the position they found themselves in would be impossible to explain should anyone find them like that. Victoria was a bit embarrassed but only until Diego said:

   “Why, Senorita Escalante, no one taught you to take off your shoes before going to bed?”

They giggled as they got up from the bed and they giggled as they tried to quickly tidy up the room.  

   Just as they managed to clean up the mess, Felipe burst in, waving his hands in alarm. Cortazar came to visit De La Vegas for an unknown reason and Angela was now talking to him in the library. Diego asked Victoria to wait there. He put on his blue jacket in order to cover the bloodstained shirt and bandages and went to see the man. But how surprised was he when he found Angela relaxed and obviously enjoying herself in Cortazar’s presence! And as soon as Diego appeared Cortazar stood up to leave, briefly shaking Diego’s hand, introducing himself:

   “I don’t believe we’ve met, Senor, but you have my deepest respect for taking care of Senorita Angela. I am Enrique Cortazar, should you not know.”

   “Diego De La Vega. Did you come here for a reason?”

   “I’ve heard you and your father are two of the most respectable citizens of this pueblo so I thought I should stop by to greet you. And as I found more beauty than I expected to find here,” he glanced at Angela, “I suppose I’ll be visiting you more often.” 

   His words were more than daring but before Diego could protest, Angela spoke:

   “I hope you won’t forget about the picnic tomorrow, Senor Cortazar.”

   “Ten o’clock sharp, Angela. I will hardly get any sleep.”

   With an elegant bow he left. To Diego’s questioning look Angela refused to react. It was clear Angela was determined to go for the picnic whatever Diego’s opinion. His plans to follow them were cut short as Angela asked him not to do so later that day. He promised to give her privacy but assured himself she knew whom she was dealing with.

   And the picnic was not the only time the two met. Cortazar was spending long hours with Angela and her baby, and none of them seemed to care about the gossip spreading fast across the pueblo.         



















   CHAPTER 15





   Soon there was nothing that could keep Diego at home any longer. He wanted to find out what DeSoto was up to. Diego couldn’t believe the Alcalde would leave the things be like this. He decided to talk to DeSoto himself.



   His right arm still in the bandages, DeSoto struggled to write with his left arm. He didn’t like to be disturbed but knew the Guardian was the official newspaper of Los Angeles and the negative information in it could be used against the Alcalde. It seemed important for DeSoto to have the young De La Vega on his side. 

   “People have the right to know who will get the reward for Zorro!” Diego argued to get the Alcalde where he wanted him to be.

   “We never found his body, Diego. I can believe in whatever I want but the King of Spain wants a proof of his death!”

   “Were you willing to execute the innocent man if Zorro hadn’t appeared?”

   “Of course not. Senor Cortazar and I had a deal. He was to kill the Fox for me. But the rebellious people helped Zorro to escape.”

   “Are you going to take any action against the people of Los Angeles?”

DeSoto smiled widely.

   “That is the clever part of it. If unpunished for the first time, anyone can be shot on spot second time they stand up to me. It’s a law and it’s written here. Now I want you to print it in your paper for everyone to know!” 

   Diego’s blood was boiling. DeSoto thought his dream came true. Without Zorro around he could do or take whatever he wanted for anyone who’d even only spoke against him could be executed.

   “Right, I will certainly do so. And Senor Cortazar? Is he still at your service?”            

   “He agreed to stay here until we find Zorro’s body. And if you knew him you would know that he’s one of the people you want to be around if somehow Zorro came back.”

   “Gracias, Alcalde, I think that’s all I needed to know.”

   Diego headed for the tavern, wanting to see Victoria for another while. He felt a little worn out, realizing he should not overdo it and get some rest should DeSoto decide to put his plans into practise. Little did he know the time Zorro would be needed again was coming.





   -------------------





   Toronado flew like a wind but minutes still seemed like hours. Zorro was trying to make sense out of what he just learned. Felipe frankly explained to him that Victoria had been charged with treason and was to be hanged shortly. Simple gallows had been placed in the middle of the plaza. Zorro's mind was clouded with anger. He knew DeSoto to be an evil man but this was insane! The masked man realized he needed to think rationally but right now he found it impossible. Just one thing was clear. This time there would be no time to survey the situation, no time to make a plan. What if he’s late? What if he can’t save Victoria?

   He shook his head as he entered the pueblo gates. It was just as bad as he thought it would be. His chances for survival were slight, but he’d do everything in the world to save the woman he loved.

   Now he saw her, standing under the gallows, her hands tied up behind her back, her mouth gagged. He ignored the number of armed soldiers around. His eyes met hers. He saw so much love and strength in hers that he couldn’t but admire her courage and dignity. He was determined to save her, whatever the price.

   As Victoria spotted him, her heart started to beat rapidly. She knew he’d come to save her but she also realized what he was going into. He was condemning himself to death! She slowly shook her head for him to see she didn’t approve. She didn’t want him to sacrifice his life for hers!

   Her thoughts were interrupted by DeSoto’s laughter:

   “I knew he was alive! I knew he’d come! This is his end. And he will watch you die before he himself will be killed!” He reached for the noose and placed it around Victoria’s neck, expecting Zorro to drop to his knees and beg for Victoria’s life. But the man would not do so. As he neared the crowd he quickly dismounted, pushing his way through the soldiers. So surprised were they by his boldness the uniformed men didn’t even try to stop him. But they all pointed their muskets at him. Zorro noticed his father and Mendoza were tied up too, and were kept in check. It was not difficult to guess what went on a while ago. This time DeSoto was taking no chances and it was obvious he was prepared to massacre the whole pueblo to win. The mad Alcalde overstepped all limits. He was so blinded with his hatred for Zorro that he no longer cared about what means he’d finally get rid of him by.

   The masked hero leapt up the gallows’s floor, facing the Alcalde. Dozen of muskets were instantly pointed at Victoria and Zorro. All was quiet as he spoke in a very deep voice:

   “It is me you want, so here I am. Let Senorita Escalante go.” 

   “This time, Zorro, you’re not in a position to dictate me. Make one mistake and you and your Senorita are dead. Now, step back and drop your sabre slowly.”

   Zorro couldn’t but obey. He made a step backwards, his hands moving to unbuckle his belt. He could see tears well in Victoria’s eyes. He was ready to die for her but something was telling him the ill-minded Alcalde would still carry on his verdict on her once Zorro was out of game. He stopped in mid-motion and repeated:

   “Let the Senorita go. She has not committed any crime. It is illegal to execute a person without a trial. I will give myself up without a fight as soon as she’s free.”

   To everyone’s surprise, another voice pierced the silence:

   “I believe Zorro’s words are clear. The woman is to be released immediately!”

  Alcalde’s eyes narrowed as Enrique Cortazar stepped from behind the soldiers:

   “How dare you? What makes you think you have the right to give orders?”

   “My rightful position of the King’s personal counsellor.” He pulled out a document with a Royal seal on it for everyone to see. He ignored DeSoto’s perplexed expression and continued:

   “You are all under my command. Disobedience of my orders will result in death penalty.” 

   He pressed his sabre to Zorro’s throat knowing the man could use the moment of confusion to escape. But Zorro did not intend to leave. Cortazar then spoke again: 

   “Alcalde DeSoto, you are divested of your office and placed under arrest. You will be sent to Madrid where you will stand a trial.” He motioned for two soldiers to take him away and they immediately obeyed, ignoring DeSoto’s protests. Cortazar then ordered to release all, Victoria, Mendoza and Alejandro:

   “These people are not to be harmed. They have not committed any crime.”

   Zorro stood calmly and smiled as he watched Victoria being released. Nothing else mattered. He understood the reasons for Cortazar’s appearance. Diego himself had appealed to the King for a candid officer to investigate the reasons for disorder in Los Angeles. Cortazar fit the role perfectly; he had fooled everyone in the pueblo. But was this man to be trusted? Did he intend to clear the pueblo from injustice or to introduce new means of terror? So far everything was to Zorro’s liking and the Fox knew he’d now be able to make a swift escape but the uncertainty of Victoria’s fate kept him still.

   Cortazar paused, eyeing his masked captive. He grinned as he pointed his sabre down and said:

   “We meet again, Senor Zorro. I don’t expect you to trust me but you must admit I’ve done a good job saving your Senorita’s life.”

   “For that I am grateful. But you also risked her life to get to me!”

Cortazar ignored the comment and asked:

   “What is your political conviction?” 

   “There is good and there is evil. I fight for what I believe is good. That is my politics.”

   “I see your point. However, my assignment is simple. I am to see to it that there is no need for a Phantom playing God here!” 

   “And I hope your assignment will be successful. It has always been my dream that the people of this pueblo were safe from injustice and oppression.” 

   “This is a peculiar situation, Zorro! You know that sooner or later I’ll have to decide what your fate will be. But it’s hard to judge, as the truth is not easy to find. However, I might have a solution to the problem. A fair duel should end the dilemma. Mendoza, you are to see to it that Zorro is free should I die. In such case you’d be in charge of this pueblo until a new Alcalde’s appointed. Senor Zorro, you have very little to lose, except for your life of course.”

   Zorro unshielded his sabre without a word while Mendoza shouted:

   “But, Senor Cortazar, this is Zorro, no one ever defeated him!”

   “I’m not a beginner either!” Cortazar replied and as he swung the sabre in a professional manner everyone knew what he was saying was true. “What do you say, Zorro? Are you ready?”

   Zorro noticed Victoria’s frightened face. Alejandro held her in his arms, fear for his son reflecting in his expression as well. But Zorro was calm. He was now sure Cortazar would not take action against his loved ones. 

   “How could I refuse such an offer? At your service, Alcalde!”

     Both fencers saluted each other in a respectful way. Then the silence was broken by the clash of steel as the duel started. From the very beginning it was clear Zorro met a perfect match. Cortazar was as confident a fencer as Zorro was. The speed and precision they both displayed were incredible. It was just a matter of time before one of them would make a deadly error. 

   Zorro enjoyed it. It was the first time he knew he could be defeated. And for the first time he could use all his skills. He even had to initiate attacks though he had thought he’d only parry Cortazar’s. He didn’t intend to kill him but he found it hard to play safe. 

   Cortazar was also surprised by his masked opponent’s abilities. He himself was recognized as the best fencer of Madrid and possibly of the whole Spain. Now, for a moment, he regretted his decision to fight the infamous hero. He hadn’t expected him to be at all that good! But as the duel progressed, he changed his mind. If he were to die, at least he’d die in a honourable way. 

   For a long while it looked like Cortazar was to win. He seemed to be more active and also much more keen on his victory than Zorro was. But as the two learned each other’s style and tricks, Zorro displayed a finesse never seen before. With an elegant but forceful exploit he sent Cortazar’s sword to the ground and pressed his sabre to the man’s chest.

   All was quiet as the two men faced each other. Then one of them spoke:

   “You are free to kill me, Zorro. You are the winner.”

   “I might be the winner but I am not a murderer. You fought just as well, and the winner could have easily been you. And I do not believe you’d take my life should that be the case.”

Zorro shielded his sabre and shook Cortazar’s hand.

   “You truly are an unique man, Zorro. After all you had to go through you still believe in the good side of a man!”

   “I also believe you are the man this pueblo needs. With a honourable Alcalde in lead there will be no place for Zorro. I am ready to stand a trial. Your assignment has been successfully completed.”   

   “It is my hope you’ll never regret your decision. I appreciate your trust and honesty.” He turned toward the crowd and spoke loud: “ Under regular circumstances I would recommend Zorro for a Royal pardon. However, I came to the conclusion that Zorro the Fox had been accused of crimes he never committed. From my rightful position of the King’s Counsellor I declare Zorro to be a free man!” He watched the people shouting words of praise and glory, then again looked at the masked man: “ And it is my pleasure to assure you that Senorita Escalante was never in a real danger.” As he pulled the noose, the rope fell loose to the floor. 

  “You’re free to go now, Zorro, but before you leave, I must ask you to take off your mask. It is not an order, it is a request. We’re all dying to see who you are.”

   The crowd went crazy. The man all dressed in black didn’t answer. Even if he did, no one would hear him. He simply reached to the back of his head and untied his mask. As he revealed his handsome face, the surprised people called Diego’s name, struggling to believe it was really him. He whistled for Toronado and said:

   “Senor Cortazar, I have a deep respect for you.”

   “And I for you, Diego De La Vega.” 

   Victoria had tried to push her way through the crowd hard but ineffectively, so at least she hugged Alejandro with all her might. She could hardly see through the tears of joy. Suddenly she could hear a deep but soft voice behind her: 

   “You cuddle the wrong man, Senorita. Father, will you allow me...?”

Victoria did not hesitate and let Diego pull her up Toronado’s back. She embraced him tight as the young Don gave an apologetic look to Alejandro. The older De La Vega smiled, watching them leave the pueblo behind.



















  





















   CHAPTER 16





   

   They stopped by the sea. It was one of Victoria’s favourite places and Diego knew it. The late afternoon brought a fresh breeze from the ocean and the sun lit the sea up in a magical way. 

   They walked along the beach quietly, as if afraid that words could wake them up from the beautiful dream. But then Diego embraced her suddenly and kissed her lips softly. 

   “This is the happiest day of my life!” She said.

   “And many more happy days will come, I promise you.” 

   She stroke his cheek with the back of her hand and he pulled her closer, calling for another kiss. She pecked his lips playfully and, to his amazement, Victoria managed to escape from his arms. But before she could run off he caught her and lift her up his arms. She laughed as she fought to get back down and Diego had a hard time keeping her still. He kneeled in the send and laid her down, pinning her tiny body under his. She changed her techniques instantly. She ran her hands through his hair and pulled his head down for a deep kiss. He responded just as passionately. As he kissed her cheeks and whispered little nothings into her ear, Diego noticed Victoria took off his cape and was now unbuttoning his shirt. He gave her a surprised look and she quickly explained:

   “It is not suitable to wear black clothes on such a merry day!”

   “Would you rather have me naked?” 

   Victoria blushed at once. She covered her face with her hands in embarrassment. But Diego minded his own business. He kissed her exposed throat all the way down to the top button of her blouse. He did not hesitate and opened it quickly, kissing the place tenderly. He felt her hands caress his shoulders and heard her soft mourn. Greatly encouraged he moved down to another button. Victoria managed to take his shirt off completely but he struggled with the feminine blouse. He didn’t display much patience with her clothing and instead concentrated on kissing, tasting her fruity skin. They were losing themselves in their passion. The need of touching each other grew fast as they did all they could to melt into each other’s body. The driving need for a physical love clouded their minds. When Diego felt Victoria’s hands ripping him off his sash he lost all his self-control. Kissing her throat he reached down to lift her skirts. As she laid her hands on the fastening of his trousers Victoria heard his sudden intake of breath. His caressing intensified rapidly. She paused and realized how long they waited for such a moment. She was overwhelmed by the intensity of the feelings and passion she felt and amazed how hot blooded and impatient Diego could be. She was ready for him to make love to her there and then but something inside of her was telling her to wait. He noticed she was shivering a little. As their eyes met again they both stopped. This was not the right time. They both knew. He sat up and placed her on his lap, holding her like a baby. He was rewarded with a happy smile. Victoria was in high spirits. And so was Diego. Both of them knew the right time for fulfilling their love was coming.

   





   Shortly before the sunset they arrived at De La Vega hacienda. Diego thought his father would be waiting for them with the dinner but what they found when they entered the house amazed them. The party was in a full swing and the two received a warm welcome from dozens of people. Enrique Cortazar was also among the guests, with Angela by his side. They didn’t even try to hide the affection for each other.   

   "I think I owe you an explanation." The young woman turned to Diego and Victoria.

   "What for, Angela?"  

   "There are things I haven’t told you. I had known Enrique for years. We met in Madrid while I was attending the university there. He already served the King and..."

   "That must had been the reason for Angela turning me down." Smiled Enrique.

   "No, it was not that! I was too young then and I wasn’t sure I wanted to stay in Spain!"

Diego widened his eyes:

   "That means you knew the reasons for Enrique’s arrival at this pueblo! And you haven’t told me?"     

   "Well I also knew about you being Zorro and haven’t told Enrique!" 

   "What a woman you are!" Enrique kissed her hand, his admiration for her showing in his eyes.  He paused for a moment and took a deep breath: " Angela, I loved you when we were in Madrid, and I love you still. This is the second time I'm asking you to be my wife. Please, listen to me this time. I promise I'll do my best to be a good father to your son, and will love and protect you always. Will you marry me?" 

   She looked at him softly. Her voice was quiet but firm: 

   "Yes, Enrique, I will."

   Enrique embraced her happily and kissed her cheek.

   "I bought the abandoned hacienda near the pueblo. It's well equipped and only needs little adjustments to be suitable for a lady with a baby. You shall move in tomorrow."

   Her eyes widened. She could not share the house with him before they were married. Diego and Victoria also looked surprised. Like he could read their minds, Enrique added quickly: 

   "Of course I will stay in the Alcalde's quarters until Thursday. I must return to Madrid to finish my assignment. And I will resign from my present post as a Royal counsellor to become the Alcalde of Los Angeles. We'll get married as soon as I return."

   They were all over the moon. The day brought so much happiness into the four people's lives!     They congratulated one another on their engagements and discussed further details of Enrique's journey. 

   "The King will by no means object to my decision to free Zorro. But it will be necessary to report all Zorro's exploits. It will be your legal shield against any accusations that may arise in the future."

   "I will provide you with the report, and I again thank you. Had it not been for you..."

   "I owe you much more, Diego. You saved Angela's life number of times, and that I will never be able to repay you. You are the bravest man I've ever met, and a true caballero with a pure heart. It's my duty to see to it that you are finally a free man!"                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

   "So, did you two set the date yet?" Angela couldn't wait to find out.

   Diego gave a questioning look to Victoria. No, they haven't yet. 

   "We must talk to my father about it and also - it will take months to prepare the wedding my father plans."

   Victoria's eyes were killing him. Perhaps he said something wrong but Diego couldn't see what it was. Fortunately, Alejandro joined them and they all got soon lost among all the guests. 

   Very late at night the party finally ended. Diego escorted Victoria into her tavern.

   "You could have stayed at our hacienda over the night, you know that, Querida." He said hoping that she'd change her mind at the last minute. 

   She did not answer. Maybe she didn't even hear what he said. He wanted to repeat it but then he realized they were already reaching the pueblo anyway. 

   Before the tavern he quickly dismounted and helped her down from her mare. He hugged her and asked:

   "Have I done something wrong, Victoria? You seem troubled." 

   "Oh Diego, I have never been happier in my life. It's just - I don't want to wait months to be your wife!"

   She expected him to give her hundreds of reasons why they had to wait but to her surprise he just pulled her closer, kissing her deeply, passionately. He broke the kiss just as suddenly as he started it. 

   "I'll do all I can to quicken the preparations. I don't want to wait either." 

   She stood on her tiptoes to kiss him back. He did not hesitate and returned her kiss so passionately it made her heartbeat quicken. She so much wanted him to make love to her, she so wanted to finally be free to express her love to him in the physical way ... Now they were allowed to be together and still they were to wait, maybe for months ... 

   "Will you come in, Diego?" She asked hesitantly.

   He wanted to say yes, he was dying to make her his forever. His body screamed for her touch.

   "It would not be wise." He managed to say.

   "But it could be beautiful." She pointed out, greatly encouraged by the fact that his body showed clear signs of him wanting her just as much as she wanted him.

   He grinned at her, pecked her cheek and whispered into her ear:

   "It will be beautiful, I promise you, but not tonight, my love. Not tonight." 

   He performed a perfect bow and left quickly. He knew that it wouldn't take much effort for her to make him change his mind.



   ---------------



   "I know you can't wait, Diego, but the wedding is one of the most important events of your life. It takes time ... " The older Don paused. A shocking suspicion crossed his mind. "Or is there a reason for your hustle? Is Victoria ... Did you do something that needs a remedy of the church?"

   Diego's eyes widened as he realized what his father was thinking.

   "Not exactly, father. So far I was behaving well. I just don't think there's a reason for us to wait longer than absolutely necessary, if you know what I mean."

   Alejandro could not get used to his son being the man of action, speaking his mind. But he tried hard to hide his own uncomfort while talking about this subject. His son was a grown-up man deserving respect.

   "Of course, Diego, I understand. I was also not willing to wait for ages to marry your mother. I promise I won't make you waste a day. And if all goes well, you will be married within three weeks." 

   They were planning the wedding for hours, making sure the preparations would go well and that every contingent problem was taken into account. The days ahead would be busy but the result was to be worth it. 



   ---------------



   "Your abilities are so great, Felipe. You have an excellent potential to become a lawyer, or anything you want to be." Diego marvelled at the boy's writing skills. He had been helping Diego in the Guardian office lately, and even wrote number of columns himself. 

   Felipe smiled modestly. He did all he could to meet Diego's expectations, not realizing he exceeded them greatly. 

   "But it's time you ate something, why don't you go and ask Victoria for a nice dinner?"

   Felipe agreed eagerly. He realized he was hungry indeed. Just as he wanted to ask Diego if he was to join him something on the plaza caught his eye. Diego noticed his perplexed expression and looked out the window just to see Victoria leaving the pueblo on her mare.

   "Well, you can still go into the tavern, Maria is surely there." Diego was hiding his uneasiness.    As Felipe left the office he scratched his forehead thinking of an explanation for Victoria's sudden departure. It was quite late; the sun would set within an hour. He made himself calm down. Although he felt like following her to see she was fine he didn't want to spy on her. He was positive she'd let him know should there be a problem. 

   Half an hour later Felipe burst in, waving his arms in alarm. 

   "What? Enrique ordered the soldiers to prepare for an action?" He ran out, finding Enrique:

   "What is the matter?" He asked briefly.

   "Some of the Torrez' men were seen near the pueblo."

   Diego didn't need to hear more. He knew Torrez to be a bandit, and his gang was one of the most feared in the territories. He could not just wait and see if the soldiers were to find the bandits. It would take them ages to set off anyway. Victoria was somewhere out there and was in a real danger! He wasn't sure why he didn't mention Victoria had left the pueblo. He simply stated he'd go ahead as a volunteer and trotted away, following Victoria's mare's hoof prints.

The further he went the more confused he was.  He could not think of any place that could Victoria possibly be heading to. But then a little campfire caught his attention. The trees around made it easy for him to get close to it. He saw three rough looking men sitting by the fire, obviously not aware of any danger coming. He scanned the surroundings for their horses. Suddenly, his heartbeat stopped. For a moment or two he could not comprehend what he saw. Victoria appeared from behind her mare and handed an envelope to one of the men. She then said:

   "Tell him to be careful, and that I miss him. And remember, it will certainly pay off to warn people of Los Angeles before the revolution starts. Most of them won't fight."

   "We'll see what we can do. Gracias, Senorita, for your help, and for the food. We haven't eaten for days!" 

   Diego shook his head like he was trying to wake up from a dream. He then quickly returned for his horse when he realized Victoria was about to leave. He didn't want her to know he was there, so he stayed behind. He noticed her to drop a white cloth accidentally, and he picked it up, soon realizing it was a napkin with her initials on it. He knew the soldiers would soon appear and decided to warn Victoria. If anyone found out she was aiding the bandits she would be charged with treason ... Suddenly he could see her change the direction, and stopped to see why. As he heard the troop of soldiers arriving he couldn't but admire Victoria. 

   He waited for the soldiers to come. He smiled wide as he saw Enrique's expression. His patience must have been gone; he was disgusted and greatly disappointed with the incompetence of the soldiers. 

   "Diego, good to see you're alright. Have you found them?"

   "No, it's impossible to follow their tracks in this dark. They surely are prepared for an attack and would see us coming. We better leave it for tomorrow." He hated to lie to Enrique, but it was the only thing he could do in that situation. He would protect Victoria whatever the cost. He was glad Enrique immediately ordered to return to the pueblo. He joined them; knowing Victoria would be back in her tavern soon.

   He went to check on her, and found her doing her usual routine, filling up the glasses, giving no indication of distress. She smiled wide when she saw him and moved forward to greet him. He kissed the back of her hand before he said:

   "I was dying to see you, Querida. And I wanted to make sure you are aware of a potential danger the sudden appearance of Torrez' gang brought into our territory."

   He could tell she became a little nervous but played her part perfectly:

   "You mean Torrez is here somewhere?" 

   "Yes, Senorita," said Enrique who just came in and overheard her last words, "we've just returned from the search. Unfortunately, we weren't able to find them yet."

   Diego was glad Enrique failed to mention his part in the search. 

   Victoria then returned to do her job and the two men entered more relaxing conversation in which Diego learned a lot about Enrique's past and plans for the future.

   "I never thought I would so respect a self-appointed Alcalde. And I'd never guess the self-appointed Alcalde could become my friend." Diego smiled.

   "And I never thought the self-appointed Alcalde would be me." 

   They both laughed.

   "I would like your father to take over my office for the time of my absence. Do you think he'll accept the offer?" 

   "Now I should tell you to ask my father about it but I'm sure his answer will be positive."

   "And I would like you to help me with the training of the soldiers, they are a disgrace."

   "That I can promise you. I no longer need them to be incompetent. Now, please excuse me, I shall leave."

   Enrique found it strange that Diego disappeared without biding Victoria good night, and she did too, when she found out. 

   She thought of him all evening. She felt guilty for keeping a secret from him. She had found it hard to look into his eyes and talk to him tonight, and was trying to avoid any unnecessary contact with him for that reason. Could it be that he noticed her strange behaviour, was that why he left so early? 

   The last of her customers has left and she proceeded to do the usual clean up. She then put away the basket she had brought from her secret trip today. All of a sudden she jerked. She realized the napkin from inside was gone. Perhaps she forgot it in the camp. Or she lost it on her way back. Victoria was quaking at the thought of the possible consequences. What if the soldiers find it? What if someone finds out she was there?      

   As she walked into her room she winced in surprise. In the dim glow of a candle she recognized him. He was there, sitting on the windowsill.

   "Diego?"

   She outstretched her arms and he leapt across the room and embraced her without a word. 

   "Is everything alright?" She asked.

   "You tell me, my love. I got worried when I saw you leave the pueblo in such a hurry today. What was the matter?" He hoped she'd now be honest and tell him.

   "It's hard to keep a secret from you, Senor, I shall remember that I must make myself more inconspicuous next time." She whispered jokingly into his ear.

   "I don't want you to have secrets of this kind, Victoria." He said in a serious way, "I was worried sick knowing you could have ran straight into Torrez."

   "Well, as you can see, I am safe and sound. I am sorry I made you worried."

   "So will you tell me where you have been?"

   Instead of answering his question she roamed her hands up his back and locked them behind his neck to pull him down for a deep kiss. He understood her reluctance to answer but needed to find out why she was helping the criminals. He didn't move and she stopped, trying to figure out what was on his mind. She was determined not to tell him anything for the sake of his own safety. She didn't want him to know. If she was to be caught she didn't want him to be involved.

   "Please, Querida, answer me."

   Silence.

   He stroke her hair and disentangled himself from her embrace. Leaving her in the middle of the room he stepped back and sat on her bed, brushing his hand through his hair thoughtfully. 

She stood there motionless until he pulled a white cloth out of his pocket. She recognized it to be her lost napkin. She exhaled slowly and took a hesitant step towards him. He didn't move so she stopped. Her voice was quiet when she spoke:

   "Two weeks ago I got a letter from my brother Ramon. He joined the Mexican army as you know, and fights for the independent California. Torrez had saved his life once and Ramon asked me to help him should Torrez come. I didn't want you to get involved, I knew you would help me even if you didn't approve. But you have too much to lose, you're a wealthy man..."

   "What are you talking about?" He stood up and gave her an angry look. "I don't care about estates and possessions, I care about you and want you to be safe. You should know that, Victoria!"  He shook his head in disbelief. 

   She was speechless. A tear escaped her eye as she struggled to say something. 

   Before she realized, Diego stood in front of her again. He hugged her tight and continued softly: 

   "I am sorry, Querida, I shouldn't have stormed at you like that. I just don't understand why you'd so carelessly aid the bandit. He is a wanted criminal!"

   "You were once too, remember?" She said against his chest. "I know Torrez is no angel but he is not a murderer as they say. He fights for freedom..." 

   "The Mexican revolution will not free our people from oppression, Victoria!" 

   "Why didn't you say this to Zephira? You did help her."

   "Helping people in need for help is one thing and supporting the revolution is another."     

   "How can you still be a Royalist after all these years?"

   He smiled wide. He knew what she was trying to do. She wanted him to argue with her about the politics in order to forget the previous matter!

   "My lovely, smart wife-to-be! What am I to do with you?" He nibbled her ear playfully. "Just promise me you'll never do anything like that behind my back again." 

   She arched her neck to give him more space for his kisses and whispered her "yes" as he took the invitation and kissed her throat softly. Then he took her in his arms and lifted her off her feet. She was helpless and soon realized she was entirely dependent on his momentary whim. The closeness of their bodies excited them both and Diego laid her on her bed, pinning her under his large body. She stared into his eyes, filled with passion, and lifted her head for a long, deep kiss. He immediately responded, and went on, kissing her cheek, chin and moving on to the soft skin of her throat.

   He was so intent on tasting her skin that he didn't notice her hands undoing his buttons until she had his shirt partially off. He was tempted to let her continue. He knew she wanted it just like he did. They were ready. But...

   He captured her hands with one of his and held them over her head easily, staring in her eyes.

   She was surprised at first, and even a little frightened by his unexpected action, but as he placed a childlike kiss on her lips she realized he was working on a way to stop them from doing what he simply considered to be premature. She admired his will and determination to wait for the wedding night, and loved him even more for that. But she was secretly pleased to see how hard it was for him to keep his burning desires in check. His body trembled with excitement, and so did hers, and his piercing look was filled with passion. He suddenly let go of her hands and got up decisively.

   "Have we decided to act strictly proper, Senor De La Vega?" She teased him. 

   "For two more weeks, my love." He said quietly and grinned mischievously. "Buenas noches, Querida." 

   He again used the window to leave and Victoria smiled at the force of habit... 

   "I love you, Diego." She whispered a bit too late, as he was gone already. 



























    CHAPTER 17





   Felipe finished another column and read through it once again. His face lit up with satisfaction. He wiped his hands with a cloth and sat down to take a short break. He didn't look forward to cleaning the Guardian office. Somehow he realized he much more enjoyed to be creative, and felt very honoured when Diego trust him with the newspaper work. Diego always checked on Felipe's articles, right, but very rarely changed anything. He always prised him and spoke highly of him in front of other people. 

   Today was especially busy day. The Guardian was to provide a detailed report on the dramatical changes that occurred in Los Angeles in the last two weeks. Even the Governor would read this issue. Felipe described the happenings with great accuracy. He didn't forget to emphasize the pleasant consequences of Cortazar's appearance in the pueblo and DeSoto's inglorious return to Madrid.

   How different the life seemed to be now! Felipe knew that Diego, Victoria and Alejandro were far too busy to enjoy the peace that now dominated Los Angeles. The wedding was to take place in two days, and Felipe wasn't sure if Diego was to come and finish the new issue tonight. It was dark already, and though the paper had to be published in the morning, Felipe didn't think Diego would come. Recently, he has been busier than ever.   

   The boy closed his eyes and thought about the times when only he knew the identity of Zorro. As a little boy he thought it to be a good fun and a great adventure. Later on Felipe realized it was a dangerous matter and stopped seeing it as a game. But at all times the boy loved helping his Master for it made him feel special. Diego always treated him well, and Felipe had only been afraid of one thing beside that Zorro could be hurt or captured. What will happen when Zorro's work is over? Will Diego still need the young boy around? Will he still treat him the same way? These were the questions that had been hunting Felipe for years. Of course he wished for Diego to be free and safe, but the uncertainty of his own fate wouldn't let him sleep at times. Now he was not afraid anymore. Diego adopted him and even asked him if he was to accept Victoria as his legal mother. What a question! 

   Felipe opened his eyes. He had a secret but somehow he didn't feel guilty for keeping it from others. He chuckled and pronounced couple of words slowly. No, he'd not tell anyone yet. He wanted to do better before showing the ability to speak again. Felipe hoped Diego would then let him off to study. He wanted to be a lawyer. 

   Just as Felipe stood up to tidy the office, Diego walked in. 

   "I'm so sorry, Felipe, for being so late. I've just come back from Santa Paula." He immediately started to read through Felipe's work. He lowered himself slowly into a chair, his eyes never leaving the paper. Felipe studied his face for a sign of approval but couldn't see any emotion at all. When he finished reading it, Diego laid the paper on the table in front of him and said:

   "Felipe, that's a real masterpiece. I wouldn't have written it better. I am impressed. I really am. Now you can go home. I'll finish it off and print it. I won't be long. And - thank you, Felipe, you've done an excellent job." He smiled as Felipe hastily left the room. The boy was too modest to accept praises of this calibre.



   ---------------



   "Is everything ready, Father?" Diego burst in.

   "What about saying good morning, my son? I know you are nervous but you should not forget good manners!"

   "I am sorry. Good morning. Is everything ready?"

   "Yes." Alejandro answered calmly, laughing up his sleeve at his son.

Diego left just as quickly as he came. He had to take care of the Guardian distribution before he could pick up Victoria and Angela. 

   Alejandro decided they would all have a nice pre-wedding lunch, as at tomorrow's celebration they would lack the privacy. 



   ---------------   



   He only took a glimpse of her as she looked down from upstairs. Victoria wore a beautiful azure dress and he thought she looked perfect.

   "Victoria? You are..."

   "Almost ready, Diego." 

   That was not what he meant but he decided to leave it for later.

   The tavern was closed for a week so Diego took a liberty of helping himself with lemonade. He wondered what she was doing but resisted the temptation to go and look. Victoria would surely tell him off and he didn't want her to be upset though he liked the way she scolded him.

   He didn't have to wait long anyway. Diego couldn't take his eyes of her as she walked down the steps. He took in every detail of her appearance. 

  She outstretched her hand for a standard kiss and he made a graceful bow, kissing the back of her hand lightly.

   "The whole world is overshadowed by your beauty, my love." He made a step towards her almost unconsciously and without a previous warning he pulled her up for a passionate kiss. 

   Victoria was a little surprised but didn't protest. They haven't seen much of each other lately and they couldn't wait to be together. Diego broke the kiss and stroke her cheek tenderly. Then he handed her a bouquet of red roses that he had been hiding behind his back.

   "Oh Diego, it's beautiful!" 

   He spoke quietly, as if afraid of her reaction:

   "Tonight will be the last night of you staying here. Tomorrow you'll have a new home."

   She smiled for him to see she was looking forward to live with him and he returned her smile.   But he felt something was not right. She was hiding something. 

   As he looked at her with those vivid blue eyes of his, she was almost afraid to ask the question that was on her mind for weeks. Like he knew she wanted to talk, he led her across the tavern and made her sit on a bench beside him.

   "We have enough of time to talk, Angela is not ready yet. Maybe that this is the last opportunity to do so before we get married."

   She lowered her eyes.

   "There is something I must ask you, Diego. Though I'm afraid of your answer." She paused as she saw his confused look. He was suddenly afraid that she had second thoughts about the marriage. She went on: "I know I must change my lifestyle to be a good wife for a wealthy Don like you. We come from different social backgrounds ...  " 

   He wanted to stop her, he couldn't stand her speaking like this, but she was determined to finish her speech: 

   "I know you don't want to hear this, and I appreciate it that you and your father have always treated me like I was a lady. But - what will you do with this tavern? You know, it is very important to me..."

   "The tavern is yours, Victoria, and you're free to do whatever you please with it. I will support your decision no matter what it is."

   She stared at him and somehow couldn't believe in what he just said.

   "You mean I can keep it?"

   "Marriage is not a prison, Querida. Of course you can keep it, but perhaps you should find an extra pair of hands to work here, I don't suppose you'll be working day and night."

   "I don't know about the days but I plan on doing something else at nights." She took a wicked delight in watching his eyes grow wide.

   "I have no objections to your plans." He then said and pecked her cheek lightly. "Is there anything else you want to discuss before we go?"

   "No, Diego." She said almost too quickly and stood up. "Let's go."

   He obeyed and followed her out.

   They collected Angela and all three of them headed to the De La Vega hacienda.



   ---------------



   It took him ages to convince Felipe to wear a caballero outfit Diego had bought him. The boy felt very uncomfortable being dressed in such tight clothes and didn't even bother to hide the fact. When Diego with the two women came and praised his good looks, Felipe only gave them an angry look. But, although he'd never admit it, he knew the clothes fit him.

   Alejandro was overjoyed to finally have everyone seated. After the lunch they discussed the details of their future. Angela said she was absolutely happy in the new house, and was very much in love with Enrique. She just couldn't wait for him to come back from Madrid. 

   Alejandro was excited to see his son happy, with the woman he had loved for so long by his side. And he was very proud for himself to be a temporary Alcalde of Los Angeles. 

   "I brought the new issue of the Guardian." Diego spoke and presented the paper with a graceful gesture. "Please notice this ... " He pinpointed the article that explained slight changes in the paper's layout. 

   "Editor of the Guardian - Felipe De La Vega!" Victoria read aloud. 

   Everyone's eyes turned to Felipe. The boy couldn't hide how happy and proud he was. He never thought Diego would credit him with such an important function. 

   "Thank-you... I am..." Felipe started to speak but stopped as he realized they were all staring at him like he was a ghost. Diego came to his senses first:

   "Felipe, you can speak again!"

   It was not easy for the poor boy to answer all their questions that followed, and he didn't feel confident speaking just yet, and on top of all his clothes were terribly tight ... 

   "Let’s leave him alone now. We'll give him a headache." Victoria noticed that it was a little too much for Felipe to take. He smiled at her gratefully. 

   Diego quickly changed the topic:

   "So Maria is looking after Renard?" He turned to Angela.

   "Yes, she is a great help. But she is a little worried about her future." 

   Diego noticed the secret communication between the two women. It was clear Victoria had opened her heart to Angela about her worries as to what would happen with her tavern after her wedding. Diego was hurt because he didn't understand why she'd thought he would sell her tavern automatically. But he would not show it.

   "I don't think she should worry about her job, if that is the case, as long as I know Victoria doesn't plan on sending her away." He said jokingly. 

   Victoria felt she had to explain the situation and added:

   "Not only I won't send her away, I will also hire another person to help her as I won't be able to work in my tavern as much as I have until recently."

   Angela was satisfied with the answer, understanding that her two friends already made a deal.

   But for Alejandro it was a surprise. He had thought Victoria would give up her work, she was now to be a caballero's wife, and it would be a disgrace for the whole family if she was to work! 

   "That almost sounds like you still want to work in the tavern, my child." The old Don turned to Victoria. She realized Alejandro was thinking exactly what she had expected Diego to think.   Now she was sure Alejandro would make Diego change his mind and that he would give her thousand of reasons why she had to sell the tavern. And though she knew he would be right, she still felt it was not the right thing to do for her. She was not a lady, and she would never be one. She needed to work to be happy. She wanted to be Diego's wife, but she didn't want to pretend she was someone else for the rest of her life just to meet with the expectations of other people. 

   She noticed Diego bend his head.   

   "Victoria?" Alejandro continued, as she was silent. "Will you explain what you meant?"

   "I do want to keep the tavern, Don Alejandro. I know it's not suitable to work..."

   "You are right, Victoria, it's not suitable and what's more, it's unthinkable for..."

   "Father, that's enough. With all my respect, the discussion's over. I don't care what people say, and if Victoria wants to manage her tavern, she will. " There was the kind of determination in his voice that Zorro had often used, and Alejandro realized he had no chance to win this argument. "Besides, I already made sure it doesn't interfere with our relationship." He added to lighten up Victoria's mood. 

   It took a little while for all of them to forget the matter and relax again. For the rest of the evening they enjoyed themselves and then Diego escorted Victoria and Angela home. 



   ---------------  



   They decided to walk from Angela's house to the tavern. 

   "It will be a beautiful day tomorrow." Diego looked at the night sky.

   "Even if it rained it would be beautiful for me." Said she, "I am sorry you had to argue with your father because of me."

   "I believe you know what you want and what is good for you. And I know you would not insist on keeping your tavern if it had a detrimental effect on other people. To be honest, I think my father is afraid that we care more about your business than his desire to be surrounded by grandchildren."

   They both laughed and stopped as they reached the tavern.   

   "Sleep well, my love, I shall see you tomorrow." He craved for her touch, he wanted to stay with her overnight, and he didn't want to leave her alone anymore. One more night. One more day. He'd have to wait.

   "Ten o'clock sharp." She smiled happily.   

   He gave her a light kiss and bid her good night, watching her disappear in the tavern. 

   One more night.





























































   CHAPTER 18





   "Congratulations, Diego, you got yourself a wonderful wife!" Mendoza shouted for everyone to hear. "There is no better cook in the world than Senorita… oh, I mean Senora…"

   "Sergeant, I didn't get married for my wife's cooking skills but I must admit you are right, Victoria is indeed the best cook I've ever known." 

   "I am so proud I could be your best man, Don Diego, it's a great honour for me. And a nice surprise."

   "There is another surprise for you, Sergeant." Alejandro joined the conversation. "Senor Cortazar has suggested your promotion before he left. The unselfish and brave action you had taken against DeSoto was good enough a proof that you deserve more than you've got so far."

Mendoza could hardly speak. 

   "You mean ... Don Alejandro ... I..." He stammered.

   "Don't worry, Sergeant, you'll tell us later what you think of it, now it's time to celebrate, just go and eat and drink and enjoy yourself."

   Mendoza did not hesitate and turned on his heel to head for the table and get some food. 

   "Diego, I still cannot believe this is really happening. I always wanted the best for you but I never even dreamt of this, you really seem to have it all. You exceeded all my expectations and now you married the most wonderful woman in California. I am so proud of you, and I am the happiest man alive." Alejandro confessed.

   "I'm very lucky to be your son, and to have Victoria. Where is she, by the way? I thought she was with you."

   "Ah, don't worry, Diego. She is in the garden with Angela. They play with little Renard. Poor little boy, they never stop kissing him."

   Diego smiled as he remembered how sweet Victoria's kisses were. 

   Alejandro expected his son to say something but Diego was silent.

   "Are you daydreaming, Diego?" He asked. "I would like to talk to you about these things."

   "About what things, Father?"       

   "Children. And women."

   Diego gave him a curious look.

   "I mean, the sooner the children come the better."

   "For Victoria or for you, Father?" Diego laughed aloud.

   "Be quiet, Diego, this is an important matter. Women need children to be happy."

   "Don't worry, I will see to it that Victoria is happy. If that is what you meant?"

   Victoria came just in time to hear Diego's last words.

   "Talking about me, Senores? I must admit I'm dying to know what exactly you discussed." 

   "Oh, I promise I will explain it to you tonight." Diego caught his words a little too late but   Alejandro pretended he didn't understand the suggestive nature of the comment. Victoria narrowed her eyes.

   "Well, I want to know every detail." She said jokingly and added seriously: "End of fun, Senores, the formal celebration will start in a minute."

   "What a woman!" Alejandro exhaled admiringly.  

   Diego nodded. She truly was amazing. He took her by the hand and led her into the hall where all the guests were waiting. It was a great celebration and this was the day he and Victoria were so long waiting for but he couldn't wait for it to end. He couldn't wait for them to be alone. 



   --------------- 



   "What will people think? It's not very nice of us to leave so early." Victoria pointed out and squirmed in his arms helplessly. She was happy to be carried by him all the way to the bedroom and tried to prolong the exciting moment by making it hard for him to walk.

   "Early? The feast seemed like eternity to me!" He said quietly but chuckled as he carried on:    "And don't worry about our guests, by now they can hardly remember why they came here in the first place." 

   Victoria was surprised to see that Diego didn't take her to his bedroom. Instead he continued down the hall where she always thought was another guest-room but where she's never been before. 

   He noticed her confused look and stopped to kiss her lips lightly.

   "I hope you don't mind I changed the living arrangements in this house slightly. I thought..." He opened the door and closed it with his shoulder when they got in. "...you might like this place better than my bedroom." He put her down carefully and watched her face for a sign of approval. Her smile assured him of her satisfaction. Victoria was amazed by the huge, quaint bedroom, and loved it immediately. She turned around slowly, taking in all the beauty and grace of the expensive carpet, furniture, and pictures that hang on the wall. The large bed caught her attention and Victoria took a sharp intake of breath. Suddenly, the reality of the moment frightened her a little. Diego could feel her nervousness. He took her hands in his and asked softly, his voice steady:

   "Well, Querida, do you find this room comfortable? Because if you don't, I could..."

   "Yes, Diego, I love it. It's perfect! But even if it wasn't I would like it if you were here with me!" Her eyes were shining and her lips inviting. Diego bent down to kiss her softly. She started to respond to his kisses and soon waves of desire washed over their bodies. His hands roamed across her back and then slipped down her sides to her hips. She shivered as his lips travelled down her throat and Diego started to untie the laces of her dress. He only loosened it a little as he felt her body tense, and paused to look in her eyes. He wanted to make sure she was ready.

   "You are so lovely, and attractive, Victoria. I want you so much but if you don't feel ... I mean, I don't want to push you, there is no need to hurry..."

   "There is no need to wait." She cast a saucy look at him. She wanted him just as much as he wanted her. "I think I'd die if you stopped touching me now."

   "I love you, Victoria." He murmured against her skin. 

   Victoria attacked the buttons on his shirt with an open delight. She had a dab hand at it now and wanted to do at least something right. She hated to admit it but she wasn't sure what to do next, and had just a vague idea of lovemaking. But she believed it was something she would remedy soon.  

   His body shuddered and he lost a little more of his resolve as she untied his sash and pulled the tugs of his shirt off his trousers. She made a quick work with his cuffs and let the shirt drop on the floor. He expertly slid her dress down her shoulders, kissing the exposed places. He was rewarded by an involuntary sigh and, greatly encouraged, took the dress off her. Before she realized he pressed her to his body, holding her tenderly. Feeling his bare chest against her own excited her. She felt she should not be the only one with no clothes on and reached down to the fastening of his pants. He had to help her a little as her hands were shaking. He kissed her with great passion. She could feel his muscles quiver. Her heart threatened to explode and she struggled to control the trembling of her knees when he released her from his embrace to look at her. The blush crept along her cheeks. She was also curious how Diego looked but couldn't make herself look down. He gathered her in his arms again. Now she noticed his skin was burning and there was a winsome edge to his voice.

   "You are the most beautiful thing I've ever seen. You are a miracle." 

   He picked her up and laid her gently on the bed. He leaned over her, and kissed her cheek, moving slowly to her neck. Then he decided to trail a line of tender kisses down to her chest. Victoria's breathing became erratic and she ran her fingers through his hair as his hot lips caused her body twitch. 

   She had thought she would die of shame. Instead the shame died in her. They were finally allowed to be together physically and she loved it. And somehow, she was not afraid of what would come next anymore. She knew she could trust him. She was safe with him.

   Diego fought hard to keep his desires in check. He didn't want to rush through it. It was important that Victoria enjoyed it too. He was delighted when she started to return his kisses and touches and even learned to do some explorations on her own. However, he was the one who had the control and led the way. 

   Their bodies were shaking with desire but their minds were free. No fear, no shame, it was just them and they knew they were meant to be together. 

   They made love as if there was no tomorrow, and enjoyed every minute of it.



   ----------------



   Victoria relaxed her head on his chest and listened to his heartbeat. It was almost morning and she realized it was the first day of their new life. She looked at him. He seemed to be asleep and she smiled at the thought of what tired him so. He certainly was an amazing man and wonderful lover. So gentle and passionate and skilled ... Skilled? Now, there was something she wanted to know. 

   "Diego?" She didn't know how to ask and suddenly wished he was asleep.

   "Hmm?" He murmured with his eyes closed but smiled as if from a beautiful dream.

   "How many women have you had?"

   "What?" His eyes opened instantly.

   "Well, I just want to know where you learned all this."

   "I thought you trust me enough to know I would never deceive you, Victoria. How can you ask such a thing?" He sounded upset.

   "Yes, but you didn't always love me. You certainly met some women in Spain, and you loved Zefira, and you almost married her..."

   He was silent. The memory of Zefira brought back the pain that he didn't know was still there.   He didn't love her anymore, his heart belonged to Victoria entirely, but he felt responsible for her broken heart. She never stopped loving him, and he did stop loving her. When they last met, she wanted to stay with him. Diego knew there was nothing he could do to help her but still he felt guilty. 

   Victoria was taken aback by his silence. Was he to tell her the names of the women? Or was he lost in the memories of making love to them?

   She sat up sharply and looked in his eyes. What she saw there surprised her. His eyes were soft, and almost sad. She didn't expect him to react this way!

   "You don't have to answer, Diego, I don't need to know. I don't care, as it doesn't matter now. I love you and I am sorry for asking you. I know it's your secret."

   "Oh, Victoria!" He reached out and pulled her down atop of him. "I don't have any secrets from you anymore. I was just thinking ... ah, never mind. I love you too and the answer to your question is one."

   Victoria smiled but somehow felt strange. Before she asked she had secretly hoped she'd be the first one. Well, she couldn't blame him. 

   "Don't you want to know her name?" He pressed a kiss to her lips.

   "I don't need to know everything, Diego!" She jerked.

   He smiled and closed his eyes as if he was ready to sleep.

   Victoria stared at him in disbelief. Was he making fun of her?

   "And now will you dream of her!?"

   "Hmm, yes!" He grinned devilishly but kept his eyes closed.

   "Then you must tell me her name! Diego? Do you still think of her?"

   "Yes."

   "Who is she?" She asked in a quiet voice. She was devastated.

   Diego now realized how hard she was taking it. He had to explain it.

   "My wife. You are she." 

   He thought she'd be happy and kissed him or something, but Victoria went crazy. She knew how to make him suffer, and decided to use her knowledge to take her own back at him. She dug her fingers into his armpits and tickled him fiercely. He was powerless. He twitched under her and laughed and begged for her to stop. 

   "Surrender! Surrender! Have mercy, Victoria!" 

   She finally stopped but didn't roll off him. For a while they both laughed.

   "Let this be a lesson to you, Diego. You may be an awesome opponent to the whole army but I know how to keep you in line!" 

   "I shall remember that, my love."

   They laughed again. They found happiness they so long waited for.

   Little did they know that the bliss would soon be coming to the end. 





      

                                                                                                              A sequel in progress.





             


















































