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Lisa Campbell was back in New York. The past few years, there had been a brief resurgence in her career. After
Alain Taggart's trial and subsequent imprisonment, Lisa had done remarkably well. Her association with the
arms supplier had actually given her dwindling career the boost it had sorely needed, until the curiosity of the
public was appeased and the novelty had worn off. The dancer had just finished her last professional tour,
announcing to the media that she intended to go into seclusion to teach.

According to what Diana could gather from the tunnel grapevine, the former prima ballerina and Vincent, at
least during their late teens, had been a hot item. The woman could certainly make a good entrance. Now, Lisa
intended to move back to the tunnels, indefinitely, to teach modern dance and ballet and search for promising
young would-be artists.

Some deep, dark secret lay between this woman and Vincent. Diana could sense it; but Vincent wouldn't
elaborate, saying only that Lisa had been a friend. Yet his unspoken pain and regret practically cried out
whenever he spoke the woman's name.

Diana could tell that Father disliked the woman, but the children adored her, especially Samantha. Mary, dear
Mary, tolerated Lisa and overlooked her capricious airs and holier-than-thou attitude. But, the dancer grated
on Diana's nerves and she could honestly say that Lisa was the most irritating, exasperating woman she had
ever met.

Begrudgingly, Diana had to admit that Lisa was strikingly beautiful, graceful, feminine with flawless makeup,
hair and skn. The red-headed investigator felt inadequate and acutely self-conscious in the woman's presence.
Even in tunnel garb, Lisa was stunning, making Diana cringe a bit as she glanced at her sweats and nervously
straightened the Yankee baseball cap on her head. Diana had never felt awkward until now. Her movements
had always been easy and athletic, yet suddenly she felt like she had two left feet.

It had been a very trying few days, to say the least. Lisa had apparently sprained her ankle soom after arriving
Below, though Diana thought it all a ruse. Rather than using crutches, Lisa depended on everyone's generosity
to help her traverse from here to there. Everyone's ... but especially Vincent's.

Diana had been hardly able to get a word in edgewise with him as the former tunnel denizen expounded on
her world travels. Vincent, the ever-attentive listener and host, seemed as fascinated by Lisa's stories as the



children were. Diana really couldn't blame him, certain the pictures this woman painted of the world must
indeed be fascinating; especially to one who was only able to roam freely at night and then, at most, only a
few miles from home in a park and the dirty alleyways in the middle of a bustling city.

Vincent had spent some wonderful days at Diana's home, enjoying the sun on her deck, travel videos she had
rented, assisting her in her investigations, sharing stories; but how could that compare with Lisa's personal
tales of the Caribbean's tropical beaches, Barcelona and Naples, Venetian canals with their gondolas, London,
the Kremlin and the Taj Mahal?

Not only had Lisa monopolized almost all conversation for three days running, but she kept Vincent
monopolized as well. She'd elected him her fixit man, go-fer and escort. Diana and Vincent had hardly a
moment alone together since the dancer's arrival.

It was difficult to hold back the surges of jealousy and even rage as the woman literally crawled over Vincent,
clinging to him at ever opportunity, eating with him, even feeding him little scraps from her plate, as if he
were her pet, sharing little private jokes and memories, a vice grip round his arm. It was repulsive, insensitive,
rude and very cruel.

Diana knew Vincent sensed her disquiet, passing frequent concerned glances her way over Lisa's shoulder. She
tried to keep her emotions in check, but she was almost to the end of her rope with disgust - and getting to
the point that she didn't give a damn who knew it.

Why was he letting this woman manipulate him? It was obvious that she made him uncomfortable,
embarrassed him. Why didn't he tell her to buzz off? Too damn civil, polite and proper no doubt, she
supposed, to even pry the tentacles loose.

When Diana overheard Lisa suggesting that Vincent and she go skinny dipping alone 'for old times' sake' after
the children's concert, when everyone else would be asleep, Diana had had enough. That was the last straw!

She suddenly felt very much the intruder, the outsider, the one not privileged to such intimate remembrances
and she could stand no more.

Biting her tongue before she told Lisa just what she thought of her cruel, flirtatious ways, she mumbled an
apology to Vincent and declined the invitation to stay to hear the children perform. She saw his shocked look
as he started to request she reconsider and didn't miss the gloating smile of contempt and victory on Lisa's
face while her hands maintained her ever present hold on Vincent's arm.

Hooking her totebag and tossing it over her shoulder, Diana turned and bolted toward home.

Her pace quickened as she drew near the entrance closest to her loft. The tears that had filled her eyes now
spilled down her cheeks. Little did she know that Catherine had felt a very similar threat from Vincent's first
love years before, when Lisa had sought sanctuary Below. The dancer had a knack for upsetting lives.

Storming into her apartment, Diana flung her tote across the room and kicked the poor couch, furious, angry
and, most of all, hurt at the way Vincent kowtowed to this woman. She'd thought their relationship meant
more to him than this. Did he realize how hurt she was, how furious and upset she was st his ignoring her for
this ... this Lisa tart? Bitch was a better word!

Diana plunked down on the futon in her bedroom and wept, realizing she didn't hate Vincent and not even
Lisa, but herself; despising herself for having these feelings. Why did she resent the time he spent with this old
friend? What if she was an old flame? He did nothing devious, nothing behind her back. Didn't he deserve



some enjoyment in his life after all the suffering he'd been through?

Wiping her tears, she remembered how hurt Vincent had been. For years he'd endured deep pain, crushed by
Catherine Chandler's death. For so long he merely existed, went through the motions of living, nothing inside
him. But gradually, his broken heart was mending and Diana truly thought their relationship was growing
stronger, deeper; that, though he hadn't said it in so many words, he cared for her - deeply. But maybe she'd
mistakenly presumed her own feeling was reciprocal and that he, too, was falling in love.

She had loved him from almost the first moment she saw him, touched him. It had been so much more than
the novelty and wonder of his unique appearance, the possibility of his very existence. She couldn't go back to
the person she'd been before knowing him. He'd changed her perspective on, on ... everything! Diana had
never really known love until Vincent came into her life.

More than anything, she'd wanted to lead him gently back to that love, but it hadn't been an easy journey for
either of them. Even broken and in pain, he had been the most gentle, loving, giving man she'd ever known,
but it had been so difficult for him to express himself to her, either emotionally or physically. He was afraid to
give, risk the vulnerable balance of living, caring, loving, and being loved in return. He'd practically been a
zombie for so long, devoid of emotion, that there was nothing left for him to give. It all had been torn from
him, like his heart.

Only recently had he seemed more free to show his affection, to loosen up, even laugh. God knows, there had
been enough tears! Diana had felt she was finally breaking through to him, that he had started to enjoy life
again. But now Lisa was back, and it was as if Diana had lost him all over again.

Being so careful not to rush him, hurt him, step on his toes, intrude on his private space, or bruise his healing
heart, had finally taken its toll on Diana. Almost three years of waiting, not getting too close, holding back her
own feelings for this man she hopelessly loved, denying her own needs, he unable to or unwilling to admit his
own. Well, she couldn't do it any longer, couldn't walk the narrow tightrope. The dam had burst and she could
no longer suppress her emotions. She loved him, plain and simple, and this strange behavior, this distancing
had hurt her.

Weary of it all, suddenly very fatigued, she wiped the tears away. Diana decided to take a long shower and
sleep on the problem. It was best to put it out of her mind for the night; she was too tired to think or feel
anymore.

The hot water was indeed relaxing, soothing and greatly improved her spirits.

Wrapped in a towel, she scooted to the closet to grab something comfortable. Her hand caressed the
exquisite softness of the well worn, patched flannel shirt of Vincent's. He'd left it behind one evening, weeks
ago, when he'd removed it to unstop the kitchen drain, and she'd kept it, not daring to wear it when he was
there, but savoring it when he wasn't close. She'd intended to wash it and return it to him, but had been
unable to do either.

Chastising herself, she reached for a nightgown instead, but then pulled the shirt off the hanger, plunging her
face into its folds to deeply inhale the uniqueness of him. Damn it! She loved the way it felt, loved the aroma
of his faintly-lingering scent still clinging to its fibers; loved him. Tears threatened to fall again as she thought it
might be the only intimacy she would ever share with him. She'd wear it if she wanted to. Taking a deep,
relaxing breath and letting it out slowly, she pulled on the shirt, not bothering to fasten the front ties, then
slipped into a pair of her bikini panties.



Setting a mug of water in the microwave for hot tea, Diana decidedto hunt for the half eaten box of chocolate
covered cherries. Yes, that was a good way to drown her sorrows.

%k %k %k

Below, Vincent didn't know what he should do. He'd wanted to drop Lisa unceremoniously and follow Diana,
but knew he couldn't leave Lisa stranded with her 'injured' leg. He was far too chivalrous to do that. He'd see
her to Father's chamber, where the concert was to be held. Only then could he honorably leave her and make
his escape. But when he attempted to go on, she halted, sensing she no longer had his undivided attention.

"Vincent, what is it?"

"Diana. I've upset her; hurt her," he said, turning his head to look down the path Diana had taken. The
unsettled dirt of her departure still clouded the tunnel. "I've been very foolish." He sighed in regret. Waves of
Diana's anger and pain still flooded him.

"She'll get over it. Let's go; you can sit with Samantha and me," Lisa purred, taking his arm.

"No!" he replied harshly, the word ending in a threatening snarl as he pushed her hand from his arm. He'd
taken enough of her manipulations. Then he looked away, ashamed by the harshness of his actions.

"I see," Lisa said, suddenly realizing the problem and how foolish she'd been to lead him on, toy with him.

She had thought that perhaps they could strike up a friendship and maybe ... more, now that Catherine was
gone. He still intrigued her and possibly the sisterly love could develop into something deeper. He was a
wonderful father with his tiny son, and still so incredibly sensual. She had always wondered what might have
happened between them had not Father interfered. But now she realized her error in thinking such a
relationship could be renewed. After all, she wasn't blind.

"You love her, don't you?" she asked softly, warmly, without acusation.

His blue eyes flared as if to tell her it was none of her affair, but they softened as he saw the young, vulnerable
Lisa in her eyes; the Lisa that, despite all her airs, had at one time known him better than anyone and, yes, had
loved him, albeit in her own fashion. Once more she was his friend and confidante.

He looked away, his eye dropping to study his toes as he scuffed the dirt floor, raising small clouds of dust, his
head swaying slightly.

Finally, he raised his blushing face to whisper, "Yes. And I've hurt her, Lisa. | must apologize to her."

"Vincent, I'm the one who should apologize. I'm always so, well, so possessive, when it comes to you." She
stroked his magnificantly high cheekbone. "l want you all to myself. I've never wanted to share you. I'm the
one who hurt her. Instead of trying to be friends, | decided to hurt ... your Diana; play games."

"It wasn't just you, Lisa. | was ... playing the same games. | erroneously thought that | could hide my feelings
for Diana. That it was better if she didn't know how much | care for her. | have been afraid of getting too close
to anyone again, since ... Catherine. | felt it best to distance myself to gain a better perspective on our
relationship. What better way than to show an old friend a little extra attention, take special time in helping
you settle back in and get reacquainted with everyone? It was cruel and thoughtless and | must ask her



forgiveness, though she has every right not to grant it." Again he sighed deeply, shaking his bowed head.

"You're always the gentleman, Vincent," Lisa declared, touching his forearm. "l was foolish to ever leave. In all
my travels, there has never been another man ... | truly loved. Well, it's like Dorothy in Oz," she said, doing a
little pirouette, "She really didn't have to look any further than her own Kansas backyard. Go to her, love. Tell
her I'm sorry too. | just always want to be in the spotlight, the center of attention, but I'm learning."

"Is this the Lisa | know?" he asked, tilting his head inquisitively, truly moved by the change he sensed in her,
the sincerity.

"I plan to be on my best behavior from now on, Vincent, and I'll keep to the shadows. Someone else can have
the spotlight for a change, and I'll be the applauding audience."

"I find it difficult to imagine that," Vincent commented truthfully, noting meanwhile that she was now
standing without apparent pain on her 'injured' leg. It was amazing how quickly her ankle improved anytime
the injury became truly inconvenient.

"No," she laughed, blushing prettily, "perhaps not. But I'm here to see if we have any prospective dancers in
our midst. That's my chosen performance now."

Suddenly, he sensed a change in her, her light mood becoming quite serious. She took his huge hand in hers.

"I didn't mean to hurt you, Vincent. | didn't know all the pain | had caused you when | left. | didn't realize it till
your Cathy told me. In my own self-centeredness | didn't know how deeply I'd hurt you, betrayed you. | knew
you thought of me as more than a sister, but it really didn't sink in until | heard it from your own lips."

She touched the cleft upper lip, still intrigued by his uniqueness, her heart pounding faster at the quiet,
masculine beauty he was still so unaware he possessed. "And even then ... | pushed aside your pain, called it
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‘child's play'.
He dropped his eyes, remembering how her words had cut him.

"That was very cruel of me," she whispered, softly caressing his throat, then stroking his cheek. "You were the
best friend I've ever had, Vincent." Their eyes met as she continued, "l was intentionally callous. I'm always so
damn ... insensitive to everyone's needs but my own!"

"But I'm the one who hurt you, Lisa. My hands," he stammered, holding the loathsome furred sppendages
before him. "l couldn't ...”

"No, Vincent," she said sternly. She clasped his hands and pressed them to her lips.

He stood stunned by the action, so much like Catherine's, years before, on her terrace, the night he had first
confessed to her the incident with Lisa.

Finally, Lisa released his hands and placed her own over his breast. "My injuries were superficial. There was no
scar. It was an accident. An accident, Vincent! You have carried deeper wounds inside for far too long. Diana
loves you, trusts you. | can tell. She's the kind of steadfast woman | wish | could be. She will never hurt you as |
did. Don't let this chance slip away, as I've let so many of mine. You, more than anyone, deserve this
happiness."

She looked to her feet, then slowly her eyes followed the lines of his powerful, well-proportioned body back to
his face. "l envy her."



As he drew back slightly, Lisa saw his embarrassment and disbelief. Before he could do more than stare, she
took his face between her hands, soundly kissing his mouth.

"Now, go on," she directed, shoving him away ... and playfully slapping his ample buttock.
"Thank you, Lisa," he said from beneath sheltering bangs. "Perhaps you're right."
"I know | am. Shoo, I'll be fine!" she said with certainty and a little impatience. "Now! Goodnight!"

"Goodnight, Lisa," he said, still blushing. "I'll see that Nicholas brings you some ... crutches," he added,
indicating her ankle with a raised eyebrow and a quick nod of his head.

Smiling, he turned to go, thinking how complicated this beautiful woman could make things, but she was
learning. He had known her heart all along and only now was it starting to be in the right place. It had taken a
great while, but she was learning that there were other people, besides Lisa, that mattered in life.

He rushed to Diana's building without bothering to collect his cloak. Passing Mouse, he shouted instructions
for little Jacob's care and for obtaining Lisa's crutches. Soon he was pacing nervously below Diana's entrance,
as he felt the tumultuous ebb and flow of her emotions. He knew she wouldn't listen to reason when angered.
In this respect, they were quite alike. Perhaps he should wait to approach her. But finally he decided it best to
risk her wrath; he deserved whatever she had to say and must take his medicine, bitter though it might be.
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Still crouched, rummaging through the bottom cabinet, Diana didn't hear Vincent drop through the skylight.
But as she straightened, there he was, bigger than life, on the other side of the kitchen island.

He was as shocked as Diana. His eyes went wide and mouth opened as he realized her state of undress. Yet, as
if possessing a will all their own, his eyes lingered upon the pale flesh of her bare midriff and breasts, the
silken triangle of her panties where the shirt lay open. He had always known Diana was a beautiful woman but
hadn't imagined how very delicate and feminine she was until now. Her hair, shimmering bronze, still wet
from her shower, hung loose and full in ringlets about her face and shoulders, and - it was his shirt that she
wore!

The garment had not been misplaced, as he had assumed, but had been deliberately retained. She wore it
against her pale skin; had worn it, no doubt, before, alone in her apartment. Somehow, the thought of this,
the sight of it, caused his heart to turn over in his chest. Revealed in this way, she called to him, spoke to the
part of him he had always fought to suppress, to ignore. That heretofore dreaded 'pull beyond thought' struck
again, full force.

His face turned bright red as he grunted and swallowed, feeling the heat spead across his forearm, then
plummet, sinking deep inside his belly only to explode in his groin. He lowered his face, his eyes daring
frantically to find somewhere to focus other than on Diana.

Stuttering and shuffling, his body shifting hesitantly, he spoke her name. "Diana, I ..."
"What are you doing here?" she hissed in renewed rage.

Her anger slammed into him. He felt as if he'd been slapped in the face as she bolted toward the bedroom, not



waiting for his reply.

Quickly circling the island, he caught her on the other side, grabbing her wrist, his hand trembling.
"Diana, please," he entreated hoarsely.

She tugged, but he wouldn't release her wrist.

"I was wrong, | ...," he tried to explain.

With a violent jerk, she pulled loose. "Nothing's wrong. Why don't you just go back to your ... your little Lisa!"
she snapped sarcastically.

She spat the words, and they cut with a vehemence he had never known from her. He stepped forward,
seeing her tears. "Diana, I'm sorry. | didn't realize ..."

".... that | was so shallow? That | could become jealous? Well, | am and | can. I'm only human and | have
feelings too! I have feelings too, you ...”

She ran a shaking hand across her forehead, then pinched her eyelids tightly closed, feeling the whopper of a
migraine starting. "Just go! Please, just go."

But he moved closer, unable and unwilling to leave her in this state.
"Just go," she repeated, "you big ... you big, hairy ... Lunk. I ... Damn you! Damn you!"

She clenched her fists and struck out, hitting his chest, pounding her hands repeatedly against him until she
was exhausted.

Silently, he endured the blows, knowing he'd deserved every one. Closing his eyes tightly, he let her pain fill
him, his arms limp at his sides. The muffled thuds continued as he made no effort to stop the assault.

She hit him a final time, her clenched fists shaking. Even with the protective layers he wore, there would be
bruises visible in the morning.

Drained, she slumped against him, sobbing, opening her hands, her shaking fingers clinging tightly to his
quilted vest. He gently enfolded her in his arms, kissing her hair, stroking her head and back, nuzzling her
softly, feeling her pain flow over him in a torrent of waves and taking it all into himself.

Softly, he whispered against her throat, "l know. | know. I'm sorry ... so sorry."

He stood helpless a moment, wondering; had he ignored her this badly? Opening his eyes to gaze around her
darkened living room, he realized that indeed he had. She was alone, more isolated than he was, with no close
family or friends to give her comfort. She had given everything to him, everything, and he had taken,

always ... taken.

But had he given anything in return? No. Nothing. That was his answer, as painfully sobering as it was. Never,
never again would he hurt her like this. She needed more; needed him. Only now did he realize how much.
How many times had he felt her love, felt her desire to be more than his friend, and dismissed it, ignored it?
She was vulnerable, lonely and hungry for touch, the same as he.

How many times had she held him when he was unable to hold back the pain of losing Catherine and the
accompanying flood of tears any longer? Now he realized that Diana needed to be held and loved, just as he
did. Here in his arms, Diana was not the tough, hard shelled investigator she led others to believe, but
possessed the same fralities that had always been his companions.



He had never seen this side of Diana. She'd never wanted him to see it. But it was too late now. He knew and
somehow, seeing her weakness, seeing that she too had frailties, vulnerabilities, endeared her that much
more to him. How ashamed he was that he'd been the cause of her turmoil.

Diana had seen him raging with hate and desperation. She had stood by and comforted him when the tears
had burst through all his defenses. She had even deterred him when he had considered ending his own life.
She accepted ... everything. Now they both knew. No more needed to be said.

She relaxed against him, snuffling softly in his embrace, her tears subsiding.

"I'm sorry, Diana, so sorry for hurting you. | behaved abominably." Then he whispered into the hair just behind
her ear. "Can you find it in your heart to forgive me?"

She raised her face, a faint glimmer, a flicker of hope there now. She saw the truth of his love for her in every
line of his unique face; heard it in his voice.

Vincent said, "You've known all along that ... Lisa is not the woman | love." In slow motion, he bent his face
toward her, pressing his lips against hers, a liberty he had never taken before. His body followed suit, pressing
her against the open door tighter as the kiss intensified.

He pulled away, sensing her stunned reaction. "You only had to listen to your heart to know that, Diana. |
never meant to hurt you. | could never intentionally do that. Stupidly, | was trying to put some distance
between us, to gain perspective. | know now that | need you, need us ... to continue."

Her relief flooded him as she wove her fingers into his mane and pulled him back to her. Vincent's heart
thudded, every beat seeming to thunder in his veins, pounding louder than his thoughts, as his body
responded to the sweetness of her mouth, the softness of her curves against him, the relief he sensed in her,
the joy.

Presently she sighed, pausing to take a breath. "l guess | knew it, always knew it, but sometimes my
impatience and frustration gets in the way." She looked shyly into his face. "And sometimes, a girl likes to hear
it."

He nodded his understanding. She would be hearing it from now on.

With shaking fingers, she touched his chin and jaw, savoring the textures and the joy of caressing him and he
allowing it.

"I was jealous of Lisa, felt like an outsider, envious of the time she got to spend with you."

He nodded, understanding all too well how she felt. How could he tell her of all the times he had felt jealousy
and envy raise their ugly heads, even before Catherine came into his life.

"These feelings are nothing to be ashamed of, Diana. | was told once .... by someone very wise, that we all
have these feelings; jealousy, envy. They are part of love, its other, less attractive side, things to be accepted
as testimonal to the intensity of our emotions and desires. |, too, have known these painful feelings." He
shook his shaggy head. "You have nothing to be ashamed or jealous of," he said, slowly scanning the shirt
opening. "You are an intelligent, and extraordinarily beautiful, remarkable,"(A faint smile crossed his unique
lips.)"......... and very desirable woman."

He could not resist sliding a hand between her waist and the cloth of her shirt, splaying his long fingers to
tentatively explore the softness of her skin, his thumb accidently brushing the curve of her breast.



Feeling the sudden flush spread across his throat and cheeks, he looked to her face. Her lips parted invitingly
and once more he sought their sweetness as she tightened her arms around his neck. He held her close to his
chest, tasting her mouth, her throat, his sharp teeth grazing her delicate flesh, her flavor pulling a deep groan
from his throat. He pressed closer against her, needing her warmth, needing her touch, his hands running up
and down the smooth, warm flesh of her naked back. Suddenly, he stiffened, panting, as he realized his loss of
control and sensed all rational thought deserting him.

Gently, trying to still his shaking hands, he pulled her arms from around his neck, taking her hands firmly in his
own.

"Diana," he croaked hoarsely, "I'm sorry, | shouldn't have, | ..."

"Yes, you should," she said determinedly, taking his chin in her hand, staring into his startled sapphire eyes,
then soundly kissing his mouth. "You should," she repeated, in a softer tone. "I've been wanting you too for so
long, Vincent."

She released his chin and stroked the mane at his neck and shoulders with one hand, the other rubbing his
back. "You need to stop apologizing, stop trying to please everyone else. Do what you want for a change. You
have the right. You have to believe that, believe in yourself, and believe in us."

She bent forward to kiss him again, adding, "I'm here for you and | love you and want you to touch me."

He took a strand of her still-damp hair in his hand, gently rolling it between his fingers, shyly studying her from
beneath his shaggy bangs, weighing all that she had said.

Almost under his breath, he whispered, "It is the one thing | have never doubted." His eyes dropped again to
her open shirt.

Slowly, she took his hands and placed them again at her bare waist. "Then it's time you took what you want."
She saw his eyes widen, his nostrils flare with a hint of fear at the possibility of what she suggested. "Vincent,
at least, acknowledge it! This kind of love is possible!" Determinedly, she tightened her hands on his wrists to
emphasize her point. "You know it is."

"Diana ...," he started nervously.
"Listen to your heart, Vincent. What does it say?"

He smiled, nodding as he thought of the times he had given Catherine the same advice. His lips molded to
hers, once more.

"You do believe me when | tell you | love you?" she asked, placing her hands on his shoulders after the kiss.
"Yes, | believe you," he replied without hesitation.

He scanned her face, licking his lower lip. His gaze focused on her delicate mouth, then rose to her eyes as if to
ask permission to kiss her. With exquisite tenderness their lips caressed. Then he bent to rest his forehead
against hers. She could feel the emotions roiling inside him, his body trembling as he struggled to calm his
breaths, holding her gently in his arms. Once more, his impulsive instinct was warring with the rational man.

He drew back slightly to study her face, seeming to be waiting to take his next cue from her.

As much as she wanted him to stay, remain for the night and talk, touch, perhaps, even make love, she knew it
was too soon.



She sighed. "You'd better go back. For now."

Reluctantly, her hands lowered from his shoulders, down his arms. They had broken so many barriers tonight,
and she was afraid this was all a little too much for him. He was still fragile and so uncertain of his sexuality.

"I'm pushing too fast. | wouldn't want you to do something you'd regret in the morning," she teased, smiling
softly, as she stroked the furry back of his hand.

"I don't want to go back," he replied, sounding rather like a small boy who refused to go to bed.

His eyes were dark, ominous, and there was no mistaking his physical arousal as he shifted to hold her waist
more firmly in his huge hands. The sexual tension emanating from him seemed to electrify the air as his hands
crossed behind her, lowering to cup her bottom and pull her tighter against his hips. He kissed her again,
nothing tentative in the caress, as a delightful rumble stirred from within him.

"No, | guess you don't," she conceded, closing her eyes and swallowing as she felt his rigid body press harder
against her.

There was no going back now. He was ready, ready to take this step in their sexual relationship and who was
she to stop him? Hadn't she dreamed of this moment for almost two years? Hadn't she just told him to take
what he wanted? How could she tell him now that he must go? It was the farthest thing from her mind.

Pandora's box of possibilities was open and Diana had no intension of closing it. She wasn't afraid. She trusted
him implicitly; always had, always would.

"To Hell with Lisa," she laughed, wrapping her arms as best she could about his massive shoulders, welcoming
him with a kiss.

He laughed along with her before taking her in his arms, to swing her once around, and then carry her through
the once-taboo portal of her bedroom.
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Much later, their passion satisfied, they sought merely comfort together and the pleasures of touch, cozily
entwined in one another's arms. It was what Vincet had needed for so long now. The incredible weight of his
isolated existence and aloneness had been lifted. As miraculous as it seemed, he had indeed found love again,
a woman's love, unconditional and true. How could he describe the heaven it was to lie in her arms?

His hirsuteness was no surprise to Diana. Of course, she had seen him before, seen all of the differences when
he'd been injured and unconscious. She'd nursed hm, tended to his personal needs when he was unable. She
had no reservations and she accepted him in intimacy, differences and all. And he knew, as the bond opened
between them, that she needed him as a friend, a confidente and, tonight as a lover. Sensing the intensity of
her need, her own aloneness and isolation, he could no longer deny his need for her as well.

During their loving that night, he'd confessed to Diana how foolish and mistaken he had been. Now, less
distracted, he tried to explain again.

"I told myself that | was only trying to make her, make Lisa, feel welcome, comfortable again in our world and
that surely you'd understand. | was lying to myself and to you, hoping that by spending additional time with



Lisa | could deny my feelings for you, put distance between us and ... the desires ... | made myself think that i
didn't need this."

He reverently stroked her bare thigh. "Didn't need physical love and intimacy ... and that you didn't require it
from me." He looked to Diana, brushing his mouth against her cheek. "l was wrong. | was so very wrong,
Diana. Can you forgive me? | never knew that ..."

Before he could finish, she pressed against him, inflaming his need with her own and there was very little
conversation for the next several hours as they forgave and learned the mysteries of each other.

k% %k

Diana guessed it was around four or five a.m. They had both awakened, cuddling close, finding a sense of
peace they had never known in each other's arms. Silently, they lay until Vincent sat up in bed, taking her
hand, and Diana could sense he had pondered long and hard when he now must say.

"Diana," he whispered, "I must tell you that ... part of my soul died with Catherine." Exhaling deeply, he ran his
long fingers almost distractedly through her hair, where she lay on her side next to him. "It's difficult to
explain, but she took a part of me with her on her journey, and part of her soul is in my keeping. | can never be
the same as | was before Catherine."

Diana understood better than he knew, for she was forever changed since knowing him.

"I still feel her ... here," he continued with a deep sigh, placing his hand over his heart, "...so deeply at times
that, it ... it's almost more than | can bear."

In the pale, silver light from her glass brick window, she could see him bow his tousled head and close his
deepset eyes. A tear coursed down his bristled cheek.

He straightened and she felt him tremble as he turned to look into her face.

Gently she stroked his cheek, silently encouraging him to continue, and he took her hand, pressing it to his
lips.

"I do love you, Diana, perhaps more than you can imagine ... more than | can ever show you. You have not
only become a helper and my best friend and confidente, but the woman | love. | don't want to hurt you,
though | know that I've already caused you ... great torment and pain ... | ..."

"Vincent," she began, trying to convey to him that there was no need for explanation, but her words faded
away as it became obvious that he must continue.

"I only know that | cannot forget Catherine. And ... | do not want to forget her."
"I understand," she replied, rubbing his shoulder.

"Catherine will always live in me. | promised her that when ... when she died. Perhaps it's unfair of me to
make you live with that, live in Catherine's shadow, knowing the way | will always feel about her."

He looked into her eyes and Diana could see his determination to tell her his true feelings as well as his fear
that this realization might turn her away.



"Vincent, | don't resent Catherine or any memories you have of her. | will never ask you to push them aside.
But there are two things | must know."

He quietly studied her face, sensing the import of what she must ask.

"Is there room here for me, as well?" she asked softly, placing her hand upon his left breast.
He nodded. "Oh, yes. Yes, Diana, always." He covered her hand with his own.

"Good!" she replied. A soft smile crossed her lips.

"And ... the second question?" he inquired, tilting his head.

She braced herself, taking a deep breath, her gaze never wavering from the incredible blue of his eyes. "When
we make love, is it me you're with, or are you imaging Catherine?"

He looked momentarily shocked by what she had suggested. He had never fantasized in such a way. Granted,
sometimes his thoughts turned to times with Catherine, a touch, an aroma or event causing him to recall
intimacies they had shared. There could not help but be some comparisons, but never would he intentionally
fantasize that one woman was the other.

"It is you, Diana. No one else," he answered with deep sincerity.
"That's all I need to know."

She sighed with relief. Indeed it was all she needed to know, because Diana was certain Vincent would never
lie to her, was almost incapable of the untruths other men might tell daily without a qualm.

She reached to hold as much of him as she could in her arms as he settled back under the covers beside her,
nuzzling her face and throat. Diana pressed her cheek to his chest, resting her head upon him as she marveled
at the steady beat of his heart.

"I am most fortunate that you found me," he sighed, pressing his lips into her hair.

"You better believe it!" she teased, jabbing a tender spot beneath his ribs. He made ready to defend himself,
but she stopped her attack as quickly as she'd started, bending to kiss his mouth, then the tip of his nose. "No,
Vincent, | am the most fortunate one."

He looked hard and long into her huge, expressive eyes. "You saved my life, Diana ... saved me from a
downward spiral from which | could not break free."

Then, sliding his huge hand behind her head and neck, he drew her down for a proper kiss; one that conveyed
not only his gratitude but his need for her, as well.

%k %k %k

Below, Lisa was on her way to the Great Hall for her morning workout. Old habits were hard to break. After
over twenty years of rising before dawn, she planned to continue her normal routine, hoped to instill the need
for such self-discipline in her new students. Although passing Vincent's chamber required a detour, she
couldn't suppress her curiosity. She found one candle guttering out in its holder. The crib beside his un-slept in
bed was empty. It was obvious Vincent had been gone the entire night.



Lisa momentarily leaned against the entry arch, sighing as she imagined what he and Diana might be doing at
that very moment ... Her lips curving into a rather provocative smile, she whispered into the empty room,
"You're a very lucky woman, Diana. Treat him well; give him all the love he deserves, the love | should have ..."
Turning back to the hall, she added, "Be well, Vincent."

* % %k

Drowsily, Vincent watched Diana, studying her face as she toyed with the wonderful disarray of his mane. His
hair had always held a special fascination for her and he would never again deny her free access to it. Her
slender fingers moved to his cheek, where the faint light of dawn highlighted the gold of his velvet beard.
Continuing her exploration, her hand moved to the cleft beneath his nose; then lingered on his full lower lip.
She inhaled, gasping softly, as her roving hands moved to his breast and she touched one of the faint bruises
she knew she had inflicted.

He sensed her pain and regret, saw it in the sudden paling of her delicate features.
"A battle scar that | will bear bravely," he assured her, chuckling, "but alas, | fear it will vanish all too soon."
"Does it hurt?"

"Don't worry, Diana. I've endured far worse, in matters of far less importance. It was your pain talking,
and ... as you would say, 'l had it coming'..."

"No, Vincent. | ..."
"Sshhhhhh."

Gently, he took her hand and lifted her fingers to his mouth, nibbling them, tasting their tips, smiling as he
sensed her delight and felt the gooseflesh rise on her arm, her remorse disappearing. He released her, kissing
the palm of her hand. Then, reaching with one hand, he pulled her face to his lips and held her close to his
chest.

She hugged him tightly in return.
"Will you share my life, Diana?" he asked, his mouth again in her hair.

Mmmmmm, she thought; a proposal. Or at least as close to one as she was going to get, for the time being,
anyway.

"What do you think?" she countered, turning to study his incredible face. Then, kissing him and squeezing him
tightly, she returned to his embrace.

They lay still a long while, unmoving, savoring the sensations and the knowledge of love, thinking.

Diana had never known a gentler, more eager lover, nor one who'd excited her more. As little experience as
Vincent previously had, he quickly gained confidence, taking the dominant role, yet concern for her pleasure
and safety always remained paramount in his lovemaking.

He sighed as the images of their loving flowed once more past his closed eyes. He had not lost himself to the
beast he so feared, in making love to Diana. His hands, his body had indeed given love and pleasure. And even
in his mindless climax, when all control was lost, all rational care and thought gone, he hadn't hurt her. He had



been gentle, as gentle as any man his size could be. He would never forget the look of passion on her flushed
face, the desire burning in her eyes, how it served to ignite his own.

Flashbacks of his intimacy with Catherine had briefly popped into his head, the conceiving of little Jacob, and
he realized that then as well, no one had been injured. As ill and out of control as he had been in that dark
cavern below the Catacombs, Catherine was unscathed, her faith in him, and their love for each other,
unshaken.

Until now, he had been shamed by his desire for both Catherine and Diana, his passion and the physical
response of his body to their femaleness, their femininity. Since the fiasco with Lisa, he'd suppressed his own
sexuality, his desperate need to love and be loved by a woman.

No longer. Diana had given him back this world, his sense of worth, of pride, of purpose ... and, most of all, his
humanity. He could dare to dream again, despite the risk of pain and loss. He had been as foolish as Lisa to
think he could move on without resolving his past and making amends.

He nuzzled Diana's slender throat, savoring the exquisite pleasure, the faint flowery scent of her skin and
silken hair as they lay facing each other.

"I'll have to thank her," Diana sighed, a contented grin on her face, as she stroked the luxurious hair on his
breast, then placed a kiss over his heart.

"Who? Lisa?"
"Yes. Though I've never met a woman who rubbed me more the wrong way."

To emphasize her point she did just that to the long hair on his lower back, causing him to arch unexpectedly.
The action, and his response, both surprised him. But he had to admit it wasn't at all unpleasant.

After a deep chuckle, he said, "'Yes, Lisa has always been that way. One either likes her ... well, to put it bluntly,
tolerates her ... or ...

“Father and | have always been in opposite camps over Lisa," he continued with a resigned sigh. "Lisa has
many admirable qualities ..." He paused as he saw Diana raise a skeptical eyebrow. "... and talents, but
discretion and humility are not among them."

"You have enough of those to make up for all of us," Diana teased, giving him a tiny kiss.

"Perhaps. But Lisa is learning, growing." He looked at the ceiling, distracted, thinking of the positive changes
Lisa seemed to be making in her life.

Diana snuggled closer. "l don't know what this mysterious hold is that she's got over you. | do know it's none
of my business," she added, holding out her hands defensively. "But I'm glad it worked in our favor and finally
got us together."

She pulled back suddenly, and he felt an urgency, almost a fear in her. But before he could ask why, she
blurted, "God, | don't want you to ever let me go!" and collapsed into his arms.

He was stunned by the intensity of her feelings; grunting as the impact of her unexpected embrace forced the
air from his lungs. Tears blurred his vision as he held her close and whispered, "l won't, Diana. | won't let go.
I'm here now and always."

With those words an all too familiar pain momentarily squeezed his heart; he knew how tenuous life was, how



precious and fragile. As much as he wanted to promise Diana forever, it was beyond their control. She knew it
too. They could only live each day as fully as possible. He reveled in the knowledge that he'd been given
another chance at life, as well as someone to share it with. Diana needed him, loved him as desperately as
Catherine had; and Diana would not pull away as Lisa had. There was no fear in Diana, not even of the
darkness in him which she knew so well. She knew he was a man. She also knew his differences from other
men; and still she loved him, desired him. Long ago, Diana had told him that she couldn't forget him. Now, he
rejoiced that she hadn't, because in remembering, she'd freed him to love again. What a treasure he had
found in Diana.

He pushed back the hair from her face with his nose and mouth, his breath sweet and warm, "One day | will
tell you about Lisa," he whispered, his voice incredibly resonant and deep.

Diana caressed his cheek, taking the liberty of roving across every inch of his face. Touched by the silent tears
filling his eyes, her expression became curious and expectant, though she said nothing, knowing he would
explain in his own good time.

"Later," he purred, the rumbling intensifying within his breast as he moved to lie atop her, drawing his body
sensually over hers. He savored the sensation of her slender torso beneath him, her limbs folding gently
around him, the smoothness of her skin, her hands and lips beckoning him. Every movement, every gesture,
every part of her entreated him to stay; to never go.

"How | love you, Diana," he sighed, mounting her lips with his own.

And she sighed, inviting, "Show me ..."

END



