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      “Fight me, you bastard!” Esteban shouted, throwing a punch at his former schoolmate.

      “No, I won’t fight,” Vidal retorted, neither retreating nor retaliating. The blow hit his shoulder, knocking him back two steps.

      “You knew she was mine,” Esteban bellowed. “You tried to take her from me.”

      Vidal held up both hands, urging calm. “No, you’re wrong. I had no idea. She said you left her ages ago. If I had known, I would never have courted her. She came to me.”

      Esteban’s gritted teeth resembled the snarl of a lion. “Liar. Are you implying she was false to me?”

      “I imply nothing,” Vidal said. “I’m only telling you the truth. I didn’t know you and she were still betrothed, I swear it. Come on, Esteban, let’s stop fighting and talk.”

      “No, I won’t listen to you.”

      All around the harvest festival, the revelers had stopped to stare at the spectacle of their boss, wealthy landowner Vidal Salazar, trying to talk down his hot-tempered former friend, Esteban Medrano.

      The soldier threw another punch, at Vidal’s face this time. Vidal dodged. Thrown off balance, Esteban stumbled, landing on the dry stalk of an already harvested grapevine. The golden leaves crackled under his weight. It would have been the perfect opportunity for Vidal to knock him down, to end the fight, but he didn’t.

      “Fight, damn you,” Esteban howled.

      “No. I won’t fight,” Vidal insisted. “This isn’t the way.”

      Esteban paused. “Why won’t you fight me?”

      Vidal grimaced. “What purpose would it serve? It’s up to the lady to choose her man, don’t you think? Now, if you would just settle down, we can answer this question quickly. Señorita Flores, come here, please. We have a question to ask you.”

      The dark beauty broke free of the crowd of onlookers, head high. Vidal’s heart beat faster at the sight of her. Dios mío, she’s beautiful. “There seems to be a question, querida, over which man is your intended. Now, I know you and your father agreed that you would marry me, but Señor Medrano is under the impression you made similar promises to him. Would you please explain to us both exactly who you plan to marry?”

      She looked from one man to the other, considering. In the silence, a little breeze sprang up. The leaves and stems of the vineyard murmured loudly in the uncomfortable silence.

      At last she spoke. “Well, that’s hard to say.”

      Esteban gaped at her. “Carmen, what do you mean? We’ve been engaged for two years.”

      She tossed her head, sending a wisp of black hair dancing on the breeze. “Yes, but ever since you decided to join the army, you’ve had no time for me. Now that the Queen is gone, will things be different, Esteban? Will you continue to pursue glory and ignore me, even to the point of pursuing other women if they can better support your cause? Don Vidal here pays me a great deal of attention, and he’s wealthier than you. Look at all that would be mine if I married him instead.”

      Esteban’s face crumpled. “You can’t love him. You don’t even know him.”

      Carmen refused to back down. “I’ve gotten to know him over these last few months. He is quite the desirable gentleman. It wouldn’t be hard to love the life he’s offering me. What do you have to offer instead?”

      The life? Damnation, it is about my wealth. Vidal gulped. A sensation of icy cold swirled in the pit of his belly. I don’t like the direction this is going.

      Esteban’s expression turned unguarded and sorrowful. “Nothing to compete with this. A villa by the sea with the man who loves you.”

      At last, she met the dark eyes of the impassioned soldier. “Do you love me, Esteban? Do you really? You haven’t shown it in a long time.”

      He hung his head in shame. “I know. I was caught up in the war. You can’t imagine what that was like, Carmen. It was bloody, terrifying, and glorious, but now it’s over. There’s nothing left to draw me away. Come with me, querida. Let me take you to the sea, to my home in Cádiz. We can be married right away.” He extended his hand.

      She gave him a long look and then, without a backward glance at Vidal, placed her hand in his.

      Vidal stared after the departing couple, numb with shock. “My life will never be the same,” he murmured under his breath as he watched Esteban lead Carmen away forever.

      His servants, horrified at the unexpected turn of events, fled in silence.

      And he was alone.

      But Vidal was not as alone as he thought. A slender woman with brilliant green eyes walked quietly over to where he stood and laid her hand on his arm.

      He jumped and then whirled around to face the one who had dared to intrude upon his solitude. “Qué quieres?” he asked rudely, his tone was soft but icy. Barely suppressed emotion turned his voice raw.

      She winced. “Tell me what I can do to help.”

      Vidal stared for a long moment, struggling to understand Rosalind’s sudden appearance, but he couldn’t summon up an ounce of patience, even for someone he considered a friend. “I doubt that anything can help at this point. Just leave me alone.” He turned away.

      She laid a hand on his arm. “Surely there must be something, anything. Only let me try.”

      I want to be alone, damn it. Why on earth does she keep insisting? “There is nothing, Señorita, thank you.” He spoke more gently now. “Please just leave.”

      “At least let me keep you company,” she insisted. “It’s not good for you to be alone.”

      Giving him no chance to argue, she took his hand, leading him back through the orchards stripped of their luscious fruit, the bare vineyards, the stubbly fields, toward his house.

      He allowed it. He had no will left to fight, so he followed her blindly, oblivious to the strong Spanish sun, the teasing hint of a cool breeze, the rich smells of the food which had been prepared for the now-canceled festival. His beloved home—smooth white stucco with a tan tile roof and a tall row of red bricks along the ground—barely registered on his senses as he passed through heavy square doors he had spent so many hours selecting.

      He felt like a ghost. None of it mattered. He wondered vaguely if this whole wretched situation was nothing more than a terrible dream. Surely, I’ll wake up and find Carmen still here, Esteban still away in the army, and me still a soon-to-be-husband instead of the thirty-four-year-old bachelor with no prospects I’ve just become.

      I’ve waited my whole life for a woman like Carmen. What wrong with me? Surely my wealth alone should have been enough. Perhaps the temptation of my money and property caused her to lead me on all this time.

      Vidal snapped back to reality when Rosalind pressed him into a familiar leather chair in his study, where the two of them had spent so many hours working together. Her choice made sense. Both of them felt comfortable in this private place, far from the memory of Carmen and her treachery.

      Rosalind dragged her chair from its usual position at her dainty roll-top desk, across the room. Sinking to a seat beside Vidal, she took his hand in hers. After a long moment, she said softly, “How are you feeling, Vidal?”

      She managed to startle him, dropping his title. Several blinking moments passed before he registered her question. “How the hell do you think I feel?” he growled at last. “The woman I love just left me for another man.”

      “I imagine you feel angry, sad and probably a little unworthy,” she replied softly. “Both of the first are understandable, but not the last. You are the best of men, Vidal.”

      “Then why did she leave? Why? What did I neglect to do, to say?” He tossed his free hand into the air.

      “Nothing. You did nothing wrong. She is the unworthy one, not you.” The brilliant eyes pleaded with him.

      He didn’t believe her.

      He could see she realized it because she tried again. “You are a perfect gentleman. Any woman of intelligence would want you.”

      On a distant level, he appreciated what she was trying to do. Though I would have preferred to wallow in misery, this is probably better for me. If I have to have company, Rosalind is the best option.

      He squeezed her hand gently, and then laced his fingers through hers. For many minutes they sat side by side in silence, knee to knee, clasping each other’s hands as she sought to draw all of his pain into herself.

      “What has happened to you, my dear one?” she asked tenderly. “How did this woman hurt you so much? Who is she? Where did she come from? You haven’t summoned me to translate any documents in ages. I feel like I’ve missed the last half-year of your life, and the gossip… Oh, God, Vidal. I never knew if I could believe a word of it.” She bit her lip, and he saw it trembled. Rubbing her nose, she blinked hard, and when she opened the lids, her eyes shone with tears.

      Why this sorrow? I never knew such eyes as hers. “I’ve been so distracted,” he said lamely. “I hope my business doesn’t suffer… for nothing.” He shook his head. “What a disaster. I can’t believe I… no, never mind.”

      “Tell me,” Rosalind begged as she held his hand in hers.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” Vidal turned his face away.

      She brought him back with caressing fingers on his cheek. “Holding it all in won’t help you heal. Please.”
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        * * *

      

      You’re a fool, Rosalind Carlisle, to ask such a thing. Hearing Vidal talk about the woman he loved would be as painful to her as it was to him.

      He regarded her in silence for a long moment. Then the whole story came out in an unstoppable gush. “Carmen Flores is the daughter of the representative from that little shipping company I bought six months ago. He brought her with him when he came to meet me. He told me she had ended an engagement with an old acquaintance of mine from the university, who was determined to join the fight to expel the queen. Carmen didn’t want Esteban to go, because it would delay their marriage, and because of the danger. He refused to listen, so she broke things off with him. Her father assured me that the relationship was long over.”

      He paused, and Rosalind squeezed his hand, encouraging him to continue.

      “Over the weeks of negotiations, she visited frequently, and after that, the courtship continued for almost half a year. It was clear her father wanted her for me, but she hesitated to commit, claiming she feared another broken heart.”

      He passed a hand over his face, rubbing his eyes. “Ah, she was so lovely. Such a perfect Spanish lady. She could flirt with the flutter of a fan to tease a man beyond the wildest kisses. The touch of her hand on my sleeve overpowered me.”

      “Was she your lover, Don Vidal?” Rosalind interrupted gently, her heart thumping as she asked for information she didn’t want.

      He shook his head. “No, never that. She wouldn’t even let me kiss her. She confessed once that she had allowed Esteban the liberty, and his respect for her feelings died with the kiss. He left for the army the next week. I couldn’t help but honor her request, so, I courted her for months with the utmost propriety and finally asked her father for her hand. He agreed. Our engagement was to be announced at the festival, as you probably heard.”

      Rosalind nodded.

      “How was I to know that Esteban had returned? The war has been over for a year. I didn’t know her heart was not free. I would never have committed…” His voice broke. “If I had known.” He closed his eyes.

      She said nothing, having no idea where to begin. She longed to embrace him but didn’t dare until he made some sign that he would accept it. Instead, she merely waited, his misery cutting like a blade into her soul.
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        * * *

      

      Vidal concentrated on breathing, not speaking. Somehow, I will survive this. I don’t know how, but I will. After what seemed like an eternity, he looked up and studied Rosalind’s face. She said nothing, but her emerald eyes were wide with sorrow. Brilliant unshed tears twinkled in them.

      “What is it, Rosalinda?”

      “I can’t bear to see you in so much pain,” she whispered.

      He reacted without thinking, pulling at her arms until she tumbled into his lap. He embraced her.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and held him. In some unexplainable way, her empathy lanced the wound festering in his heart like a surgeon’s scalpel and let his pent-up emotions out. He had known he would eventually let go but had hoped to wait until he was alone.

      Now, with Rosalind in his arms, he allowed himself to feel the pain of his loss. He trembled, beyond shame, as the grief washed over him. So, she bears witness to my weakness. What does it matter? Nothing matters without Carmen.

      How long they stayed locked together in a crushing embrace, neither of them knew. It felt like an eternity. Finally, Vidal gathered his wits. His outpouring of emotion left him feeling vulnerable, and he drew back, scrubbing at his forehead with one hand.

      Rosalind, seeming to realize at last the impropriety of their position, slid off Vidal’s lap.

      Paralyzing desolation washed over him. He grasped her slender wrist. “Don’t go,” he whispered. “Please don’t leave me.”

      She ran a gentle hand over his cheek, stroking his beard. His skin tingled, shooting warmth down his torso.

      “As you wish,” she told him. “I’m here. I will give you anything, if only you ask.”

      He rose from the chair and embraced her again. She wrapped her arms around him. More heat welled up in his insides. This time, it shot to his groin. “Why are you so kind to me?” he asked her, startled by the unexpected sensation and the woman who had generated it.

      “I care for you, Vidal. Ask me for anything you want, and I will give it to you, even my life.” The depths of her soul sparkled in her emerald eyes.

      I said very nearly those same words to Carmen once, not long ago. It was a pledge of love. Surely, she can’t mean it the same way. He didn’t stop to think what the implications might ultimately be. He placed his hand under her chin and tipped her head up so that he looked directly into his eyes. She didn’t shy away, but gazed back, bolder than he had ever seen her before.

      “Spend the night with me.” The words slipped out before he could stop them.

      Vidal snapped his mouth shut, appalled at himself. What’s wrong with you, man? Here, she offers you comfort, and you request… sex?

      “It would be an easy way to stop thinking about Carmen for a time,” the sly voice of temptation reminded him, calling his attention to the pleasing way in which her curves molded to his body.

      No, Vidal reminded his straining erection. It’s wrong to invite one woman to my bed while thinking of another. How could I even suggest using my unexpected source of support in such a way? Surely now she’ll turn away from me.

      Rosalind blinked in surprise, her luminous eyes suddenly round.

      Vidal could have kicked himself. What a deplorable request to make, his conscience scolded. “I’m sorry, Rosalinda,” he said quickly, “I spoke without thinking. I certainly don’t want you to…”

      She put her hand over his mouth, silencing him, and then met his eyes with that same directness that had disconcerted him a moment ago. “Anything,” she said softly, then rose on tiptoes and pressed a shy kiss to Vidal’s cheek.

      Her acceptance shocked him. She agreed? She must know what I’m asking, or her cheeks would not be quite so pink, yet she acquiesced to my scandalous proposition.

      He longed for the strength to take back his words, but he knew the struggle would be futile. He needed all this represented: the connection to another person so he would not be alone as well as the oblivion.

      Without a moment’s further hesitation, he swept her into his arms and carried her through the abandoned corridor, his footsteps echoing on the oversized, dusty-red tiles, and up the stairs. They did not meet any servants. Night had fallen, and everyone had gone to bed. He took her up to his room and shut the door with his foot, then slowly lowered her to the floor.

      Rosalind chewed her lip nervously as she regarded Vidal’s private space.

      He watched her take in his surprisingly modest chamber; its moderate size, its warm wood floors and its ornate wardrobe in the corner. Two shuttered windows stood wide open, admitting the cool autumn breeze. The huge bed, made up with a spotless white coverlet and fat, fluffy pillows, dominated the space.

      Her attention focused on the bed, and she stiffened.

      Uncertain, and no surprise. A frisson of guilt flared in his belly. I should let her leave. Preserve her modesty and her reputation. The thought, though wise, generated a miserable feeling of dread and emptiness. At war with himself, he asked, “Are you sure about this?”

      She shook herself. Her glowing eyes fixated on his face, their depths filled with an emotion he didn’t deserve. “Yes, Vidal. If it will provide you some comfort, how can I refuse?”

      “Far too easily, I’m afraid. It was wrong of me to ask you,” he admitted. Still locked in a pitched battle between conscience and need, his hand hovered close to her face, wanting to touch but not quite daring. The moment drew out wire-taut, tension growing between them as propriety warred with emotion.

      Rosalind reached out and laid a single finger against Vidal’s lips to silence him.

      Inertia shattered, he nibbled the calloused skin with his lips. She tasted of sweet fruit and succulent woman.

      A shiver shook Rosalind’s slim frame. She bit her lip and looked up at him through a thick fringe of dark lashes.

      Ah, now that look is promising. To test her resolve, he teased her with the tip of his tongue. A soft sound, part moan, part hum came from her. “Like that, do you?”

      She nodded.

      He had not expected her to be this responsive, this willing. With luck, he could focus entirely on pleasuring her and banish his pain from his awareness.

      He led her to the bed and sat down beside her on it. I never brought a woman to this bed before. Carmen was to be the first. There’s a sort of grim justice in having another woman here when that traitorous wench is no doubt busy with another man.

      Wrong thought! How could I think of Carmen when Rosalind is here, sitting on my bed, waiting for me to make love to her?

      Forcing his focus back to the woman before him, he ran his fingers over her face, tracing the delicate features. Straight nose, large, luminous green eyes framed with lush black lashes, slender, arched brows, full sensual lips. He turned her toward him, tipping her face upwards.

      She looked at him, trusting, her expression full of desire.

      Wait, desire? Not determination? Not shame? He could see some fear tightening the corners of her mouth, but what looked suspiciously like a hint of triumph lingered in her eyes, as though a long-sought prize finally lay within her grasp.

      He veered away from that thought. It was more than he could deal with at this moment. Turning his full attention back to Rosalind, he brushed his thumb over her lush bottom lip. She kissed it.

      “Do you know what will happen?” he asked. Despite their friendship, he knew almost nothing about her personal life or past. She might have escaped a convent or a brothel for all he knew.

      “I have a basic idea,” she told him.

      I hope her basic idea involves enough reality that what’s to come will not shock her. “I want to kiss you,” he told her. “May I?”

      She laughed softly; a charming sound. “Señor, if we’re to spend the night together, you needn’t ask permission for each step.”

      “If we are to spend the night together, you mustn’t use my title. Tonight, and in the future, I am Vidal to you.”

      That victorious grin flashed again.

      He lowered his face to hers. Her lips welcomed him warmly, and he savored their sweetness for an endless moment before tracing them with his tongue, urging them to part. Obediently, she opened her mouth, letting him penetrate her. It had been many years since he had tasted a woman’s mouth, he had nearly forgotten what a lovely sensation it was. She tasted of wine, and she welcomed him without hesitation. Then she tentatively stroked his tongue with hers.

      White-hot desire shot through Vidal, and his sex hardened. Whether from a desire for revenge, overwhelmed emotions or the aching tenderness caused by her tenacious sympathy, he didn’t care. It was enough that desire had arisen.

      He tugged on Rosalind’s shoulder gently, trying to pull her against his body, but their side-by-side position complicated the alignment. She pulled away, kicking off her shoes, and scrambled up on the bed to lie back against the pillows. Vidal followed and she pulled him into a lush embrace. This time, her tongue explored his mouth with a boldness that further incited him. He slid his arms under her back and lay over her, her breasts squashed against his chest. She clung to him with equal fervor.

      You’re taking advantage, his conscience told him. You’re doing your dear friend a terrible disservice. She deserves better than a clandestine encounter whose sole purpose was to help you forget another woman. If Rosalind is to have a lover, it should be because a man cannot help wanting her. Well, he did want her, but not for the right reasons.

      She moaned against his lips, and his argument collapsed. I cannot resist her. I simply cannot turn down her offer. He pulled back, staring down into her luminous eyes. Their light drew him back. Back into her siren’s embrace, where he could drown in her tender affection. His lips claimed hers again. Right or wrong, I must accept what she is offering, but I must make it as pleasurable for her as it is for me.

      To that end, he worked one hand around and began caressing her breast. Even through all the layers of fabric, he could feel her nipple tighten. He captured the bud between his fingers and pinched gently.

      She hummed with pleasure.
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        * * *

      

      Oh, that’s nice, Rosalind realized with a start. I had no idea this would feel so good. Desire, already stoked by every kiss, flickered higher. Memories of pain and humiliation faded into a quiet hum at the back of her mind, with passion a full-throated roar through her whole body.

      I can scarcely believe that this day is ending here, in Vidal’s bed, with Carmen gone for good, when yesterday the two of them were all but wed. She hated herself for gloating over the event that caused Vidal so much agony, but it was the only reason she was with him now. Good riddance.

      He isn’t mine, she reminded herself fiercely, and he isn’t likely ever to be. Still, he desires me, and there will be this night if nothing else. Maybe in time… she didn’t finish the thought. It won’t do to hope too much.

      Vidal eased the bodice of Rosalind’s dress down and began pressing soft kisses between her partially bared breasts. A twinge of new anxiety shook her. Would her unattractive body repel him? The hand with which he still embraced her was busily unhooking the back of her dress.

      In the meantime, she busied herself with the buttons of his jacket. If I have to be revealed, he does too. The niggling tremors of anxiety in the back of her mind wouldn’t be silent., but if she wanted to undress him, and with such fierce fervor that she was clawing clumsily at the buttons of his coat, then perhaps her terror would abate soon.

      Within moments, they had reached the point at which there was no way to continue undressing each other while they were pressed so tightly together.

      Releasing her with a groan, Vidal rose up on his knees, and Rosalind followed. He reached for the hem of her dress and pulled it over her head, then shrugged off his jacket, struggled out of his shirt, and dropped his trousers.
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        * * *

      

      Slow down, man, Vidal ordered himself. Here you are ripping your clothes off, and you’ve taken no time at all to savor your lady. At this rate, you’ll be finished before you start. When did this woman I scarcely thought twice about become the object of such passion?

      Clad only in a shift and stockings, she revealed more than she concealed. Her erect nipples pressed against the thin fabric, clearly visible, as was the patch of dark hair between her legs. He reached toward her and pulled the pins that held her bun in place. Thick, lustrous black tresses cascaded around her shoulders and back, transforming her instantly from prim employee to delicious wanton. When did willow-thin become so utterly desirable? He began his savoring by indulging in a long, lingering appraisal.
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        * * *

      

      Rosalind looked back, entranced as always by his handsomeness. Vidal had a dusky complexion she appreciated, darkened by generations of intermarriage with the Moors in bygone centuries, and tanned by the blistering Spanish sun. His hair and beard were dark brown and perfectly trimmed, his eyes the color of the sweetest chocolate.

      Vidal regarded her without comment for so long, she began to feel self-conscious. Of course, he’s staring. My emaciated frame and dead white skin are not likely to appeal to a man with a taste for lush dark beauties. The urge to hide from his certain disappointment overwhelmed her, and she attempted to curl herself into a ball.

      “No, querida, don’t,” he urged. “Why are you shy now?”

      “I’m afraid,” she replied, the corners of her eyes pinching.

      “Of this? It isn’t too late to change your mind.” He looked strained as he said it, as though not sure of his willpower.

      “No. I want this. I’m afraid you won’t like me.” Her lower lip trembled.

      Vidal lowered his eyebrows. “Why would I not?”

      “Well, I’m not very pretty…” she began.

      “Let me be the judge of that,” Vidal interrupted. “In what way do you feel less than pretty?”

      “Well, it’s my…” she blushed

      “What is it?” he urged. “Don’t be afraid.”

      “I’m so skinny. And my…my…my breasts are too small.” She closed her eyes in shame.

      “I’ll have to see that to believe it.” He grasped the edge of her shift and lifted it slowly, drinking in every inch of flesh he revealed. Though blushing all over, she lifted her arms to help him remove the garment. He tossed it aside and studied her closely, his face revealing no emotion. She wanted to cry with tension. Finally, he reached toward her and pulled her into his arms. She hid her face against his shoulder. Her nipples had become even more erect when the cool air hit them, and the hair of his chest tickled them deliciously.

      He kissed her where her neck and shoulder joined and murmured, “There is nothing wrong with your body, my beautiful rose. You are lovely, just as I knew you would be. You are slender, not skinny. As for your breasts, querida, they are small but perfect. They suit your slimness. The symmetry of your body is exceptional.”

      She met his gaze with huge, startled eyes. “Do you mean it, Vidal?”

      “I do,” he replied simply.

      “I’m not beautiful like…like she is.”

      “No.”

      Her heart clenched and she bit her lip.

      “But in your own way, your beauty more than matches hers.”

      She exhaled, shoulders relaxing. Even if that is a lie, it’s enough.
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        * * *

      

      It was not a lie. Talking about Carmen, even in this oblique way, had caused a stab of pain, but Rosalind needed reassurance. Hell, she’s giving herself to me. The least I could do is make her feel as desirable as any woman in the world, even that one. After all, she’s here with me.

      He hugged her tighter, enjoying the feeling of her melting into his arms. Carmen is gone, never to return, and Rosalind is lovely and desirable. How can she not realize it when I’m about to ignite from the heat of her touch?

      Vidal pulled back and stroked her breasts with gentle fingers. They were firm and round. Though not as large as some, he found the milk-pale globes lovely. They deserved reverence, and Vidal happily obliged.
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        * * *

      

      Unexpected pleasure shot through Rosalind. His hands on me should not be so enjoyable. She fought not to remember the vulgar way in which she had been pawed. This has nothing to do with that. I refuse to allow my private demons to spoil this night. I might never get another chance to lie with Vidal, and I mean to make the most of the opportunity.

      Still, she gasped in shock at the ferocious pleasure that swamped her when he leaned forward and kissed her nipple.

      Unperturbed, Vidal drew the nub into his mouth and tugged it with his lips.

      Her head fell back, and she wrapped her arms around him, pressing him closer. He nibbled and sucked, causing the wildest sensations to shoot through her body.

      She almost wept when he released her, then sighed with deep satisfaction when he transferred his attention to her other breast. His hands cupped her naked bottom, pulling her lower body towards him. She followed his lead until she lay on the pillows again.
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        * * *

      

      Vidal focused on Rosalind’s pleasure. She’s delicious, innocent and sweet. He wanted her urgently, yet he was unwilling to hurry. We may never have another night together, and I don’t want to waste this one by rushing. There was one thing he needed to know, however, so he could decide how to proceed. “Rosalinda…”

      She looked at him questioningly.

      “Have you ever been with a man?”

      She blushed again, eyes skating away. “Yes.”

      Her admission caused a strange surge of emotion to run through him. Though glad he was not about to ruin her, he hated the man who had…or men. Her answer gave no indication about who, how many, how often, how long ago. She could have bedded all the men in Andalucía, and he would never know.

      But her reactions don’t suggest a promiscuous history. I doubt she’s had a great deal of experience, or that it was very satisfying. Not if the simple caressing of her breasts surprised her so greatly. Probably some callow young lout who pretended to love her. I hope he didn’t break her heart. Her maidenhead is no great matter.

      This kind of speculation led nowhere, so he abandoned it. Since she was not innocent, he felt freer to explore with her, to shock and pleasure her.
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        * * *

      

      Vidal kissed Rosalind’s lips again, deep and passionately, telling her without words how much he desired her. The whole length of his body pressed against her, and she could feel his swollen shaft on her hip. She felt a sudden wave of fear, which she quickly squashed down. Yes, he will take me with it, but it can hardly be a violation if I’m willing. And she was willing. She had to admit it. It can’t be like before. Not with Vidal.

      She focused her mind on other sensations. His chest hair rubbing against her sensitized nipples stimulated her unbearably. His lips compressed hers in one wild, sweet kiss after another. His beard scratched gently over her chin I could go on kissing him forever. Vidal’s affection touched places in her heart that had been hurting a long time.

      She released his lips and pressed heated kisses over his face.

      Vidal smiled, eyes crinkling attractively in the corners. Sliding his hand under her bottom, he squeezed the softness and gently lifted her hips. Then, he shifted, planting both his knees on the mattress between her legs.
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        * * *

      

      A wicked thought crossed Vidal’s mind. It’s possible that, despite her experience, she has never done this, and I would delight in being the first. He immediately resolved to carry it out.

      He kissed her nipples again, licking each one, and then blowing on it, which sent delighted shivers across her body. He kissed her belly, teasing it with his tongue. Then he dipped lower.

      She went utterly still.

      So, this is new to her. Good. I’m determined she will never forget this night. I know I never will.

      Pressing her thighs further apart, he ran his tongue directly over her swollen flesh.

      Rosalind gasped, her back arching.

      Vidal ran his fingers over the drenched folds. He found her portal and penetrated her slowly, with only one finger. Dios mío, she’s tight, much more than I would have expected. He imagined what entering her would feel like, and his already hard sex began to ache with the desire to be inside her.

      But first, this. He suckled on her bud, easing his finger in and out of her gently. She gasped with every breath. Her muscles clenched. He added a second finger, trying to widen and stimulate her at the same time. She’s getting close. I can feel it.
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        * * *

      

      The pleasure of Vidal’s intimate caresses grew unbearable, completely obliterating shame from Rosalind’s mind. All conscious thought vanished as waves of sensation built in her. She was frightened now, not of him, but of what her body was doing, yet she couldn’t pull away. His fingers filled her and his tongue…oh God, that tongue! She felt as though she was on the brink, and she didn’t understand.
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        * * *

      

      Vidal did. So, her experience really cannot be extensive. Good. “That’s it, querida,” he murmured against her trembling flesh. “Don’t fight. Let it come.”

      She did suddenly. With a wail, she arched her back hard, up off the bed as he spent long moments working her through the unbearable pleasure. Once her spasms began to ease, he straightened. Wrapping her legs around his back, he guided his sex to her opening and pressed gently.

      He felt her tense. She almost seems afraid. Well, I’ll show her there’s nothing to fear. He slid his sex into her and hissed through his teeth at the sensation. She was almost too tight, despite his preparations, but intensely hot and wet. I could lose my soul this way and never regret it.
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        * * *

      

      Vidal’s penetration startled Rosalind. Despite stretching her more than was comfortable, his entry caused no pain, and she had a sense of completeness rather than violation. She looked at the face of her beloved and marveled at his expression of almost excruciating pleasure. She felt proud of herself for being able to please him so much. Carmen is nowhere in his thoughts now.

      Rosalind owed him debt too. In his bed, for the first time in her life, she felt beautiful. Beautiful enough to make Vidal happy, if only for this moment. She could ask for no more.

      He pulled back and thrust into her. She forgot to think, forgot to breathe. This is nothing like I expected. Though the motion is the same, there’s pleasure in his possession. Joy. No shame, no fear marred their joining.
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        * * *

      

      Vidal groaned. Rosalind had relaxed, and it was heaven sliding through her slick flesh. Another thrust…another. He would climax soon himself, and the orgasm, when it arrived, would be painfully intense. He was already in pain. He tried to slow his pace, but it was too much. He could hold off no longer. Grasping her hips, he drove in deep and exploded, washing the mouth of her womb with his seed as he growled deep in his throat.

      When he returned to his senses, Rosalind was stroking his back, crooning quietly to him in English, using words he had never heard before. He withdrew slowly, rolled off her and pulled her into a tender embrace. The sexual release coupled with the earlier emotional one left him drained, but much happier than he would have thought possible. He wanted to talk to her, to tell her she was beautiful, anything, but sleep overcame him.
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      Early dawn sunlight filtered through the windows, accompanied by a cool, sweet waft of air. Vidal awakened to find himself holding a sleeping naked woman in his arms. Carmen? No, Rosalind.

      For a moment, he wondered at her being there, and then all the events of the previous day came back in a rush. Finally, he recognized the great gift she had given him. On a day of extraordinary turmoil, she had been there, comforting him in the most primal way. In the future, whenever he remembered Carmen’s desertion, he would also remember making love to Rosalind. Only a joy this intense could temper the memory of such pain.

      He looked idly out the window at the autumn-golden trees outside as he thought back to their first meeting three years ago. His business ventures in Spain had been quite successful, but he wanted to expand. He planned to export produce grown on his estate to other countries. England, hungering for exotic treasures and long cut off due to their endless wars with France, seemed a good place to start.

      He had attempted to sell there, starting with fine sherry made from the grapes grown in his vineyard, but he had run into a problem. Although Vidal’s education was extensive, he couldn’t read English. Only Spanish, Portuguese, and a little bit of Italian. He’d bought a translation book and attempted to decipher the letter sent from a distributor in London. He would never forget the day…
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        * * *

      

      “¡Ay, Dios mío!” Vidal hurled the book against the wall in disgust.

      “Señor?” His clerk looked at him, startled.

      “This book is no help. It’s hopeless.” He threw his hands in the air. “I can’t read this document. Is there no one in all of Andalucía who can read English?”

      “I don’t know, Don Vidal. Perhaps in Seville?” the clerk suggested.

      “Too far away,” Vidal snarled. “I want to read this today! I’ve been looking at it for a week.”

      “Señor?” A soft voice from the doorway disrupted his ruminations. He looked up to see Juana, a serving woman, with a tray of glasses and a bottle of sherry.

      “Sí?”

      “I think there may be someone here that can help you,” the maid replied.

      “Who?”

      The elderly woman shrugged. “There’s a girl. She works in the kitchen. She is English, I think. I don’t know if she can read, but maybe you can read to her and she can tell you what it says.”

      “An English girl works in my kitchen?”

      “Sí. She’s been there about two years. Her Spanish is not very good, but she tries hard. I know she would help you if she is able.”

      “Bring her to me,” Vidal ordered.

      Moments later, Vidal faced a tiny creature, skinny and very shy, looking at the floor. Her hair was as black as any Spanish maiden, but her skin was milky white.

      “Señorita.”

      She looked up at him, startling him with the biggest, greenest eyes he had ever seen, in a pale heart-shaped face with rosy lips of remarkable shapeliness. His first thought was how pretty she was, but very young, certainly not a day over twenty. She has worked for me for two years without me noticing?

      “Cómo te llamas?” he asked.

      “Rosalind Carlisle, Señor,” was the almost inaudible reply.

      “Rosalind?” The name didn’t make sense to him.

      “Sí. Rosalinda en Español.”

      He couldn’t help but smile. Her accent was abysmal.

      “Ah, Rosalinda Car… lie?”

      A grin creased her lips. “Yes, something like that.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” he continued in Spanish, deliberately using simple words an immigrant would understand.

      “Juana tell me I maybe can to help you,” she fumbled, communicating, but clumsily. “What I can do?” Her tone sounded confident, but her hands trembled worse than mere shyness, and he realized she was terrified.

      “Don’t be afraid, chica. I won’t harm you. I promise.” He made no move to touch her but instead indicated his office with a wave. She flinched away from the movement and walked in nervously.

      He moved the chair from the clerk’s desk that was set up along the interior wall, and placed it across from his own chair, he urged her to sit down. Keeping the massive wooden piece of furniture between them seemed to put her more at ease.

      “I hear that you are English. Is this true?” he began.

      “Sí. I am from England. Why?” she replied.

      “Can you read English?”

      “Yes. I can read.”

      He beamed. “Good. I have a document here which I cannot read. I do not know how to read English or speak it, but I want to establish business in England. Can you help me?”

      She met his gaze with worried eyes. “Of course. What I can do?”

      “First, tell me what this says.” He pulled out the letter and handed it to her. “Then, you can teach me to speak and read English so I can move forward with this. Are you willing?”

      “Sí.”
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        * * *

      

      That had been the beginning. Without her help, he didn’t know how he would have made the venture the wild success it had become. After a week, he had given her a permanent position in his office, three hours each day. First, she taught him to read English. Eventually, she read and wrote the documents for him. After a couple of months, he had begun thinking of her as a friend.

      In exchange for her help, he had tutored her in Spanish and found her to be a quick and intelligent student. He had also found her oddly appealing. That is, before he had met Carmen Flores, whose overpowering beauty had so entranced him that Rosalinda had faded from his mind.

      Until now. Now, his little friend—his constant—slept beside him, well-bedded, content, and more relaxed than he had ever seen her. Perhaps I should feel guilty over the way I used her, but I don’t. It was a wonderful night, and I know I pleased her well. I hope this will be as lovely a memory for her as it is for me.

      It is time for her to leave, however. Her reputation will be ruined if she were to be caught in my bed. He stroked her cheek gently until he saw her eyelids begin to flutter.

      She yawned, and then rolled over, settling more comfortably in his embrace.

      “Wake up, querida,” he said gently.

      She opened her eyes. He kissed her gently on the lips. “We have a few things to discuss, and then you need to go back to your own room before someone catches you here.”

      “What things?” she asked, suddenly looking worried. Her body tensed in his arms.

      “Where do we go from here?” I don’t know the answer, so I hope you do.

      She shook her head a few times. “I don’t know, but it’s not something we should decide today.”

      “You know what I should do, what the honorable thing would be,” he said, not sure if it was a comment or an offer.

      Her eyes filled with the sweetest sadness. “Yes, I know, but we both know this would not be the right time. You still love Carmen. Just as you could not marry her, since she loved someone else, I could not marry you. Your heart needs time to heal, to decide whether you want to marry someone, whether I could be that someone. Last night was beautiful. I won’t ask you to pretend it didn’t happen, but we cannot let it make bad decisions for us.”

      “Do you have any regrets?” Please let her not grow to hate me for using her. It was beautiful.

      She met his eyes boldly. “None. You?”

      “A few. I feel like such a cad.” He smiled wryly, with only one corner of his mouth.

      She stroked his cheek. “You aren’t. I offered. I knew what I was doing.”

      “You are so sweet to me.” He touched his lips to her forehead.

      That enticed a sweet smile. “You deserve it, Vidal. You are the best of men.”

      “So, where do we go from here?” he asked again, still not knowing what he wanted.

      “We go on,” she replied. “We work. You put your life back together, and hopefully, this will not affect our friendship negatively.”

      After this, I owe her a good deal more than my friendship. He owed her his hand, but he understood her reason for not taking it. Just as she deserved to be the lover of a man who could not resist her, she deserved to be the wife of a man who loved her without reservation. “I’ll make sure of that. I don’t think I have another friend like you. I would hate to lose you. I will never understand why you treat me so well.”

      She took his face in her hands and looked deeply into his eyes.

      “In time, when you feel with confidence that your heart is free, ask me that question again. I will tell you the real reason. I don’t believe you are ready to hear it now.” She kissed his lips gently, then gathered her scattered clothing and pulled it on as best she could. Just as she slipped through the door, she said quietly, “Thank you, Vidal, this has been the best night of my life.”
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          ONE YEAR LATER

        

      

    

    
      After several hours of working together in silence, Rosalind looked up from her pile of papers and asked Vidal softly, “Are you planning to go to the festival this evening?”

      “I hadn’t thought about it,” he told her. “I don’t suppose so.”

      “Why not?” she pressed. “the harvest festival is one of the most exciting nights of the year.”

      “I’m not sure I’m in the mood for dancing and festivities.” He scowled teasingly.

      “Vidal,” she said in a tone of mock rebuke, “you really should go.”

      “Why?” he asked, chuckling at the banter.

      “Well,” she explained, “you’re the master. It would do your employees good to see you relaxing, having a good time.”

      “I don’t know…” he trailed off as though in deep thought.

      “Take a chance. You never know, you might enjoy yourself.”

      A devilish thought crossed Vidal’s mind. “Are you going?” he asked her.

      “Of course,” she replied.

      “I’ll go on one condition.”

      She looked at him expectantly.

      “I have to have at least one dance with you.”

      Rosalind drew in a slow breath. A flash of sexual awareness sizzled through them. Vidal could see it on her face. He felt it as well. Rosalind alone had the ability to awaken the latent lust in him. His desire for her seemed to intensify every day. The memories of her in his bed had never faded in the…Dios mío, has it really been a whole year since that night?

      In fact, it had been. Carmen had left on the night of the harvest festival. Gingerly, he probed at the memories of his abandonment by the woman he loved and found that the pain had faded considerably.

      At the time, he had thought he would never forget, that the pain would never pass, but it had. He still missed Carmen occasionally, but those occasions had grown rarer over the months, as had the crippling regret, the sense that there was something wrong, something flawed in him. Finally, he had come to accept that a relationship between them had never been meant to be and that no longer bothered him, at least not very much.

      Examining his emotions, Vidal realized that on the whole, he felt…better, like a new man. He owed so much of it to the slender beauty poring over his English business correspondence. He owed her a greater reward than a dance at the festival. She, of course, would say it was nothing. That any good friend would have done the same, and no repayment was necessary. I disagree.

      As he reflected, he absently took in the details of the room where they had passed so many hours together. Once a bedroom, it had exposed wooden beams on the ceiling which matched the shining maple boards that composed the floor. A single window, shutters open to admit the breeze, looked out over his freshly harvested vineyard.

      Vidal glanced at the little roll top desk set against the whitewashed wall perpendicular to his own and took in Rosalind’s pretty profile as she bent over the paper. Her beauty was of a quiet, understated kind, except for those luminous eyes. They haunted his dreams.

      In the years they had been working together, he had learned her fierce loyalty, her intelligence, her unswerving devotion, her lovely face, and even her body. But about her past, her desires, her dreams, he knew nothing, and it held him back. If only there was some way to discover one of her wishes and make it come true. I’m certain at least something is within my ability to grant, but I have no idea what it would be. Money obviously doesn’t interest her since she refused to accept a raise with her promotion. She doesn’t fight among the other servants for status or position, though she could have had it.

      She drew his gaze again, so Vidal studied her face. Another ripple of desire shot through him. It’s been too long since the last time we touched. She refused to share my bed again, saying she didn’t want to be my mistress. Rightly so, I suppose.

      She seems content to sit in my office, reading my paperwork. I might almost believe it’s enough for her, except that once or twice I’ve caught her staring at me, her emerald eyes filled with longing. She still wants me, but in what way? And what do I want from her? Besides another night together, that is. Such basic questions and no real answers.
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      At six that evening, Rosalind stood in front of the cracked looking glass in her tiny whitewashed room, studying her appearance critically. She wore a new royal blue dress she had just sewn for herself. The color accented the blue-black highlights in her hair, which she had styled in a loose upsweep that waved softly around her face. The cut of the gown maximized her narrow waist and shapely little bust—she had acquired a new appreciation of it in the last year—but even with the bustle, she still looked too skinny.

      “This is terrible,” she murmured under her breath. She had spent the last year mooning over Vidal like a ninny, and in a misery of unexpressed emotion, had eaten even less than before. Her bare arms looked thin and fragile as twigs, and the tiny curve of her bottom had been rendered almost non-existent. “I more resemble a boy than a woman in her prime.”

      Critically, she examined her face. Night after night of sleepless tossing had left her with bruised shadows under her eyes. “I look like a waif altogether. It’s hopeless.”

      Her shoulders sagged. “I’ll have to content myself with enjoying the evening, and my promised dance with Vidal, and not worry about being pretty.”

      The thought of his arms around her again sent a delicious shiver through her body. For good measure, she tossed a black shawl over her shoulders and went to meet the other servants.

      They were a chatty, comfortable bunch, always full of good-natured gossip. Sometimes it was quite entertaining, and it was always a good way to learn more colloquial Spanish, but tonight, Rosalind struggled to pay attention to their chatter. All she could think about was the look Vidal had given her in his office earlier. It had smoldered with passion.

      He still desires me. I know it, but it’s too much to hope I will ever be his love. I’m not willing to engage in a casual affair with him. To do so would cause irreparable damage to the respect that forms the foundation of our friendship, a possibility I will not entertain. If I cannot be his love, I will be his friend, and that shattering night a year ago will remain a delicious secret memory we share. Why would he want more from me?

      Carmen was beautiful and curvaceous with thick, curly black hair, flashing black eyes, and an aristocratic demeanor. Though she was only a secretary’s daughter, she carried herself like a princess. Vidal loved that about her. He said so on more than one occasion. Carmen is also Spanish to the core, not a skinny English stray.

      Quite suddenly, Rosalind realized she was wallowing in self-pity. Her chances of having Vidal for herself were slim, but she would never be able to try if she spent all her time feeling sorry for herself. Vidal likes lively, vital women. I should aim for that since beauty is beyond me.

      The cart in which they rode went over a deep rut in the dusty trail and everyone was thrown about. One local bumpkin fell partially across her, dragging his arm over her breasts and creasing her dress. She glared at him until he scrambled away.

      By the time they reached the pavilion, a crowd had already gathered. Murmuring breezes filtered between the fields and groves, cooling the heat of the day. Though not yet full dark, torches on long stands had been placed around the perimeter of the clearing, and sporadically throughout, to lend the best possible light for dancing. And there would be plenty of dancing.

      Vidal’s business associates from Cádiz, Seville and Jerez had been there for at least an hour already, sipping wine and relaxing. The musicians and cooks had been setting up and tuning longer still. The servants around Rosalind bounded out of the cart, intent on feasting and dancing until dawn. Last year’s festival had been canceled abruptly, and this year they intended to celebrate twice as much to make up for it.

      Rosalind wandered slowly across the clearing, eventually finding Claudia Gongora, a plump matron in her fifties with silver streaks in her glossy black hair and a stern expression, protecting the dessert table from flies and children. She was certainly capable of the job. She would keep the children from making themselves sick gorging on sweets, but her soft heart would ensure even the smallest and weakest of them got something.

      Rosalind adored Claudia. When she had arrived in Spain, heartbroken and alone, providence had led her to the inn the matron ran with her husband Blas. Both were able to speak a little English, due to their frequent exposure to foreign visitors, and Claudia always knew what was going on, not only in Cádiz but in many of the farther regions of Spain. It was she who had heard of a position in the kitchen of Vidal’s estate five hours away near Jerez and encouraged Rosalind to enquire. They were frequent correspondents now, and whenever business took Vidal and his secretary to the coast, she was able to reconnect with the kind woman who had helped her so much. Rosalind had never had a mother, but she often felt Claudia would have been a good one to have.

      “Hola, Claudia,” she said softly

      “Hola, Rosalinda,” the woman replied, smiling. “¿Cómo estás?”

      “Bien, bien. ¿Y tú?” Rosalind replied.

      “Bien. I haven’t heard from you in ages, mijita.” The woman set down her spoon and patted Rosalind’s hand.

      “I know. Vidal has me working in his office now. It keeps me so busy, along with my other duties, that I’ve quite let my friendships falter. I’m sorry.”

      Claudia raised her eyebrows at Rosalind’s casual use of Vidal’s Christian name but said nothing. “I have hardly seen him either,” Claudia said after a moment. “How has he been taking…you know…everything?”

      Rosalind couldn’t help but smile. “Better than you might expect. He was very sad at first, of course, but now he seems almost back to normal.”

      “Y tu, mijita? Are you still in love with him?”

      Rosalind sighed. “More than ever. The more time I spend with him, the worse it gets. I feel like a fool, like a fish pining away for a bird, but I can’t seem to help myself.”

      “You and he are not as far apart as you think,” Claudia told her, “after all, Carmen was the daughter of a clerk, a working-class woman, and thus not much higher in position than you are. Vidal is not a nobleman, and even if he were, I don’t think that he would worry overly much about your station.”

      “I’m not even Spanish, Claudia,” Rosalind protested. “What can I offer him?”

      “If you think that a man like Vidal would be more interested in nationality than personality, you don’t know him very well,” the older woman replied, her lips pursed.

      “But he hasn’t even noticed me. Not in all these years.” Well, that isn’t true, but I have no intention of telling Claudia about that one shattering night.

      “Perhaps you are too visible,” her friend suggested. “He sees you every day, for hours at a time, if I’m not mistaken. You have become so much a part of his existence that he is accustomed to you. That speaks of a powerful bond if someone can get him to notice it.”

      “But how do I do that?” Rosalind asked, desperate for some suggestions.

      “Maybe you don’t,” Claudia replied. “Maybe someone else, someone not in the midst of the situation, will make some offhand comment about how comforting it must be to have someone around who loves him so very much.”

      “Don’t you dare, Claudia!” Rosalind’s cheeks flamed, “I would die of embarrassment.”

      “Only if it didn’t work,” the older woman pointed out.

      Rosalind held up one hand. “The risk is too great. Promise me you won’t say anything!”

      Claudia raised one dark eyebrow. “If you never take risks, you’ll never accomplish anything,” the matron reminded.

      Rosalind shook her head. “I don’t want to lose his friendship, Claudia. I don’t want to make him uncomfortable around me.”

      “Very well, I won’t mention it, but if he asks me, I won’t lie to him.”

      “I seriously doubt that he will ask.”

      “You never know.” Claudia waggled her eyebrows.

      “It still surprises me,” Rosalind said, “how you have encouraged me to press for him. Didn’t you want him to marry Carmen? After all, you’ve known her since childhood.”

      “Yes, I did once want them to marry,” Claudia replied. “He would have been good for her, but Carmen is gone now. She married the man she loved, and Vidal is still a good man and deserves a good woman. I think in a way you might be a better choice for him. He was good for her, but you are good for him. You will never sigh and wish he was someone else. You will never lead him on. If he ever figures out what he has, you will make a very fine couple.”

      “Pray for a miracle, Claudia,” Rosalind urged.

      “I do, niña. Every day. Now you had better go take your turn at the spit, or you may find yourself roasting on it.”
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        * * *

      

      Claudia smiled as Rosalind wandered away, then set her mind toward figuring out how to get Vidal to ask. A few minutes later, the question was taken out of her hands. Vidal walked up to her as though examining the sweets.

      “Now, now, young man,” Claudia said, “You may not be a child, but I’ll not let you eat dessert before dinner either. You’re not so big I can’t whack you.” She waved her spoon menacingly and smiled.

      Vidal laughed. “I’m not interested in your sweets, Señora. I have a question to ask you.”

      “Ask away.”

      “I have a bit of a dilemma,” Vidal began, shifting his weight from foot to foot with discomfort. “I owe Rosalinda a great deal. In the last year, she has been a constant friend and support.” His cheeks flamed beyond what his words warranted.

      Claudia narrowed her eyes, wondering what he was so embarrassed about.

      He pressed on. “I don’t know how I would have gotten through without her. I would like to give her some gift to show my appreciation, but I don’t know what she likes. Can you help me?”

      Claudia paused to ponder. “Rosalinda is the kind of woman who likes sentimental things. If you give her something you value, she would appreciate it greatly.”

      “I know that,” he replied, waving a fly away from the table with one hand, “but I want to give her something she likes, something she wants.”

      “Don Vidal, there is only one thing that Rosalinda wants in this world. Do you think you are prepared to give it to her?” Claudia gave him a wry, speaking look.

      “So, she has talked to you. I had hoped she would.” He leaned forward eagerly. “I think I would give her anything in my power. What does she want?” His eyes flashed.

      Hmmm, Claudia thought. There’s more here than just a debt of gratitude. She decided to take the risk. “She wants you. Don Vidal, you are a wise man in many ways, but where Rosalinda is concerned, you are blind. If you want to make her happy, ask her to marry you.”

      Vidal’s mouth snapped shut with a loud clicking of teeth.

      “Come now,” Claudia scolded, “surely you didn’t let something this important escape your notice?”

      “But I can’t do that,” he said finally. He ran his hand nervously through his hair.

      “Why not?” she asked, gesturing with her spoon. “Think, Vidal. It has been a year since Carmen left. You should marry someone. You need a wife, and there’s not a woman around who will be better for you than Rosalinda. She loves you. Think about it.”
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        * * *

      

      Vidal walked away slowly, his mind full. I really did let a great deal escape me if what she’s saying is true. He had to admit, it fit. He hadn’t noticed, focused as he had been on his own troubles. Or rather, he’d noticed something, but hadn’t taken the time to put it all together.

      The more he considered the idea, the more appealing it became. Why on earth should I not marry her? She is a kind woman, a loyal friend. That’s a valid basis for marriage. Then I can have free access to her luscious body as well. A jolt in his groin informed him of its agreement with the idea.

      As for her loving me, well I can’t think about that. I can begin courting her though. Find out if she’s truly interested in a more official connection.

      Yes, I’ll begin tonight. He didn’t realize it, but the thought had brought a strange smile to his lips.
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      Dusk was falling by the time Rosalind’s shift turning the spit ended. It would be time to eat soon, and the roasted chickens and pigs smelled delicious. Perhaps tonight, I’ll be able to work up enough appetite to eat well.

      As always, she scanned the crowd for Vidal. Though there were many taller men than him about, and though he always dressed conservatively in a black suit, he was easy to see. He had an air of quiet authority that made him seem quite the most impressive figure at the gathering.

      She quickly located him off to one side, talking to the musicians. Should I approach him, just to offer a greeting? No, I’ll wait. I want to savor my fantasies a little longer.

      She wondered what she should do. There were any number of conversations she could join, but the thought of interacting with her nosy peers didn’t interest her much. The dancing won’t take place until after dinner, but apart from my one promised dance with Vidal, that doesn’t sound amusing either.

      A bell rang, and Rosalind jumped. Dinner time! Trying to slow her pounding heart, she moved toward the mass of people forming an endless-seeming queue around the tables. It would take a long time for this crowd to collect their dinner.

      After an eternity, Rosalind worked her way over to the rough-hewn pine table where Claudia and her husband Blas sat.

      Blas looked askance at the scant selections on Rosalind’s plate. “Is that all you plan to eat, niña?” he asked.

      “I’m not very hungry,” she told him softly.

      “You’ll blow away in the wind if you don’t eat something soon!” Blas bellowed, drawing glances from the other tables.

      “Blas, let the poor girl be,” Claudia said, shoving her husband’s shoulder. “You know how hard it is to eat when one is in love.”

      “Shhh!” Rosalind hissed. “Don’t talk about it.”

      “In love?” Blas asked with interest. “Who’s the lucky man?”

      Rosalind’s face burned and she looked down at her plate.

      Claudia whispered into her husband’s ear.

      He raised his bushy eyebrows, the hairiest part of him since his head was completely bald. Then he smiled lewdly and said, “Well starving yourself to death isn’t likely to make him want you more.”

      That thought hit so close to home that Rosalind had to fight down tears, “I know,” she said, her voice wavering.

      Claudia hit her husband’s arm. “Stop it!” she hissed. “Never mind him, niña. He has no brains.”

      A harsh look from his wife cut off Señor Gongora’s attempt to protest.

      Rosalind stabbed viciously at the slice of chicken on her plate, cutting off a piece and thrusting it into her mouth. She chewed slowly, hoping that she would be able to swallow, her mind spinning everywhere at once. Then her eyes alighted on Vidal where he sat at the next table, surrounded by several local girls. Many of them were young and pretty, and all were single.

      With all that selection, I don’t stand a chance.

      He seemed to be engaged in animated conversation with an elderly matron seated nearby, and his entourage giggled and simpered. It’s disgusting the way they moon over him. Of course, I’m no better. She sighed, pushing her food morosely around the plate once again.

      Claudia placed her hand over Rosalind’s, stopping her motion. “Por favor, niña. You have to eat something.”

      Rosalind forced her eyes away from the smooth planes of Vidal’s back and focused on her dinner, making herself eat as much of it as she could. Weeks of deprivation left her stuffed in no time, and the food, which had smelled so delicious while cooking, tasted like dust. Without Vidal, what’s the point? She was being maudlin, and she knew it, but parties always put her in this kind of mood. She felt powerfully alone. It’s depressing to be surrounded by so many people; most of whom know nothing about me and will never care to know.

      She turned to meet the eyes of her companions and found both of them observing her with concerned expressions on their faces. I’m being unfair to them. They’re wonderful people and don’t deserve to have their party spoiled by my sadness. Fixing a pleasant expression on her face, she set out, with much success, to engage Señor Gongora in conversation about his inn, a subject he loved above all others save his lovely wife, and the dinner passed more pleasantly.

      If they noticed her abrupt change in attitude, they didn’t mention it.

      It rather surprised Rosalind to realize that when she decided to act like she was enjoying herself, real enjoyment soon followed.

      “Dessert!” Claudia announced, pushing a plate of cake toward Rosalind. “This is the kind you like, right?”

      Rosalind licked her lips at the sight of the sweet, spongy bizcocho. A scent of lemon wafted to her nose, and she grabbed her fork and stabbed at it, closing her eyes as the flavors burst on her tongue.

      Half the slice was gone before she pushed the plate away, groaning. She opened her eyes to see Claudia and Blas beaming. See, silly? They only want you to be happy, and you can be if you try. Now that supper is over, it will be time for dancing, and when you’re not feeling sorry for yourself, you enjoy the folk dances as much as the next person… I wonder which dance Vidal will claim… if he remembers.

      The musicians struck a chord, and the crowd assembled into dance forms. Rosalind joined in with more enthusiasm than skill. Thankfully, the other dancers, sympathetic to her lack of experience, made no comments when she missed steps. Keeping up with locals who had known these dances since they were children required all her concentration, which kept her from brooding.

      After several dances, Rosalind collapsed, flushed and breathless, on a bench at the side of the clearing. Several of the best dancers assembled to perform a flamenco of exquisite skill.

      The scene was horrifyingly familiar. The dance had been the last joyous event at the previous year’s festival before Esteban burst in and took Carmen away. This year, they danced with even more frantic energy.

      Snapping their crimson skirts, the ladies stomped their feet. They twisted and turned, their hands fluttering in the air. Rosalind gawked, awed, as always, by the Flamenco dancers. I can dance, but the difficult steps of the Flamenco are beyond me. Some say only those with Gitano blood can do it right.

      The dance ended with a flourish, and the spectators applauded.

      Rosalind bounced up from her seat, prepared for the next round of reveling. Then, the guitar player announced, “The next dance will be a waltz, a waltz for lovers only. Caballeros, find your favorite ladies.”

      Rosalind smiled sadly, turning back toward her seat. Looks like I’ll be sitting this one out too.

      Without warning, a warm hand closed on her arm, and a familiar voice murmured softly in her ear, “Lovely lady, dance with me.”

      She whirled around and found herself looking directly into Vidal’s beautiful. dark eyes. He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it tenderly.

      “I can’t dance this one with you, Vidal. The man said…” she began.

      Vidal interrupted. “I know what he said, querida. It was my idea. I asked him to do this so I could dance with you.” Then he led her towards the center of the waltzing couples.

      Rosalind moved woodenly, struck dumb with amazement.

      When he held out his arms, she stepped into position by rote. She had been trained to waltz years ago, though she rarely used that training anymore. It was fortunate the steps came naturally to her, for she could not muster up the slightest attention to her feet.

      A ripple went through the crowd as they realized who the master had chosen as his partner.

      In the whirl of faces, Claudia’s came into focus. She and Blas clung to each other, slowly performing the steps, and she gave Rosalind a long look, then winked wickedly.

      Rosalind smiled and turned her attention back to Vidal. Their eyes met, and a strange sizzle rippled through every nerve, every fiber of her body.

      “You look wonderful tonight,” he told her, his voice low and enticing.

      She shivered. “So do you.”

      He moved his hand in hers, as though adjusting his position, but instead of the loose contact prescribed by the dance, he laced his fingers through hers. It was a tiny intimacy, but a delicious one. He drew her closer. Her breasts occasionally brushed against the front of his shirt.

      He leaned in and scarcely breathed into her ear, “You feel so good in my arms.”

      “Yes. This is where I most want to be.” The words escaped against her will, but she could not bring herself to regret them.

      “Ay, Rosalinda, do you know what you do to me?”

      She shook her head, not comprehending the question.

      “You make me want you. I have never stopped wanting you since…”

      “Since that night,” she finished for him. “I feel the same way.”

      “I have to kiss you.” At his passionate words, a thrill shot through her belly.

      “When?”

      “After this, I’m going to dance one more. Once it’s finished, meet me just past the tree line, behind the main table.”

      She nodded slowly, and he leaned close, as though to whisper in her ear again. She turned her face, and he nuzzled her cheek.

      Rosalind closed her eyes. Surely this is a dream. Lord knows I have enough of them. He couldn’t really have changed this much in one night, could he? She thought of the proposition he had made a moment ago. It would be heaven to kiss him again. If this is a dream, I hope it’s not the kind where between this moment and the one to come, everything will conspire to prevent us from meeting.

      Their gazes locked, driving her silly, chattering thoughts to silence.
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        * * *

      

      Vidal felt bewitched. When did emerald eyes become so very desirable? I always knew I was attracted to her, so why did I never attempt to woo her? Between our years of friendship and our burning mutual desire, we’re not far from an ideal basis for marriage. That combination should lead to a satisfying union.

      Perhaps, as she had once told him, his heart had not been free before. Well, it is now, and I intend to find out whether it can be given again. Nerves flooded him. Do I dare risk my heart with a woman once more? Granted, she’s no Carmen, but what if she also finds me inadequate in the end? Will I be able to survive?

      Firmly, he told himself there was no reason to fear anything of the sort would happen. Rosalind would never lead him on the way Carmen had. If nothing else, he could count on honesty between them.

      A vision rose up in his mind of what it would be like to spend the rest of his life with Rosalind. Making love whenever they wanted, waking every morning with her beside him, talking every day. We’re well suited.

      The dance drew to a close, and with regret, he released her. He could have held her, waltzed with her, all night. No. If I held her all night, it’s another dance we would be performing.

      Reluctantly, Vidal released Rosalind, leading her back to a bench on the edge of the clearing. He kissed her hand again, his eyes lingering on hers for another long moment. Then, with a sigh, he set off to find another partner.

      None of the other young women seemed interesting. Do they know how to do anything other than giggle?

      Claudia met his eye from across the square, and he quickly claimed her. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Rosalind enfolded in Blas Gongora’s beefy arms.

      “Well, Don Vidal, it appears you have made some changes tonight,” Claudia said saucily.

      Though aware he was sporting a rather stupid grin, he made no attempt to school his face. “Si, Señora. Thank you for talking some sense into me.”

      “Rosalinda looks happier than I’ve ever seen her. She also looks slightly in shock,” the matron commented.

      “No more than I feel,” Vidal replied.

      “Ah, the first stirrings.” She grinned. “You be good to that girl, or you’ll answer to me. Understand?”

      “I promise.”

      Claudia laughed. “You have certainly given the gossips something to talk about tonight.”

      “Including you?”

      “Naturally,” she replied with pride. “I will be able to say how I orchestrated the whole thing. Anyone can see the two of you are made for each other.”

      Vidal smiled.

      They chatted easily throughout the dance, but Vidal kept a close eye on Rosalind. As soon as the music stopped, she meandered away toward the benches, and then with a quick glance around, skittered into a grove of pines. He headed toward the wine barrel in his roundabout route after her.
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        * * *

      

      Beyond the torchlight, thick darkness closed in on the grove. The fragrant trees whispered in a wind that had more of winter than autumn about it, and Rosalind shivered. She had left her shawl in the cart, knowing the combined body heat of the partygoers would warm the pavilion considerably.

      A branch snapped behind her, and she jumped. Then strong arms embraced her, and she leaned her head back against Vidal’s shoulder.

      “What’s happening?” she asked softly.

      “What do you mean, querida?”

      “You know. The sudden change in behavior.” Her confusion didn’t stop her from snuggling closer against his body.

      “I have decided I need to add some complication to my life.”

      “Vidal!” she exclaimed.

      “I’m courting you, querida,” he told her.

      Rosalind blinked. “But, Vidal, courting implies…”

      “I know what it implies,” he replied, cupping her cheek with one calloused hand.

      “Oh, Vidal. Are you sure?”

      “No,” he admitted, and her stomach swooped, “but I’m sure I want to find out.”

      Rosalind relaxed, but her disbelief still overrode her enjoyment. “Why me? You’re surrounded by beautiful women.”

      “I don’t want any of them, I want you,” he replied. “I’ve known you a long time, and I like everything about you. Especially your devotion.”

      He was revealing more than he knew. Rosalind vowed on the spot to do everything in her power never to break faith with this man. How could I when what he seems to want is the fulfillment of my deepest fantasy? She turned in his arms. “If you truly wish to court me, Vidal, I have no objections.”
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        * * *

      

      Relief rushed through him. She wants me, too. Though he’d expected it, hearing the words proved more soothing than he would have thought.

      She slipped her arms around his neck and tipped her face up in an invitation too compelling to resist. His lips met hers in a passionate embrace. Fearlessly they kissed, tongues dancing.

      Her taste had haunted him in the past year, as he tossed and turned sleeplessly in his bed, his large, cold, empty bed. Ah, how I long to have that bed filled again with her. If we do marry, she will sleep there every night. The thought of waking each morning with Rosalind in his arms was almost as lovely as the thought of how each night would end.

      At these sweet, sexy contemplations, Vidal hardened painfully and pressed her tighter against him. They fit together perfectly.

      She squirmed at the sensation, sending a jolt of pleasure through him. Vidal moaned into her mouth. His large, work-roughened hand slipped between their bodies to capture one of her swollen nipples. He squeezed gently.

      This time, Rosalind moaned, arching her back and pressing her breast into his hand.

      “Ah, querida,” Vidal murmured against her lips, “how I have longed to hold you in my arms again.”
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        * * *

      

      Rosalind responded by catching his lower lip between her teeth and tugging gently. He has such a wonderful mouth; full lips almost too sensual for a man, gleaming white teeth, and that tongue… Lord the things he did to me with that tongue! She quivered with yearning, and the secret place between her thighs felt suspiciously liquid. Only Vidal can do this to me. She remembered the other time, in his bed, how he had teased and tormented and finally claimed her. It was wonderful; I want him again.

      The thought brought cold reality washing down over her like ice water, breaking passion’s spell. Though she wanted him desperately, to give herself to him would be asking for trouble. She had, by the grace of God, not conceived a year ago, and it made no sense to risk it now. Also, she feared if she gave in to him too easily, Vidal would begin to see her as a mistress, and that would never do.

      She was still trying to think of a way to bring this to his attention when he, of his own volition, released her throbbing breast and said softly, “I’m sorry. You are a lady and deserve to be treated as such. Stolen kisses are no harm, but we should probably return to the party before we create a scandal.”

      “I’m a servant, not a lady, but I do agree.”

      “Perhaps, but you are no easy girl. Your manners make you a lady. Would I have chosen anything less?”

      “No, you’re right, of course,” she agreed, but the panging of regret vibrated through her body like a gong. This isn’t going to be easy. Already, she could feel the cold that would claim her once she stepped out of the heat of his embrace. I’m not ready to let go. “Before we go back, kiss me once again.”

      “I would like nothing better,” Vidal murmured, embracing Rosalind again and caressing her lips with his in a kiss of such tender sweetness, it brought tears to her eyes. Then, without a thought for prying eyes, he tucked her hand around his arm, and they headed back to the clearing together.

      She didn’t know it, but Rosalind’s face bore such an expression of pure joy that observers could scarcely speak of anything else for days. As for Vidal, he looked thoroughly pleased with himself. Luckily, they had not been gone long enough for more than a kiss or two, so no one began more damaging rumors.

      They danced the next waltz together, and then Rosalind sat down with a glass of the famous local sherry and watched Vidal dance with all the shyest and homeliest girls present.
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        * * *

      

      Vidal kept a close watch on Rosalind while he danced, making sure she didn’t mind. He needn’t have worried. Every time he caught her eye, she rewarded him with a dazzling smile.

      He walked over to his capataz, Juan Garcia, and lingered as the man asked him an involved question about the following year’s crop rotations.

      Vidal squirmed with annoyance. I hate talking business at parties, and Juan, though a good-hearted man and a hard worker, has little else to say.

      Vidal longed to get back to Rosalind but was unable to leave without looking rude. He glanced in her direction, hoping she would understand his absence. She smiled reassuringly. She’s dealt with Garcia before, too.

      As the minutes dragged by, Vidal found a strange uneasiness stealing over him. It wasn’t boredom that prevented him from concentrating on the conversation, but rather the growing sense that something was terribly wrong. You’re being foolish, he told himself, letting last year’s tragedy affect you. Of course, nothing is going to happen. Still, the uneasy feeling grew.

      A shriek of terrified rage cut through the night. Vidal whirled, Garcia forgotten. Across the clearing, a tall man with light hair and a pale complexion had grabbed Rosalind by the arm and was dragging her away. She fought with every ounce of strength she possessed, scratching at his arms and hands while she screamed for help.

      As Vidal watched, frozen with shock, she jerked her wrist free of the man’s grasp and turned to run. He caught her in seconds. Digging his fingers into her hair, he pulled her hard against him.

      No longer able to struggle, Rosalind yelled, “Let me go!”

      The words sounded odd, and it took Vidal a moment to realize that she was speaking English. Shaken from his paralysis, he ran across the center of the clearing between dancers who stopped to stare. He prayed he would reach them before something terrible happened.

      “No, my gel. You’re coming with me.” The man’s accent was crude, and though many of the words meant nothing to Vidal, the threat rang clear in his voice.

      “Let go, you beast!” She clawed and yanked at his enveloping arm, but to no avail.

      “Oh, that hurt,” he said sarcastically, and then added, “Better stop fighting, or I’ll take you right here. All your little friends will see who you belong to.”

      The meaning of that phrase was also lost on Vidal, but it had a clear effect on Rosalind. She froze, her face going dead white. She looked like a ghost in the torchlight, fear etched in every feature.

      By now, Vidal had drawn close enough to hear her hiss, “I would die rather than let you touch me again, you filthy, rutting pig.”

      Her captor slapped her hard, knocking her to the ground, and then he crouched on top of her, pinning her down. He gripped the bodice of her dress and yanked. The fabric gave way with a sickening ripping sound, revealing her pale bosom to the crowd.

      Rosalind shrieked, grabbing at the fabric to cover herself, but he slapped her hand away.

      “Stop it,” she screamed.

      He laughed, a nauseating smirk curving his lips as he swung down with one meaty hand, catching her on the cheek and knocking her head sideways. Without pausing, he balled up his fist and drove it into her face.

      Without pausing for reflection, Vidal hauled the man away from his woman and drove a furious blow into his belly.

      Though bigger, his opponent was soft and weak, and Vidal had developed wiry muscles from years of working his land. One punch sufficed to render the interloper harmless. Vidal dropped him to the ground where he lay motionless, gasping for breath.

      Vidal then turned his attention to Rosalind. He knelt beside her and gathered her into his arms. She clung to him, trembling. Her face was battered, bloody, and he could see red marks that would likely become bruises later.

      His own heart pounded, though he tried to appear calm for her sake. In another moment, Blas Gongora arrived at his side, staring down threateningly as the beaten man began to show signs of stirring. The innkeeper’s furious visage and massive muscles more than sufficed to quash any lingering aggression in the fellow.

      “Perfect timing, mi amigo,” Vidal said quietly.

      “What should I do with him?” A look of truly frightening rage twisted Blas’s face.

      “Find somewhere secluded and lock him up. I don’t want him ruining the rest of the evening for everyone. I’m taking Rosalinda home.”

      The older man nodded and hauled the interloper to his feet, unceremoniously dragging him into the night.

      Vidal picked up Rosalind. She weighed even less than he remembered, and she was trembling. She leaned her cheek against his chest. Gently, he nudged the torn flap of her bodice with his chin until it covered her decently again, before carrying her over to his carriage.

      Not surprisingly, everyone crowded around him, trying to figure out what had happened.

      Since he had no answers to their questions, he said, “Señorita Carlisle will be fine. Her injuries are not serious.” Please, Blessed Virgin, let it be so. “Will someone please drive us back to the manor? She needs to rest.” Though perfectly capable of handling a team, Vidal was unwilling to release Rosalind.

      A sturdy local boy dashed out of the crowd and hopped into the driver’s seat. Vidal climbed inside and settled with Rosalind in his lap. As the carriage lurched into motion, Vidal sagged with relief. In his arms, Rosalind’s trembling had stilled.

      “Querida, how are you feeling?” he asked, turning her so he could examine the injuries on her face. In the dim moonlight, he could see that some of the marks were already darkening.

      “Frightened and sore, though greatly relieved to be with you,” she replied in a quiet, unsteady voice.

      “Any serious injuries?” He touched her cheek gently.

      “I don’t think so. My nose hurts. Is it bleeding?”

      “No, but your lip is.” He swiped the spot with the tip of his thumb.

      She lowered her lashes. “It will heal.”

      “Yes.”

      Vidal inhaled deeply. “Querida, who was that man.”

      Rosalind sighed. Her expression turned nervous and uncertain and she subtly withdrew her shoulder from where it pressed against him. “Charles is my father’s business partner,” she began simply, but he could see horrible memories crowding into her mind. She closed her eyes.

      Vidal waited patiently, passing the time by pulling the pins from her disheveled coiffure and running his fingers through the glistening black locks.

      The petting soothed her, and she began again. “I never liked him. I knew he was stealing money from my father’s business, but Father would never listen to me. He said women knew nothing about business. Then Charles decided, for whatever reason, that he wanted to marry me. I suspect it had something to do with money.” She shuddered. “I would rather die than be married to that pig, and I told my father so, but he liked the match.”

      She stopped again to regain her composure, then abandoned the struggle. With tears running down her cheeks, she forced herself to keep talking.

      “My father told him to try and talk some sense into me, and he left the two of us alone together. Instead of talking, he…he…” She swallowed hard. “He had his way with me.” She sobbed, pressing her face against Vidal’s shirt.

      “Why did you agree to that, if you didn’t like him, querida?” No judgment marred his tone.

      “Agree?” she choked out. “Who said anything about agreeing? He’s stronger than me. You saw that. I couldn’t stop him. He hit me until I couldn’t move. After that, it was easy for him to do whatever he wanted with me.”

      “¡Ay, Dios mío, querida!” Vidal exclaimed, appalled. Rage tore at his guts. “That’s rape. It is a crime. He should be hanged for it!”

      “I knew it was wrong,” she wept. “I was so ashamed. I didn’t know what to do. I just had to get away from there, so I took all the money I could find and traveled as far as I could go.”

      “All the way to Spain…” He tipped her face up so that she was looking into his eyes. “Pobrecita,” he told her tenderly, “I’m so sorry for all you had to endure. And that was the only time, wasn’t it, until we came together last year? I mean, you never intentionally took a lover other than me?”

      “Yes.”

      His insides clenched tighter. You did take advantage. Damn you, Salazar. Not only did you ruin her, you risked making her even more afraid. Gracias a Dios our loving pleased her. Guilt chewed on him. Ruined a lady. What on earth is wrong with you?

      Wait! What am I doing? I need to stop thinking about myself. This is not the moment for my guilt. I can go to confession later. Now, I need to concentrate on Rosalinda. Striving to speak calmly, he said, “I should have guessed. You made love like a virgin.”

      “I wasn’t,” she protested.

      “Yes, you were,” he insisted, letting his tenderness show. “Thank you, querida, for sharing that with me.”

      She laid a hand on his cheek and a gush of words spilled from her. “No, it was sweet. I loved it. You made me feel so safe, so cherished. I’ve never felt safe since the… attack. Except for that night.”

      He kissed her forehead, wishing he could think of something more to say. He longed to be able to comfort her, but the words wouldn’t come, and while he was thinking, the carriage came to a stop.
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        * * *

      

      Vidal scooped Rosalind up. It felt ridiculous to be carried about in this fashion, but exhaustion had set her limbs trembling. She doubted she would be able to stand even if she had wanted to. Besides, it feels good in Vidal’s arms…safe. Safe is such a rare and precious feeling. She rested her head against his shoulder, and he carried her into the house.

      She didn’t know how he knew, but he carried her directly to her own little bedroom, pulled back the threadbare blue quilt and laid her down on the bed.

      As he stepped away, she convulsively grabbed his arm. “Don’t leave…please,” she whispered desperately.

      “I’m not leaving, querida,” he told her, his voice gentle.

      She went limp with relief.

      He crossed the room in three steps and quickly dipped a handkerchief into the brown porcelain ewer of cool water that rested on a small table. Then he returned, and, sitting on the edge of the bed, began to dab at the drying blood on her lip and chin. She winced but didn’t protest.
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        * * *

      

      Vidal’s mind continued racing as he tended to her injuries. She deserves better than all she has endured, and I want to give it to her, but I don’t know how.

      Task finished, he set the cloth aside and ran his fingers through his hair. What to do? What to do? How do I comfort a woman after an assault, an assault that resurrected memories of an even more painful attack? He looked at her sweet, ravaged face, longing to kiss her, but fearing the injury to her lip would hurt. Instead, he leaned down and pressed a chaste kiss to her forehead.

      A look of grief twisted Rosalind’s features into a lip-trembling frown.

      What do you want, querida? How can I comfort you?

      The jagged tear in her bodice had fallen open again, baring one pale breast, nipple and all, to his gaze. A jolt of desire shot through him.

      The sight of her bare, pale skin resurrected delicious memories of her touch, her taste, the glorious warmth of her eager body. She was so sweet in bed. My touch comforted her then.

      What’s wrong with you? he scolded himself. That makes no sense. Don’t be a fool. She won’t want you slobbering over her like another lusty wolf. After an attempted rape, there’s no way she will want intimate attention tonight.

      Instead of comforting her, I will have to leave immediately or risk destroying the fragile affection growing between us. Besides, she deserves to be treated like a lady, more than ever now that I know the truth. I must leave while I still can

      Gritting his teeth, he dragged himself to his feet.

      “No!” she protested, grabbing his wrist.

      “I have to leave, or I’ll treat you with a great deal of disrespect.” He gently extricated his hand.

      “You’re angry with me.” She turned her head to the side, breaking their connection.

      Puzzled by her strange comment, he laid a hand on her shoulder. “No. Of course not. Why would I be?”

      “Because of…because of Charles, what he did to me.” She met his eyes, and hers held such shame and regret.

      Stabbed in the heart by her brutal, if misguided honesty, Vidal vowed, “Never think it, querida. What happened to you was not your fault. It was a crime committed against you. I’m angry, yes, but at him. Not at you. I have to leave because I want you too much. I don’t want to dishonor you, but I’m having a hard time resisting.”

      She struggled upright, clinging to his hands. “Please, Vidal, I don’t want to be alone. Not tonight.”

      Heat was rising in him, and his control, already frayed by her scent and proximity, took a further beating as images of her spread out before him like a feast flared in his mind. “I can’t stay. You deserve better than this.” His desperate desire bled into his tone.

      “I don’t want better,” she insisted, reaching out in supplication. “I want you. Help me, Vidal. Make me forget tonight. Make me forget the past, at least for a while.”

      “Are you sure this is what you want?”

      “Would I ask for it otherwise?” she demanded.

      “But before we agreed…”

      “I know, but I need you now.”

      Vidal struggled with his conscience. She wanted him, and he wanted rather desperately to oblige her, but he couldn’t get past the feeling that he was wronging her in some way.

      In the end, Rosalind made the decision for him. She ran her fingers over his cheek, down his chest, and lower, where she cupped his swollen sex in her hand.

      His control shattered.

      He raised her up onto her knees and kissed her softly, trying not to injure her lip further.

      She would have none of his gentleness. As though she felt no pain, she ground her mouth against his. Her wild desire ignited his own wild passion. She undressed him as they kissed, pulling his coat and shirt from his body, and hurling them aside. When she began fumbling with the fastenings of his trousers, Vidal pulled away, startled. Where did this wanton creature come from?

      Unable to continue removing his clothing, Rosalind struggled out of her dress, throwing it aside as though it were poisonous. All her undergarments came off in quick succession, until she knelt before him, naked. Vidal quickly stripped off the rest of his clothing, and she pulled him onto the bed, on top of her. Her mouth met his in another punishing embrace.

      Though her ardor caught Vidal off guard, it quickly set him on fire. He began to return her wild embraces with his own passion, driving his tongue into her mouth, squeezing her breasts and grinding his sex into her belly.

      Lowering his mouth to her nipple, he scraped her tender flesh with his beard while sucking the swollen nub hard.

      Rosalind moaned, pressing him closer.

      His fingers slipped between her thighs, parting the slick folds, and caressing her until she writhed against him. She arched her hips against him, desperate to receive what he was desperate to give her.
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        * * *

      

      Rosalind opened her legs wide, baring herself for his invasion, and Vidal obliged mindlessly, sliding his thick shaft into her tight depths. She wasn’t quite ready, but she ignored the discomfort. This is what I need; the feeling of connection, of being joined with this man in the most intimate way. Only here can I forget the pain. He knows what happened, and he wants me anyway. He doesn’t blame me.

      Passion surged through her veins, decimating her ability to think, to rationalize, to do anything but feel. They rutted like animals, lost in physical sensation. Vidal thrust hard and deep, and Rosalind groaned. His hand found its way between them, stroking her clitoris.

      He was close, so close. She could see it in his gritted teeth, could hear it in his ragged breath.

      He rubbed faster and harder. She wrapped her legs around his waist so he could thrust deeper. She could feel her muscles tensing, asking for the explosion he promised.

      “¡Sí, querida. Now!”

      Her back arched up off the bed as spasms shot through her body, and she screamed. The first clenching of her hot, wet sex sent Vidal over the edge, and they strained together as unbearable pleasure crashed over them like a flood.
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        * * *

      

      Sated, they lay unmoving in each other’s arms, stunned by the force of their coupling. Vidal wanted to be appalled by what had happened, and would have been, had it not been for her obvious satisfaction. I’ve never taken a woman so fast or so hard. Never had to fight for control or restraint, let alone abandon both completely. I’ve always prided myself on being a restrained, generous lover. What is it about Rosalind that unleashes a primitive beast inside me, one that cannot be satisfied until it tastes her tender flesh?
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        * * *

      

      Rosalind, though embarrassed by her wanton behavior, could not keep a smile from her face. The lovemaking had been wild, almost violent, but she had never felt afraid. Vidal would never do anything to hurt me. She longed to tell him she loved him, but held back, unsure what his reaction would be. As she pondered, she realized she was growing drowsy, done in by the fiery encounter.

      Vidal kissed her gently, and then ran his fingers through her hair until her eyes slid closed. “Sleep well, querida,” he said softly, “and dream only of happiness.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 6
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      Sunlight streamed through the window when Rosalind awoke, a luxury she had not experienced in years. Vidal had gone, of course. He would preserve her reputation at any cost.

      She stretched, wincing as her sore muscles protested, climbed naked out of bed and shuffled across creaking floorboards to the vanity table to splash cold water on her face. She looked at herself in her mirror, pleased to see her injuries appeared minor. Her lip was dark and puffy where Charles’ ring cut into it, and an ugly yellow bruise marred her left eye, but that seemed to be the extent of the damage. In other places, she could see the marks of Vidal’s beard where it had scratched her skin. She grinned.

      She quickly pulled on her oldest work dress, ignoring her corset. I don’t need it to make the dress fit, and I’m just sore enough from getting knocked about to appreciate a bit of softness. She tied her hair back with a faded ribbon and scurried into the kitchen.

      Everyone loved the harvest festival, but it certainly made a mess, including many dishes to wash. In fact, the washing had already begun. Two women with handkerchiefs covering their hair scraped the plates into the slop bucket near the door. The scraps would be given to the pigs later. Soapy water filled a huge sink made of dull metal, and a young girl stood in front of it, scrubbing. On the wooden counter beside her, a daunting stack of plates awaited. On a matching counter to the other side, two women armed with embroidered towels wiped the dishes that had already been washed, and all around the room, other women scurried to tuck the clean dishes into their places.

      The hum of conversation died instantly when Rosalind’s shoes began to tap on the blue and white patterned tiles on the floor. They will probably be discussing the unexpected events of the previous evening for some time. I hope they never know the most interesting part. Her womanhood clenched in agreeable soreness at the memory.

      “Well, well, the sleeping princess has finally decided to grace us with her presence,” Lucia teased, resting a fist on one plump hip.

      Everyone laughed, including Rosalind. “Yes, I’m so lazy. Why didn’t anyone wake me?”

      “Don Vidal asked us not to,” Maria told her, handing her a rag. “He said since you had such a hard evening, you should sleep as late as you want.”

      Vidal’s kindness struck Rosalind again, and she hid her emotions by plunging her hands into the hot soapy water. Plates, not love, needed to be the focus of her morning.

      “Is it true that he is courting you?”

      Rosalind almost dropped the dish at Maria’s question. “Yes,” she said after a moment. “I suppose it is.”

      “Then why in the world are you washing the dishes?”

      Rosalind considered. “It needs to be done,” she said finally.

      Maria seemed to accept that, and the work began in earnest. Rosalind passed plates to Maria, who rinsed and dried them. “Why did that man attack you?” she asked conspiratorially.

      Knowing that whatever she said would soon become public knowledge, Rosalind chose her words carefully. “He is the man my father wanted me to marry. I didn’t like him, so I ran away to Spain. Last night, he found me, I don’t know how. He was angry that I had left him.”

      “I can see why you wouldn’t want to marry him.”

      “Yes,” Rosalind agreed.

      “Do you think you’ll marry Don Vidal?”

      “I hope so.” Rosalind concentrated on scrubbing a particularly grimy plate before passing it down the line and reaching for the next one.

      Even with plenty of gossip, washing dishes is a slow way to pass time, and by noon, Rosalind’s feet and back were aching.

      “Sorry, ladies,” she said, dropping her rag in the sink. “It’s my correspondence hour. I must go.”

      Maria tittered and a few others grinned as she exited the room and made her way down the hall.

      They must be reacting to the silly, excited look on my face, but oh well. Why hide my happiness?

      Her heart pounded at the thought of facing her beloved after… everything that had happened. She opened the door to his study and peeked in.

      He wasn’t there.

      Disappointed, Rosalind crossed the empty room and sat down at the small desk she used. On top of the stack of correspondence lay a note in Vidal’s heavy, back-slanting handwriting

      Querida, it read, I need to go to Cádiz for a few days. Please carry on as usual. If I receive anything urgent, send me a message. I will be at Posada Gongora. Hasta Luego. Vidal.

      Except for the endearment, the letter contained no other emotion. Why on earth would he go to Cádiz? I keep his calendar, and I know he had no such plans. Fiercely, Rosalind told herself he was not trying to get away from her, but her churning stomach refused to believe it.

      Rather than make herself crazy worrying about it, she applied herself to her work. At least she could occupy her mind with business for a little while.
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        * * *

      

      Geoffrey Carlisle looked up from his cup of tea and regarded the pimply messenger boy with a sour expression. “You may go.”

      “Will there be a reply, sir?” the youth asked, his voice cracking.

      “If there is, I’ll arrange it myself,” Geoffrey snapped, humiliated to admit he didn’t have the money to pay for both the message and the messenger.

      The boy took the hint and all but ran from the room.

      Grumbling, Geoffrey read the terse missive again.

      Have very important business to discuss. Ship Persephone leaves tomorrow noon. Passage paid. Don Vidal Salazar.

      Geoffrey’s scowl deepened. “It’s been a hell of a month and today is looking no better. The last thing I want to do is deal with an ‘urgent’ telegram from a man I’ve never heard of, in Spain, no less.

      Geoffrey slumped down on his high-backed blue velvet sofa and sighed. Business is terrible, he admitted to himself. We won’t even come close to breaking even this month, and with no money for salaries, the housekeeper quit. He ran his finger along the dust on the windowsill beside him. Without Mrs. Murphy’s iron-hard fist, the servants stood around gossiping rather than working.

      In front of him, a massive pile of unanswered correspondence taunted him. Without Charles, I can’t keep up with anything. Where on earth could he have gone, and how have things gotten this bad in his two-week absence?

      How I wish Rosalind were here. Before she left, his household had always run smoothly, and the business ran better too, though she couldn’t have had anything to do with that.

      But his daughter was five years gone. She had left only a garbled note about shame and fear of which he could understand nothing. I hope she’s well, he thought, squashing down his anger at her defection for the thousandth time. Muttering under his breath, he scanned the telegram again.

      “A ship to Spain,” he muttered, trying to make sense of the message and what he should do about it.

      Well, if nothing else, a change of pace will do me good. I doubt my business will suffer in my absence any more than it already has. I have to face facts. My shipping company is on the brink of failure and nothing short of a miracle will save it.

      Summoning his steward, Geoffrey began planning for his unexpected adventure.
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      Well, this is the kind of urgent message Vidal mentioned, Rosalind thought several days later as she examined the carefully worded letter in her hand.

      
        
        Dear Don Vidal,

      

        

      
        Papá and I need your help.

      

        

      
        As you know, he’s been declining for years, and he’s made several decisions that have undermined our client base. He has finally admitted he cannot continue and will retire, which leaves me in a precarious place.

      

        

      
        We owe a large sum of money for pigs that cannot yet be delivered because they are too young and small. The… Here, Rosalind found a word scratched out, which she highly suspected to be a curse. The Garzas will not grant an extension. I believe they wish to buy out our operation, which you know has been in our family for many generations.

      

        

      
        It breaks my heart to admit it, Don Vidal, but I cannot win this fight. If I accept their offer, they will prostitute our name while producing a low-quality product, and I cannot stop it. Our name will be besmirched.

      

        

      
        Do you think you might buy the farm from us, and let me continue to manage it? I trust your standards. If you agree, you must hurry. Our loans will come due within the month, and if that happens, we are lost.

      

        

      
        Please help us, Don Vidal. We will be in Cádiz the day after tomorrow to meet. I pray to St. Jude in this desperate hour that you will help us.

      

        

      
        Sincerely,

      

        

      
        Doña Eugenia Martinez

      

      

      Rosalind headed for the servants’ quarters, hoping to find a boy willing to take the message to Vidal. Suddenly, she stopped. Why shouldn’t I go myself? It’s not far from Vidal’s estate near Jerez to Cádiz. I could be there by this afternoon. Surely nothing earth-shattering will happen in the meanwhile. This way I can see Vidal and find out whether I’m being foolish, find out if he’s really was avoiding me.

      Rosalind dashed to her room to pack.
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        * * *

      

      La Posada Gongora in Cádiz is a comfortable spot, Vidal mused as he sat at his desk, sipping coffee and staring blankly at the papers in front of him. Weary travelers are fortunate to be able to rest here.

      He considered the almost oppressive cleanliness of the two-story structure, from the exterior with its lower level of stones and upper of green painted boards, to the courtyard enclosed with a stone and wrought-iron fence, to the little bedrooms and dining room inside.

      The beds are soft, the mattresses have no lumps and Claudia’s home cooking is simple but satisfying. As far as inns go, this is close to Paradise.

      I want to go home.

      Half a week had passed since he had seen Rosalind, and he missed her. He still felt awkward about the wild night they had spent together, unable to get over the shyness, which is why he had not yet headed home. What does one say to the woman who is not his mistress, but to whom he had just made wild passionate love? I’ve always prided myself on my patience and restraint, but with Rosalind, I find myself unable to summon up either. Not even when faced with the knowledge that her only other experience was a violent assault.

      The thought produced a complex swirl of pride, possessiveness, and guilt.

      I’m the only man to whom she has given herself willingly. In that light, I suppose, I took her virginity. I told her so, and I meant it. Now, I don’t know how I feel about it. It was a wonderful night, that long ago loving, and then, after only that one time, I devoured her like a starving animal. Never have I felt a lust so powerful. Not even for Carmen.

      Guilt nagged at him. Even though she obviously wanted it, I should at least have insisted we go a little more slowly. Delicious memories tortured him. It’s probably best if our courtship is brief. Blessed Virgin give me strength.

      He focused his attention back on the papers in front of him on the tiny table that had been tucked into the corner of the room closest to the exterior wall, where the stones that composed the structure were visible from inside as well as out.

      A soft knock interrupted him.

      “Come in,” he called. To his amazement, the very object of his thoughts stepped over the threshold, her head lowered shyly, and extended a letter towards him.

      “What is it?” he asked, his voice gruff with surprise.

      Rosalind’s face fell.

      He regretted his tone, but before he could say anything else, she spoke. “It’s a letter from Don Alarico Martinez and his daughter,” she told him flatly.

      “Oh.” He took the paper. “I thought you would send a messenger.”

      Rosalind blinked, tears springing up in the corners of her eyes. “I wanted to see you,” she said, her lip quivering, “but obviously you don’t want to see me.”

      She fled. Heartbroken sobs rang through the hallway.

      Vidal stared after her helplessly. Women are so sensitive. I didn’t mean to upset her. I was only surprised. Now what am I going to do?
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        * * *

      

      “Claudia?”

      The older woman looked up from the stew she was cooking as Rosalind padded across red tiles that complemented the kitchen’s golden walls.

      “Si, mijita. Que necesitas?” Claudia turned from the stove. Her eyes widened and Rosalind knew her attempts to wipe away the tearstains from her face had been unsuccessful.

      Rosalind flopped gracelessly into a rough-hewn chair set beside a matching table used to prepare food. It was littered with peels and cores. “How do you win a man’s affections?”

      “Is something wrong? The last time I saw him, Vidal looked as though he was already won.”

      “He was, but I’m afraid I’ve ruined everything.” She sniffled. To divert attention away from her misery, Rosalind scooped up the scraps strewn across the table and tossed them into a slop bucket.

      Claudia looked at her, urging her silently to continue.

      Trying not to blush, Rosalind said carefully, “After everything that happened, you know, at the festival, I was upset. I was rather…forward with him, even forceful.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I kissed him.” She could feel her face burning.

      Claudia’s expression turned shrewd. “Only kissed?”

      The fire in Rosalind’s cheeks grew, spreading to heat her entire face. “No.”

      “Mijita, are you saying what I think you are?” Claudia asked.

      “Please don’t tell anyone.” Embarrassed, Rosalind scooped a rag from the sink and wiped down the table.

      “Of course not.”

      “He left the next morning, and today, he snapped at me. He has never talked to me in such a harsh tone before. I think he’s avoiding me.” She dropped the rag and turned away. “Oh Claudia, have I lost Vidal altogether, just when I dared hope he might be mine?” She dropped the rag on the table and buried her face in her hands, trembling.

      Claudia crossed the room and embraced her. “He was probably startled and still feeling shy, even guilty about what happened. Also, you must keep in mind that he has loved and lost before. Until he is certain of your love, he will be nervous. Have you told him how you feel?”

      “Not yet,” Rosalind admitted.

      “Why?”

      “I didn’t think he was ready to hear it.”

      Claudia chuckled. “Oh, I think he is. Tell him as soon as possible, and as often as you can.”

      “Are you sure it will work?” Rosalind asked, looking her friend in the eyes.

      “It will if I know anything about men,” Claudia replied with a naughty wink. She patted Rosalind on the shoulder and then pointed back in the direction of the hallway.

      Rosalind returned to Vidal’s room. He had already left for his meeting with the Martinez family, so she sat on the bed and waited. She tried not to disturb the blue and cream quilt, but before she even knew she had done it, she found herself lying down. Exhausted from crying, she quickly fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      “Señora Gongora?” Vidal wandered into the kitchen looking for a snack. The negotiations had been strenuous, and his customary clear thinking had required every ounce of his concentration. In the end, though, it seems I own a pig farm in addition to my orchards.

      Claudia gave Don Vidal a disapproving look.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Why were you harsh with Rosalinda?” she demanded fiercely.

      “Did she talk to you?” Good. Perhaps the matron can explain what went wrong.

      “Yes,” Claudia snapped. Her wet hands left dark marks on the blue of her dress. “She fears you no longer desire her.”

      Vidal drew back, startled. “What? No, that’s wrong. I was surprised. Nothing more. I didn’t mean to upset her.”

      “Really?” One black eyebrow arched toward the ceiling, crinkling the woman’s forehead. “And did you not guess after… what you did to her, that she would be feeling fragile?”

      His jaw dropped. Rosalinda revealed so much? “What I did? She told you?”

      “Sí. She wanted my advice. How many times have you had her?”

      “Twice,” he admitted, his face burning.

      “Why?” the matron demanded.

      “It’s what she wanted,” he replied sheepishly.

      “Don Vidal, really.” Claudia shook her head in disapproval.

      “Seriously. I’m not sure what’s wrong with me, but I simply cannot resist her.”

      Claudia’s scowl deepened. “Did you take her virginity?”

      “Ummm.” He looked away.

      Claudia shook her head. “Now you really need to marry her.”

      Vidal nodded fiercely. “I know. I want to.”

      “Ask her today.”

      That’s the best idea I’ve heard in a long time. “I will,” he promised.
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        * * *

      

      Vidal felt no surprise to find Rosalind in his room when he returned. She looked unbearably sweet sleeping there, her lush black lashes lying against her pale cheeks. Unable to resist, he sat beside her on the bed and pressed a gentle kiss on her pale pink lips. “Wake up now, querida,” he said softly. “I want to see your beautiful eyes.”

      Her lashes fluttered.

      He stroked her cheek tenderly until she awakened.

      “Vidal.” She mouthed rather than spoke his name, and intense longing shone in her brilliant green eyes.

      “I’m sorry for my gruff tone earlier. I was surprised, but of course, I am very glad to see you. It was thoughtful of you to bring me the letter, and I am impressed that you recognized its importance.”

      She smiled as she sat up and touched his hand.

      He brought the delicate fingers to his lips and kissed them tenderly. “May I ask a question, querida?”

      “Anything,” she replied fervently.

      “I asked you once why you are so kind to me, but you refused to answer. You said that I was not ready. Do you think I am now?”

      “Is your heart free?”

      “It will never be again… No, don’t cry. Let me explain. Once, I gave my heart to a lovely Spanish girl, but she gave it back, all battered and broken. I knew I would never be able to fix it myself. It has healed in the last year, but it will never be free. My heart will always belong to the woman who healed it.”

      Rosalind smiled through her tears.

      “I owe you more than I can ever repay, Rosalinda. You gave me back my life. Why show such kindness?”

      “Simple, Vidal,” she told him. “There can only be one reason. I have done all I could to make you happy because your happiness is my only joy. I love you, Vidal. I have always loved you. Before you met Carmen, I loved you with all my heart. I hated myself for being glad she was gone, since her leaving caused you so much pain, but I couldn’t help myself. It would have destroyed me to lose you.” She trembled, tears streaming down her face.

      Vidal reached for her. They met in a punishing embrace. Without making a conscious decision, they found themselves sprawled on the mattress, mouths fused in a wild kiss.

      “¡Ay, querida!” Vidal moaned as Rosalind slid her hands under his shirt, caressing his chest. “I wanted better than this for you.”

      “What could be better?” she countered. “I’m happy as long as I have you in my arms.”

      That deserved a kiss, and Vidal was not stingy. He opened her mouth fiercely with his tongue and rewarded her sweetness with a long thorough possession. “Marry me,” he urged when she pulled back to breathe.

      “Not out of guilt, I hope,” she said.

      “No,” he assured her. “Because it’s what we both want,”

      “Are you certain?”

      “Sí!” he insisted.

      Rosalind’s smile took his breath away. “Then yes, Vidal, I would be honored to marry you.”

      “Good, because I’m about to make love to you again.”

      Rosalind went still.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, hoping it could be dealt with quickly. His straining erection was beginning to ache with the desire to plunge into her.

      “It’s about the other night…” She trailed off

      “What about it?” he urged.

      “Are you angry with me?” She gave him a wistful look.

      The question confused him. “What? Why would I be?”

      “Well, I know it wasn’t what you wanted and…”

      He placed a finger over her lips. “No, Rosalinda, I’m not angry. I thought—I still think—that you deserve better than this, but I can’t seem to control myself. I’m surprised you’re not angry with me.”

      “Never!” She covered him with fierce, wet kisses.

      Vidal captured her mouth with his. Slowly all that had passed between them dawned on him like a burst of glorious sunshine. This is wonderful. She loves me. She chooses me! What could be better? “Take your clothes off, querida. I need to see you.”

      Rosalind blushed, then slowly drew the hem of her dress up and over her head and tossed it aside. Her aroused nipples pressed against the thin fabric of her chemise. He reached out to caress her.

      She pushed his hands away. “Not yet, mi amor. I want to see you too.”

      Swallowing hard, he dragged off his shirt and trousers urgently. She makes me wild, but I’m determined to savor her this time.
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        * * *

      

      At last, Vidal lay naked. His thickly aroused sex jutted out in front of him. Rosalind crouched over him, her slim fingers enfolding the erect shaft. It was unlike anything she had seen before. Though thick and rigid, the skin felt silky. She stroked experimentally, spurred on by his pleasured groans.

      It’s still hard to imagine that what on another man had brought only pain, on this man gives me the most delicious pleasure. Impetuously, she bent low and kissed it.

      Vidal gasped.

      She wondered if more was permitted. If Vidal can use his mouth to pleasure me, surely I can do the same. Without stopping to reflect, she snaked her tongue out and teased the tip, then sucked him into her mouth.

      Vidal made a strangled sound as her wet lips closed over him, but a quick glance at his face convinced her he was not in pain. She slid down, testing how much of the shaft she could take. Not much, she soon discovered, but she applied herself to pleasing as much as she could reach. Then she released him, only to tease the rest of his sex with flicks of her tongue.
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        * * *

      

      Vidal groaned in agony. Pleasure more acute than anything he had ever experienced tortured him mercilessly. I wonder how long I’ll be able to hold back. Already his seed cried to be spilled.

      Abruptly, he pulled away from her, tumbling her to her back. He gave her no chance to protest, merely pried her legs apart and ran his tongue over her wet folds. She arched her back and squealed. He slid two long fingers into her drenched portal, spreading her open, and then settled in, licking and sucking her swollen nub. She writhed, squirmed, and begged, but Vidal showed her no mercy. He tormented her until she exploded, squeezing his fingers hard with her ecstatic spasms. Her pleasure-filled gasps, soft and breathless, sounded like music. After a long moment, he slid over her body and kissed her lips.

      “Querida, I need to be inside you,” he pleaded.

      “Yes, my love, take me now.” She spread wide, shamelessly.

      “No, like this.” He rolled her on top of him.

      “Vidal…what?”

      “Like this.” He guided his sex to her entrance, caressing the swollen flesh gently. “Lean back into it,” he told her. “That’s it, take it all in.”

      Together, they worked the throbbing shaft into her. She whimpered as her flesh spread wide. Once he was buried, he pushed her gently until she straddled him. This was deeper than he had ever been before, his tip against the mouth of her womb. She wriggled, and Vidal groaned. His hands went to her hips, guiding her.

      Once she had learned the rhythm, he reached for her breasts. She still wore her chemise, and he teased her swollen nipples through the fabric. She rode him harder, faster, in response to his delicious caresses.

      Urgently needing to see her body, he peeled off the sweat-dampened garment, he tossed it aside and cupped one small breast in each hand. Urging her down, he captured first one pink peak and then the other in his mouth.

      ¡Si, Si! Dios mío, I’m close. One particularly deep hard thrust and Vidal convulsed, filling Rosalind’s belly with his seed while she shuddered in ecstasy around him.

      She went limp, falling against his chest.

      As he waited for his heart to stop pounding, Vidal stroked Rosalind’s back. Her bold inventiveness delighted him. Our marriage bed will be a wonderful place.

      “Vidal?” she asked in a breathless voice.

      “Querida?”

      “When would you like to get married?”

      An excellent question, and one that needs to be decided. “Soon, I think, since neither of us seems to have much self-control.”

      Her forehead crinkled as she pondered. “What about Christmastime?”

      “Three months from now? Can we be ready so fast?”

      “Is that too soon?” she asked, sounding worried.

      I must be more careful with my words. She takes everything the wrong way. “No, I don’t suppose it is.”

      He felt her smile against his chest.

      “My only concern was the planning, but if we keep things simple, it should be fine,” he said.

      Rosalind snuggled closer. “This is all I have ever wanted, but…” she trailed off.

      “What is it?”

      “Nothing.” But her voice told him it was very much something.

      “You can tell me,” he urged. “Don’t be afraid,”

      “It’s just…I don’t…” she fumbled.

      He hugged her tight, kissing the top of her head.

      “Do you love me?” she finally managed to blurt out, and then looked up, blushing.

      Do I? Is that what this feeling of unbridled passion is? It’s like nothing I’ve experienced before. I suppose it could be… in time. He nodded slowly.

      “Could you please tell me?”

      He tried, but his lips refused to form the words. “Don’t you trust me?”

      Her face fell. “Of course, but I still want to hear it.”

      She’s not asking for much, he reminded himself. Struggling with the words, with the reluctance in his heart to admit such vulnerability, he paused for a long moment. “Will you please give me a little more time, querida? The words are hard to say.”

      “But are you sure you mean them?” she pleaded.

      “Yes.” Even that choked him a little.

      Her dark brows drew together as she studied him for a long, quiet moment. “Just be able to tell me before the wedding, mi amor. I don’t want to marry a man who can’t say he loves me.”

      Surely, I can do this in time. “I promise.”

      “I look forward to that day.” She kissed him.
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        * * *

      

      They lay in silence, enjoying the contact for several minutes. It’s so pleasant simply to hold one another after making love, not worrying about anyone catching us. It will be like this after the wedding, she thought. No censure. She pressed her lips to his chest.

      He laughed gently. “We should get dressed, querida. Soon it will be time to eat. Shall I have two trays brought up?”

      “That would be best, wouldn’t it?” she replied.

      “Afraid to face Claudia?” he teased.

      She blushed. “Claudia already knows, but…”

      “I know. It’s still embarrassing to have such private pleasures exposed.” He touched her cheek, his fingers cool on her burning skin.

      “Besides,” Rosalind added, “if I leave this room, she’ll probably insist on giving me one of my own, for propriety’s sake.”

      “You would rather stay here?” He raised one eyebrow

      Feeling shy to admit it so openly, she prevaricated with, “Is that all right?”

      “I would like nothing better, but people will talk,” he cautioned.

      “We’re a long way from home, love,” she reminded him.

      “Not so far as you might think.”

      “Well I don’t care. We’re getting married anyway.”

      Vidal smiled wickedly. “You really aren’t much of a demure lady, are you?”

      “No more than you are a quiet, restrained gentleman. You might fool everyone else, mi amor, but I’ve tasted your passion.”

      Color stained Vidal’s cheeks.

      “No, I like it,” she protested. “When you hold me in your arms, I feel so safe, I never want to let go.”

      That made him smile. “I’m so glad, Rosalinda. Still, we are going home tomorrow.”

      “I know,” she sighed, “but let me live this fantasy a little longer.”

      “Soon it will be a reality.”

      Oh, he likes that idea as much as I do. He’s not wrong to say love is there. I do want to hear the words though. “Not soon enough.” She leaned up and kissed him, teasing his lips with her tongue.

      Vidal’s sex, which had been lying limp beneath her pubic bone, began to harden again. “Have mercy, querida. I’m not nineteen anymore.”

      “No mercy for you, Vidal.” And she simply guided him back into her.

      Vidal groaned. “I hope I survive until the wedding.”

      “You had better.”

      And she proceeded to ride him to another shattering climax.
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      “Señora Sánchez?” Rosalind called as she stepped out the door of the posada. What a great stroke of luck to find her sitting outside in a wrought-iron chair, her pattern books strewn across a matching table, enjoying the sunshine.

      The seamstress looked up from the christening gown she was stitching. “Hola, Rosalinda,” the woman greeted her with a sunny smile and a little wave. Her golden-brown hair gleamed in the sunlight and her thimble flashed. “What can I do for you? And please, call me Julia.”

      “Julia, then.” Rosalind returned the grin with a genuine smile. “Do you have time to make me a wedding dress?” she asked, and the framing of the question caused her heart to pound with excited joy.

      “Congratulations!” The seamstress clapped her hands with delight. “When do you need it?”

      “December 15th.”

      Julia’s full lower lip dropped open. “So soon?”

      “Sí,” Rosalind replied, smiling. Her cheeks felt suspiciously warm.

      The seamstress tapped her thimble against her teeth. “I can get it done if it’s simple. I do have several other dresses to make, for Christmas, you know.”

      “Simple is what I had in mind,” Rosalind concurred.

      “Who are you marrying?” The woman leaned forward with a conspiratorial air.

      As if it’s a secret. I want everyone to know. “Don Vidal.”

      Julia gaped at her for a moment but recovered quickly. “Lucky girl. He’s a wonderful man.”

      She looks like she might be a bit infatuated with him herself, and surely she’s closer to his age, though a bit older. Rosalind felt a hint of pride that a man so widely admired had chosen her. “I know.” A wider smile spread across Rosalind’s face.

      “So, what do you have in mind?” Julia asked, suddenly all business again.

      Rosalind thought for a moment. “I don’t know.” After everything that happened, I stopped thinking about marriage as a possibility. Now I live in Spain, and I’m marrying a wealthy landowner. I have no idea what is expected.

      “Here are some books.” The seamstress gathered up her collection and extended the heavy pile. “Perhaps one of them will have a pattern you like.”

      Rosalind took hold but nearly lost her balance from the weight. She quickly settled into a chair. A cool breeze blew across the courtyard. The orange scent and the refreshing air made her want to drift off into passionate daydreams, but she restrained herself. If you’re to be married in three months, Julia needs to get to work.

      Idly, she paged through the books. Everything seemed dreadfully overdone, with piles of beads, silk roses, endless ribbons, and gigantic bows. And good heavens, those skirts. Layer upon layer of lace-edged ruffles. Skinny as I am, anything like that would more wear me than I it. A man as important as Vidal will need to have a regal wedding, but I don’t want to be swaddled like a mummy. I need something elegant but simple, to maximize my best features… What on earth are my best features?
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