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Gabriel a.k.a. The Lover

He was out for revenge. Gabriel Marquez had a omssand society
princess Cristina Chandler was his pawn. Her engage to a proper
flancé would soon be announced, but Gabriel hadyeigention of
seducing Cristina before she even received theogedp The wolfish
charmer would take her to his bed, ruining two fesiwith the scandal...

But the hunter had never imagined that Cristirglhter and sweetness
would erase his tough loner shell. She made himt wangs he had no
right to covet. For once his innocent beauty ledrokhis plot, he'd have
no right to even ask for a future.



“Are You Looking To Have An
Affair?” He Asked.

Cristina shifted. “No.”

Her hesitation gave him a different answer, but ri@alvouldn't call her
on it. Not yet. “All right.”

He found it endearing, the way surprise and diseypp@nt washed
across her face before she stepped back. Whananant she was. If her
father played his cards right--the emotional onete’d marry the man
he’d chosen for her. For her father's sake, of seumot hers. She
believed in love-or the fantasy of love. But sheoabelieved in family.

He, on the other hand, had never allowed familgittate his life, except
once. He had promised his mother he wouldn’t exagtnge against his
father, even though the opportunity and means tesh bvithin Gabe’s
reach many times. What was the purpose of havingesnand the power
that came with it if he couldn’t use it as he widhe

Wasn't that the reason he was seducing Cristina?
He couldn’t allow himself to think of any other.
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PROLOGUE

“He’s selling his daughter?” Gabriel Marquez leafed ward. His gaze
drilled the man seated across his mahogany dedistitta Chandler's
father made a deal to exchange her hand in marftagasi?”

“Enough cash to keep him out of bankruptcy coumt then some,” the
man called Doc replied. “And to avoid public hurailon, of course. A
Chandler without money? It would be too embarragsin

“The Chandlers have lived on reputation, not reahay, for a long time.
Is she aware she’s being bartered?”

“l doubt it. She just moved out of the family masrsiand into her own
apartment.” Doc tossed a stack of papers on the tiekis, the prenuptial
agreement has been drawn up but not signed, asayosee. That second
set of documents is a separate contract betweanehespelling out their
own deal. It's obvious they're scrambling. Everytlis falling apart.
They can'’t prove what caused the accident, sdall tan do at this point
is damage control. You know the drill-act as if mog’'s wrong and
people believe it. The longer your friend Sebastsanout of the picture,
the more he seems responsible, not them.”

Gabe dragged the documents closer. He knew exachtigre the
responsibility--and the blame--fell. “Grimes’s soust be in on the deal.
He’ll have to propose to the woman.”

“Who knows how much he’s been told? He's not inedlvin the daily
operations of the business, but he and Ms. Charidige been seen
together a lot lately. They've also known each pthi@ce childhood.
Unfortunately, we may not know if the plan’'s a s&x until an
engagement announcement hits the newspapers.”

“Which | must prevent.” Gabe was buying time. Tiflee Sebastian to
prove his innocence and reclaim his honor, as Hefdanded. Physically



he couldn’t defend himself yet. Gabe thumbed thhotlge papers. The
prenup seemed basic for anyone protecting millitms deal between the
fathers brutally specific. But former Senator CHanevas accustomed to
using power, and Richard Grimes to abusing it.

“How did you get these?”

“You don’t want to know.”

“No one can trace you to me?"
“Has anyone before?”

Gabe studied the man who moved in and out of thestiadows with
quiet efficiency, a specialist at what he did, hetice nickname Doc.
Little shocked Gabe anymore, but a man sellingows daughter-- He
shut down the thought.

He thanked Doc, dismissing him, then he linked flmgers behind his

head, leaned back and closed his eyes, savoringrtieipation that

coursed through him. Sebastian would have his ddythe guilt that

walked, talked and slept with Gabe in ever-deegediarkness since the
accident would fade. He had involved Sebastiansmbed for revenge, a
need hand- cuffed by a promise. Taking down Ricl&iches and Arthur

Chandler would help to ease the guilt. It wouldimiegly help. Sebastian
would pound the final nails in their coffins, butak® would dig the

graves.

Unable to sit still, he picked up a photograph that had brought, then
walked the generous confines of the office thaktap half the second
story of his home. Dispassionately he studied thekband-white photo
of the woman about to be sold into marriage. GrégstChandler. Her hair
was a medium tone, and long enough to be bandagamytail while she
played tennis at the country club. Her eyes wetatdblue, probably. Her
body was...unremarkable. The typical well- tonedyuar body of a well-
bred debutante--former debutante. She was twengmrse/ears old,



according to the fact sheet stapled to the photcad@ted with
respectable grades from a local state college, nedjon computer
graphics. Mother died two years ago. No siblings job. Recently leased
an apartment in the city.

Just another woman of privilege, as cool as sheshsek. He knew her
type, had avoided her type all his life. He stoppeading in front of the
large De La Hoya portrait of his mother. He'd reétge the promise he’'d
made to her seventeen years ago, regretted it sb heethadn’t made a
promise to anyone except Sebastian since thenur@stances change
with time. At fifteen, he hadn’'t known that yet. Wpat thirty-two, he
knew better. And he knew he had to break that gadgnise.

The time had come. As if preordained, everything ¥adling into place.
Nothing could stop what would happen now. Preventins merger that
the families were calling a marriage was the fitsp.

Gabe moved to look out a window. The city skylinaswshrouded with
morning fog, the kind that would burn off soon, ealing a crisp San
Francisco autumn day. It suited his mood, for a Vas surely lifting
from his own life. Richard Grimes and Arthur Chaerdivould pay for
what they’'d done.

The sins of the fathers are to be laid upon thé&dogm.

The quotation rang in Gabe’s head. A price woulexacted between the
generations, a price long overdue, in Gabe’s bd@k. there would be

other costs. His mother may never forgive him, etleough he also

sought justice for her. And Miss Cristina Chandieay find herself an

inadvertent victim of convenience-Gabe’s, and ttteeomen’s. But the

world needed to hear the truth, and perhaps the sophisticated woman
was due to have her eyes opened, as well. Perleapaseven saving her
from a worse fate.



He could not fail. He'd waited a long time for tmisoment, and indeed,
there would be a price to pay. But reward justifresk. That was his
motto.



CHAPTER ONE

“There’s something wonderfully visceral about hisrk, don’'t you
think?" Cristina Chandler pressed her winegladsetolips as she tried to
understand her intense reaction to the paintirfgoint of her. The Galeria
Secreto teemed with people, but the voices werbdtliand the laughter
low, almost seductive, as if the tone had beerbbsked by the display
they were all there to see-the newest De La Hoymatioms. What
incredible work it was. Big canvas, broad strokesld colors, seething
with passion. She couldn’t recall ever viewing al@ypainted with such
tire, such blatant sexuality, and yet it was tasgtehough to hang in a
living room, al- though it certainly belonged iretprivacy of someone’s
bed- room.

“Makes you wonder if the artist fooled around wihir,” Jen Wilding said
under her breath. “I mean, look at her face. Ift tka't a well-satisfied
woman, | don’t know what is.”

Cristina slid her glass across her lips again. dh’'tt know that's she’s
satisfied. Not yet. | think she’s been thoroughlgused, and satisfaction
IS jJust moments away.”

“And your father has commissioned your portraitnir¢his De La Hoya
person? Has he ever seen this guy’s work? Doesbw kou’d have to
spend time alone with him?”

A picture started to form in Cristina’s mind as simeagined what
Alejandro De La Hoya looked like. Dark, undoubtedlatin. With
intense eyes that looked deep inside a person@wdalt their fantasies.
A man who would see through lies and insecuritiesvhat was real. A
man for whom a woman would gladly strip herselfeband not feel the
least bit shy. Or hesitant. Or humiliated.

Jen whimpered. Cristina smiled at her friend.



“God, Cris, I'm getting hot just thinking about tag that woman’s
place.” Jen drained her wineglass and set it ontitlig of a passing
waiter, grabbing a full one with the other handaipracticed move. “It's
been weeks since | tangled under the sheets wyitna:’

Weeksristina thought as they moved.drshould be so luckyWhat if
De La Hoya is eighty years old and has a wart smbse?”

“I'd shut my eyes. Any man who could make me feled lthat woman
obviously does-- But if he looked likbat I'd be ecstatic,” Jen said as she
stopped at the next painting. Cristina glancedatprogram in her hand,
looking for the title of the portrait Jen was pagtiover.SebastianThe
name teased her memory, the reason just beyongr&gp, but per- haps
only because it was an old-fashioned name for sustodern man. And
yet it suited him. His long, black hair framed digdace with fine, dark
eyes and a hard mouth, the image of a lord fronth@ndand, another
century-who wore jeans, a lumberjack shirt and foddefinitely
twentieth century stuff.

Jen sighed. “I'll bet he’d have ME shouting timbmore than once a
night.”

Cristina laughed. She was glad she’d come, afterSile’d almost
ignored the out-of-the-blue, engraved invitatiomphably would have,
except that Jen refused to let her. Too many séraéimggs had happened
lately, and she needed an evening of pure fun.

“So, what's the deal with this portrait your dadaisanging?” Jen asked.
“I know that De La Hoya is all the rage, but istie, like, super-
expensive?”

“Not only expensive, but incredibly mysterious. bize ever sees him.” , .

“How is that possible?”



“The rumor is that he works behind some sort oftaioror two-way
mirror. | don’t know the specifics. Anyway, it doesmatter. Even if De
La Hoya agrees, I'm not going to allow it. | dothink Father can afford
to spend that kind of money, even if it does conepthe family gallery.
Besides which, it just seems so pretentious.”

“That is often the point, | believe," said a maonfr behind them, his
voice as hushed and seductive as the environmemred.

Cristina and Jen turned. He’d obviously been eawopging on their
conversation.

“Pretension is the point?” Cristina asked. His eyesmerized her, their
dark, glittering depths pulling her in, stop- pihgr breath.Not quite
civilized. The thought flashed in her mind, fizzled, thendthagain even
brighter when he moved a little closer. She watchedmouth as he
spoke.

“Don’t you believe we buy art not only for how itakes us feel, but for
how our friends will react?” he asked. '

“No.” His lips looked soft and warm. She almostdbed them. “Art is
very personal to me,” she added.

He made the slightest shift in his stance, asgbldier at attention had
been ordered at ease. “Gabriel Marquez,” he satdnding his hand.

“Cristina Chandler.”
“And I'm Jen, the ignored one. I'm here, too. Altlyh you two sure
couldn’t tell it the last couple of minutes,” sheugbled. “I'm going to

feed my noisy and empty stomach, Cris. Do you \aagthing?”

Cristina shook her head, taking an unobtrusive sggi at the same time.
He was crowding her space, and she needed breathamy. “I'm to



assume that you have a collection of art you'veghdunerely to shock or
pacify your friends?"

she asked, then sipped her wine, giving herselbmemt to admire him,
from his almost black hair, on down his lean, brshduldered body. He
wore a tuxedo comfortably, not looking as if helved he were at home
in sweats.

“Like you, art is personal to me, Miss Chandleldthaugh certainly some
pieces have shocked my friends.” They wanderechéoniext painting.
“This one, for example. What do you think of it?"

Unlike the other portraits, this piece had an alnpb®to- graphic feel to
it, the sepia tones warm but the image stark. Aabrgown lay jumbled

on the floor beside the woman portrayed. Tulle frber veil wound

around her feet. Other- wise she was nude, her dransn across her
body in a classic pose to hide her womanlinesspthejuet she carried
startling against her pale abdomen. Her eyes wanencast. A lone tear
trailed her cheek.

The untitled painting bothered Cristina in ways’'dh&ve to think about
later. Her initial reaction was simple, howeverd astne offered it to the
still, silent man beside her. “I think a bride shliblook more like the
woman in the first portrait. This woman’s not ivéo”

“My impression as well. It is De La Hoya’s newesink, | understand.”

“I wonder why he didn't title it. It seems obviots me...Sacrifice” she
said.

He angled his head toward her. She felt a heat fisngaze that seared
her all the way through.

“Why do you call it that?" he asked.



“There’s something old-worldly about it. About alf De La Hoya’'s
work. In this one | see a woman of another centong who didn’t
choose her groom, but was chosen.”

“An obedient woman.”

“But only to a degree.” Cristina gestured at thengiag with her
wineglass. “It's there, in her posture-that lithé of defiance. She may
not have choices, but she still has freedom ofghall

“And what will that gain her?”

The hushed intensity of his voice made her hesidenething about the
man hypnotized. Enticed. Lured.

"Self-satisfaction, Mr. Marquez. No one can takedwal."

“Unless she weakens.”

Cristina didn't know what to make of him. He wascaol one And
intelligent. And still she sensed he was not quitelized. Dangerous.
Yes, the word suited him. Temptingly dangerousjkenany other man

she’d known.

“What a strange conversation,” she said, forcingale. “How did we
even start it?"

“Because | watched you--"

Sparks ignited in her body as she waited for hinfirtish the sentence.
Why in the world was a man like him interested gr’h She couldn’t
fathom why he had picked her out of the crowd.

“I watched the way you studied the work,” he saicily.



"You have a critical eye. A discerning one. Youetid, for example,
reacted emotionally to the paintings.”

“So did I.”
“Yes. But you studwhy it affects you. You have an artist’s heart.”

It wasn't a line. She didn’t know why she knew tHat she was sure of
it. Another man might have used the same words, sliedwould have
scoffed at them and walked away. This wasn't a rgaen to idle
flattery.

Still, why had he singled her out? She usuallyaated the intellectual
types, or the needy ones. Not intense, attractiamgerous men who
made her wish she was a different kind of womaogaither. A prettier
woman. A sexier woman.

No, men weren’t drawn to her because their hormgmaped when they
were around her. They were drawn to her because--

“Look who | found!”

Jen’s cheerful announcement seemed an abominatite irarefied air of

the Galeria Secreto. To make matters worse, Jeddsh Grimes in tow.

Jason, who had become her shadow. Jason, who tideirdy become her

father’s favorite topic of conversation. She suspeshe knew the reason
why, but she intended to ignore it for as long assible. ,

“If you'd told me you were coming tonight, Criswould have escorted
you,” Jason said.

If I wanted to be escorted, | would have called,y@ustina thought, too
polite to say the words in public. Especially nathvhim standing there,
listening, watching. “I didn’t think you cared mueibout art,” she said
before introducing the men.



“If you will excuse me.” Gabriel Marquez nodded himlogies, then left.

Cristina tried not to watch him go. Genuinely triggut the pull was
magnetic, and she didn't seem to have any contref d. “Who was
that?" Jason asked.

“I've never met him before. We were discussingpberaits.”
Jason looked around. “Some good stuff here. Sexy.”

There was a difference between sexy and sexualsloeitknew Jason
wouldn’t be interested in discussing nuance andletybwhen all he saw
was a nude female body. She looked past him. MrgWez stopped to
talk with an elegant middle- aged woman. He heldHand; his thumb
brushed her skin. Goose bumps rose on CristineshflWarmth spiraled
in her hand.

The woman smiled at him, then pouted, then fliriesing her eyes like
invitations. Oh, please don't let me have lookediiat like that, Cristina
prayed.

Gabe watched her with Jason Grimes. He'd detectedsign of
recognition from Grimes at their introduction, haelen nothing in the
younger man’s aristocratic features except jealotisgn dismissal. If
Grimes happened to mention meeting Gabe to hiseffathhe
repercussions could be fascinating, indeed. He stimashed for it to
happen.

Sipping a scotch and water, he shifted his gazdserve the woman, not
particularly pleased with her familiarity with Grem, who angled close to
her as they discussed a painting.

She was much different from what he’d anticipateadnfthe photo, which
obviously hadn’t been taken recently. For one thsig’d gained weight.



And not just a few pounds. She looked softer, mapproachable, less
brittle, not the cool, sleek woman of privilege dhe&xpected. More than
that, there was a lushness to her that made himk tfi rumpled sheets
and a morning sun-which made his task not onlyeedsit something he
looked forward to.

Her generous curves were clothed in a sapphiredrkess that was simple
and elegant, and perfect for her-high-necked aeedvsless, fitted at the
waist, hugging her hips. Her hair shimmered like,ta shade somewhere
between gold and red, and had the slightest cutedhick fullness that

fell over her shoulders. Her eyes were blue, ad baessed, but flecked
with gold and...innocence.

Innocence held no appeal for him, either in bodgporit.

He would have the gallery manager, Raymond, phafgher tonight,
unobtrusively, from several angles.

He started to take another sip, then stopped,l&ss gn inch from his lips
as he considered everything he knew about her.irdhg didn't escape
him-Cristina Chandler would be perfect for Sebastia

Gabe toasted the afborry, old friend He swallowed the contents of the
glass and grimaced, diverting his thoughts.

The secret to knowing who this woman was and hoefuishe might be
was somehow connected to why she’d gained weighpethaps when
the earlier photo was taken she’d lost weight. \Wévwer had occurred,
there was a reason, as well as a reason for whg s@ved out of the
family home and into her own apartment in San Hemoc And why she
could afford to do so when her father was in debhis earlobes. All
these issues should be addressed before he toakxhstep.

He focused on her once more as she examined art@theas, the most
traditional portrait of the showing, and yet shemsed to see something
beneath the surface, something that held her ettentuch longer than it



had her friends’, who had both moved on. She pdebse wineglass to
her lips, dragged it across them, touched theftipeo tongue just below
the rim, like a lover’s caress.

She turned then and caught him staring. He didiok laway. He knew
how to court a woman, how to flatter, how to sedddee only women he
respected were the ones who turned him down. If $had something
deplorable about him, so be it. Respect wasn’'tssang for a satisfactory
liaison, not for the routinely brief duration ofshielationships, any- way.

She looked away first. He went in search of Raymond



CHAPTER TWO

Two days later Gabe watched from his vantage posite the Galeria
Secreto as Cristina walked up the street. For tngswally warm fall
weather, she wore a simple long skirt and low-ndckeshirt in the same
shade of lavender, but relieved by a flashy neeklat multicolored,
sparkly glass beads.

A tinkling bell announced her as she breezed thrahg front door and
headed for Raymond’s desk. Gabe scarcely breatimedyanting to alert
her to his presence.

He didn’'t have answers to all of his questions -getd he shouldn’t
proceed until he did--but he didn’t have the luxafyunlimited time,
either. Although there could be a certain satigbactn disrupting their
engagement after the fact, too, he didn’t want &it that long.

The answers would have to come from the sourcefront Doc’s skill
with people and computers.

“Miss Chandler,” Raymond said effusively, hurryingto the room.
“Thank you so much for coming.”

“You said it was important.”
“Yes. Please be seated.” He also sat and foldetianids on the desk. ‘I
regret to tell you that Mr. De La Hoya has chosen to accept your

father’'s commission.”

“I appreciate your letting me know,” she said, “@iouldn’t you be
calling my father? He’s the one who made the inguir

“That would be my doing,” Gabe said, moving intchga. “I asked
Raymond to arrange this meeting.”



Cristina looked up at Gabriel Marquez, wonderingvhHong he’'d been
within earshot. Since she arrived? Probably. He edolke a panther
stalking its prey. She should be angry. She knee should. But
excitement tipped the scale of should and shouldietr stomach filled
with a huge quantity of tiny butterflies, flittingnd landing, flitting and
landing.

Raymond removed himself quietly from the room.

“Miss Chandler,” Gabe said, his gaze direct.

"Mr. Marquez.”

“Forgive me for resorting to subterfuge. | didnitdw if you would be
open to my calling you on this matter. | thoughthyags a neutral meeting
place...”

“To discuss what?” She watched him half sit ondbmer of Raymond’s
desk. He wore light linen slacks and a burgundy =hlirt, but nothing
else about him seemed casual.

“I overheard your conversation the other night wigen and your friend
were discussing the portrait your father wantswiéts rude of me, of
course. | apologize.”

“Do you? A genuine apology or one you think is rieeg?”

He smiled. “Ah, a cynic. I'm surprised.”

“A skeptic,” she corrected. “I do recognize a mathvan agenda.”

His smile deepened. “One that coincides with youlsglieve. | have a
solution to your dilemma.”

Cristina forced herself to relax. She settled th chair and crossed her
legs. “I'm not the least upset about De La Hoyaesision not to paint



me,” she said, although it wasn't entirely true.eShondered why, all
right, even as a quilt of relief had settled over ht the news. “I really
don’t have a dilemma to solve.” !

“You would like to pacify your father, wouldn't y&u

She looked away from him. Damn it. Of course sheldioHow had he
figured that out in such a short time? “My fathal wurvive the slap to
his ego.”

“How old is he, Miss Chandler?”

“Call me Cristina,” she said, stalling, comprehehis point at once but
irritated that he used the ammunition. "Eighty-to.

“In good health?”
“As healthy as eighty-two can be, Mr. Marquez.”

“Gabe.” He smiled slightly. “What if there were ayto provide your
father with a portrait he believes is De La Hoya &ua cost much less
than he charges?"

“I'd be interested in hearing the details.”

He lifted a leather binder from atop the desk aaskspd it to her. “I think
you'll agree that the paintings photographed thare of a style
resembling De La Hoya’s.”

Cristina examined them critically. “These are laragses, not people,
which are two entirely different skills artisticall But I'll grant that
otherwise there are similarities in style. Certaitile artist has captured
the same general mood and texture and tone.”

“What if that artist were to do your portrait--add it well? Do you think
your father would know the difference?”



“It wouldn’t matter, because | would. Surely théistr couldn’t sign his
own name. My father would know by the signatureydathing else.” “If
we somehow found a way around that problem?”

“That’s a bigif.” Cristina closed the folder. She flattened herdsaon the
cover, curved her lingers over the edge. “Why dboestter to you?”

“Because | want very much to paint you.”

Cristina sucked in a breath. Oh, my. She was fidteand appalled, and
far too tempted. And she had a very hard time bielge-

“You doubt me,” he said, taking her hand in histchang her.

She glanced at the album again. Knowing now thav&® the artist, she
was tempted to take a second look. Composure. &heohdig deep for it.

“We have a kinship, don’t you agree? You've feltas have |," he said,
brushing his thumb over her knuckles. “A connecti@tween artist and
subject improves the finished product.”

She was reminded of how he’d rubbed his thumb albegvoman’s hand
the other night. So, the gesture probably meanhimgtto him but a
means of turning off a woman’s brain while she ped his incredible
physique, his utter maleness, and his you-aretiyyv@oman-for-me
eyes.

“I'll amend the offer, then,” he said as she renadisilent. “I will charge
you nothing, and you may do with the painting wyaa Will. You can’t
lose, Cristina.”

Oh, Lord, she loved the way he said her name. Nohaa ever said her
name like that before. Not with an accent, but wathsultry edge, a
tempting--



She stood and walked away from him, trying to fendiay to elevate the
discussion, trying to leave attraction--riost- out of it. She wasn't a
teenager. She wasn't even frustrated. Well, not thestrated. So, she
hadn’'t had sex since-- She didn't want to think wbleow long it had

been, and it hadn’'t been wonderful, then, anywaythWhis man,

however--

Stop, stop, stop. You don’t know anything about him

Except that he had her hormones dancing pirouetiesvery cell of her

body, charging her with energy, as if she coultitligp the Golden Gate
Bridge just by touching the steel.

“Say yes,” he said quietly.

He’d come up behind her, was standing so closecstlel feel his body
heat all the way to her ankles. She wanted to Eganst him. She
wanted him to put his arms around her, nuzzle bekntell her she was
beautiful. What was happening to h&tre didn’'t know the man

Gabe lifted a hand toward her shoulder, then Idalit He knew he

affected her. Her breath came short and shallow. géefume became
more potent as her body temperature rose.

"Do you need recommendations of my character?” sleedy backing
away.

“That would help.” She turned to face him.

“Inspector Leslie O’Keefe with the San Francisc®.Rwould vouch for
me. Raymond, of course. Plenty of others, if nesrgss

“Are you a professional artist?”

“Do | make my living from it? No. But I'm serioudbaut it.”



“What kind of business are you in?” "~

"More businesses than | can count. All of themtlegite,” he added, one
comer of his mouth curving upward. “I'm a ventusgpitalist.”

“You make money from investments?”

“Sometimes. Sometimes | lose money. It's the chagkethat appeals to
me, and the work fills up--most of my life. Pairgirelaxes me.”

“What's your connection to this gallery?”
“l own it.”

He waited as she sifted the information. “Say yé®,"urged again when
the silence dragged on.

Cristina considered all the angles. It was exhagspiretending to be so
sophisticated for this urbane, mysterious man. fitelike a mouse
trapped in his maze. And she had the feeling teatduld drop mirrors
along the path anytime he chose.

He couldn’t be much more than five years older thle, yet he seemed
to have lived a lifetime longer. Being alone witimhfor hours at a time

would be a challenge. He tempted her in ways sheler been tempted
before, was unwillingly flattered by his intenselatirect gaze.

But temptation and flattery aside, she knew shddcalso use the time to
her advantage, helping to cool Jason’s recent, ldexng attention and
her father’'s sudden preoccupation with her gettiagried.

Oh, she knew what was expected of her. Father titchgjd been subtle,
but she read him well. He wanted her to marry Jadenwas in dire need
of money, and the marriage would somehow help. ldaldvbe angry
with her if she ignored her responsibilities fondp



It was a risk she was willing to take, because gm&ver felt this pull
toward anyone or anything in her life. And she wednto experience it to
the fullest. The problem with Jason would be thehen Gabe was part
of her past-if it mattered by then.

She finally looked at him, admiring his ability twait her out. His
patience appealed to her, showing her a level afinty she was unused
to from the men of her acquaintance.

“When would you like to start?” she asked.
“As soon as possible. | can adjust my schedul®tos,”

“I work at home, therefore | set my own hours. lagine you want
daylight, natural light.” At his nod, she picked ker purse from the chair
and tugged the strap over her shoulder. “Nameinme't

He extracted a business card from a slim gold aadepassed it to her. "l
also work at home. Eleven tomorrow morning?"

“Fine.” She glanced at the card. His address putsmack in the middle
of Pacific Heights, an area filled with wonderfuictbrian-design houses
that were huge, old and expensive. It was a wdrédcame from, but had
never felt comfortable in. “Please tell Raymond ilany father contacts
him about the portrait, he should just stall favlale. Father won't like it,
but he thinks he understands the artistic tempemnaine

“Why does he?”

She smiled. “Because of me. I'll see you tomorrow.”

“I'm fine,” Cristina said into the phone, wanderiagound her apartment
as she spoke to her father. She hadn’t accomplighgithing since she’d
left the gallery, and three projects awaited hegraion. She’d gotten in



the last word with Gabe, which pleased her, but dh&cipation had
rendered her useless otherwise. “And, no, | haveeén a single
hoodlum, Father. It's very quiet.”

“There was no reason to move out. You had your ey, for heaven’s
sake.”

“It's not the same as having a place of my ownwdis time for me to
spread my wings. We’ve discussed this again anchdga

“Yes, | know. I've been smothering you since youother died. You'll
have a place of your own when you marry.”

“No, | won't. I'll have my husband’s place.”

He sighed. “I don’t understand the modem woman. rYimother was
content to join me in my life and make it her own.”

“I'm not her, Father.”

“As you remind me so often. | must go now, my dé&zn, by the way, |
gave Jason your new address and phone numbered¢tex@ll check in.”

He hung up before she could utter a word of protesgically she knew
she couldn’t keep her location a secret from Jabahshe resented her
father being the one to tell him.

When someone knocked on her door, she knew withaastion who
would be there. He’'d probably been sitting in has with his cellular
phone, waiting for her father to call him, so slldn’t pretend to be
gone.

She didn't want him in her apartment, in her spa8ke’'d divorced
herself from that life, and Jason would bring itkavith him.



With a sigh, she opened the door and invited himun- willingly
comparing Jason to Gabriel Marquez. They were dloske same height
and weight, although their builds were entirelyfeliént, Gabe appearing
more powerful, in physique and sheer presence. 8/Gabe was dark,
Jason was light. Most significantly, Jason wadmé slightest bit exciting
or intriguing or. . .dangerous. She watched hirnggaaround the room
that combined a living room, bedroom and kitchelme Turnishings were
few, but they were hers.

“You like it here, Cris?”

She counted to five. “I love it. Why wouldn’t I?”
“It's so small.”

“It suits me. So, what's going on?”

“I have tickets to the opera. Friday night.”
“You hate the opera.”

“Yeah.” He jammed his hands in his front pockeBut'you don’t. | want
to take you.”

She studied him for a moment. “Have a seat.”

They sat on the sofa, the only piece of furniture swned other than her
bed and computer desk. “What'’s this all about, Jas&'e’ve known each
other almost forever. This is totally unlike yoskang me for a date.”

“I've been through a lot lately. You know. My life different now.”
“Because of the scandal? But that's your fathensbfem. It's his

building that collapsed. His nhame was all over tieadlines, not yours.
And it’s his reputation that’s in question.”



“You don’t think I'm affected by the fallout? Donhlie naive, Cris. Until
we find that guy who was paralyzed in the accidamd prove he'’s the
one who caused it, I'm invisible.. People don’turetmy calls. | get the
cold shoulder at club. | have become personagnata. You are the only
one who didn’t turn away.”

If he only knew how little thought she’'d given tkdole mess. She’'d
been too wrapped up with planning her move to lvem apartment to
think about anyone else. Maybe she did owe him dunge He’'d always
been nice to her, even when their parents wereottral. His family had
bought a house near hers when she was five, bhaRidcrimes’s wealth
was too new, and it had taken years for him to eammal acceptance in
local society. The scandal had become a convealenise to ignore him.

Cristina swallowed a sigh, remembering how Jasah \f@dunteered to
escort her to her senior prom--her only invitation the event. She’d
been painfully shy then. Even now, she had to foreeself to be more
outgoing when she’d rather stand back and observe.

She looked at him. They were both going throughhgkea that had taken
them out of the social hub they'd always knownhaligh hers was by
choice. She didn't want to encourage him, not weamething new and
exciting awaited her, but she couldn’t find it ierhheart to tum away
from him, either.

She touched the back of his hand. “Of course 6livgth you. Thank you
for thinking of me.”

“Really? I'll pick you up at seven-thirty. We’'ll e a late supper after.”

"Fine." She followed him to the front door, stadtley how fast he was
leaving. Apparently he’d gotten what he came fod ¢ghat was that. No
idle chitchat for this man. If he really thoughathust being seen with her
would help, well, she could make that sacrifice.



He clasped her hand and shook it, then he leaneld tteough the
doorway and kissed her, right on the lips. On desftam one to ten, she
gave him a one in both technique and excitemergl.l€8he resisted
wiping the back of her hand across her mouth wieeputied away.

"Bye," he called as he hurried out to the street.

Cristina shut the door, then went into the kitchenget something to
wash away the experience. She drank half a glagsedftea before she
came up for air.

The planets must be out of alignment or somettshg,decided. All of a
sudden she’'d become some sort of femme fatale,dewtew role for
her. Two men had taken a more- than-average interdger. One might
as well be her brother--she’d certainly never lable him as anything
other than a platonic friend. The second man shidnt even begin to
define. But she had a hard time believing thatwgae the kind of woman
who normally drew Gabriel Marquez’s attention.

So, it appeared that both men had agendas andena&ththem were

sharing the itemized list with her, leaving heraiquandary. The biggest
adventure of her life was about to begin, and shemt sure, what to

pack for the journey.



CHAPTER THREE

Right on time. From his office window, Gabe watgi@ristina exit the
taxicab. Not surprised at her punctuality, he tleé room, then waited on
the landing as his part-time housekeeper directedip the stairs.

He watched her trail her hand along the mahoganistea. her fingertips
caressing the polished wood. He saw her focus @mttividual paintings
hung at precise intervals on the wall along th&cdae, the same scene
but depicted at different times of year and ineafiéint weather. Light and
shadows changed with the seasons, creating individaods.

“Good morning,” she said as she reached the landimj accepted his
outstretched hand. “What a beautiful home, and witaedible work you
do.”

“We have ,to go up one more flight to the studide curved his fingers
around hers. “And you don’t have to flatter me, biltank you.”

“Now, you strike me as a man with a firm grip ois lego.” She smiled,
casting him a sideways glance as they climbed the staircase. “My
opinion of your work probably doesn’t even matteyou.”

He noted the teasing light in her eyes. “Even airseego needs feeding.”
She made a sound of agreement. “Have you livedlorg®”

“A few years.”

“So your risks pay off more often than not.”

He released her hand as they stepped into thet gaoma he’d turned into
a studio. “I don’t seem to run out of beer and &kst”

“I'll bet. Oh! Oh, Gabe, this is wonderful!”



His time in the studio was limited, but he enjoysgry second. Skylights
allowed the sun to flood the space. Windows repldbe front and back
walls. Although called a garret, it was really tlaoge and airy for the
title, thanks to the changes he’d made. He’'d spiwet morning
straightening up the room. Usually he didn’t botHemwas the only area
of his life he didn’t keep filed, sorted, computexd or pigeonholed.

He watched her move to the back window, which oveoked his
garden, her teal-colored skin undulating arounddaéres as she walked,
a contrast to her demure sleeveless blouse prmitddtiny flowers and
buttoned to her throat. On her feet lilac-paint@ehtils drew attention to
her strappy sandals. Gold bracelets danced alongeftenrist, tinkling
sweetly. She didn’'t wear a watch, which pleased. Ifitme wasn't in a
hurry.

“Beautiful,” she said, turning to him.
“I can’t take credit for it. | only enjoy someonks&'s hard work.”

“But beauty and color are important to you. Yoursund yourself with
it. That’s obvious in your work.”

“And my subject.” He waited to see if she blush8te didn’t, but her
posture changed, as if she didn’t believe himl fukt be sketching you
today, Cristina, and conversing. | need to knoweraiyout you before we
talk about clothing and tone.” .

“My father will want something appropriate to hamgth the other
generations in the family gallery.” She paused. dfflsounds really
pretentious, doesn't it? Again.”

“Traditions die hard. Please, come sit here anthkestudy you.”

Cristina moved to the appointed chair he’'d placéckctly under a
skylight. Her heart hadn’t stopped thumping sinke’d stepped into his



house. Her body was warm and her temperature dditiibing. She’d
intentionally worn something nondescript becausecause-- She didn’t
know why, for sure. Only that she needed some &fratmor for now.

If De La Hoya had actually taken the commissione stould have
allowed him--because he undoubtedly would have dee@-artistic
control. Except that she certainly wouldn’t havegqibnude.

Maybe he’d turned down the commission because detidiced that what
her father wanted would be too traditional for hmigerest. She’d never
know, of course, since his reclusive life meantt ttiey would never
cross paths.

“What are you thinking about?” Gabe asked.
Startled out of her thoughts, she fidgeted. “Aléj@nDe La Hoya.”
“Well. I'm flattered.”

She smiled. “I was uncomfortable having you study. mhad to think
about something else. Have you ever met him?”

He made a noncommittal sound as he pulled up mgaddtool beside her
and hefted a sketch pad into his lap. “What kinchakic do you like?”

“Classical. Opera, in particular. Most especiallgri. I'm going to see
Rigolettotomorrow night with Jason Grimes. He's the man yuet the
other night.”

“Yes, | remember him.”

She listened to the sound of his pencil as he Bkdte short, quick
strokes detailing her face in profile. She was glhd didn’'t have to see
him eye her inch by inch. “How about you? What'suyanusic of

choice?”



“Wagner. Miles Davis. Segovia.”

“Eclectic taste,” she commented, tempted to lookisdirection. There
was tension in his voice that hadn’t been ther@reef‘Why don’t you
put on some music now?”

“Because | don't like it to influence me in the lgastages. | figure out
what suits the; subject, then | choose the musactmmpany me while |
work. Your hair needs to be pulled back from yage.”

He set down his pad and pencil, then walked toaalryechest of drawers.
In a minute he returned, a length of black ribborhis hand. He moved
behind her.

“I'll do it,” he said as she started to gather hair into a ponytail.

She closed her eyes. He combed her hair with hgefs as he pulled it
back. The cool satin of the ribbon glided acrossrexk. His fingertips
grazed her skin. She shivered. She wasn’t usednliérity, especially
from a stranger.

A man.

She’d grown up in a house where people seldom tmicBh, she’d felt
loved, but physical warmth was missing. Some- tinvhsn she’d stayed
overnight with friends, she’d seen how differenhilées could be. On the
other hand, no one argued at her house, which ig8asgaod. She froze
during arguments. Logic slipped away, leaving dhly emotion she was
feeling, and she could never convey her emotiorarlyl while under
duress.

“One of the first things | noticed about you,” Gadsd from behind her,
“was your hair. More beautiful than fire.”

“I was born in the wrong century.” 'She tried tawghoff the mesmerizing
lure of his voice. “I figured Titian would have bd me to model,” she



said, referring to the Renaissance painter whoseotisolor brought him
acclaim, particularly his redheaded subjects.

“Your hair is more gold than red.” Gabe moved thsaming to a stop in
front of her, staring at her long enough to makedggirm. “Had Rubens
gotten a look at you, however-- Ah, I've made yomcamfortable.
Forgive me. | tend to analyze too much.”

Cristina didn’t know whether to be flattered orutied. One of Rubens’s
claims to fame was his paintings of voluptuous wontédow many times
in her adult life had she wished she’d lived in Bogs time instead of
now?

“l used to be a lot thinner,” she said, then cladhper mouth shut.

“Oh?” Gabe settled in the seat beside her againstaded sketching,
pleased to be pulling information from her so gasil

“Was thinner better, Cristina? Did you like youfsabre?"

“No.” She blew out a breath, relaxing. “No. If ahiytg, | hated it.” He
wanted tension back in her face. It would make &&much more
interesting portrait than soft and sweet. He cadeltl her that she was
beautiful. That would surely bring back the tensiSome women thrived
on flattery, whether true or false. But not thisnaam. Even her posture
had indicated it earlier. “Why did you hate it?”

“It wasn’t me. It wasn't real.”

“Had you been ill?”

“No.”

She looked at her lap, and he stopped sketchingito



“I was a surprise, mid-life baby,” she said finalty came along twenty-
five years into my parents’ marriage, when my mpothas forty-six and
my father fifty-five, long after they'd given up @ of ever having a
child. They didn’t quite know what to do with me.”

Again, he waited. After a minute he rolled his $iicectly in front of her
and set his sketch pad aside. He clasped her h&hdslooked up. His
gaze never strayed from hers. “Tell me.”

She swallowed. “They had certain expectations.”
“Unrealistic ones.”

Cristina nodded. "My father was a state senatowestived in a fishbowl.

| was to be well mannered, and studious, and atyéittle lady. The
well-mannered part | could manage. And when my mothecame
terminally ill, 1 tried to make myself into what shwanted-a dainty
woman. It was the hardest thing I'd done, but befsine died two years
ago, I'd made her proud, and I'm glad | did. | le=d a lot about myself
because of it.” She .squeezed his hands. “Why t@tfing you this?”

“Because you want me to paint the real Cristina.”

God. He was right! He was absolutely right. “Weight all,” she said.
“You. As you. You're lovely.”

She shook her head.

“Yes.” He lifted a hand to her face, stroked thesH along her cheekbone
with his thumb. “You weren’t born in the wrong ceryt, either. | will
paint you not only as you want the future Chandjenerations to see

you, but ag see you. Then you’ll know how beautiful you are.”

Oh, he tempted her with his words. He wanted tatmome exotic, erotic
woman that wasn'’t the least like her, maybe eveecand, more-personal



portrait in the De La Hoya style. And the alluregdfing in to the flattery
was strong, even as she knew it wasn’'t somethiegvatuld ever feel
comfortable doing. What if the painting ended upame gallery where
someone she knew saw it? What if someone told &#gref? She'd
disappointed him enough lately.

And the biggest “what if” of all--what if when Galsaw her unclothed,
he was repulsed. His imagination had undoubtediytga a better picture
than reality. .

“l think we should focus on the portrait that wollease my father,” she
said, aware of changes in her body. Her nipples dradvn taut the
moment he’d touched her face and now pulsed witbrdale ache.

She wondered whether he kissed hard or soft, whetbeenticed or
attacked, whether he would know how inexperiendeel was. Jason’s
kiss had been one hard, closed mouth pressed thean&he’'d bet her
trust fund that Gabriel Marquez never kissed withl@gsed mouth, nor
hurried out the door the next second.

Cold seeped into her when he moved back, then sinmed as his gaze
dropped to her breasts and he took note of hetioeato him. Confused,
she stood and walked to the front window. “I'm m@d sure that this is a
good idea.”

“On the contrary, Cristina. This is the best idea kever had. | hope | can
convince you of the same thing.”

“Let’s change the subject.”
A few seconds of silence filled the room. From aésshe heard a bird
trill, a car drive past, a child shriek with laught Uncomfortable. with

the quiet inside, she started to turn.

“Don’t move.”



The sound of pencil on paper held her suspendesl.c8bld see him in
her peripheral vision, could feel the intensityhaf focus. -

“Put your right hand on the window, level with yosinoulder. Spread
your fingers open,” he instructed her. “Tip youmtéack a little. Look
as far into the horizon as you can. Shoulders b@okd.” ‘

He worked in silence for several minutes. “Put yteft hand to your
chest, over your heart. A bit lower. No--"

Gabe moved closer, then placed her hand where heedyaspreading her
fingers apart like her other hand, not lettingfimgers brush her breasts.

A wistful pose, Gabe thought. “Angle toward me tdi” He flipped a
page. “Now, turn only your head and look directtynae.” The pencil
glided. “Who are you right now?”

A long pause, then, “Someone from a previous life.”

“Tell me.”

“A..a New England sea captain’s wife, | think, alhg for my
husband’s ship to return after a long journey.”

“A woman who waits.” .

“A woman who worries. And pines.”
“Do you love your husband?” he asked.
“Oh, yes.”

“How long have you been married?”

A faraway look settled in her eyes.



“Ten years. He’s home only half the year. | worbpat
“Do you have children?”

“No. It's my one sorrow.”

“How do you feel when you see his ship come intd§o
She smiled. “Thrilled. Grateful. Relieved.”

“Do you wait at home for him or go to the ship?”

“He’s too busy to see me for a while. | take a baltess in something
feminine, make sure there’s something to eat. Rerveard,” she added.
“He’s hungry for me first.”

“When he comes through your front door, what happerHe flipped
another page. The clean sheet would capture amgvession.

“I fly into his arms. He whirls me around and ardum press my nose
against his neck and he smells wonderful. Like Hifke no one else Iin
the world. Then he kisses me, and the long, lomanths melt away. He
carries me upstairs.”

Gabe watched the changes in her expressions. Sthebdéw@ome the

fictitious captain’s wife. Her imagination had takleer away and planted
her firmly in the scene. Her muscles were tense, bduoely taut. Her

nipples pressed at the fabric covering them.

He tamped down his own reaction, one that shodkecdeéll out of him.
He’'d thought himself immune to innocence, to purity sweetness. He
much preferred an equal partner, one who led, wbk, twho demanded.
He didn’t think that defined Cristina.

Seeing her start to relax, he began sketching aedtipning again. “Are
you faithful while he’s gone?”



"Absolutely."

“He’s a good lover.” A statement, not a question.

“Beyond good,” Cristina said, a smile forming.

“Why? What makes him special?”

“It's not what he does. It's why he does it.”

“Why?”

“He loves me.”

Dead silence. His pencil skidded, seemed to digola im the paper.

Cristina watched his focus shift as he absorbed wands. She was
enjoying his game, which tempted her, dared heasitexk her--more than
any man had done with actions. Part of his allues whe danger, she
knew.

“What he does is also important,” he said.

She moved a shoulder. “Maybe. More important is hésel afterward.”

" He' continued to sketch, his thoughts well hidden

“You want to comment,” she said. "What's stoppirog 9"

He hesitated. "You might change your mind aboutrgp$

“You've demanded honesty from me. You've managegrp some of

my secrets loose from moorings | didn’t think angarould. Don’t deny
me the same insight into what drives you.”



“Men view sex differently. Women like to fantasitieat it's different
when she’s the right woman for It's not truestil comes down to
physical satisfaction for men, not emotional.”

“Always?”

“I suppose | can't speak for all men. We don't diss the point as women
do. But | believe it's so.”

She rolled her head, easing kinks settling in hesknfeeling sorry for
him because he was so disillusioned about love.

“Tired?” he asked.

“A little.”

“Let’s stop for now. I'll order lunch.”

He watched her shift her shoulders as he askeldoise- keeper to serve
lunch on the screened porch facing the garden.ung hp the phone just
as Cristina put her hand on a stack of paintingsitey against a wall.

“May 1?" she asked.

He had a decision to make, quickly. After a minine,nodded. Then he
waited.

At first she simply seemed caught up in the imagjes was examining,
then something changed. She slowed down. Concedtrbcused. She
turned toward him, accusation in her eyes.

“These paintings are signed Marquez. But the styiits so distinctive. |
couldn’t see it in the photographs. You're-- Yourat--"

“I am Gabriel Alejandro De La Hoya y MarqueZhd | am descended
from kings



The tag came automatically to mind, an old gamarie his mother had
played. She’d always made him say the whole thimgether. He'd
stopped when he was fifteen and knew better.

“I don’t understand,” she said, looking around. €fdis no curtain. No
two-way mirror. There’s just--"

“Me and you. The ridiculous rumor is just that, <fina, started by
someone who thought it would be diverting to sat ik the way De La
Hoya works. It's part of the mystique.”

"Why?"
“Why the secrecy? Because it places a higher vatue work.”
“And you’re only interested in making money.”

He watched her expression close up. He'd disappaiher. “| make a
very comfortable living. | don’t need what | gebifin my art, but | enjoy
the game, one | have to play out now because lonfdo into it to stop.
But that doesn’t mean | don't love it. | do. | alkwve the challenge of
taking a losing company and making it successfut. I@lping a
determined immigrant start a business. Or endowaimgartist. Painting
feeds my soul. It also puts food on the plate ofisstarving artist, giving
him or her the freedom to pursue their dreamstiurig.”

They faced each other like duelists in the stretthe Old West. Cristina
intentionally moved toward him, needing some kirfdagation, some
forward momentum. The shock had immobilized herndAyou've
already decided that I'm worthy of your trust. Ydon't think I'd tell
anyone the truth,” she said, studying his expr@ssio

“I know it for a fact. We have a connection. Thahoection is only going
to get stronger by your knowing the truth. Alejamdde La Hoya is a
known quantity. Gabriel Marquez is not. Not as #ista anyway. | want



you to have confidence in me to do what'’s rightyou in this portrait. |
think you would trust De La Hoya more than Marquiez.

“Well, you're wrong.” She stopped in front of hirfl.don’t think it will
make a difference, except that | like knowing thefht. Your secret is safe
with me.”

“I know.”

She smiled. “You were the tiniest bit worried, tgby weren’t you? |
could see it in your eyes.”

“It's always a leap of faith.”

“I knew there was something you were keeping hidden

“Did you?”

She liked the arrogant lift of his brow, He wasamplicated man who
had just made himself more so, therefore moreguing, and more
dangerous. She would have to open up to him noways she hadn’t
anticipated.

“Tell me, Gabe-- Is that what | call you?”

He nodded.

“Tell me. Do you have affairs with your subjects®nJwas sure by
looking at the paintings that you do.”

“Is that what you’re looking for?”

“l asked you first.”



He hesitated. “I choose my subjects carefully. Somes I've chosen to
paint someone I'm involved with. Usually, it isthe case. Certainly the
older I've gotten, the less the two mesh.”

“Thank you for your honesty.”

Gabe reached behind her and loosened the ribbdmgpiti slowly across
her neck. “Now you must answer my question.”

She pressed a shaky hand to his chest. “If my fdthd his way, I'd be
engaged to Jason Grimes today and married to hxrweek.”

“Which tells me nothing. Certainly it doesn’t answay question. Are
you looking to have an affair?”

She shifted her weight. “No.”

Her hesitation gave him a different answer, buwbeldn’t call her on it.
Not yet. “All right.”

He found it endearing, the way surprise and disegppent washed

across her face before she stepped back. Whananent she was. If her
father played the right cards--the emotional orsé®’'d marry Jason
Grimes. For her father’s sake, of course, not ghe. believed in love--or
the fantasy of love. But she also believed in fgmilosing weight to

please her dying mother said it all.

Gabe loved his mother. She’d been the only constahts life. But he
had never allowed her to tell him how to live llifs--

Except once. He had promised her he wouldn’t esexctenge against his
father, worthless bastard that he was, even thdghopportunity and
means had been within Gabe’s reach many times. Wasatthe purpose
of having money and the power that came with itafcouldn’t use it as
he wished?



In that sense he supposed he was like Arthur CeandIRichard Grimes.
Grimes would use his wealth to buy back lost povaabe would do the
same thing, if necessary. The difference was teaivbuld never get in
the same kind of trouble--and expect his son tbHaai out.

But the ultimate sacrificial lamb was Cristina Ctlmn. And lamb she
was, one in need of protection. Her powerful buspdeate father had
turned her into a commodity, her value set accordo how well she
could get him out of a jam.

Then again, Gabe seemed to be doing the same thing.

“You've drifted to another time zone,” she commehte

“I was thinking | should paint you beneath a bowkivy.”

“With flowers?"

“You are colorful enough on your own. Your dresewdd be white, even.
Something outwardly virtuous.”

She raised her brows. “Outwardly?”

“At first glance you would seem the very essencenoibcence, then
when the viewer focuses on your face, there’ll bmething different.
The hidden depths, not so hidden.”

“My father won't see it.”

“It doesn’t matter. You and | will see. And undeursd.”

He watched her pluck a purple mum from an arrangéroe the chest.
She snapped the stem a little shorter and tuckedltbom into her hair,

over her ear.

“Do you have a dress that would be right?” he asked



“Nothing remotely close.”
He nodded. “We will go shopping.”

Cristina sent an army of control to quell her ngtinerves. She’'d been
edgy when she arrived, had gotten edgier since. thew, pinpricks of
panic stabbed at her. “I'm capable of choosingessimyself.”

“If you're worried about me seeing what size drgsg wear...”

She stiffened. What was he, psychic? A mind rea&m® couldn’t go
through with this, after all. He was burrowing deegpide her, this man
who saw beyond what anyone else had ever seecard her, excited
her, baffled her. And it made her acknowledge femlishe’d never had
before. She hadn’t lied to him, not consciouslye 8idn’t want an affair.
She just didn’'t know what she was going to do witlese physical
cravings and sexual yearnings, however.

"You're not going to have any secrets from me wheaire done,” he
finished.

“None?”

He shook his head. “In designer clothes, you wetoua teen. Off the
rack, a sixteen. | don’'t give a damn. Neither stoydu. You told me
yourself that you hated being thinner.”

How did hedo that? He knew way too much about women. Yellow
warning flags went up all around her. She ignotesit. “But | also hate
having you know what size | wear. | may have comedme acceptance
of myself along the way, but you're a man, aftér/Ah attractive man.”

“A man who'’s telling you this truth, Cristina. littk you're beautiful just
as you are. And this is the last time we are dsogsthis.” He touched
the flower in her hair. “Relax with me. Be yoursde playful when you



feel like it. Sensual when you feel like it. Anggyen. Be you. You know
that’'s what you want more than anything. Trust me.”

“My mother told me never to trust a man who saidust me.’”
“She sounds like a wise woman.”
“I miss her.”

The simplicity of her words made his gut clencheféhwere many levels
of loneliness. He’'d known a lot of them himself.tBe’'d chosen his life,
chosen to be alone most of the time, to stay otitefimelight. The only
person he’d ever missed was Sebastian, who'd dotineng to harm any-
one in his entire life. Sebastian, who'd insistedforging a friendship
between four completely opposite boys and one Aiftfiendship that had
endured for eighteen years but was floundering withvout the bond that
Sebastian provided. Sebastian had watched GableRiebard Glimes’s
every move through the years and understood Galeep hatred of the
man. More important, Sebastian had taken it uporséilf to try to expose
Grimes’s unscrupulous business dealings. Gabe gHware trusted his
instincts and not allowed Sebastian to make hinteelbait. Now he was
struggling to walk again--and fighting for his reation as well.

“Gabe?”
He breathed again. “Yes?”
“You keep disappearing on me.”

He lifted her hand to his lips, felt her retreatfiedt, then relax. “After
lunch we’ll do a little shopping, shall we, Miss &tdler?”

Cristina held her breath. Inhibitions fled her bddgter than she could
count to ten. He was offering her a freedom she&ven known.
Suddenly, she felt safe. Very, very safe. He wasggto demand a lot of



her, but he wouldn’t hurt her. If she got hurtwibuld be her own fault.
This wasn’'t a man looking for commitment. She ustieyd that.

She wished he would kiss her mouth. She waitedvaséconds, hoping
he’d take the hint, or read her mind, or what- eveedid to figure her out
so well. But he just waited, the patience she’dnsgehim from the
beginning settling around them.

Plus, she’'d said no, after all. She supposed sbeldhespect him for
taking her seriously.

“You can't act like my lord and master while we plio
He smiled. “I promise.”

“No leaning back in a chair and scrutinizing eacksd. No twirling your
finger indicating | should tum around like some ralot

“Agreed.”

“Do you have any idea how hard it's going to bdind a white dress this
time of year?”

“Not if you know the right places to shop.”



CHAPTER FOUR

The air of the War Memorial Opera House was radokgth perfume.
The auditorium echoed with low murmurs, cool lagghand rustling
fabric, sounds suited to the exquisite set- tingd Aady Luck smiled on
Gabriel Marquez.

From his usual box seat he spotted Cristina’si@nilhair as she walked
down the aisle ten minutes prior to curtain, Jasdrand resting against
the small of her back. Her floor- length emeralceegr dress was
simplicity itself. No glitter for this woman, notven on opening night.
Just a classic design that flattered her figure eoohplemented her
coloring.

And he was irritatingly pleased the gown offeretlldi view of her
cleavage to the tall, blond man hovering nearbykenthe gown she
would wear for her De La Hoya portrait.

After a great deal of debate the afternoon befeh®’'d agreed to a
champagne-colored silk with skinny straps and aged bodice.

Oh, she’'d argued against the cut of the gown, Welethat a portrait
destined to be hung in a family gallery for genera should be tasteful.
From behind her, he’d caught and held her gazeamtirror.

“Who do you look like, Cristina? Your mother?”

“No. Her maternal grandmother.”

“And how do you know that?”

“Because her portrait-- Oh. | see your point.”

"Your great-granddaughter will like knowing how she cenigy her
looks.”



“l yield to your expertise, Gabe. However, | dobtlieve we need to
show quite so much ‘looks.””

His body had grazed hers as he moved a little cldde fingered her
dress strap where it touched her shoulder bladeflésh tightened under
his knuckles. “It will be tasteful enough to hangle White House.”

Gabe recalled the breath she’d held for a long,titmen her silent assent.
She was pitifully easy to read, and far too opethwiim for her own
good. Plus, she was ripe for an affair, hungry kpegience sexual
freedom, which was part of the reason she’d emblarte a life
independent of her father--even if she hadn’t askedged it to herself
yet.

He understood the risk she was taking-he thrivedsin after all--but he
had to prevent the marriage-merger of Cristina dasbn. Could he do
that without sleeping with her? His original plaadhincluded intimacy--
the graphically imagined rumpled sheets and morsng. How else
could he entice her away, not only from Jason’sipnt pursuit, but
from her father’s influence?

It was a test of his own character, Gabe decidddc&weren’t foreign to
him, after all. But he had to be very, very cargfu$ time. A seduction-
and vyet, not. A little heartbreak would be unavblda perhaps.
Something bearable. Something memorable. Even &dnah She
wouldn’t be so gullible again.

“If you hurt someone for your own gain, the victasyhollow, hijo.” He

ignored his mother’'s voice that seemed to speakctyr into his
conscience, disappointment weighing heavily in werds. However, it
wouldn’t be his victory alone, but Sebastian’s. Thward justified the
risk.



Gabe focused on Cristina again as Jason, seated poiwted to
something in the program. She nodded, her shimgdrair bouncing
softly. '

“This place reeks of money,” the woman seated leeGigbe announced.
He took his eyes off Cristina to smile at his comipa as he eyed her
concession to getting dressed up--a black silkctand palazzo pants that
she’d probably borrowed. She hated dressing upadfy he hadn’t seen
her wear a dress since her wedding gown years*#ga.look beautiful,
Les.”

“Save your slick charm for someone who'’s suscegtiBlabriel.”

He smiled leisurely as he stretched an arm achesbdck of her chair. “I
thought you'd be feeling pretty mellow after alletlvine you had with
dinner.”

“Well, I'm not.”

He studied her for a minute, then dragged his atlager and covered her
hands, clenched tightly in her lap, with his. “Yaant to talk about it,
Les?"

“No,” She blew out a breath. “No, thanks,” she samre gently. “| know
you'll listen, Gabe. I just need to work some tharaut by myself.”

“Ben?”
She looked away. “Who else?"

The lights faded. Anticipation built into an anx#silence. Then music
washed over them, transporting the audience tchanetorld.

“It's not his fault, you know,” Leslie whispereckdning closer. “It's no
one’s fault.”



Gabe didn’t agree, but this wasn't the time or eldtet the music take
you away for a while,” he said. He should be hegdiis own advice, he
supposed, but he watched Cristina instead--and &reddif she was
holding hands with Jason Grimes.

Cristina hated her--the woman she spotted with @aioeg intermission.
She was tall and model slender. Her short aubuimfiizaned a face so
perfect she didn't seem to need makeup. And sheehadgh nerve to
wear pants to opening night.

Hate wasn’t a strong enough word, not when envy r@sgynation got
tossed into the mix, as well. And they looked somfortable together,
her arm looped through his, her head pressing hailder as they
laughed together.

Cristina sipped the wine Jason had brought herprbehe excused
himself, heading in the direction of the men’s roddnd she waited for
Gabe to notice her across the crowded lobby.

Why hadn’t he told her he was coming tonight whiee'd said she was?
Perhaps he was hoping they wouldn’t run into eathero Their
relationship couldn’t be public knowledge becausgjakdro De La Hoya
was a secret. A dark, magnificent secret.

She shivered and looked away, recalling their shgppexpedition
yesterday--his interest in each new dress she anethis sudden intensity
when she’d finally slipped into the champagne sitks silent and
complete' approval, communicated by the way hisysegurned military,
his eyes narrowed and lips compressed. He’d moe&tht) her, looking
in the mirror as she turned side to side.

“Not exactly the stuff of grand portraits,” she'did.



“It's perfect.”

His gage had drifted down her, made a slow retujpn then locked with
hers. “Perfect”

Again she’d hoped he would kiss her. Again he igdoher unspoken
wish. There was just that feathery touch wheresivap grazed her skin.
At first she’d thought she imagined it, then hgaead from that one spot.
Tentacles of fire flashed down her veins.

“Ready to go back in, Cris?”

Reality yanked her out of the memory. Jason blodiexdview of Gabe,
who either had not seen her--or didn’'t want to éenswith her. What did
he think, that she would fawn over him in front g date? He was
probably used to that, but--

“I'm ready, Jason,” she said, but the enjoymenthefevening evaporated
like the fading sizzle of a summer rain hittingcar€hed sidewalk.

Gabe watched Cristina until the lights faded ag@he’d spent the minute
or so before intermission ended looking aroundainditorium, something
she hadn’t done before the first act. He knew tloenent she’d spotted
him. He pretended not to notice.

Leslie leaned in his direction. “So, who’s the gargs red- head you've
been eyeing all night and pretending not to?”

“You're observant.”

“Observing’'s what | do for a living, Gabe. She’suykind of woman, |
think. Do you know her?”

“Her name is Cristina Chandler.



Leslie’s gasp was audible above the music.
“Chandler? Are you crazy?”

He squeezed her hand, a silent request for heugb. Kl know what I'm
doing.”

“You can’t-- We're gonna talk about this,” she wbesed, low and
urgent. “You are not going to do this.”

“Do what?”

“Exact your own revenge. Sebastian asked you toaitof it.”
“Sebastian is looking guiltier every minute, Lesn&one has to buy him
some time. And | was responsible for his gettingolwed in the first
place.”

A patron in the next box shushed them.

“Let’'s go,” Leslie whispered.

“Can’t.” He couldn’t leave now. Cristina knew whdre sat, would notice
if he left.

They did leave before the curtain call, howevesgting the crowd, then
they argued all the way to Leslie’s house.

“l suppose you're not coming in,” she said whenph#ed up in front of
her house but didn’'t make an attempt to park. “Ksdor going with me,
Les.”

Her sigh resounded with frustration. “Just be adrgbabe. Not only ‘for
yourself, but for the innocents who are involved.”



“Sebastian is innocent.”
“And so is that woman. Two wrongs don’t make a tigh

“Right and wrong are often a matter of opinion. Ysme things in black
and white. You are a police detective, therefore woe obligated to
enforce the letter of the law even when you dogita with it, right?”

She nodded slowly. “I suppose.”
“I'm not bound by the same restrictions. And I'miap nothing illegal.”

“Perhaps not technically. But what about morallgtie opened the car
door and slid out, then leaned back in. “You hawemscience. I've seen
it once or twice. Think this through. Please. Beforore people get hurt.”

“I have. Give Erin my love.”

Tempted as he was to just drive off, he waited|ghte made it safely
into her house. He expected he would get phones tathorrow from

Chase and Ben. She was probably already dialingobtieem. It didn’t

matter. No one would change his mind.

When he arrived home he went directly to his offiSeveral faxes
awaited his attention. After a cursory glance, g fhem aside. He
strolled across the hall to his bedroom to change jeans and a
sweatshirt, consciously ignoring the question gngwat him second by
second. He took the stairs two at a time to higistutHooked over the
door was a garment bag containing Cristina’s dregsch had been
delivered that afternoon, the alterations complete.

He imagined her wearing it, her hair teasing hén.s€he had beautiful
shoulders and arms, incredible breasts. To hidsetlieatures would be
criminal.



The human body fascinated Gabe, always had. Thelenasd bone of
men, all sinew and strength that took every actiskill he possessed to
capture perfectly. The lush curves of women thaipted every sense
into a new awareness. His mother had found hishstdsPlayboy
magazines when he was twelve. He’'d had to showhtsehundreds of
sketches duplicating the photographs to convince tey were
educational tools for him. In the end, she hadmwéwn them out but had
enrolled him in art classes.

Of course his appreciation of the female body weaal, too, but it was
incidental to his need to observe and capture theaim form on paper,
then on canvas. Lately he'd spent little time purguthat pleasure.
However, that was about to change.

He unzipped the bag and freed the gown, then lethtre fabric, drawing
it to his nose. It didn’t carry her fragrance yatr distinctive perfume that
was neither floral nor musk nor fruity, but somathiindividual and
enticing.

He released the fistful of fabric he’d unconscigudkenched, tucked the
gown back into the bag, then strode across hiscstagpick up his sketch

pad. He flipped through the pages until he camesacthe fantasy of the
sea captain’s wife. That indescribable expressioher eyes. The purity
of her ideals. Then the incongruity of her tautph@gs pressing against her
blouse. Innocence and allure. A deadly combination.

Arousal came, unexpected and fast and uncomfortdddeclosed his
eyes, willing it away, but all he saw was her--wdiiison’s hand resting
against the low curve of her back as if it belongeste, as if it had been
there plenty of times before. Gabe tossed the BkEd aside.

The question came out of hiding--were they sleepoggther? Right at
that moment were they locked in some heated embréatzs she crying
out with pleasure? Was he?

He had to know. He couldn’t sleep without knowing.



Not bothering with socks, he slipped into a pairsoft loafers, grabbed
his wallet and keys, and was out the door.

Fifteen minutes later he parked in front of hedding, a house converted
into a two-story duplex. Because it was on a cqraeroutside stairway
led to the upper floor, her apartment. Gabe parked waited. And
waited.

Her lights were on, but no one passed in fronhefwindows. Jason’s car
was parked four ahead of Gabe’s. He'd checkeditle@de plate against
the information Doc had given him.

Finally the apartment door opened and Jason carmeCoistina didn’t
hover at the doorway watching him leave. Why? Beedwe’d left her in
bed?

Gabe studied Jason as he walked to his car. Ns ttheee, except that his
tie was gone, his shirt unbuttoned to mid-chese oment he pulled
away, Gabe opened his door. He took the steps twa @me. Not

hesitating a heartbeat, he knocked. He could detl the truth better
than his imaginings.

The blinds covering the long, narrow window bestue door fluttered. A
chain lock rasped, metal to metal. The dead bmketl. The knob turned.
Then she was there, framed in the doorway.

She said his name softly, with obvious surprise andidden pleasure.
She was fastening the belt of her robe. He loolesd per, to her bed. Her
still-made bed. He spotted Chinese take-out cartonker coffee table.
Two beer glasses.

“I know it's late,” he said inanely. Relief thateth hadn't slept together
tied his tongue. His mind buzzed as a kind of camaphoria snaked
through him. ' Clutching the lapels of her robes stepped back. “Come
in. I was just changing out of my dress. Give no@aple of minutes?" "



“Sure.”
“Are you hungry? We didn’t finish everything. I'celglad to heat it up.”
“No, thanks. A beer would be great, if you have it.

“In the refrigerator. Help yourself.” She lookedizgically at him again,
apparently wanting to ask questions, then sheatetiebehind a door.

He scooped the cartons and glasses off her tableamied them to the
kitchen, storing the leftovers.

People’s refrigerators contained a wealth of infation. From Cristina’s

Gabe gleaned that she liked Chardonnay, vegetpizaa, Caesar salad,
and strawberry yogurt. A half- empty bottle of cblate syrup sat
relatively close to the front, not shoved in baskifaforgotten or unused.
In her freezer was enough frozen chicken to fesdhall army, a single
porterhouse steak, frozen french fries, severas lodgtir-fry vegetables,
pecan halves and frozen vanilla yogurt. He twigteslcap off his beer,
then took a swig as he wandered back into herdidrea. Her bed sat
atop a low platform, the bedspread a big, bold tpridtherwise her

furnishings included a couch and coffee table, saaboard boxes
jammed with books, and a multipurpose desk thatl leelcomputer,

printer, scanner and fax--the minimal home offee;ept for a live-pound
weight resting on each side of her keyboard.

Scattered on the walls were framed watercolors.ntd@ed in front of
one, noted the stylized “Cristina" in the lowerhtigcorner, then stepped
back to study it.

He heard her come up behind him but he didn't loekway.

“I've never seen anything like this,” he said.



“The only thing you and | have in common is theesi# the work,” she
said with a nervous laugh. “I had a teacher once wadid if you can’t
paint well, paint big. I'm referring to myself, oburse. Not you.”

He turned to her, noted her casual attire of leggyiand a long T-shirt,
then focused on her eyes, which revealed her difsgomt his attention
on this personal side of her. “Cristina, these exquisite. You create
images, skeletons, if you will, leaving the obsente fill in the
blanks...and to want to be part of the vision yeuveated.”

“I enjoy it. Doesn’t pay the bills, though.”
“What does?"

She pointed to the computer. “Graphic design. itethlive years ago
designing logos and advertising layout, mostly oy father’s contacts,
but | did have to prove myself. Anyway, through @af mouth I've built
a nice client list, but my bread and butter conresnfdesigning Web
pages. | have to turn down work.”

“I'd like to see some.”

Cristina was flattered by his apparent approvalhef painting. So

flattered she forgot to be curious about why he kaacked on her door
at midnight. She'd spent the time while she changeddering at his

motives. She kept forgetting how little she knewnhbecause she got
lured in so easily by his intense gaze and singal&ntion, which

tempted her.

She walked away from him to sit on the couch, naked he’d removed
the food remainders and thanked him for it. “I'ddéato show you, but at
another time. It's late, Gabe. I'm curious why y@uhere. And why you
wouldn’t acknowledge me in public.”

“That hurt you,” he said, sitting beside her anttipg the beer aside.



“Well, yes. | mean, it's not as if we have any piaion each other. The
woman you were with--"

“Is just a friend, and you’ll undoubtedly meet ls@me- time. She wasn'’t
the reason | didn't speak to you tonight, Cristifia. be honest, | didn’t
want to exchange small talk with your date.”

She boomeranged his words back at him. “He’s jdsead.”

“Whom your father wants you to marry.”

“That’s true.”

“He touched you.”

She felt her skin rise in bumps. “Your friend haat larm tucked around
yours. She leaned against you. You're comfortatether.”

“We’ve known each- other for a long time. And | dostay friends with
women I've slept with,” he countered quietly. “Whanrelationship is
over, it's over.”

The implied warning found its marlGo in with your eyes operhe
seemed to say.don’t make commitmentSo. She had some decisions to
make-provided she was reading him correctly, tieatvhs interested in a
physical relationship with her.

“Why did you come here tonight, Gabe?”

“I wanted to know if you were sleeping with Jasomngs.”

Her breath hitched. “You could’'ve asked me.”

“Would you have answered?”



“You were the one who said | would have no sedrgtthe time we were
done with the portrait. Why waste time evading?"

“You'll answer any question | ask?”

HYeS.”

“Why would you do that, Cristina?"

"Because you intrigue me, too. Because I've neveirany- one like you.
And because | know that what | share will be coetittal. You won't

betray me.”

He looked away, hiding his reaction. She watched bivallow. She
affected him, too, she' realized. His veneer mawpre of sophistication,
but he was a human being, with feelings, with eorm#i She’'d just

touched one of them.

"Gabe." She rested her fingers against the backiisfhand. The
emotionally heavy moment disappeared as he lifegchiand to his lips.

“You shouldn’t trust so easily,” he said, meetireg haze.

“Why not?"

“Because you'll get hurt.”

Kiss me. Let the pain begin. | don't carEhe words were a wish, a
command, a need. He didn't seem to hear them.adstee stood and
walked to the door, stopping there.

“Did he kiss you good night?”

“Yes.” Another short, hard, closed-mouth kiss thhe'd tried to evade
but hadn't.



“If | kissed you, Cristina, we’d end up in bed.”

His past relationships obviously had taken direates. At- traction--bed.
Nothing in between. No courtship. No teasing. Wkite understood the
appeal of relieving frustration, or even curiosiyth sex, she didn’'t want
that with him. Sex without meaning. A temporary swea. If she was
only going to be in his life for a short time, iad to mean something
more than that--to both of them.

“Have you forgotten the pleasure of just kissingRé& asked, emboldened
by the intimacy he created with just his words. 8twed toward him.

Gabe watched her approach. He didn't enter a oelstip lightly

anymore. He made up his mind in a hurry, though, faowed through
just as fast. Women today demanded as much asBuoémapparently not
this woman. How wrong could he have been about 88g?was nothing
like what he’d anticipated. He should get out nbefore he hurt her.

Right. Then she’d be susceptible to her fathergag| and she’'d end up
marrying Jason, and Sebastian-- He let the thogglais she set her hands
at his waist and looked up at him, her innocenseysicing him.

“Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” he askging her a last
chance.

“It's just a kiss.”

“You have that much faith in me?” He grabbed herdhaflattened it over
the top button of his jeans, then dragged it slodbwn. Her eyes
widened.

“All we've done is talk...”

“Do you still want to kiss?” he asked harshly.

“More than ever.”



He didn't kiss her gently. He devoured her moutls\flattered at her
moans, aroused by the touch of her hands as sheh&lm under his
sweatshirt and up his back. Her fingers were tiself, hot and sizzling.
He couldn’t escape the heat pooling low and heaeynanding to be
extinguished. Instead, he curved his hands overdaar and pulled her
snug against him, holding her as she raised ooetifat align her heat with
his.

The kiss went on and on, slanting differently, dejvdeeper, drawing out
needs and wants. The bed beckoned. He wanted toebe Needed to
feel her naked and writhing and--

He let her go. Holding up his hands, palms outhd&eked away, grabbed
the doorknob and escaped into the cool night, rigethore like some
randy teenager, not a man who'd always maintaioedal.

Her' face haunted him all the way home. Those ianbeyes that held a
female wisdom he thought he’d understood-- but kmew that he
didn't.

She was a living, breathing red light. Stop. Hard aow. For an hour he
punished himself in his gym, until he pushed higlypanto aching
mindlessness. Under the shower spray, howeveityreziurned.

He toweled off and fell onto his bed. The dark roasked him questions,
demanded answers. Held him accountable.

He pressed his palms to his eyes, then he reaohéuef phone.
“Gabriel,” the deep voice on the other end saiteiad of hello. Who else

would be calling, anyway? Sebastian was hid- deaydar a reason. To
save his life. Just hearing his voice recommitt@th&sto his cause.



CHAPTER FIVE

She brought him brownies. A gift. Gabe couldniheenber the last time
someone had given him a gift without it being higholay or Christmas.
He was usually the gilt giver. Being on the reasgviend made him
uncomfortable.

A smile on her face, she set the gaily wrappedeplahis hands, hugged
him good morning, then stepped back. He had reddlvestay detached.
Instead, his mouth watered-for the brownies, amdaf&iss longer than
last night’s. Deeper. More intimate.

He didn’t satisfy either craving.

“When did you find time to bake?” he asked as sh&ched him, her gaze
curious.

“I had a little trouble sleeping.”

“Cooking is therapy for you?” He set the plate asidot giving into the
temptation yet.

“Not usually.” She laid her hand on his arm. “Areuysorry about last
night?”

“I lost sleep, as well,” he admitted.
“Really?”
“Ah. That pleases you.”

“| appreciate your honesty.”



Gabe’s jaw tightened. Honesty. A word he’d givemvmaeaning to--his
own. Qualified honesty. Convenient honesty. It lsmbmed so easy
before he knew her.

“I hung your dress on the inside of the screen dlvere.” He glanced at
the tote bag she carried. “You brought a strafgies®"

“I brought several, just in case. One pushes upe Pushes in. One
pushes up and in.” She grinned. “And one just gbprops me up.”

“Props?”

She shrugged.

Props. His imagination drew him a tempting pictihay | see them?”
They still had the price tags attached so thatcslud return whichever
ones didn’'t work, he figured. All four were wais¢ngth and hooked up
the front. Two were plain and functional--no frilBne was edged in lace

and dotted with tiny satin roses. As for the other.

The other was the one that...propped. It would cdwer nipples with
fabric, but that's all. The sheer fabric was thaa»pale shade of her skin.

“Try this first,” he said, passing it to her.
“Somehow | knew you’d choose that one.”

He held back a smile. “Although 1 try, | can’t alygseparate the man
from the artist. I'm interested in all of you.”

“I've noticed that.”

He liked this side of her, the flirtatious, selfadimlent woman. Had it
taken only a kiss to unearth her?



“I gather you went shopping before you came heh®”said as she
disappeared behind the screen.

“l didn’t invite you because | figured you’d getried.”
He heard the amused sarcasm and smiled. “Douljtless.

Cristina draped her skirt on the top of the scréeen her blouse, then her
bra, the color of a royal robe. Lingerie was herakveess. She had
drawers of it, hangers of the stuff that made he=l ffeminine and

desirable. Then she covered it with sensible gatsnen that no one
would know. But now Gabe would. He would see hexestpurple bra--

and know.

The thought excited her, and she was already oa.ddig kiss last night
had taken her out of herself. She'd never knowinreesuld be so fierce,
so unrelenting; So important.

She had decided at about four o’clock this mornirigle the brownies

were baking that she would abandon her inhibiti@msl let this

relationship go wherever it was meant to-- evethé heartbreak took a
long time to heal after. She’d missed out on aololife’'s experiences.
But not this time.

Not with this man.

She wouldn’t pose nude for him--she would nevee tdlat chance--but
anywhere else he led her, she would follow.

And maybe she’d be the one he would remember.

Leaning over, she settled her breasts in the bps,cthen pulled the
beautiful gown from the hanger and let it drift over. More like a slip
than a dress, it was actually marketed as a wedgliwgn, one Cristina
had argued would look perfect only on a tall, mesleh woman.
Alejandro De La Hoya had stepped in, shoving aSdériel Marquez,



and she’'d yielded. He probably didn't know thereswa difference

between his two personas, but she saw it. Perhapsube she was an
artist herself, the slight differences were easy ditect. His eyes

darkened, his cheekbones 'became prominent arghisardened subtly
when De La Hoya took charge. Gabe the businessnaanlegs intense.
Even his voice had a more relaxed quality.

“Should | just go barefoot?” she asked as she esdefigpm behind the
screen.

“Your feet won't show.” He’'d dragged an overstuffeaversize, old-
fashioned armchair across the room. His back tg herwas in the
process of draping it with a huge silk scarf prihte an exotic pattern of
green and purple, and decorated with long, golug&i He straightened
and turned. Gabriel transformed to Alejandro.

“We didn’t talk about how | should wear my hairfiessaid, hesitant. He
wasn’t saying anything.

He moved closer. “Yes.”'
“Yes, | shouldwear my hair?”

He smiled, relaxing. “Yes, you look perfect. Exgctihe innocent
seductress look | envisioned.”

“Isn’t that a contradiction of terms?"

“Not in this case.” He took her hands in his. “Ay@u innocent,
Cristina?”

She’d promised to answer all of his questions,detwasn’t prepared for
such intimacy so fast. She drew a settling bré@tin | a virgin? No. Am
| celibate? Yes. And | have been for a long time.”



She could see him ask why without saying the w@&hde hoped he
wouldn’t ask. Not yet.

He drew her hand to his lips for a moment, thereldeher to the chair
and slid an ottoman closer so that she could $trett her legs to the
side, forcing her to tip slightly. He guided herlean an elbow on a-
pillow atop the arm of the chair, then he brushed strap down her arm.
She felt the heat of his skin on hers as he sBdihgers behind her low
bodice and adjusted the fabric until he seemedfeati with the way it
looked.

Her belly grew heavy in response.

“Comfortable?” he asked.

She nodded.

“If you cramp up, let me know.”

“Okay.”

He crouched in front of her. Combing her hair whth fingers, he drew it
over her shoulders.

“Tilt a little more to your right.”
She did, which meant he had to adjust her bodiagag

“Are you sure this will look right for the familyajjery?” she asked, a
little breathless.

His eyes met hers. “You either trust me or you tolhd remember that
you can do with this portrait what you will. Youather doesn’t know.
It'll be your decision. | think you'll be pleasedowever.”



“l do trust you.”

“All right. These are preliminary poses, anyway. &¥hdo today may not
be what | decide to do tomorrow. Be patient.”

She would have to work at her computer long in®rght, but it didn’t
matter. He was worth losing sleep over. “I'm infnary.”

A satisfied smile drifted across his mouth.

“You're not unaffected yourself,” she pointed ol#tting her gaze drift
down his body, then back up. “This is not a wistfela-captain’s-wife
pose. So, who am | today?”

Gabe stood and backed away. He scooped up thehghatcand settled
himself on a stool, anxious to get started, neettnignore the rhythmic
pulsing low in his body. Needing to ignore whatwvaas learning about
her this time. Sheer purple bra. Matching underwleamnoted through the
light fabric of the dress. Celibate. A long timeool easy. Entirely too
easy. And so hard on him, on his commitment tontyrher from an
obligatory, reputation-saving marriage without pieg with her.

What kind of a fool's mission was he on?
“Who do you feel like today, Cristina?”

She glanced at the scarf he’d placed on the cHailon’'t know. Maybe
I'm living in a harem.”

Interesting. “Describe your life.”

“Oh, I'm lavished with attention. Live with constgealousy. Am waiting
my turn to be called.”

He found a blank page as she spun her story. “Youldvbe prized for
your hair color alone,” he said. “You wouldn’t hatigewait long.”



“Oh. That’s good. | don't think I'd be patient ihat situation. And when
my time came, I'd be the one to make him forgetradl others.”

“How?” He watched her eyes glaze, then he drew thlerst her eyes on
the empty page. "What skills would you bring thatather woman has?”

“Not just erotic skills. All of the women would laught the same tricks
and techniques. He would admire my mind, seek nunsel, confide in
me instead of his advisors.”

“You would be resented for that.” Her eyebrows néwow arch, ending
in a slight tilt upward.

“He would keep me safe. Guarded.”

Gabe enjoyed her fantasies, the old-fashioned fltblgg love solves all
problems. But that's all they were--fantasies. N ¢had a relationship
that good. That perfect. Leslie and Ben hadn’t kedda to keep their love
alive--and there were no two people more suited thay.

“You expect a lot of this man,” he said.

“He’s my mate. And I'm his. We are everything tockaother.
Everything. For life.”

“He would give up his traditions for you? Wouldkibeing murdered by
jealous women or angry advisors who have had goeirer diluted?”

“Some remain loyal. And he has diplomatic skill. 8o I. We would
make it work.”

“What of the other women? His past? Wouldn't yoydsous?”

“Violently. Yes, of course. I'm human. But his pastthat. It has no
bearing on the present or the future.”



A noble theory, although improbable, he thought.h&N did you lose
your virginity?” “The first night | was brougho thim.”

“No, Cristina. You, not your fantasy.”

Awareness blanketed her, changing her expressiom.withdrew for a
minute, then, “On my twentieth birthday.” A bad exignce, he decided,
watching her face close up.

“We’'d been dating awhile. | thought | loved him,dart just sort of
happened one night. He never called me again. Ighas Every time |
saw him after that | just wanted to cry.”

"Why?"

“Because I'd given that gift to him and he didnfipseciate it. He took,
then he gave nothing." She pushed herself uprigjimever told anyone,
not even my best friend, Jen. It's embarrassing.”

“To be young? To be foolish? Emotions aren’t easgdrt out, Cristina.

And people do take advantage. Surely you've leathatby now, if only

from that experience.”

She stared at him for almost a full minute, thea séttled herself in the
chair again. “It was painful and messy and | nevanted to let another
man touch me,” she said harshly.

“But you did, eventually.”

She simmered with passion. He knew she couldn’p lamtrol of that
forever.

She sighed. “Yes.”



“What happened?” He wished he could capture evemgnging
expression on her face, open every window intcsbat.

She closed her eyes. “It was worse.”

“How?”

“My mother had just been diagnosed with leukemiidh’t know how to
deal with it. I'd been dating this man for montasd | turned to him, in
need of comfort. | just wanted some oblivion, yaww?” She looked
directly at Gabe. “He couldn’t-- You know. He jusbuldn’t. It was
humiliating, not to be desired.”

Gabe’s grip on his pencil threatened to break italf. “Why had he been
dating you?”

“To get close to my father. To get a job recommdindal gave up on
men after that. My mother’s illness took most of tipe and energy,

anyway.”
“But you needed someone to take care of you evecg i a while.”
“I managed. So, when did you lose yours?”

He admired her for that. For getting past the @ead moving on and not
wallowing in what was obviously a devastating eigrase.

“My fifteenth birthday.”

“So young? Well, | hope it was a' better experietheg mine.”

“My father bought me a night with a high-class caifl.”

Cristina held her breath. The bitterness that cb&abe’s words told her

a lot. “I probably would have guessed that to berguweenage boy’s
fantasy. But it wasn’t, was it?”



“Carnally? Yes. Emotionally? It changed me. Changedwhole life. |
am who | am today because of that night and whapd@ed afterward.”

She waited for him to go on, but he merely angléesl $ketch pad
differently and worked at a faster, less fluid pdtenever told anyone,”
he said abruptly.

“You didn’t brag to your friends?”"

He shook his head.

“Why me?”

“l didn’t want you to think you're the only one wisobeen embarrassed
or humiliated.”

“Were you?”

“It scared the hell out of me.” He stuck his permghind his ear. “The
mood seems to have disappeared. Let's take a bréake you had
lunch?" -

“No.”

“Sit here for a minute. I'll be right back.™

He took the sketch pad with him and was gone ordguple of minutes,
returning with a gray-and-black silk robe. “Sliptaf the dress and into
this. We’'ll eat on the garden patio, then we’l1l getious about working.”
He grabbed the plate of brownies and disappearait.ag

Cristina tugged the gown over her head. She wrappesklf up in what

was obviously his robe, enjoying the way his saguahg to the fabric,
wafting up to her nose as she tied the sash amedrab the sleeves.



Barefoot, she padded down the stairs and followedchall to the back of
the house. She pushed open the door and steppedtientpatio. He
joined her in a few minutes, a bowl in each hand.

She laughed. “Lunch?”

Gabe eyed his creations. A brownie topped with @ogoof vanilla ice
cream, hot fudge sauce, whipped cream and a cl&y.object?"

"Heavens, no. | bless you a thousand times.” Shehexd for one of the
dishes and took a seat on a glider. “Thank you.”

“Thanks for the brownies. | ate two of them whiléxed these.” He sat
beside her. “The best I've ever had.”

She made all kinds of appreciative noises aftett@ble her first bite, then
she licked the bowl of the spoon, getting every kas of fudge sauce.
“You know, you’re very different from what | expect after that first
meeting at the gallery,” she said.

“In what way?”

“Less, um, controlled. Less reserved. | thought waue all surface and
gloss, aware of your impact on women, but | wasngralrhere are a lot
of fascinating layers to you.”

“Everyone has layers. We all choose how much ofe@ues to reveal,
depending on the level of trust. | happened ta tyas quickly. And what
do you mean, my impact on women?"

“Aw, come on, Gabe. You've perfected the art ofusdidn.”

“Do you think so?” He leaned her way. “Has it cexs/our mind that
you feel seduced because | was attracted to yaliealy you?”



She smiled. “Nope. | watched you turn on the chtoma few others, as
well.”

Did he? Had he gotten that slick? He didn’t wanthiok about it. “Not
on purpose.”

She let out a gleeful laugh. “But that’s exactly point!”

“I'll only admit that | was attracted tgouthat night. If you’'d been alone,
you couldn’t have gotten rid of me.”

“Thank you. I'm duly flattered.”
He smiled.

“God, this is decadent, Gabriel. Lounging around silk robe on a glider
overlooking one of the most beautiful gardens Ise&en. And eating
brownie sundaes for lunch.” She sighed as she sdanother bite.

He set the glider moving gently, rhythmically. Theye in silence,
comfortable and restful. He tried to remember s time he’d seen a
woman actually enjoy eating. Either they pickedhatir food, or if they
did eat, they made excuses about having misse#fastar lunch, like it
was a crime to finish a meal. And Cristina didrttenthe dreadef word
once, either. He swore if he had to listen to ormenwoman talk about
fat grams...

“Thank you. That was heavenly,” Cristina said wisée set her spoon in
her empty bowl, the sides and bottom scraped dikaris. After he took
the bowl from her, she leaned her head back arsdlber eyes.

“Do you have plans for today?” he asked.

Cristina wriggled her shoulders, seeking a combdet@osition. “Uh-uh.”



He wrapped his hand around hers and pulled her itip im. “Follow
me.”

They detoured into the kitchen, rinsed the bowigntheaded upstairs,
this time going only as far as the first landinge pened a door and she
found herself in a bedroom--his bedroom, judgingttwy decor, which
was dark and rich and distinctly masculine.

“Nap time,” he said, leaning across the bed to fiddk the deep maroon
quilt.

Nap time? Alone or together? she wondered. Dregssethdressed? The
guestions held her rooted to the spot;

He straightened, took a good look at her, thenesingently. “I'll take
care of some business while you sleep.”

“You lost sleep last night, too.”

He brushed her cheek with his knuckles. “My offiseacross the hall.
Come over when you wake up.”

She stared at the bed for a long time after he Feftally she unhooked
the not-so-comfortable bra and laid it aside bee fdimbing between the
sheets, his robe still wrapped around her. Shefeshithe pillow. It

smelled of soap or sham- poo, something clean andthe least bit
feminine. She took stock of the room, noted whdreed paintings
apparently had hung--the hooks still dotted thelsvalhey must be on
display at his gallery. She wondered which onesnadly decorated the
most intimate room in his home.

With a huge yawn, she snuggled into the blankets cosed her eyes.
Just for a' little while, she told herself.

She awoke to a dark room. Muttering her surprise,terew her legs over
the side of the bed. “I've slept the whole day.”



The clock told her otherwise. Only an hour had eds8ut it was dark--
Oh. The drapes were shut. He’d come in while skjet €ind closed them.

Unable to decide whether his gesture was sweaitocmatic, she focused
instead on the fact he’d watched her sleep.

Not a comforting thought, either. She found the teradath- room,
washed up, then donned her bra before seeking tinm dis office.

“First thing Monday morning, put in a sell ordenrRll of it, Erin,” Gabe
said into the telephone. “You've made a thirty-getcreturn, sweetheart.
Anything else is greedy--and risky. I've been watght, too, and | think
it's headed for a downturn. You can buy again witsrow if you're so
stuck on keeping it.”

He saw Cristina hover in the doorway and wavedimers he continued
his phone conversation. “How about dinner on Wedag?®' ’

“All right,” came the excited voice on the other end.

“I'll pick you up at six. Call me if your mom saym.”

“She won't.”

“Ask her.”

“Okay, okay, okay. Bye.”

He cradled the receiver. “My goddaughter, Erin,”da&d. “She’s almost
eleven. | got her started in the market when she sia and could read
well enough to follow her own stocks in the newsgrafNow she charts

them, using a spread- sheet program on her comp8tex needs to
because she’s making a killing.”



“With some advice from you.”

“Shh. She thinks she’s making all the right decisicShe’s learning how,
even if I'm manipulating the final choice.”

He watched Cristina meander around his office,rbise caressing her
body, his imagination making demands of its owre Stopped in front of
a portrait.

“My mother.”

“She’s beautiful.”

“Yes. Did you sleep well?”

“Mmm-hmm.”

“Are you ready to go back up to the studio?"

“Almost.”

She sent a flirtatious glance his way. Intriguee, \Watched as she
moseyed toward him, then planted herself on hik desl dangled her
legs alongside his chair. The robe separatedi@ littvealing pearly skin
and a tempting bit of cleavage.

“Cristina?”

“Yes, Gabriel?"

“Is there something you want?”

“No. But thank you for asking.”



Itching to shove the robe over and down her shosjdee linked his
fingers over his stomach. Memories of the way sl&ed tucked all cozy
between his sheets, her fiery hair spread out smpiiow, still ate at his
insides. “You're sitting on my desk for no reason.”

“I have a reason, but | donitantanything.”

He steepled his fingers against his mouth. “A alyskear answer if ever
I've heard one.”

She smiled. “I've embarked on a journey of selfedigery.”

“Have you?”

“I made a promise to myself as | was drifting teeg.”

He waited as she teased him with silence.

“I'm going to try to do something every day thdtdven’t done before.”
“Starting with this?"

“Actually it started first thing this morning, onlydidn’t realize it. Don’t
you give me that tolerant-male look, Gabriel Majuéou take risks all

the time, so it must seem silly to you.”

“On the contrary, | find it fascinating. I'd dedutéat you were raised to
behave in a certain way, even before you told me.”

“What gave me away?”

"Your clothes, for one. You've been schooled to lulgssic designs.
Offend no one, right? Don't give anyone ammunitiorriticize.”

She squirmed. “If you'd added something about newesairing horizontal
stripes, you'd have my entire litany memorized.”



“And now the rebel inside you wants to be let auplay.”

“There’s a rebel inside me?”

He stared at her until she looked away, toying whthfolds of his robe.

“l wish you wouldn’t do that,” she said.

“Do what?”

“Figure me out.”

He rolled his chair sideways so that he was didatlfront of her, then

he eased closer and set his hands alongside lgastiWhich brings us
to you sitting on my desk, wearing my robe and Mdthe underneath.

And looking sexy as hell.”

Cristina tried to shrug. Her feet were touching $tigns, distracting her.
She wanted to let her legs drift apart so thatdwddccome even closer,
but she couldn't take the lead. Everything was tevher. She hadn’t
really flirted before. Not like this. She didn’t&v know if she should.

So she waited for him to make the moves.

“We have a problem here,” he said.

“What?”

“Look over my shoulder.”

She did--and noticed what she’d ignored until thém.”

“It's not that my neighbors make a habit of starnp my windows, but |
can’t be sure.”



“I'm covered up.”

“l want to change that.”



CHAPTER SIX

Her mind said “Oh!” but her mouth didn’'t move.

He untied her sash as if she was the only gift le¥er been given. She
sat frozen in place, letting him. Then he stoodgcking her visibility to
anyone prurient enough to be interested in lookimgugh his window.
She felt the cool fabric brush her stomach andhthigs he pushed it to
her sides. The position wouldn’t be her most flatgg especially given
where the bra stopped and her panties started,hwibit some flesh
visible between-and even sucking her stomach inldmuflatten her
abdomen.

Afraid to see his reaction, she stared at his throa
“You prop nicely, Cristina.”

Surprised, she laughed. She’d expected him to saething serious,

something flattering, maybe even a little romarfibe found the courage
to look him in the eye just as he slid his handsrzher back and pulled
her toward him, easing her legs apart.

“Shall we try just kissing again?” His words weight, his eyes dark with
promise.

She must have nodded because he kissed her thaail- avut assault

against her mouth that she willingly accepted avitkn she caught up to
him, returned in full measure until he groaned. 8eded air- No. What
did breathing matter when measured against thi ttiait rushed through
her like rocket ships launched from her heart atery direction, trailing

smoke and flame.

His arms slid lower. Tightened. Invited.



She angled her hips to meet his, silk to deniml B& kissed her, the
intimacy more intense, the contact broken only domillisecond at a
time, their open-mouthed kisses erotic beyond kpegence.

Touch me. Touch me. Touch.nier mind screamed the words as her
pulse pounded, low and deep and achy, gatherimgcane strength. She
had to drag her mouth from his, had to breathe,tbadow things down

to feel the experience. To remember. She squeezedyes shut as she
started to shake. She whispered his name agaiagaid, a plea for him
to help her stop shaking. A demand to ease théirmgeseed.

She felt him drift back, then the robe settling over. 'With great
reluctance, she opened her eyes.

“We've exceeded your limit of new things for oneydane said, his voice
tight. “We should try to get some work done.”

Disappointed and relieved, she accepted his helgtaind. She brushed
her lips across his. “You make me feel so good aboyself,” she said

quietly.

“Don’t think I'm doing you any favors, Cristinaehjoyed every second.”
She swallowed. “I needed to know that.”

“I'm not that selfless.”

“Okay.”

When they reached the studio, she retreated beéhéndcreen to change,
needing a little time to herself. Maybe to- morrehe’d skip using the

screen altogether. He’d seen most of her, anyway.

No. That would be entirely too blatant. What hamzkietween them
must happen at his instigation, not hers.



She would never make that mistake again. Thereanasit to what she
would risk, after all.

“Cris, walit!”

She’d almost gotten away. Controlling the levelhar sigh, Cristina
tossed her purse into the passenger seat of hethearwaited for Jason
to cross the courtyard to where she was parkedfdtleer had neglected
to tell her that he’'d invited Jason and his fatteerSunday brunch, a
tradition Cristina had never yet dared to breakr ldeesence was
expected. Period.

Jason caught up to her. “Do you have to leave sn*8d
“Soon? | was there six hours.”

His hands in his pockets, he glanced over his sleoulo- ward the
Chandler home. “I was kind of hoping we could, yoww, spend the
evening together.”

Cristina stole a look in the same direction. Waséhmovement at one of
the windows? Were her father and Richard Grimeshiagd)?

She should march back into the house and--

On second thought, ignorance seemed safer at theentoLet them play

their games a while longer. She could handle Jastter than she could
handle her father, whose fragility surprised 'herenevery time she saw
him, now that she wasn’t with him daily. It brokerhheart to see him
looking lost and uncertain after all the years ef helieving he was the
strongest man on earth. For the moment his valdtamare physically for

him. But at some point she would have to assumedieeof parent. She
didn’t want that, not for herself, but especiallyt for him, a man of such
intense, personal pride.



“l can't stay, Jason,” she said kindly. “I haveget back to the city.”
“Do you have a date?”
“No. Just a lot of work.”

Again he glanced quickly over his shoulder. “I hadjood time Friday
night.”

“‘Jason--"

“Sometimes | forget how much 1 like you,” he saidterrupting her.
“And how pretty you are.” | “Don’t.” She kept hepice gentle. He really
was a sweet man. But he was being manipulated ongating a
relationship with her where there was no chancen&f happening. She
felt sorry for him. At the same time, she wantedelbhim to take control
of his own life. Do something. Get a job. “I likey, too, Jason. | always
have. But | don'’t feel. that wayabout you.”

“You're not letting yourself find out, Cris.”

There were too many questions she wanted to aslteanchany answers
she didn’t want. Instead she kissed him on thelclseethat he could at
least save face with his father, then she climbdd her car. “I'll call
you.” f

She didn’t look in her rearview mirror. She focusedthe smooth curve
of the driveway, then the stretch of road that wiaake her back to San
Francisco from Hillsborough, a long enough trigtee her time to relax.
Time to think. Time to convince herself once agaet she had a right to
her own independent life.

Although she’d used the excuse of work to get dutason’s invitation,
she was too wound up now to sit in front of her pater. She wished she
could afford to rent studio space somewhere sodimatcould paint when



she got the urge to, but that was beyond her buddgybe three years
from now when she came into her trust fund, shedcewing it. It
wouldn’t be a huge amount of money but it couldvme a few luxuries
that she couldn’t afford now.

She didn’t plan it consciously, but somehow sheednap at the Galeria
Secreto. The Secret Gallery. Why had he namedaiftiVas it a secret
that he owned it? She couldn’t recall his name lan ihvitation she'd

received to the opening, but his name hadn’t maagthing to her then,
either.

She parked and headed for the building, anticipatioilding. Knowing
Gabe was De La Hoya, she wanted to study his wgaikha

Classical guitar music flowed from hidden speakss<Cristina stepped
into the gallery. Raymond greeted her, but she et by herself,
avoiding conversation with the other patrons, aziaty each portrait with
a different perspective now.

All but one piece was tagged either Sold or Not Sale. Among those
not for sale was the one she’'d dubliakrifice the official title now,
according to the discreet sign next to the painting

She returned to it several times, trying to understwhy her stomach
clenched every time she looked at it. Her connactth the sacrificial
bride went beyond empathy--a century ago she cbale been in that
very predicament her- self. Thank God parents c¢oulébrce their
children into marriage today. How unbearable tanbe marriage that was
a business deal, not a love match.

Still the image haunted her as she moved on tdatigest portrait of the
show. A man and woman faced each other in bed; tbgs touching,
their hands clasped together, as if they'd justerlagte and were telling
each other how much it had meant, how beautifuhas. Discreetly
arranged bed- ding provided modesty, as did the amsnlong auburn
hair.



“Recognize her?”

Pleasure swept through Cristina at the sound ofeGalmice. “What a
nice surprise,” she said, turning to him, acceptngocial kiss on the
cheek, appreciating that his hand lingered agdhestsmall of her back
longer than socially acceptable.

“Were your plans canceled?” she asked, staying @osugh that they
almost touched.

“No. | decided to stop in on my way. How was youwydwith your
father?”

“Fine. Well, tedious, actually. Jason and his fativere also there. | felt
outnumbered.”

“Were they putting pressure on you?”
Curious at the tension that hardened his face, dida’t answer
immediately. “I'm adept at changing the subject.nCary to your

experience with me, I'm not usually manipulatedilg&s

“'m glad to hear that.” He gestured toward the tpot. “Do you
remember her?”

Cristina scrutinized the piece. “Should 1? Is sheekebrity?" . “She was
my date on Friday night.”

“Really?” She looked closer. “She looks so young.”
Gabe chuckled. “Careful Les already feels she’stred her prime.”

“That’s not what | meant. She’s beautiful--then armv. When was this
done?”



“Eleven years ago. She and Ben--that's her ex-mdbahad been
married for just a year. It was my anniversary gifthem.”

"Ex-husband? How sad."

“Sadder still because they have a daughter. Iyoldabout her. Erin. The
divorce has been final for a couple of years.”

“You're angry about that.”

“I'm beyond angry.” He stared at the painting. “Gdbdey were happy
then. They'd been in love since they were fourntéeshould have lasted
a hundred years. And now Erin shuttles between tlagich Ben dates, and
Les--"

Gabe stopped himself from finishing the senten@slie’s pain was her
own. He had to respect that.

“Anyway, it's a divorce that shouldn’t have happénktook the painting
back. And | put it on display, knowing each of themould come
separately to the showing and see it. And remerhber.

She frowned. ,“That’s emotional blackmail.”

"Truth, Cristina. Just the truth. We've been frisnor eighteen years.
Their daughter is my goddaughter. It gives me gght

“Remind me not to disappoint you.” She held up achdl won't say
another word on the subject. | have another quesanmyway, if you
don’t mind.”

He welcomed the diversion. “Shoot.”
“It's about the painting,Sacrifice The style is a departure for you.

Frankly, it looks like a photograph. And it doeshédve the sensuality of
the others. There’s a starkness to it that impli€3h, | don’'t know. A



lack of personal interest? Everything else has ytouch, your
involvement.”

They crossed the room to look at the work together.

"I worked from theme, not emotion.” He tried toesi through her eyes.
If Cristina were as thin now as she had been inphetograph he’'d
worked from, she might see herself. He was gladhsttin’t noticed the
similarities.

She shook her head. “You captured plenty of emoton it's dark. It
lacks the trademark De La Hoya color and fire.” fHieture lacks fire,
Cristina, even the wedding night that awaits her.”

“You said it was your most recent work. Are you ;g your style?"

“I experiment all the time. But, no. This was inienal.”

They moved to the next paintin§ebastian

“I like this one a lot,” she said. “My first imprei®n was that he belonged
in another century, perhaps a landowner in eighlieeentury England.
You do body detail so well. His hands are incresliit’'s obvious he

works with them.”

Gabe studied the image. “He’s a builder who spe@asalin restoration
and renovation."

“He’s also a friend.”
He turned to her. “How can you tell?”

“When you looked at the painting, your eyes softehe



Her close observation made him take a mental siek. Bl met Sebastian
the first day of high school, along with Les andhBend another friend,
Chase. None of us knew any of the others before'the

“Were you in a class together?”

He grinned, recalling the moment. “No, but I'll gathat story for another
time, | think. Of course, you'd get a slightly aifent answer depending
on which one of us you talked to.” They moved along

“This portrait,” Cristina said, stopping him. “I & a question about this
one-just to satisfy my friend Jen'’s curiosity.”

“What's that?"

“She thought the woman had just been, um, satisfigdought it was
moments away.”

His low, sexy laughter melted Cristina’s attempbéoblasé.

“Well?” she demanded, refusing to be embarrassedd ldpened the
doors with the questions he’d asked yesterday. Feeyned to be sharing
their sexual experiences with each other. The womathis painting
could be a part of his past. If so, she wantechtmakit. Sort of.

He ran his fingertips down Cristina’s hair, grazingr cheek, caressing
the shell of her ear as he tucked a strand behinde massaged her
earlobe between his thumb and forefinger, “Whaemssalist you are. |
knew almost from the beginning.”

She looked around. Only one couple remained asingosime
approached, and Raymond was speaking with them siMumuffled their
conversation. “How did you know that?” He leaneaselr and whispered,
“Body language.”

“My body?”



“Your beautiful, lush, incredibly womanly body.anguage.”

Genuinely shocked, she pulled back a little. “Whdtl do?”

“You dragged your wineglass along your lips. Youdioed your tongue
to it, not sipping, just feeling the smooth glasklé pressed her hand
between her breasts. “And your other hand was’here.

“It was not!”

He smiled with excruciating slowness, his eyedagiing.

“Yes, bella, it was.”

Bella? Bellameant beautiful in Italian, probably in Spanist veell. She
tried not to be unduly flattered, in case it wasesmlearment he used

frequently. But her heart whispered its pleasungynay.

“Why do you think | wanted so much to paint you?uYepitomize the
color and fire you call the trademark of De La Hdya

She looked away, trying to come to terms with hadg. That wasn’t
her. She wasn’'t a sensualist. Never had been. i@lgrtao man had
thought so...

Until this man.

She couldn’t think about it. Not now. Not in fraoithim.

“You’re not going to answer my question, are yoap@el?”

He shook his head, his eyes lit with mischief.

She sighed. “I suppose | should respect your iitiegr



“Yes, you should. And since you've so deftly chamglee subject, let's
change it altogether. I'd like to see more of yaark.”

“Would you? | don’t have room for it at my apartrmelt's all at home in
my studio there.”

“Would you mind taking me?”

There was a new intensity in his gaze, that megingii not-quite-
civilized look she’'d observed the first night shefett him. Why? What
possible interest could he have in her amateuasfitings?

“Are you prepared to meet my father? He rarely ésathe house
anymore, and | won’t sneak in.”

“I'd like very much to meet your father, Cristina.”

She didn't like the look on his face, something sbeldn’t put a name to,
but which bothered her in some way.

“I'm not sure | want you to see my work, if you ceall it that,” she said,
stalling. The last patrons walked to the front détasymond by their side.
“I'm not anywhere near your level.”

“You are a very difficult woman to compliment.”

"I like sincere compliments."

He set his hand on her shoulder. “Before you biyehead off, hold on a
second.” He turned as the bell over the door jagl&#’ll close up,
Raymond. Thank you.”

“I'll lock the front door and go out the back,” Rapnd said with a wave.

Gabe drew Cristina toward the desk, out of viewnfrthe street. He
turned off the lights, although the office lightsvan and the door open.



“Let’s finish this conversation, shall we?" he adkaviting her to sit in
the desk chair. Her expression bordered on hostdewasn’t going to let
her leave angry at him. '

“l do like sincere compliments,” she reiterated; to®t bouncing.

“No, you don’t.” He leaned against the desk. “Yoond believe
compliments.” "

“No one can or should believe all compliments. Mafsthem are empty.”
“Not mine.”
She looked away from him. After a minute she sigliekihow.”

“Then why are you balking at showing me more ofryaork? | already
told you I think they're exquisite.” .

“Maybe those were my three best pieces. Maybe what'my studio is
horrendously bad.”

“Does my opinion matter?”

She looked directly at him. “Yes. But only if if®nest.”

“l guarantee you my honesty.”

“Maybe that’'s what I'm afraid of, Gabriel.”

He leaned forward and took her hand in his. The-nfamiliar gesture

comforted and excited her at the same time. “Talahance,” he said
gently. “The old Cristina tested new situationslk swimmer tests cold

water--one toe at a time. The new Cristina plunggs

“How do you know that about me?"



“You've been good about showing yourself to meddtesn’t take a
psychic to see that you're reinventing yourselfeTdonflicts are visible
sometimes, but you've been choosing the risky rontee than the safe
one lately. That says a lot.”

The thought passed quickly through her mind thatwas having too
much influence on her. That he was putting wordseanmouth and ideas
in her head. And yet everything he said tempted dticed her to pass
beyond the conservative boundaries she’d stayddnnall her life.

Take a chancerhe words swirled a while before taking root.

“Okay," she said at last. “We’ll go. You'll look.o(’ll tell me the truth.”
“And you’ll accept the truth graciously, even ikipositive.”

She smiled. “Yes.”

“Good. Now, have you done something new today?”

“Not yet.”

“Every Sunday night for the past seven years diveoplayed basketball
with a few friends. How would you like to come ajfhMaybe even play
a bit.”

Basketball? She swallowed. “Who'll be there?”

“You can’'t base your decision on that. It's an atvee.”

An adventure. A risk. Another decision. “Well, | dbknow a...a bunt
from a touchdown, but if you're willing-- What's $onny?”

“I like you, Cristina Chandler. And | admire whaiwre doing.”



Tears stung her eyes. She didn't know why--and dgfenitely didn’t
want him to see. She stood. “Follow me to my apaninso | can change
clothes?”

He hadn'’t let go of her hand. He tugged her closgantly wrapping his
arms around her, inviting her to lay her head agjairs shoulder. “Relax,
bella.”

"My life has been so confusing lately.” She closed eyes as he stroked
her hair. “I don't know what to do about you.” “Setimes the best
course of action is to follow your instincts.”

“Gabriel” She leaned back a little. She was alnmaste to nose with him.
“My instincts can’t be trusted at the moment.”

“Why? What are they saying?”
“Kiss him. Kiss him better than anyone ever hés.’

“You've already done that. But | don't mind if yalo it again.” Her

knees went weak. He knew the right things to slag,right buttons to

push. And he was patient enough to wait her outalRi she drew a slow,
deep breath. She placed her hands alongside leifatpulled him down
to her. And in that split second before their lipguched she

acknowledged that this time it would be differeBecause this time she
knew she was a little in love with him.

But she took the chance, and his mouth settledeos Wwith the softness
of a butterfly testing a flower petal for stabilitgfore letting it sustain its
weight. Then an invisible force need, and she Iddker arms around his
neck and pulled herself flat against him and grdame name. His hands
curved over her rear, lifting her to him, lettingrtfeel his strength. She
squeezed her eyes shut against hot tears thalettidut. She’d never

known this kind of passion, a passion tempted higlyelove. A passion

insatiable with need. Still, he didn’'t touch heedsts or anywhere else



that ached for his touch. Oh, he was a masterigit The master. And it
wasn’t going to stop her from enjoying him.

“The game?” he said after a minute.
She moved away from him, trying to find her senséhamor buried
somewhere in her emotions. “Just don’t say | didmdrn you,” she

quipped, referring to her nonexistent basketballssk

“Nor | you,” he said, not referring to the samenthiat all. He touched a
finger to a falling tear.

She nodded.



CHAPTER SEVEN

“Looks like you've been stood up,” Cristina comrtegh hopefully as
they entered the dark gymnasium of the Wilson Bexkfouth Center of
San Francisco. Her voice echoed back.

Gabe flipped on the lights and glanced at his wéfthey’ll be here. We
can warm up while we wait.”

She eased closer. Grabbing his jacket zipper,usget it down with the
speed of a lazy snail. Her smile was sleepy. Sultry

“What did you have in mind, Mr. Marquez?"

Leisurely he grasped her sweatshirt just abovédteasts and dragged her
to him. He bent his head. Their lips almost touclieldve you ever even
helda basketball?”

Her eyes blinked open. “Mood killer.”

He smiled as she stepped back and yanked her sweatger her head.
His hands closed into fists, which seemed to happlen lately. The just-
kissing business was more pleasurable than he’djimed, but the
seduction without consummation tested his contrith vevery teasing
glance she sent his way, every innocent gestusryeweet flirtation, so
different from the cool sophistication he'd expekte

“If | played basketball in school, | don’'t remempeshe said, bending to
retie her shoelaces. “There will be other womernipta right?”

Gabe admired the rear view. “Chase’s wife, Tessa.”
“Good.”

“Who was an all-state guard in high school.”



Cristina straightened. “Now there’s a confidenceldau. No other
women?”

“No. Until Tessa, it was an all-guys event-ChasenBSebastian and
me.”

“How quickly you forget, Gabriel.” A woman’s voigeverberated within
the gym walls. “l used to play, too.”

A string of colorful curses whipped through Gabeismd. What was Les
doing here? She had stopped coming to basketlgdit since before the
divorce.

He took a protective step toward Cristina. Lesheeted Gabe with a kiss
on the cheek, then turned to Cristina.

“Hi, I'm Leslie O’Keefe,” she said offering her han

“Cristina Chandler,” Gabe said. “What brings youehe_es?”

She smiled sweetly. “Ben called to say he and #&ene going to be late
getting back from their picnic. | offered to piclerhup here so he

wouldn’t keep you all waiting too long.”

I'll bet you did Gabe thought. She’d hoped that he would bringtda
to the game.

“O’Keefe,” Cristina repeated. “Why do | know thaame?”
“Ever been in trouble with the law?” Les drawled.

“Me? Heavens, no. Oh! You're a detective, rightlb&agave me your
name as a character reference.”



“Did he? So, how come you didn’'t check his refees® | would've
loved to have set you straight about him.”

Cristina started to laugh, then realized that leeslas serious. But they
were friends ....

The sound of a bouncing ball cut into the momentdakk-haired man
approached, basketball in hand.

“Sorry I'm late,” the man said. “Hey, Les. Thisasnice surprise.”
“I'm glad someonehinks so.”

Frowning, he looked at Gabe, then back. “You'reagisvwelcome. You
know that. | miss having you here.”

Les kissed his cheek. "Thanks. That means a lotv,N@mve you met
Gabe’s new friend, Cristina...Chandler? This is<eh@yan."

Leslie’s hesitation between saying her first ared tlames made Cristina
wonder if she had forgotten it for a second-- ah#re was some private
communication going on. Tension layered the air.

“Where’s your lovely bride?” Gabe asked.

Chase broke into a grin. “Tessa happens to be thgpwp at the
moment.”

Leslie reacted first. “Is she--"
“Six weeks pregnant.”

“Six weeks?" Gabe repeated as Leslie hugged Charselly. “You must
have had a helluva wedding night.”

“We did.”



As Leslie pulled back to let Gabe congratulate €h&sristina saw
Leslie’s face pale. A split second later she liftegl chin a notch and
smiled, leaving Cristina to wonder if she’d justaigmed the look of
distress on Leslie’s face.

“I'll be back in a minute,” Chase said, passing tiadl to Gabe. “Go
ahead and warm up.”

He jogged out of the gym, leaving everyone smilthgn suddenly Leslie
pressed a hand to her mouth, making a sorrowftld Bbund.

Gabe set a hand on her shoulder, his expressiopagietic.

“I'm sorry,” she whispered. She glanced in Cristgndirection, misery in
her eyes.

So, it hadn’t been her imagination. Cristina tob& ball from Gabe. “I'll
just go see if | can throw this thing through tle®p, if you don’t mind.”

Leslie squeezed her hand. “Thank you.”
“No problem.”

Cristina kept her back to them as much as possihiee she practiced,
but she couldn’t miss seeing their deep discus&aine wiped tears from
her cheeks, and Leslie kept looking anxiously talnthe door. Finally, he
hugged her, and Cristina could see Leslie dig myefs into his back.
Rocking with her, he looked over her head at GrastiShe couldn’t read
his expression, something between fury and resigmat

A girl burst into the room and ran toward them. “Yéehere, Mom! Hi,
Uncle Gabe!”



Quiet descended then. Cristina followed their gdeethe door, where a
man stood silently, his body tense, his eyes héhis had to be Ben
O’Keefe, the ex-husband.

For every step that Ben took, Cristina matchedsite came up beside
Gabe just as Ben did. She slid an arm around Galme&, leaned against
him and smiled. “I don’t think you’ll want me on yoteam. | didn’t
make one basket.” Then she extended her hand teetheomer.

“Hi. I'm Cristina Chandler.”

He couldn’t ignore her, and he wouldn’t be ruddront of his daughter,
Cristina thought.

She was right. Introductions were made all arouhdn. Erin tugged
Gabe and her father onto the court to shoot baskiks her, leaving
Cristina and Leslie to either participate or waf€they opted to sit in the
bleachers, a big relief to Cristina.

“Thanks for letting me borrow Gabe,” Leslie saids ‘my face all
blotchy?”

“As a matter of fact | was just sitting here resggtyou because you're
such a pretty crier.”

Cristina could feel her relax. They both turnedirthetention to the
basketball court.

“I don’t want Tessa or Chase to think I'm not hagpy them, because |
am. It just hit me hard because I've wanted anolladéxy for a long time,
and the possibility of that happening isn’t lookilog great.”

“I kind of figured that.”

“It's hard, you know?”



Cristina touched Leslie’s hand in silent sympathyin shrieked as Ben
lifted her to slam dunk the ball.

“I hear your daughter’'s a Wall Street wizard.”

Leslie groaned. “Gabe created a monster. She’sagpbrt- folio you
wouldn’t believe for someone her age, all startednfa bank account he
opened the day she was born. He never gives heemiee He puts money
in the account, and he also gives her his timechvis priceless. She
loves all her surrogate uncles, but Gabe’s herrfezdShe adores him.”
She lifted a shoulder casually. “Of course, womenid general. That's
how he got his nickname.”

“Which is?”
“Romeo.”

At first it seemed funny. Then it didn’t. How couddwoman trust a man
called Romeo?

“How well do you know him, Cristina?"

“We're getting acquainted.” She looked directlyLaslie. “You seem to
be warning me against getting involved. Or, amadieg you wrong?”

“I wouldn't interfere, except that you protectedrhirom Ben, and that
said a lot to me. Just be careful. Gabe’s not knfswgommitment to one
woman for any length of time."

“What is he known for?”

Leslie set her heels on the bleacher seat belovellWe’s fiercely loyal
to those he loves. He’s got a photographic memideytested well into
the genius level in high school. School was indslgdsimple to him. |
had to study and study and study to make Bs. Henksl to the lectures
and thumbed through a book--As every time. It wotddve been really



revolting except that he never bragged about ifatin, he never talked
about his grades. He didn’t want anyone to know kaovart he was. And
i's why he’s so successful now, of course. Hisoinfation-gathering
skills are superb. But his instincts are impeccaHke doesn’t see it as a
gift. Sometimes he seems baffled by his succesd, ddways knew he’d
do well.” She drew a breath. “God, he’'d kill meh# knew | was telling
you all this about him.” *

"All what?” .

Leslie opened her mouth, then obviously realizecatw@ristina was
saying--Gabe wouldn’t know Leslie had revealed smhmabout him.

“How did you meet? Gabe says it's an interestingyst

Leslie smiled. “It was the first day of high schoGllasses were over. |
was headed for home. Gabe flirted with me.”

“What'd he say?"

“I don’t remember exactly. He was following me.ddhhair down to my
butt and he made some remark about it. You havederstand that | was
a tomboy. Never mind that | had long, wavy hair-amly vanity then--1
wasn’t into the usual teenage girl stuff of makama boys. Anyway, he
persisted. | don’t think anyone had ever turned away before. | finally
had to knock him down.”

Cristina gasped, then laughed. “Was he that scraivny

“Oh, no. Not at all. But he wouldn't hit a girl, dze just blocked my
punches and kept yelling at me to get off him.” $jn@ned. “Looking
back at it, it seems so funny, knowing him as Indev. But then | was
furious. And embarrassed.”

“Didn’t a teacher intervene?”



“We were off school property. Anyway, after a miauwr so, Ben and
Chase came along. Ben was big even then. He hftedbff Gabe like a
speck of dust and kept his arms around me untlrhed down. Chase--
God, Chase was reading Gabe the riot act aboutisbomespect for

women. Then along came Sebastian, the diplomainvied all of us for

sodas--his treat--and off we went.

“I can’'t say we became fast friends, but the frimgs were rooted that
afternoon and grew through time. Ben and | felbwe that day.”

Cristina wanted to know why their marriage broke Opviously, Leslie
still loved Ben. What had happened that was howesdnough to split
them apart?

“Oh, there’s Tessa," Leslie said suddenly, thenelad her voice. “She
doesn’t look so good, does she? Come meet her.”

Cristina followed her down the bleachers. “The oplye not here is
Sebastian, right? Isn’t he coming?”

A few beats of silence followed. “Sebastian is ofitown for a while,”
Leslie said coolly.

What nerve had her question just touched? Cristimadered. For all that
these people had been friends for what--eighteans{e-they were each
loners in their own way, sharing when they wantethwing they could
depend on the others, but content to deal witholasically alone.

Cristina fit in perfectly.

“Every muscle in my body has gone on strike.” @Gmestgroaned as she
tried to lower herself into the car a couple of tolater. “You do this
willingly every week? You are masochists.”



Trying not to smile, Gabe helped her in.

“I mean, | walk every day. Up and down hills! Itlikeights while | stare
at my computer screen. | go to the gym three timegeek. I'm not a
wimp, Gabe.”

“Of course you're not” He fastened her seat beltshs sprawled like
cooked noodles. He walked around the car and climbe“You were a
good sport.”

“If Tessa had played, then | wouldn’'t have had a0 on two. | only
would’ve been in the way.”

“It was good of you to fill in.” He started the eéng and pulled away. He
loved Sunday nights. The world slowed down, eventtaffic.

“Good of me? | was ordered.”

He laughed finally. “This was your adventure foe tthay. Once Les and
Erin left, and with Tessa needing to lie down, yeere all alone. We
were just keeping you from getting bored.”

“Was that what you were doing?” She slapped hes-fhead. “Silly me. |
thought you were initiating me into the good olysalub.”

“You kept things civilized. | don’t know what Benowld have done if
you hadn’t been there. He has a nasty habit ofingihiis emotions on the
basketball court.” He curved his hand over hersditin’t need your
protection, by the way, but the gesture itself vapgpreciated. He was
furious.”

“I thought that at first, too, then | decided heked jealous.”

Gabe admired her perception but didn’t want to peirg. “Amounts to
almost the same thing with Ben. He’s the one whatea the divorce,



but he gets jealous when another man touches mmet.then there’s the
guilt.”

“The workings of the male mind never cease to anmagg Cristina said
in obvious wonder.

Gabe smiled at her bewilderment. It was as if shed too much to
drink. She was relaxed and funny, not worried alaguearances.

She plucked at her drenched T-shirt. “Whew.” Stok ta good long look
at Gabe. “How come you aren’t dripping wet? | daeihember a drop of
sweat beading up on you. You know, you are theeségerson I've ever
met. You still look pressed.”

He decided she hadn’'t meant that as a complim&iaiu ‘were checking
out my sweat?”

“Oh, sure. Glistening chest and all that. You kn®ex stuff.”
He held back the laugh that threatened. “Sex stuff?

“Don’t be dense. It’'s that stupid myth about wonieing enthralled by a
sweating male. Ha! Sweat’s just... just wet.”

He pulled up in front of her house, turned off tgeition and angled her
direction. "Obviously you’ve never worked up a g@veeat during sex. It
can add a certain...element, all that slickness,bmy gliding against the
other.”

She didn’t say anything for a while, then, “But ydon't sweat.”
“Everyone doedhella. | just wasn’t working very hard tonight.”
Her mouth opened and closed a few times. “You wekeorking hard?

Oh, that makes me feel a whole lot better. Thank g0 much, Mr.
Gabriel Alejandro De La Hoya y Marquez.Romed'



Gabe wondered what else Les told Cristina durirgy thrief but intense
conversation. “You aren’t going to hold an adolesagckname against
me, are you?"

“l guess all that experience you got on your fiftekebirthday gave you
some advantages. | also guess | don’t mind thatkymw what you're
doing. That would be a lovely change for me.”

The serious turn of their conversation settled @gkteon his shoulders.
"Maybe you should know more about that night anétbllowed,” he
said. “Why don’t we go inside and I'll tell you-ybu want to listen.”

He held her hand, keeping the connection, as thimped the stairs to
her apartment, because he wanted to get back icehigistead and drive
to safety somewhere. Anywhere. Part of him regiettitering to set her
straight. Another part of him knew it was hypocatito keep drawing out
her secrets without balancing the scales with Wis.o

And a very small part of him wondered if she’d ié& past against him
when everything came to a head later. He was arimnglt would be up
to her whether to pull the trigger.

“Take a shower first if that would make you feeltbg” he said as she
locked the door behind them.

Cristina debated. What he had to say was much mygyertant than her
taking a shower. But she also saw hesitation ineljess and decided he
wanted a few minutes alone.

She squeezed his arm. “l won'’t 'be long.”

“Take your time. I'll just grab something to drifk.

“Pour me an iced tea, would you, please?” She gathkeggings and a
chenille pullover from her closet and retreatethsbathroom. When she



returned to the living room fifteen minutes latelge found him thumbing
through her high school yearbook. °

“You weren't a joiner,” he said, looking up at h&You’re not anywhere
except in the class pictures.”

“I was shy.”
“You've changed.”

She accepted the hand he offered, then sat besmle their thighs
touching. “I never felt that | belonged anywheravasn’'t a very good
student, although | tried. Daydreaming was my Isegiject. It wasn'’t
until my last year in college that | started fogimyself to get involved
with groups.” She leaned against him, rubbing Hisufder with her
cheek as they looked at her picture together. “Ameasn’t until | forced
myself to lose all that weight that | realized #evas only so much |
could change-and so much more that | had to acétpit about you?
Were you president of the student body? Captathebasketball team?”

“I was only interested in making money.”

“Even then?”

He closed the book and set it aside. “I had a daaluld only accomplish
it by amassing a fortune.”

Cristina wondered if he was aware of how hard he steoking her hand,
the pressure just short of painful.

“I wanted to have the means to destroy my fathes,%aid finally, turning
to look at her, his face taut, his eyes dark aeté.

“And do you?" she asked quietly.



“YeS'H

Her heart pounded. She hadn’t seen this layer wf. i should have

scared her away. Instead, she was fascinated-lsgraiggth, by the power
that she could almost see flowing from him. “Widu?”

“I promised my mother | wouldn’t.”

He was staring right at her, but she wasn’t sursdwe her.

“You're not going to keep that promise, are you?”

“He’s bringing about his own fall.”

“Could you stop it?”

“NO_”

“If you could, would you?”

“NO_”

The single harsh word made her shiver.

“Would you care to be more specific?”

“You're lucky, Cristina. You don’t know how lucky.He moved far

enough away to break their contact. “At least yoanents tried their best.
At least they were together. Mine never were. Mjada was married--is
still married--to someone else. He cheated on lifis, the purest vow a
man makes. He cheats in business. Yet, he is @ssitc

“Outwardly. He has to sleep at night with his coesce.”

“He doesn’t have one.”



Cristina took a hesitant sip of her iced tea, givirerself something to do
as he pushed himself up and wandered across time. fde leaned a
shoulder against the window jamb and maneuverec simds apart. He
stared outside for a couple of minutes.

“My father visited us twice a week.” Releasing tilsnds, he moved on,
stopping in front of one of her paintings, tracthg colorful lines with his
fingers. “He and my mother would disappear intoldbdroom. Later he’d
come out, pat me on the head and leave. Startireg Wkvas eight or so,
he’d give me a couple dollars and send me out ingtructions on what
time | could return.”

“Oh, Gabe--"

“Don’t.” He gentled the abrupt tone. “Please, dotiin telling you this
so that you understand.”

“Understandyou?”

“That’s part of it. But also so that you understdhdt life is seldom the
fairy tale we wish forpella. You were protected, and that’'s good. But not
everyone grows up safe and secure.” She didn’ti€ae didn’t want her
sympathy because she needed to give it. She watkadhere he stood
and slid her arms around his waist, leaning agamnst After a few
seconds, his arms came around her.

“I don’t deserve this,” he said, his voice gruff.

She held him tighter. °

“Cristina--"

“Just finish telling me.” She closed her eyes asdmehis fingers through

her hair idly. His other hand pressed low on hakbaYour secrets are
safe.”



She felt him hold his breath, then let it out ifoag, slow stream of
release.

“I needed my father. | was at that age where sohmwgs happening to
me that | didn’t understand. | had this need, tlesire to paint. No one
else | knew felt like | did, saw what | saw, dreamehat | dreamed.
Teenage boys think about sex--all the time. | wasnéerested in it as
anyone. Maybe more. But spending the night witlalagirl was not the
solution to the problems in my life. If anythingmade things worse.”

He paused, his cheek resting against her hair:s'lsgtdown.”

“No.” She leaned back to look at him. “Let’'s turntdhe lights and lie
down.”



CHAPTER EIGHT

Gabe framed her face with his hands and kisseddrdty. “Yes.”

They pulled the quilt back, then lay on top of tilankets, the darkness
inviting his secrets out into the open. She rested head against his
shoulder, and slid one leg between his. He onlgd#énat she was close,
that she didn't condemn him. Or pity him too much.

“Thinking about sex and following through on theodlght are two
entirely different things,” he said. “Especiallyfdteen. This woman was
so sophisticated and terrifyingly beautiful. | fike a puppet. She worked
the strings and | reacted. It wasn't pleasure.as Wwusiness.”

“I don’t know what to say, Gabriel. It's just sodsa

“It was far different from what I'd anticipated wheny father announced
that he was taking me on the town for my birthdagll, it was the first
time he’d paid attention to me, much less takeramavhere. And then to
be left in her apartment, him with this pleasedawitmself expression on
his face.” He felt Cristina shiver. “This is disging you--"

"No! I'm appalled, not disgusted. Go on.”

He skipped the details. He didn't learn anythingttmight about
pleasuring a woman, only the sexual possibilitieany- thing, it stunted
what natural interest he had, made him shy awayn frehysical

relationships in favor of flirtation. He hadn’'t hdbde chance to learn
slowly, to experiment, to go a little further onchadate until it

culminated, in making love as the next logical stepad taken years for
him to get close physically with a woman. Yearse Tiickname Romeo
had been such a farce. And no one had known iibut

He tightened his hold on Cristina, knowing she wsting for him to
continue. “After my father picked me up from heragment later and



drove me home, he handed me an envelope just as getting out of the
car. In it was a bankbook which showed he’'d depdsftve thousand
dollars in it for my college education, he said:dHaready done the same
for my mother, although a higher amount. Then He End he never
came back.”

“You haven’'t seen him since?”

“No.”

“Did you use the money for college?”

“l didn’t go to college. By the time | graduatedn high school I'd
already made enough money to pay him back, wittrést, as well as my
mother’s payoff. Plus | had a substantial net wdathmy age. | didn’t
figure college would teach me much more about lmssithan I'd already
learned on my own.”

“How did you make so much money?”

“Studied everything | could about where and howntake it. Took
enormous risks. Nothing ever seemed to go wrodgnit know why.”

She recalled Leslie’s words about how he never tomdit for his
success. “Maybe it was because you were smartewarigkd harder than
the average person, too. So, how did your mothrertfaough all this?”
“My mother mourns her lost love.”

“Still? After all these years?”

“To my knowledge she has never dated.” The worstisfsecrets were
out, and he became aware of Cristina all warm afidb®side him. He

buried his memories quickly and well, accustomeigjtoring them.

“You’'ve come a long way, Gabriel.”



“When properly motivated, most people can,” he canted, but
suddenly became much more interested in the faat $he wasn'’t
wearing a bra. He'd slid his hand under her sweatesome point-he
wasn’t even aware when-to find a closer conneatigh her. His fingers
sought each bump of her spine. “You're a goodristgella.”

“l like it when you call me that,” she said so dlyene strained to hear
her words. “I like lying here in the dark with yosharing secrets,
touching, holding each other. | feel so close to.Yyo

“No one else knows what you do. No one.”

She leaned away from him, which arched her back¢ctwpressed her
breasts more intimately against him. “Thank you.”

“We're even.”

“Except that | didn’t share only my horrible expmarces, but also my
fantasies.”

“Shall | share a fantasy with yohella?” Even though the lights were out,
he could see well enough to note the encouragemedmr eyes, not to
mention the fact she slid her hand from his chestis waist. He cupped
the back of her knee and pulled her leg highei] iinested on his fly, a
welcome weight against him as his body respondéaivaatically to her
nearness, her scent, her innocent arousal.

“I'm waiting,” she said, her voice strained.

He’'d been so careful not to touch her beyond tisedda. He didn’t think
he could stop himself this time.

“The first night | saw you, at the gallery, | haiens of waking up with
you, the sheets jumbled, your hair mussed, thedsuncing along your
skin.”



“It's so hard to believe that you find me desir--"

He covered her mouth with his hand, then pushedideagainst the bed.
Rising up on an elbow, he threw his leg across bbthers, keeping her
still. “I watched you that night. You with your gectly acceptable dress
that couldn’t hide the lushness of your body beméatearing her draw a
quick breath, he realized he was arousing her ve&hpromised himself
he wouldn’t be so blatant.

And he couldn’t stop himself.

“I wanted to come up behind you as you stared atadrthe paintings, the
one that took hold of your desires and turned tluside down. | could
see it in the muscles of your face, in the way yoody went taut and
still. Even in the way you swallowed. | stared atiydress like it was an
engraved invitation. | wanted to strip it away asek if what you wore
underneath matched my imagination.” He trailed dgsalong her neck.
“What would | have seemella?”

Cristina felt her skin rise in bumps, felt her dgsgptighten, harden. Ache.
She wanted him to touch her. Needed him to. “| dtoemember,” she
said, trying not to beg. Whatever happened ‘hadetbecause he wanted
it, not she.

"Try."

He moved lower abruptly, pressing his face to telomen and inhaling,
the rich sound of appreciation filtering through.rgurrowing, he shoved
her sweater higher, tasting the skin he uncoverga ks tongue as he
traced a path upward, discovering her stroke bgketrnibbling as he
went.

Cupping her hands to his head, she moaned henagpro



He dragged his tongue along the underside of heashbr “What color?”
he asked, his breath hot against her flesh.

“Blue, proba--" She arched as he used his teethgdhe sweater higher,
freeing her breasts, the dampness creating coetsrias the air washed
her flesh.

“Matching top and bottom?”
"Definitely."

“Sheer?” His mouth closed over a nipple; his tonguwérled the hard
crest.

“Ah... Um... Or lacy. Maybe both.” Oh, the thingseswas feeling! The
hot, wonderful, out-of-this-world sensations heateel. She wished he
would pull off her sweater so that he could touabrereasily, taste more
freely.

“Let’'s get this off you,” he said, grasping the fiaband peeling it over
her head.

How did he do thatHe read her mind, saw into her fantasies. At this
point, she didn’'t care how. She just closed herseged enjoyed his
talented mouth and all the wondrous things he calddwith it. The
gentle bites, the long, slow strokes. The deepthrhic suction that
connected her breasts to the very heart of hemierty, now steamy and
swollen and in need of satisfaction. Unable tosii#, she rocked her
hips. When she would have reached to touch hinetarm, he grabbed
both her hands, stretched them above her head edddhem there with
one hand.

The needy sounds that came unbidden from her thmmatght about a
less controlled response from him. He sucked thée bi@st of her breast
into his mouth at the same time that he dippedral Heetween her legs,



cupping her, his thumb resting against the sweat] Iplace that ached.
Stars appeared. Night descended in sudden trarsiomfrom day.

He released her hands and slid down her, settimgniouth where his
hand had been, breathing warm, damp air againsinhstow breaths,
easily permeating the fabric. ,She lifted her hipgh, pressing herself
closer, feeling herself about to fall into an ahydsep and endless and
uncontrollable. The pinpoint of pleasure expandkel & bursting rocket,
exploding into the night, all fire and Hash, thadihg into bits of drifting
color. *

Awareness returned slowly, and with it the knowledigat he’d satisfied
her, but not himself. She laid a hand against lheek. “Gabriel.”

He covered her hand, dragging it to his lips. “vé&do go,” he said,
quietly, tightly.

Disappointed, she didn’t say anything for a whileen, knowing she
probably couldn’t change his mind, she reachedhier sweater. She
wouldn’t ask him to stay. Couldn’t. She’d learngdni her mistakes.
Never again.

He wrapped a hand around her wrist. “Don’t get sigds I'll see myself
out. You can just slide into bed.”

“I have to change into a nightgown. And lock thedd

His silence made her squirm. Finally he grabbedsherater and tossed it
aside. “Then come as you are.”

“Naked?”
“You're wearing tights.”

"Leggings.”



“What's the difference?” he asked.
“Don’t you recognize a stall when you hear one?”

The frustration in her voice made Gabe smile. “dfger midnight. It can
be your Monday adventure.”

“I can see that I've given you way too much ammonit

“So, trust me with itpella” He leaned closer. “The lights are out.”

“l can see you just fine,” she countered. “And Itdest you.”

Guilt tried to creep into his conscience. He refuse let it. So far, he
hadn’t done much she could fault him for. Nothingversible. They'd
had fun together. Didn’t that count for somethi¢® hadn’t anticipated
how vulnerable she was, but he’d adapted his plemssuit her

vulnerability.

He rolled to the side of the bed to put on his sh&hne didn’t budge until
he stood and held out his hand. They walked sidgd®/to the door.

“That wasn’t so bad, was it?" He waited. “Still feaked, | guess.”
“Totally.”

“Are you going to kiss me good night?"

“I don’t know.”

He smiled at the slightly panicked sound of herceoHe leaned to kiss
her.

“I'm feeling things for you that | don't think yoteel for me,” she said
abruptly.



He lifted his head.

“This is serious to me, Gabriel. I'm trying to bense kind of nineties
woman, but I'm finding it hard. | don’t feel casuabout being naked in
front of you, although it excites me beyond anyghih could have
imagined. | don’t want you to misunderstand myauwi”

“Then perhaps you should explain them to me.”

“If I could, I would. | know you’re going to hurt en You've warned me,
and | try to remember that. And | seem to be ddimggs for and with
you that last week | wouldn’t have dreamed possil8&e laid her palms
alongside his face. “I'm just not like the othermwen you’ve been with, |
think.”

The understatement of the century, he thought asehbis hands at her
waist. “Cristina, will you fault me if | help youdzome the woman you're
struggling to become? To help you experience hie way you've been
wanting to? To understand what a passionate woroarase? Or will you
condemn me? If that’s the case, I'll back awaytrighw. I'll walk out of
your life and never see you again.”

He shocked himself that he offered her the out.sklé had a goal to
attain. He still needed to keep her from marryiagah Grimes. Maybe
she was stronger than he thought. Maybe she cagidtrher father’s
pleas for help. Gabe didn’t trust his instincts &mger.

She didn’t answer him, but stood on tiptoe to Kigm. “I'll take my
chances,” she said against his lips.

He dragged her into his arms and held her untilrekexed. “You have
the power to hurt me, tobgella.” More than you know

“If you meant for that to please me, you failed.”



“That’'s because you’re a better human being thaid, said, backing
away and opening the door. The porch light spidegblden glow on her
naked torso for a second, reigniting his desir8él ¢all you tomorrow

morning.”

The door closed behind him. He heard the locksgmnga

He wished he could have stayed.

“I don’t know what kind of mood my father will b&,i’ Cristina said as
Gabe drove down the Peninsula to her father's htmee days later.
“He’s changed so much lately.”

Gabe glanced her way, studying her profile for@gd before he looked
at the road again. “In what way?”

"When my mother died, he became increasingly demgndf me,
keeping me tethered close and trying to structuydif@. Even though |
understood how lonely he was, | didn't appreciagéang@ treated like a
child again, which is why | decided to move outu$®he became moody
and volatile, two words | never thought would api@yim.”

“Do you know why?"

“My mother’s death devastated him, Gabe. They vimst friends, and
now she’s gone and he feels lost. Plus, | thinks Heaving financial

problems. He won’t confide in me, but | do knowttttze first Chandler

to arrive in California was the one who made adl thoney. The second
and third generations were public servants, like fatizer. | think they

believed the bank accounts would refill themsehsssnehow. Now all

the land has been sold and the profits long sipeats’

She sighed. “I wish | could give him my trust furmt it's not legally
available to me until my thirtieth birthday. I’'mgoorting myself just fine



on what I'm earning, but | don’'t have extra for hiAt least, not enough
to make a difference."

“And then there’s the matter of his wanting yourtarry Jason Grimes.”
“Yes.”

He waited for her to elaborate. She didn’'t, anddieone comer of his
mouth lift in response. She could keep her own selrafter all. Some
secrets he wouldn’t be able to drag from her. @hges he could, but he
didn’t really want to hear them.

“I think he misses the thrill of politics, too,” slsaid, turning in Gabe’s
direction. “What’s your opinion? When a man whoéeh in a position of
great power no longer has that kind of influenaway llloes he react?”

“It would be a bitter pill to swallow.”

“I expected more than clichés from you. Tell me ham would react.”
Gabe couldn’t imagine letting himself get in thaision, but she would
be insulted if he told her that. “I'd question myo worth. Then I'd find
a way to recapture that power.”

“How far would you go to reestablish your place?”

“As far as necessary.”

“I know you'd be willing to take risks,” she saitbwly. “But would you
do something illegal?”

He took his eyes off the road long enough to lolosaly at her. Did she
know what her father had done? Or was she askingpthgtical
guestions?



“Depends on how illegal,” he answered, watchingHer reaction. "I've
never endangered someone’s life. | guess that'snibgrion. Why? Has
your father done something illegal?”

“Not that I'm aware of.” But he seems...desperaghé gestured ahead.
"Take the next right, then follow the driveway keethouse.”

The grounds were expansive and well maintainedolHeserved Cristina
as they traversed the lane, so he saw her tensadipvithdraw. They'd
spent hours together over the past few days workmtie portrait, which
was going well. And fast. Too fast. The time flewds she created a new
fantasy scenario each day, giving him more insigta the workings of
her mind and keeping the sexual tension betweemm tle¢ an
uncomfortable pitch.

Intimacy was building between them, a bond that ta&ken root in their
shared secrets and was threatening to break thittvegsurface and grow
into something else.

He stopped the car before the house came into. sight

“What's wrong?” she asked.

He laid a hand over hers, clenched so tightly inlaye that her knuckles
were white. “This.”

She looked at their hands.
“Are you afraid of your father, Cristina?”
“Of course not.”

“Then why have you become like marble? Is it meUlWqgou rather that
| not go with you?”



She shook her head. “You're the first man I've lgisuhome to meet
him. He’s going to jump to his own conclusions dbthat. When | called
to say | was bringing you, | could tell he was mtiran a little curious.”

Gabe cupped her face, turning her toward him. hehia thumb along
her cheekbone. “Should | be the attentive lovediszourage him from
thinking you're going to marry Jason? Or shall ldéusiness associate
only? Tell me what you want.”

She met his gaze. “A business associate, | suppteseeeds to keep his
illusions, and | don’t know how to define you, argy’

“Then it's simple. | own a gallery. I'm interested having you show
some of your work, but | needed to see more. Atergady?”

“Do | get a last meal?”
He smiled. “I'll play my role pella. He won’t suspect a thing.”

Gabe understood that appearances were everythmghes wasn’t

surprised at the good condition of the house amy éxall. It was only as
he followed Cristina to the solarium where her éathwaited them that
Gabe noticed the signs of disrepair. Since visipoobably didn’t come in
droves as before, there was little need to spentesnwhere it wouldn’t

be noticed.

The strains of Verdi drifted their way. So, shetttgn her love of opera
from her father. Cristina glanced over her shoulaed smiled, looking
more herself. Her light green sweater and matchuagl skirt were

appropriate dress for the environment, as weresitm@le gold earrings,
locket and watch. A more traditional artist wouldvk painted her
wearing this outfit. The color flattered her, ad the style.

But it didn’'t say anything about her. Not how vibtreher hair looked
against her pearly skin. Nor how smooth and toned &rms and
shoulders were. Nor how playful she could be-- @wvIsensual. He was



capturing on canvas what was special about hegusecshe’d opened
herself up to him.

He watched sunlight engulf her as she entered endyp undoubtedly to
the solarium. Gabe followed her in.

“Good afternoon, Father.”

She stopped in front of an elderly man in a whestchAnd kissed his
cheek.

Wheelchair?

Gabe’s gut clenched. He didn’t know... He hadn'érbe¢old... Damn it.
Why hadn’'t Doc included that bit of information?

“Father, I'd like you to meet Gabriel Marquez. Galbeis is Arthur
Chandler.”

Gabe extended his hand. “A pleasure to meet yawatSe”

Mr. Chandler nodded as they shook hands. His stalpe beneath a thin
layer of white hair. His wrinkled face reflected lifetime of public
caution, while his eyes sharpened with interess. dtize flickered from
Gabe to Cristina, then back again.

“Cristina told me that you own that gallery thapresents De La Hoya.”
“Yes, sir. In fact, that's where | met your daugtite

“I've been waiting weeks for an answer about hetrpd.”

“I already explained that to you, Father.” Cristisat in a cushioned

wicker chair and invited Gabe to do the same. “ReHoya is in big
demand.”



“Artists.” He dismissed the whole breed with a gest “Wouldn’t know
a good business proposition if it sat in their laps

“That's why they have representatives,” Gabe sattl & smile, avoiding
Cristina’s gaze, instead watching her father’'s lgmhhands as they lay
perfectly still in his lap.

“When my daughter called to say she was bringing yere, | assumed
you had word from De La Hoya. | gather now thatd the case. So, if
that business isn’t what brought you here, Mr. Miazy what is?”

Gabe leaned forward, resting his arms on his thilylosmally he admired
people who were direct, but he knew too much abimatman to admire
him. Although a minuscule amount of pity had breastBabe’s emotions
when he’d first seen the man, he’'d squelched itairhurry. “I'm
sponsoring a show for new artists a few months frow. | want to
include some of Cristina’s work.”

Gabe’s words jogged a reaction out of Arthur Chandbut the disbelief
that settled on his face only increased Gabe’saifon with him. No
wonder she didn’t think she had talent.

“Maybe,” Cristina inserted in a hurry, cautioningalé2 with her eyes.
“Maybe he’s including me in the show. He needs to seet wha got
before he decides. I left most everything hergjoasknow, Father.”
“Thought you’d be back to paint now and then, too.”

But you haven'tThe unspoken words hung in the air like guilt coime
life, a living, breathing accusation.

“Building a career takes a lot of time and enefepther.”
Gabe noted the way she straightened her spine thatenher father

reminded her that she hadn’t been catering to mough. Gabe had no
personal experience with parental demands. Hiefatad never wanted



anything from him, not even acknowledgment. His meot a kind, timid
woman, loved Gabe openly but asked little of hirhe $iad her church
and her memories. It was enough, she always said.

Cristina got to her feet. “If you'll excuse us, kat. We’'ll stop back in
after we're done.”



CHAPTER NINE

Embarrassment shrouded Cristina as she walkedv astieps ahead of
Gabe, leading the way to her studio. “I'm sorry,b@el. He’'s usually a
little friendlier than that,” she said quietly ovaer shoulder. “I don’t
know what got into him. He’s changed so much.”

“Don’t apologize for him. | understand him more thgou think,bella.
He’s used to having control.”

“Not anymore.”

“And therein lies the problem.” He caught up to.H&hall | take you to
meet my mother? We can compare problem parents.”

She smiled, relieved at his acceptance of her fatheirks.

“This is a beautiful old place,” Gabe said, lookiagound. “Did your
family build it?”

“My great-grandfather, shortly before his deatim la fourth-generation
Californian. And now there won’t be a son to casrnythe name.”

“Unless you keep it after your marriage.”

“| feel a responsibility to the name, | admit. Aed much of the Chandler
history is here, including what was brought froms@®m when the
pioneering Jacob Chandler made the journey ardumdHorn. But not to
take my husband’s name? | don’t think | could dat.th

She needed to change the subject. She didn’'t watitink about what
would happen when her father died. The house woaNe to be sold, the
furniture auctioned and the memories put in storfagever, too. There
was no brother or sister to reminisce with or tarshin the loss. “Would



you like to see the family portraits first?” sheked, sending an overly
cheerful smile Gabe’s way.

“Whatever you want.”
She stopped in her tracks. Her breath caught. “Oook at me like that.”
He moved close, then rubbed her arms. "Like whelta?”

“As if you pity me.” Tears threatened. Life as #tmew it was coming to
an end. What would take its place?

“What you see is admiration, not pity,” he saidgemtly, so tenderly, she
wanted to melt into his arms.

"Why?"

"Because you shoulder the burdens of generatiomstjr@, and you do it
so well. Little from my past matters much to melyQhe present and the
future do. | envy you the history you can touch aed and hear.”

“Maybe I'd do better just to ignore it all, to leait and move on.”

He lifted her hands to his lips. “You wouldn’t bagpy.”

Cristina felt the warmth of his breath against lnegers, sending shivers
through her. She almost pressed her face into duis dair so that she
could absorb his scent into her skin and breatHerithours to come.

She’d gone beyond being a little bit in love wiimhalthough telling him

that would be the same as saying goodbye. “Stopgdttiat,” she said,
her voice more shaky than she’d like.

“Doing what?"

“Figuring me out. It's almost creepy the way yoe seside me.”



“I'm not seeing any deeper than you’re letting me.”

She ,closed her eyes for a moment, speechlesssadghe truth. What
compelled her to reveal so much to him? To trust with some of the
most painful memories of her life?

Because he trusted her with his? No. She’d confidedim first. The
irony of her situation didn't strike her as thedehit funny. She’d fallen
in love for the first time, and it was with a marhavdidn’t believe in
commitment, in the long term, in happy ever afténe hadn’t believed
either, not for herself, anyway--until she’d mathi

He waited her out, as he had from the beginnirtgnéeher sift and sort
mentally without trying to influence her. How cowtie not love a man
who encouraged her to be herself, to know herselthe happy with
herself?

He didn’t seem to want anything from her exceptthee.

Which was a mixed blessing in Cristirla’s eyes. 8iwhed he wanted
her body, because she was more than ready to sharel that was the
biggest risk of all.

“Um, my studio’s just down the hall,” she said irte long silence, then
started walking. “You promised you’d be honest.”

“YeS_”

Yes She’d admired his gift for simplicity. He lived & black-and-white
world, she could see that. Things were or they wier€ould be or

couldn’t possibly be. An affair ended-- period. Aehdship endured-
period. Loyalty, once given, didn't falter. Disldiyg once earned, would
never be forgiven. He had the courage of his caiovis. She couldn’t
fault him for it, although she wondered what thpereussions would be
for her.



“I'll send a service over tomorrow to take thenthe gallery,” Gabe said,

stacking another painting with the four others heatected over the past
hour. He’'d examined every piece in the room, fraen dwarliest efforts at

age six to her most recent.

“You don’t have to play the game that far.” Shedfal her arms over her
stomach.

He noted the defensive posture, one she’'d assunmp@at deal since
they'd entered the room. “Despite what your fattienks about artists,
you know that business comes first with me. Yougaegmy honesty.
How much more honest can | get than to tell yowahiato show these in
public? To advertise a sparkling new talent’! Yoseucolor and form
spectacularly. Your early work is clearly experianbut what you're
doing now--" He stopped. “You still don’t believeemt

“Gabriel, what | do is just so basic. Your workmggic. It's beautiful and
erotic and mesmerizing. My stuff is just--" she wdva hand “--lines and
curves. Light and shadow.” “ Your stuff, as youlca) invites the
imagination in to play.” He dragged her along witim. “Look at this
one. Look at the way she’s dancing on clouds, &ee full of joy. Or this
one. Hope Springs Eternalyou should call it--that determined flower
pushing through a broken sidewalk.” He eyed heedliy and saw
disbelief still hovering in her eyes. “Why wouldi¢ to you?”

He kissed the bewilderment from her face, a kiss$ ldicked finesse but
teemed with emotion. He felt her relief, first ihet way she relaxed
against him, then her excitement as she wound fimes around him in

iron bands. He ran his hands down her sides, Kephtcurved at her
waist, feeling her flesh stretch as she pulleddiectoser. She nipped his
lower lip. Nose to nose, they stared at each othen he dove his hands
into her hair and took her mouth violently with .his



She moved wildly against him, hot need ,pouringnfrber in desperate
little sounds. He slipped his hands under her ssveat

“Gabriel,” she breathed, going perfectly still.

She waited, her eyes almost closed, as he bruskduahds across her
breasts, feeling lace and hard nipples and softamyrflesh. He bent his
head as he pushed the sweater high, and he caught erest with his
teeth. She groaned out his name, long and low aldf need as she
arched higher. The lace scraped his tongue. Hgeffirails dug into his
back.

The front clasp of her bra tempted him enough ttetset his fingers
there, ready to free her.

Then he remembered where he was.

He set her gently away. The gold flecks faded filoen eyes, leaving

them dark pools of blue. She breathed through ys@érted lips that

invited him to plunder again and deeper, to leamdecrets of her body
as well as her mind. To savor.

“You make me forget,” she said as he finally let pe.

“Forget what?”

She seemed to search for the right word, thenlyindtverything. And
you make me believe.”

“What?”
“In myself.”

God. What was he doing? Guilt tiptoed in. He shoidzhck. Not now,
damn it. Not now.



“You're a beautiful, successful woman. You didnded me to point out
the obvious.”

With both hands she smoothed her sweater. “Ohlidugein some of my
abilities. I'm a success in my chosen field. I'ngaod daughter, and a
good friend to those few | call friend. But I've vex believed | was
anything out of the ordinary. You’re making me be& otherwise, at
least regarding my work.”

“Your parents never encouraged you, | gather.”
She shrugged. "My ‘little hobby.’ It didn’t stop erfrom painting.”

Gabe winced. “Your father will take notice when Ieceives the
invitation to your opening.”

“I've been thinking about that.” She turned awayl atraightened stacks
of orderly paintings. "Maybe | should use a psewgn, like you.”

“You've got a name to capitalize on, Cristina. Yoame alone will draw
your father’s friends and associates. It's to yadwantage not to hide
your identity.” He watched her continue to End buwsyrk for herself.
“You are willing to part with these, aren’t you? i€@ua few of my regular
patrons want ‘first chance at a new artist, angt then’t be happy if we
don’t put a price on it.”

“What if no one...?”

He heard the dread in her voice. “They will.”

“You're so sure?”

“I've launched a few careers, Cristina. If thiswkat you'd like to do, |

guarantee you’ll make more than a decent livingnfit That's how sure
| am.”



“You're the expert, | guess.”
“Exactly.”
She grinned. “And humble about it, too.”

“Humility is overrated.” He glanced at his watch'd like to get a couple
of hours’ work in on your portrait this afternoofre you about ready to
go?”

“I need some winter clothes from my bedroom. I'# back in a few
minutes.”

He curved a hand around the inside of her elbowpikeg her in place.
“I'd like to see your room.”

Her brows drew together as she considered his seqtiedon’t think
you’ll be impressed, but you're welcome to comenglalf you're really
good, I'll let you carry my clothes to the car.”

“And if I'm bad?”

His words surprised a laugh from her. She opendda along a side

wall and stepped through, not answering him. Wisseron her part, he
decided, because over the past few days she hadebeeuraging him to

take their relationship further. Not blatantly, afurse, but with subtle
gestures and tentative flirtation. He knew the sigrhe slight arch to the
back that thrust her breasts out a little more. Whg she ran her fingers
lightly along the low neck of the gown she wore fbe painting. The

shimmering warmth in her eyes that beckoned hireecld easing smiles.
A toss of her head. Un- faltering response to aayest he made of her.
The slightly more explicit fantasies she createcdhio.

She was also obviously waiting for him to take thigéative. How long
had it been since he’d been with a woman who halde&n equally



aggressive, equally demanding, if not more so?tiGa's innocence
wasn’t a lure, he reminded himself. Not a temptatoall.

Damn it. Didn’t she know how much he would takenirber?

Couldn’t she see he wasn’t a man who nurturedadioalship, but drained
it dry?

Just because he liked her, didn’t mean he’'d ber@etérom his goal. Just
because he admired her, didn’'t mean he’d step fyaok his resolve to
see Sebastian’s name cleared and his honor restored

But also because he liked and admired her, he tdvdemt her to pay for
her father's crimes. How could Arthur Chandler bestdoyed without
Cristina getting hurt?

She’d already disappeared into a large, lightedatlovhen Gabe came
fully into the room. As with her art, she decoratedninimalist fashion,
no frills, no knickknacks. And yet her stamp wasr#) in the muted floral
fabrics and strong colors, and--

Air left his lungs in a rush as he focused on anfrd painting along one
wall. Hypnotically he moved toward it.

"Gabe? Could you come take these?”

He examined it inch by inch, detail by detail. Stpdlowing curves,
without any angles or lines.

Color. Glorious shades of red and gold. A washledh tone. Blue eyes.
Pink lips.

“Gabe?”

A Mona Lisa smile. Invincibility.



“Did you disappear on me, Gabriel?"

Cristina dragged an armful of clothes along wit, lleen dumped them
on her bed. “Youware here. Didn’t you hear me call?”

“I have to have this,” he said in a voice she hatdeard before.
“What?” She followed his gaze. “Oh.”

He hadn’t moved an inch, didn’t even appear to teathing. She came
up beside him.

“Any of the others,” she said, staring at the piett him. “Not this one.
This one can’t ever go on view.”

“No.” He turned toward her. Passion gleamed indask eyes. “Never.
For my personal collection, Cristina.”

“I don’t think--"

“I'll buy it. Your first sale.”

What had gotten into him? she wondered. He coul#mdéw how
personal, how private it was to her. “I can’'t takeney from you,
Gabriel. You're already working for free.”

“I won't ever show it.”

She kept her gaze locked with his, needing to seteaply into him as he
did into her. “Tell me why you want it.”

“Because it twists my gut and makes my heart poand tops my
breath.” The answer came instantly. “What do yduit&

“Freedom” “Freedom.Yes. Perfect. Your self-portrait.”



Her chin came up hard and fast. “Painted very rdgérhe added, not
waiting for her to confirm his words.

“Right before | decided to move out.”

He nodded. “You wouldn’'t take the trappings of thest with you. You
went bare into the world.”

“Almost. You can't leave the past behind completely

He cupped a hand to her face. She closed her syleis shumb brushed
her cheek. “Some people can. Just not you. Butsjmd a lot of your
history to make the break.”

She swallowed the pain of remembering. “I had tg.fsther wanted too
much from me. | love him, Gabe. | do. | just couldake my mother’s
place. It had to be my turn sometime, you know?dvism choices. Even
my own failures.” .

He reached for her and drew her close. She nuzzkedeck, finding
comfort in the warm, heady scent of him. His armmpsed that nothing
would hurt her, his shoulder gave her a safe ptaceest. Their bodies
touched, arousing but not overwhelming. The ematiware different this
time, the need deeper than physical desire.

“It took everything,everything | had in me to paint that. To strip bare and
look at myself with honesty and accept what sawatwhvas. To know
that this was as good as | get. So many people roachnents to me
when | was thin. ‘You look fabulous, Cristina.’always knew there was
a pretty ace there.” ‘Don’t you feel good about ngalf now, Cristina?’ |
just wanted to scream.” She burrowed closer to GaMy wasn't |
fabulous before? Or pretty? Should | have hatedeff}/s

He murmured something soothing. The words didn’ttenaonly the
tone.



“Even on my worst days | didn’t hate myself. | loakthat painting and
fill in all the blank spaces.” She pushed away frbmm. “Yes, | see a
body that doesn’t need implants to be fashionatel | see an abdomen
that probably won’'t ever be flat. But | also seeemsgith. Character.
Kindness. And hope.”

He set a hand at her lower back. “I see invindiilAnd an invitation to
know you. And beauty that only starts on the sw@fabke told her. “l also
see that | can’t take this from you, after all.”

She thought about it for a while. “It's just a syohbGabe. | am her. |
don’'t need the physical reminder?" She looked hightrin the eye.
“When you're done with my De La Hoya portrait, Ithade you for this
one.”

He smiled. “Deal.”

“Where will you hang it?”

“In my bedroom.”

Where other women would see 8Re didn’t say the words aloud, but she
saw him read them in her eyes.

“l sleep alonebella. Always.”

"Why?"

“It's my rule.”

Gabe turned away from the question in her eyestioeg he clothes she’'d
laid on her bed. How could he explain? Sleepingngekmore intimate to
him. Sleeping meant not being in control. He colildtand the thought

of someone watching him as he slept. Yet withos¢@nd thought, he’'d
made her take a nap in his bed. And with consctbasght, he’'d gone



into the room, violating her privacy ostensiblydiose the curtains, but
truthfully to look at her in an unguarded moment.

Why? She’d been open and honest with him from #grmning. What
had he hoped to see? Some flaws inherited fronfakteer?

He folded her clothing over his arm. A change dfjsct was necessary.
“We're losing the sun, Cristina.”

She looked toward the window. “I can send someopetautake the
clothes to the car-”

‘I can manage.” ' “If you still want to see the fiyngallery, we can
swing past on the way out. There are only abountyveortraits or so.
You can decide if I'm going to fit in with the oftseor stand out like a
centerfold.”

He smiled. “I can picture it already. ‘Now, darlinglease don’t pay any
attention to that portrait of your great- grandnestristina. Some artist
took advantage of her sweet, trusting nature.’” ”

Cristina picked up the story as they walked dowa fiall. “See that
signature, darling? Really! What more could you extpfrom anartist
with the name Romeo? Probably some kind of gypsg, af those wild,
earthy types who thinks nothing of seducing innog@ung women then
leaving them barefoot and pregnant.’ ”

A mental picture developed, coming more sharply ifdcus as he
concentrated. Cristina as Madonna. Mother and cBild first-pregnant.
Round, soft, maternal, ethereal. He hadn’t pairdegregnant woman,
although he’d been asked.

“Do you want childrenbella?”

Her expression showed surprise. “Well, of coursen’Dyou?”



He shook his head slowly.
“Why not?”

No one had ever put him on the spot about the ibsf@e. His friends
knew his decision, but they’d never questionedréasons. Women came
and went faster than the seasons. He appreciatad. thie couldn’t
imagine life without them. But sharing a whole &h one? No one had
tempted him to even consider it.

“Did you know that Ben and Leslie fell in love whémey were fourteen
years old?” he asked.

“l assume that interesting segue has something taith my question,”
she said. “Yes, Leslie told me as much.”

He nodded. “Fourteen. They had the perfect relatign When they got
married, everyone knew it was for life. They wededlly matched. But
the fairy tale ended. If Ben and Leslie can’t kéagir marriage together,
their love alive, who can? Ben is the salt of thelg a strong, dependable
man. Leslie still loves him. But they couldn’t seltheir problems within
their marriage. And do you know who pays?”

“Their daughter.”

“Exactly. So why in the world would | want to hagkildren?"

“Your other friend, Chase, took the chance. And’'@uot Ben, Gabe.”
They reached the gallery. “But it isn’t for me &xiure or advise, is it? |
do feel sorry for you, though. Maybe you shouldnpaiour own self-

portrait and discover your own truths.”

“I discovered my truths a long, long time ago.”

“Did you accept them?”



He hesitated. “Nothing has happened to change my.ii

“If you're not open to change, it can’'t happenheit” She held up a
hand. “Enough. Come and meet my family. Not a roiguthe bunch, |
promise.”

He let the change of subject settle for a few sdson*How
disappointing,” he said at last. '



CHAPTER TEN

Gabe watched Cristina climb halfway up the stairkis studio before he
shut his office door. It wouldn’t take her longdbange, time enough for
him to check his messages and place one call.

He pushed the Playback button.

“It's Raymond. Why isn’t your car phone turned o@all me at the
gallery immediately. Big problems.”

Beep. A new message started.
“You stretched the bounds of our friendship, Gdlirie

Ben. Gabe stopped sifting through his mail and éablat the machine
instead, as if Ben would shoot out like some avemgenie.

“I stopped by the gallery. Took someone along whbolught might be
impressed by the De La Hoya magic. But what didd?sMy friend had
no problem recognizing me, by the way, and she mware than a little
curious about who the woman was and how we’d enggubsingfor the
elusive Alejandro De La Hoya.”

He dragged out the name like an insult.

“How the hell did you latch onto that, anyway? étight Les had it. I'm
damned sure she wouldn’t have given you permissigrut her on public
display for her fellow cops to drool over. | would’ pulled the damn
thing off the wall if I'd been alone. | took Raynub@aside and told him it
had better be gone by tomorrow or | was coming lvéittk a can of spray
paint.” A short pause. “Call me. Today.”

The connection ended with a clatter.



Well, at least Gabe got a reaction, which had legigoal in showing the
extremely tastefypiece. If Les’s cop friends saw it, they’'d havehmag
more to fantasize on than a care- fully draped bétly eyes shimmered
with love, but her body wasn’t exposed. The tonehaf painting was
erotic, not the subjects.

He picked up the phone and punched in a number.

“Galeria Secreto. Raymond Osolio speaking.”

Gabe sighed. “Raymond, the point of naming the epf&ecret Gallery’
was to intrigue. When you answer the phone withdheerfulness of a
village idiot, the element of mystery is plucked atithe roots.”

“Gabe! Your friend, Ben O’Keefe--"

“I know. He already called. | want to know if Leadiseen it yet.”

“She just left. Came in here with steam comingafuter ears! | was just
about to call.” He lowered his voice. “You know steries a gun, right?”

“Did she threaten you?”
“Within an inch of my manhood.”
Gabe chuckled. “Go ahead and replace it with treeiothe workroom.”

“Gladly.” A shudder came through loud and clearoasrthe phone line
before Raymond hung up.

Gabe made one more call. <

"l just met Cristina Chandler’s father,” he saidthvaiut preamble. “You
neglected to tell me he was in a wheelchair.”



“I didn’t know,” Doc replied. “He doesn'’t leave theuse. Do you want
me to dig deeper?”'

“Yes. | want copies of medical records if you cat tpem.”
“Right.”

Gabe glanced at his watch. He couldn’t hear Caspiacing above him,
but he bet she was. He said goodbye and cradle@tkever. Deciding to
let Ben and Leslie stew a little longer--and rememd little longer--he
left his office, taking the stairs two at a tima,apology on his lips.

The words evaporated. Like a newborn she sleptedudp in the
overstuffed chair, her cheek resting against hedéa

Gabe slipped off his shoes, leaving them by ther.d8cooping up a
tablet, he padded over to her and sat on. the @ttofde took his time
sketching her, using smooth, quiet strokes, capguiie slumberous tone
as much as the woman.

After a while he put his sketch pad aside. Itchiogstroke her skin, he
carefully rubbed the hem of her dress with his disginstead, not
disturbing what appeared to be a dreamless sleep.

Sometime today it had become critical to Gabe $ihat not get hurt by
everything that was on course to happen. Not byfa#rer's loss of
respect. Not by Richard Grimes’s destruction.

And not by himself.

His concerns hadn’t happened overnight. The finsé the’d watched her
sleep he’'d been aware of how fragile she couldHeé&d ignored it then.

Now he knew her better--and was learning more abiouself.



She stirred and stretched. Her eyes opened witlttarf then focused on
him. Her smile came slow and easy.

“| fell asleep on you,” she murmured. “I'm sorry.”

“I kept you waiting too long.”

“Business?”

“As usual.”

She yawned, arched, stretched farther. “We losstime”

“It's all right. You must have needed the sleep.”

"I've been burning the midnight oil the past fewghis.” She snuggled
into the chair. Her arms cushioned her breastdhipgghem temptingly

higher.

He let her know he appreciated the view. Her eydd the mysteries of
womankind.

Distracting himself, he lifted her feet into hipland massaged them until
she groaned. “Have | been taking up too much of jime, bella?”

“Yes. Thank you.”

He smiled. “Hungry?”

“A little.”

“Did you have other plans for tonight?”

“No.” She rolled her head side to side. “Ouch. Thap left, me with
kinks up and down my body.”



He cupped her neck with both hands, dragging hgelis along and down
her shoulders. Again. Again. Until she sighed.

"Talented hands, Romeo."

“Why don’t you slip into a hot bath while | fix t®mething to eat.”

Her eyes opened dramatically wide. “You cook?"

“Be nice,bella, or you won't get dessert.”

She put her hands over her mouth like a speak-iar@nkey, although
her eyes danced merrily. He wondered how long @ haen since a

woman had been playful with him. If ever.

He’d never been the kind of man that women teakksl.relationships
were direct and uncomplicated--and he liked theah Way.

“It's a whirlpool tub,” he said, enticement in hisice.
“Ah. My kinks and | sincerely thank you.”"

“I'll go start the water,” he said, standing. “Y@uobably want to hang up
the dress here, so I'll be back with my robe iniaute.”

Cristina waited until he was gone before she altbiverself the luxury of
a long, satisfying sigh. The man was almost toadgode true.

Not that she hadn’'t seen some flaws along the vemenof them
physical-but the imperfections added characterdapdh.Superficialwas

not a word anyone would apply to him, personallypfessionally. His
honesty was a rarity in her experience. And heristl. Really listened.
As if everything she said mattered. He didn't toy dontrol her, but
encouraged her to set her own course.



Of course,too good to be trueusually preceded the discovery of
something patently false. So far, however, he’dnbedling to share
enough of himself that she knew he wasn't pertibett he adhered to his
own code of ethics and morality. His vendetta agjanms father bothered
her mostly because she thought it was healthiégttgo of grudges and
old hurts, as she had done. He carried too margensr

She pushed herself out of the chair just as henedy his robe folded
over one arm.

“The tub takes a little while to fill,” he said. t& the water a few inches
below the top, then flip the switch that's behinduy right shoulder.
That'll activate the jets.”

“Just wake me in the morning.”

He started to leave, then turned around to faceherexpression blank.
“Do you want me to bring dinner to you? Or do yoanivto wait until
you’re done soaking?”

Possibilities crowded her mind.

“The bubbles will cover you, Cristina.”

She dragged the robe from his arm. “A new adventOte before you
leave, | have something to show you.”

She draped the garment over the screen, then dug plwotograph from
her purse and passed it to him. “l thought you migh interested in
seeing what | looked like when | was thin.”

After a glance that lasted about as long as a bliekpassed it back to
her. “Is there any food you don’t care for?" heeakk



When she shook her head, speechless, he left. &ften- ute, she closed
her mouth. No comment? No “You're more beautifulvi/d No “Too
skinny, bella’?

Add unpredictableo his list of qualities.

She liked that.

Fifteen minutes after she climbed in the tub, ackneounded on the
bathroom door.

“Cristina?”

“She died and went to heaven,” she answered, atiegnip sound lazy
when everything inside her churned faster thanjele She was naked
except for an unreliable quilt of water. This adwee had turned into a
challenge to keep her breasts from rising visiblyhte surface. She was
losing the battle. He stepped into the room, wihield so thoughtfully lit
with two fat candles, then he shut the door with foot, trap- ping the
steam.

“Saint Peter issued me a temporary pass, but it soone prodding.” He
crouched to set an overburdened tray on the |edatebbrdered all four
sides of the tub.

Her appetite was nonexistent. She lay still, hensafloating on the
surface above her breasts, as he finally lookezttyr at her.

“I'm in a tough spot, Cristina.”

“What do you mean?”



“If I let my eyes wander below your face then laokay, you might think
| didn’t like what | saw. If | touch, you might thk I'm overstepping my
rights.”

“Well, that’s just the worst kind of dilemma, isritf Gabriel?” She smiled
at him. “Why don’t you just do whatever you feehgoelled to do. I'll try
not to misinterpret.”

Gabe wondered if she was inviting him to look, &b iy over with, to end
the suspense. His good intentions had fallen aweyhy one since the
first conversation they'd shared. And tonight tleasion that had been
building since he’d caught his first glimpse of weould end-unless he
stopped it right now.

He had options. He could lay a towel over her. bigld move the tray of

food close enough for her to reach, then leavalwere. He could make a
remark that would let her think she was just on@m@grmany, something
sufficiently repulsive, like, “I've seen my sharé lareasts.” That would

turn her off and ruin the moment.

He opted for the truth, beginning the dance of sabslowly with her,
knowing it would build as the evening wore on. Sleserved that much.
And if she said no at any point, he’d honor thab, She already knew he
didn’'t make commitments. And he’d promised himsedfwouldn’t hurt
her.

“I want to know what you look likeyella.”

“I want to know what you look like, too.”

Her retort surprised him. He smiled.

“Go ahead, Romeo. Sit there all smug and expereerzeel in charge
while I'm about as vulnerable as I've ever been.”



She sat up, keeping her arms crossed over her. ¢hestouldn’t tell to
which degree she was angry or embarrassed or aroBsehaps it was
the combination of all three that fascinated hirer Eheeks were flushed-
-but that could be from the hot water.

“I don't believe | look smug,” he said finally.

“That's because you don’'t have the advantage ofngegour own
expression.”

She was more aroused than anything else, he deaided#nowing why
he knew that, but positive of it. He dipped a ringe the water then
brushed her lips with the warm wetness. “Why dgmti just uncross
your arms and get it over with?”

“Why don’t you join me?”

He saw the instant regret in her eyes before shleetbaway. He cupped
her cheek and turned her to face him. »

“Is that what you wantella?”

“No.”

He found her contradictions endearing.

Determined to drag out their time together, howeaed to give either of
them time to change their minds--he plucked a éattichampagne from
the ice bucket on the tray and poured two flutesplssed her one.

It was almost funny the way she eyed the glass b, then the glass
again. If she accepted it, she’d have to stop githehind her arms. When
she didn’'t reach for the champagne, he set bothsgta down, then

stripped off his shirt and tossed it aside.

“Oh, yeah. Now we're even,” she muttered.



"Am | to blame that we’re made differently? Give oredit for trying."
“This is so silly.”

“No.” Leaning across the ledge, he kissed her. sseiimed the resistance
he encountered was tension. “I understand how gel Take your time.”

Cristina closed her eyes. This was what she wargedyhy was she
hesitating? Because no words of love came witlkigs? No big surprise,
there, after all. He was used to a much more wpsdman, his equal,
undoubtedly.

So get with the times, Cristindhe words bellowing in her head expected
action. She reached for a champagne flute, swidpgdidthe glass, then
challenged him with her eyes.

“I have a feeling that whatever | say will be wrghige said quietly.

And with more good humor than she deserved, shagtitoHe also held
his gaze steady on hers.

“I don’t need compliments.”

“Yes, you do. But | don’t think you'll believe m&o why don’t we just
eat the food and sip champagne and see what happetist all right
with you, bella?”

He waited until she nodded, then he spread songeihteresting on a
cracker and passed it to her. She accepted it atiwatly, but found
herself too distracted by his chest to eat. He alsly worked out. His
arms and shoulders looked strong enough to lift Bére swallowed.
When she looked at his face, she caught him syiftis gaze upward,
too.



Unfamiliarly aroused by his interest, she straigbte her spine. The
move tilted her breasts a little higher. She fet hipples harden as he
looked, openly this time.

She licked her dry lips. “You know, beer and pritzeould’ve been
fine."

He rubbed a knuckle down her cleavage, brushedumkiharound one
nipple, then the other, his touch gentle and exgiti'This is a special
occasion. You're inaugurating my tub.”

It took a minute for his words to reach the sidenef brain controlling
logic. She tried to focus on the conversatiNo. other woman has been
here before meShe was supposed to believe that? She studied his
expression. “You've lived here for years, you said.

He removed his hand abruptly, then fixed himselfacker. “Right.”

“And you’'ve never used the whirlpool?”

“I shower.”

“Then why did you even bother having it put in?”

“Sebastian did the remodeling. He insisted.”

Giving herself something to do, she bit into theadn that was
disintegrating in her wet fingers, and tried tontiiy the layered mixture.
Sun-dried tomatoes and pesto, definitely. Some kihdreamy cheese.
She made appreciative little sounds, then sippee mltampagne. “Leslie
said something about Sebastian being out of town.”

“For a while.”

She cocked her head, curious at the instant caolmesis voice--the
same way as Leslie’s voice had turned icy at thetioe of Sebastian.



He stood. “I can see that you're still uncomforeablith this. I'll take the
food down to the dining room. You can meet me wyauire dressed.”

Startled, Cristina watched him pick up the tray atart out the door.
"That’s the first time you've been wrong about me.”

He turned around. “Wrong, in what way?”

“I'd actually relaxed. However, | am starting teferune- like. I'd like to
get out of the water.” She lifted her chin. “But @en’t need to go as far
as the dining room.”

“How far would you like to go?”

The double meaning of his question didn’t escape“li¢e could picnic-"
she almost saitkast“--on your bed.”

A few long seconds ticked away.

“Don’t move, bella” He disappeared, then came back empty-handed and
knelt beside the tub. No one had ever looked awftbrsuch tenderness.

“| feel as if I've known you forever,” he said, quipg her face. “I know
it's because you’ve shared so much of yourselisely. | also know you
don’t open up like that with just anyone.”

She wrapped her hands around his wrists. “With ne. @ut you've
shared, too, Gabriel. And | don’t believe you ubudb.”

“There is much | haven't told you.”
“I know.”

“And, as you noted, you're different from any oteyman I've known.”



“Yes.” But what happens after tonight? she wondekéel said he never
stayed friends with a woman after an affair. Andytthad a potential
business relationship going as well. Did the fdet was different mean
the same rules wouldn’t apply?

“If you feel obligated in some way,” he said, therds trailing off.

Where love is involved, there is no obligati®ut she knew there was a
genuine danger--to her heart, her soul and herepafanind.

“At the rate you keep giving me options? Frankly more concerned
that you're the one feeling obligated.”

“Then you know nothing about me.”

A flash flood of relief washed through her. It wassclose to an emotional
declaration as she would get, she decided. Shectlosr eyes for a few
seconds, drew a settling breath, then she stooduM¥ you pass me a
towel, please?”



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Gabe wished she weren’t so damned innocent. Skiesdoat him with

absolute trust in her eyes, a hopefulness he didatit and certainly
didn’t deserve. He'd set out to seduce her, revigeglans after he met
her, and now found himself succeeding in his foistn, confirming his

sense from the be- ginning that everything seemeorgained.

He’'d let the situation get too far out of hand uontback now, even if he
wanted to.

Which he didn't.

He reached for a towel and wrapped it around helting her against
him, trapping her arms between their bodies, dgn¢pthe contact of her
breasts. So much for good intentions. There wasisgodwelling on it,
however. What was done was done.

“Are you cold?" he asked, feeling her shiver.

She rubbed her face back and forth against hislddoul’'m so excited |
can’t stand it.”

“Nothing like putting pressure on meglla.”

“I'm sorry,” she whispered. “Can we get startedfoh’t think | can stand
up for much longer.”

He wanted to tease her, to make her relax, butodd deel her panic
settling in. Added to anticipation, she was beyteasing.

Keeping an arm around her, he walked with her mtbedroom and
shoved the bedding out of the way.

“Turn out the lights, please,” she said, not loasgter grip on the towel.



He did. Then he went back into the bathroom to it one of the
candles. He didn’t put it on the nightstand butaotall dresser a distance
away, not so much for light as for atmosphere.

Carefully, he toweled her dry. When he tossed theel aside she
jumped.

“Do you want to stop?” he asked.

“Absolutely not.” Surety rang in her voice. “I'm hecared, Gabriel. It's
just that...that my whole body is aroused. My neraee tingling, my skin
is a mass of goose bumps, even my hair feels sansiShe traced his
lips with her fingers. “My mouth is watering. My dasts are swollen.
Everything feels swollen and tender. | didn't know it coulde b
this...consuming. So, don’t question me anymorst shiow me.”

If ever there was a time 'he needed control anesfia and patience, it
was now. He couldn’t muster any of it. He hauledtbenim and kissed

her, diving his fingers through her hair, cuppireg head so he could tilt
it farther back and then devour her in the way Heén waiting all his

life. Her moans fueled him, drove him to drag hisutin down her throat,

forcing her to arch back, her breasts a remembiargdsy of perfection.

He kneaded the soft, full flesh, lifting her towaron as he bent lower.
She gasped when he swirled his tongue around pplenigroaned when
he settled his lips over the taut peak, calledwhgn he sucked it into his
mouth.

He yanked the buttons on his jeans open, shoveclbibes off and
kicked them out of the way, then he slid his hadden her rear and
pulled her close. Her body seemed to welcome hith thie rightness of
destiny. Day to night. Separate to whole.

She shook more violently, her fingers digging ihis back, her throat
vibrating with little pleading sounds.



Humbled by a reaction he’d never even come closge&ing before, he
moved her gently back until she sat on the bedorfgelie could follow

she flattened a palm against his abdomen, thergddag slowly down

until she could wrap her hand around him, stopisgbreath when she
explored him with her fingertips.

“I can feel your pulse,” she said in a voice laggth awe. “Right here.
You feel like life itself. So strong, and yet likelvet.”

His head fell back. He breathed deeply. She swgbrisim with her
wonder, excited him with her curiosity, then stusiem by leaning her
cheek against his chest and cradling him betweenbheasts in the
simplest, most beautiful gesture he could remember.

“Give me life, Gabriel.”

Cristina moved to lie on his bed. His scent clunghte sheets, familiar

and enticing. In the shadowy room she saw him ptdtenself--and her--

then he stretched out beside her. Starting atdrehéad, he stroked her
body, discovering her a little bit at a time. SHesed her eyes and
enjoyed him-the feel of his body pressed along,htes whisper of his

breath against her hair, the gentleness of hisefiigHis leg eased
between hers, then as he bent to take her nipghésimouth, he moved

his knee higher, almost touching' where she achefdl it most. She

arched and rocked in anticipation. Her body beganshake again,

uncontrollably, wildly.

Commands she didn’t voice spun in her mind as shéis fingers glide
lower. Lower still. AlImost there. Don’t stop. Ahhthere...

She held her breath, savoring the sensations,issézhby how explosive
a feathery touch could be. Sounds came from her sha couldn’t
control. He said nothing, but she felt his equaluaal, his complete
focus. The air around them changed, growing heaitli desire. His
thumb brushed where she throbbed and her bodyderkeesponse. He
shushed her, tension wrapping the words, taut ttached. He kissed her,



need replacing the previously gentle caressesméied over her with an
impatience welcomed and matched by her. Then hedwaith her in the
most exquisite moment of her life, a powerful meggihat made her feel
cherished and prized and even loved.

She thought she’d known what to expect, but reabtyrpassed
expectation. Words couldn’t tell the story. It wast feeling...all warm,
lovely feeling...

Everything changed. Intensified. He cupped her, rifing her closer,
groaning her name against her hair as he increhgetémpo, taking her
higher and higher, to a place of new beginningt. lHle was giving her a
new life, a new freedom. The gift was hers to dthwihat she wanted.
And because freedom didn’t come without a price, ls#ld on tight when
the indescribable moment ended. She knew she coutéep him
forever, but he made her feel beautiful and dekarab

He would also break her heart.

“Are you all right?”

His voice came soft in her ear. She nodded.

“Are you sure? You're squeezing the breath out ef'm

With great reluctance she loosened her hold. Stie'tdivant him to go
anywhere, not even for a second, but he needecdatenio clean up. She
didn’t pull the sheet over her, al- though she éelld without him, and
when he rejoined her, he eased her into his aimasirg his warmth.

“Are you struck speechledsella?"

Don't get serious, she cautioned herself. He womdnt to hear
declarations of love or even gratitude. Better twié the subject



altogether, she decided, rather than make a misketevould drive him
away too soon.

“I thought your ego was intact, Romeo.”
“This isn’t aboutme”

She nuzzled the hollow of his throat. “It was worfide You are
wonderful. And | sincerely believe you could téiat without asking me,
so let’s drop the subject, shall we?”

Gabe rubbed his chin against her hair. What thiehael gotten into him,
anyway? Since when did he need validation afteermaking? Maybe
because they’'d had enough conversations about segxpected she
would want to talk about this experience. And why i bother him so
much that she didn’t?

Because this time was different. He prided himeelhis unselfishness in
bed. He was always willing to bring a woman to ekmmore than once
before seeking his own satisfaction. But with @nest he had wanted the
first to be their first. Together. No planned seduction, no failesaf
technique, just a simple joining of their bodiesd am shared climax.
Personal. Memorable. Maybe he should’ve done thiddgterently.
Maybe what he’d done was give himself a memory-daither.

The doorbell rang. He didn’t move.

She leaned away from him. “Aren’t you going to thett?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“You're kidding, right?”



The front door slammed. “Gabriel!” The angry fematdce came from
inside the house and could belong to only one petseslie, the only
woman with both a key and the alarm code.

He swore as he pulled up the blankets from theobotof the bed.
Footsteps pounded on his stairway.

“I have company,” he called out.

“Then get dressed and get your butt downstairg”@lered through the
closed door. “We have business to discuss, anchbingoing anywhere
until we do.”

“All right, Les. Calm down.” He rolled out of bechd reached for his
jeans. “She saw the painting of her and Ben agdilery today,” he told
Cristina as he grabbed a shirt from the closet.di@idBen. They're a little
upset.”

“I'd be a little upset, too, if someone who was pogedly my friend took
it upon himself to decide what was best for me. Yawe to let people
fmd their own way in life, Gabriel. Just because yhink they belong
together--"

“I know they belong together. And the reason thego upset is because
they were reminded of how perfect they are for ezibler when they saw,
the proof in front of their eyes.” He leaned acrtss bed and kissed her
soundly. "We’'ll finish our picnic in a few minutés.

"Gabriel,” she said softly, detaining him. “Jusichaese they were suited
in bed doesn’t mean they were suited in life. Maghg/ou’ve succeeded
in doing is to make them want each other, when madlgby’d just gotten

over that.”

Great. She threw a philosophical argument at hshythen he had to go
downstairs and face an angry woman.



“Rebuilding starts with the basics, Cristina. Yani get any more basic
than sex.”

“How about love? That'’s pretty basic.”

“Bella, love’s the most complicated of all--because siisdamned close
to hate.”

Cristina watched him leave. Now what? She scrubiisrdface with her
hands. Would they ever see eye to eye? And ther thas that rule he
told her about this afternoon, the one about stegplone. Which meant
an unavoidably awkward moment at some point thisneg when he
announced it was time to take her home. °

She couldn’t deal with that.

Not even stopping to retrieve his robe from thehtmam, she scurried
upstairs and dressed in her own clothes, then evaite

She heard him call her name, followed by the safridm jogging up the
stairs. She stood at the back window, staring theonight, feeling edgy
and embarrassingly close to tears. “What’s going'dre asked, drawing
close, his bare feet hardly making a sound.

“Is Leslie okay?”

“You pretty much nailed it. She seemed to thinKalgetten past missing
him, until today.”

“Did you apologize?”
“No.”

She could hear him shut down. It wasn’'t any of besiness, after all.
Maybe their long friendship did give him rights.



They all--Ben, Leslie, Chase, and even the eluSiebastian--seemed to
weave in and out of each others’ lives, not alwaykarmony, but with
acceptance that the friendship would endure noemathat.

Unconditional love. It was a rare gift they gaveleather, including the
right to interfere and to argue, because the anuélok:

“I've got a meeting with a new client early in therning,” she said. “I
need to go home and get a good night’s sleep.”

Silence filled the room for several long secontent “It's eight o’clock,
Cristina.”

She hadn’t looked at a clock. It had seemed likenmght.
“What's wrong? Is this about my interfering withiBand Leslie?”

Her fingers curled into fists. “I feel raw, okay$fie said at last. “A lot has
happened today, and | need time alone to thinktabbdu

“Raw? What does that mean?”

She gestured uselessly, needing to pull back béfertid. She’'d deluded
herself into thinking words didn’t matter. She weathtwords from him,
words of love. Of commitment. It was her own fatdt spinning a
fantasy around him.

“Explain what you mean braw,” he said.

"Exposed.”

“In what way?” t

Her throat burned. “I don’t think | can make youlenstand.”

“Try me.”



What was she supposed to say? That she’d fall@venwith a man who
didn’t know the meaning of compromise, a man whaleneules, broke
rules and ignored rules as it suited him. If itii$ agenda, he did it. If it
didn’t, heaven help the person who interfered. $hen admired that
about him, strange as it seemed.

Or maybe she was supposed to tell him that shdfeinfan love with a
man who thought of sex as something basic, notoasething soul
shattering, as it had been for her. He wouldn’twwarhear that.

No, she couldn’t explain it to him. She couldn’teaviook at him. How
could she hide emotions that strong, when he sadesply and so clearly
into her? She needed to let him off the hook, thoude’d been honest,
which was more than she’d been.

Gabe waited as long as he could stand it. He hagdatience necessary
for pulling information from someone. Be quiet farfew minutes and

most people needed to fill the void. But Cristitentmed up even tighter.

Why? What had happened in the past ten minutebdoge everything?

Just the way she held her body indicated that dangetvas hurting her.

“Are you trying to pick a fight with me? Do you meg what happened
and you don’t know how to tell me?” He clasped &wens and turned her
to face him. “I hate even asking this, becauseuings so juvenile, but
wasn’t it any good for you?”

“| already told you it was wonderful. You're verkiked.”

Skilled? Is that what she thought? For once, hevhadnsciously used
any particular skills. He hadn’t felt the presstogerform but just to be
with her, enjoy her. “Then what the hell are weusmg about?”

“You're arguing. I'm stonewalling.” A tentative shai followed her
words. She slid her arms around him and nestlei@a¥ don’'t ask me
any more questions.”



She had created all those romantic fantasies asctided them in detail
for him, answered his questions, revealed embangssuths about
herself, yet she couldn’t tell him how she felt rfoiNow, when what had
happened was betwedmem not the result of a fictional creation or a bad
experience?

He supposed he should count himself as lucky, shatdidn’t want to
rehash the event. Shouldn’t he?

“Do you really want to go home,” he asked, “or e finish our picnic
first?"

“I'd like to go home.”

Disappointment washed over him. He thought he’d hadfigured out.
He realized now he didn’t have a clue about her.

During the silent drive to her house a few mindgsr, he glanced ,her
way when they stopped for a red light. Her postuas rigid, her jaw set,
her hands locked together in her lap. He tuggeddbrieer hands loose
and pulled it to his lips for a brief caress, tlsem it on his thigh, his hand
covering hers.

At the next red light, he looked at her again aa a tear spill down her
cheek. She turned her head, wiping it away, tryingide the motion.

Helplessness settled over Gabe. She wouldn’t cerifidhim, so all he
could do was guess. He guessed she was sorry tteded things so far.
He guessed she’d expected more from him. But sda’thgiven him a
chance to give her more.

By the time they reached her apartment, his frtistrahad turned to
irritation. He snatched the key out of her hand, looked her door, then
followed her in, shutting the door hard behind himen turning on a
light.



“How the hell am | supposed to fix what's wrongdu won't tell me?”
“Nothing’s wrong.”
He tossed her keys onto the coffee table. “Youf@ryo reason?"

Cristina walked away from him, unwilling to get antit with him.
“Sometimes.”

"Cristina."
Hearing the command in his voice, she turned around

“You are the most rational woman | know. | don’tlieee you cry
without a reason.”

She found she could smile. “I guess that's a comglit. Gabriel, if |
could explain it to you so you coufi it, as men always want to do, |
would. I'm just emotional right now. It's as simgs that.”

“That’s not simple.”

She cocked her head. “I thought you understood wgiRemeo.”

“I really hate that name.”

Frustration resounded in his voice. If she thougktould help ease his
mind to tell him that she’d fallen in love with hjrshe would. But she
knew it would only make matters worse. She’d ratejust thought her
flighty.

“I guess | still find it hard to believe you findenattractive. Desirable.”

He muttered something she was glad she couldnipder then she went
rigid as he moved in on her and grasped her arms.



“You keep telling me that and maybe I'll start telieve it.”
"But--"

“When did you think | wasn't attracted to you? Inted to paint you the
minute | saw you. That should have told you sommgthif you didn’t
believe that, then you must not have believed kst on my desk, when
| got so hard | thought | was going to lose it tighere, without even
being inside you. The last time that happened |avesnager.”

Fascinated, she stared at him. His eyes had datkemenously, his
mouth barely moved because he clenched his tedtglsly.

“Or perhaps the other night when we were lying aurybed. You don’t
think | was ready then? Or maybe tonight you didwtice | wanted you
even when you were still hidden by the water. |'démow my own
mind--is that what you think? Well, I've got newasr fyou. You fit my
image of perfection. And I'll be glad to prove gain to you right now.”

“How?” Confidence wrapped her with a cloak of dgrithe second gift
he’d given her tonight.

“I'll show you.”

“Tell me first.” She tugged his shirt free and dtidr hands up his chest.
Along the way, she brushed his nipples with hegdnips and felt them

harden. Excited by it, she shoved up his shirt lehdher tongue follow

her fingers’ path. “Tell me.”

“I'd strip you bare and make love to your entiredipauntil you couldn’t
stand it for another second. And then I'd bury nifyse you and make
you scream.”

Tension radiated from him. His grip on her arméitégmed. Enjoying her
newfound power, she dragged her tongue down theotiegn line of



downy hair that bisected his abdomen. She teasefliefh above his belt,
then she pressed her mouth to the hard bulge belmvdenim rough
against her lips. His lingers grasped her hair theslded her head,
keeping her still.

“Feel how much I don’t want yolella”

Gabe hauled her up. Her scent incited him. Herhtarove him wild. He

pulled her clothes away with little regard for fbor fastenings. She did
the same to him. He began his tender assault wheyestood and didn’t
let up, not for a second. She gave him everythyeg,he couldn’t get

enough of her. Honeyed need flowed from her, hdtsameet and breath-
stealing as they fell onto her bed. They alternajeshg and taking,

controlling and submitting, demanding and acqurescA whisper here,
a stroke there. A slick passage, a powerful thidet.legs wound higher
and tighter. His mouth caught her scream, transfgthe sound deep in
his body like an implanted electrode setting offsexries of charges,
intense and endless. He hadn't felt anything likeefore. Not even close.
He wondered if he ever would again...

She relaxed under him with a trembling sigh, héapsied above her with
a satisfied groan. They lay like jumbled socksnthe levered himself up
and dropped onto his back beside her. He foundhdwed blindly with his
and pulled it along his chest.

“Did | sweat enough for you this timbella?”

Her answer was a husky laugh.

“Tell me you’re on the Pill.”



CHAPTER TWELVE

“I am on the Pill.”

Gabe turned his head her way. Her eyes were claseéder lips curved
in a contented smile. “Were you parroting me or yoa really on the
Pill?”

“You're safe, Gabriel.”

He'd never had unprotected sex before. He couldelteve he’'d taken
the chance. There had been a moment when he’dedalvhat he was
doing, but...she had felt so good. More importaetbelieved she would
have told him if they’d needed birth control.

“We'resafe,” he said, rolling onto his side and proppnng head on his

hand. He let his other hand wander over her, ntit any intent to arouse
but to learn the feel of her flesh, the distinddynale curves and planes.
“Relax,” he said when she shifted a little. He tikeow she sprawled on
the sheet, not hiding from him.

After she seemed to fall asleep, he moved so thabhld lay his head on
her abdomen. Leisurely she began to comb his nkairfingers massaging
his scalp. Contentment settled over him. Her héadt reassuringly
beneath his head. The scent of their lovemakingedriin the air, a

reminder and a promise.

She made a little sound, something between a sidlaanurmur, the tone
peaceful as her fingertips grazed his forehead eymdids, then his lips
and finally his jaw. She slid one hand down hiso#éitrand across his
chest, her touch light and slow and arousing, atgjhche didn’t think she
intended it to be.



He tried to focus on the tranquility of the momemit as her hand drifted
down his stomach inch by steady inch, the lazy exambent evaporated,
one gossamer stroke at a time.

“What are you doing?"

“Memorizing you,” she answered, combing his haiaiagwvith her other
hand. “Do you mind? You've always been the onenttiate the contact.
Maybe you don't like to be touched...?”

At first he thought she was kidding. He realized sas serious when he
felt her tense. “I don’t mindyella.”

She relaxed. “Me, neither. I'm not used to it, thbuMy family didn’t
touch much.” .

“Neither did mine.” He smiled. “And this is diffemg anyway.”
“l should hope so.”

He heard the returning smile in her voice, then leemd eased a little
lower. He held himself still as the very tips ofr Hiemgers brushed him,
although she created a breeze with how fast shedpohck.

“Oh! You're...um, you're--"

He waited to see what she would do. Guilt whisperéelw choice words
to his conscience. Her wonder and innocence shuawd been given to a
man she loved. Instead Gabe was reaping the bewéfiter awakening.
He couldn’'t muster enough guilt to deny himself thkeasure she
brought-nor did he want some other man to appediatr surprisingly
erotic inexperience. It was selfish--he admitteat tmuch to himself. But
he’'d never expected to enjoy a woman’s innocencehness treasure it.

His mind shut down as she became more daring. Sinked magic on
him with her curious, touch. .He began caressingrhesturn.



“‘Don’t distract me.” She angled away a little. “I'nmot done
memorizing.”

After a minute Cristina slipped out from under hiithe freedom to
explore was intoxicating, as was his reaction. €h&as power in this,
she realized. Power to arouse, power to incite,godw satisfy. And it all
seemed so easy. When he moaned softly, she knéd diseovered a
pleasure point. When he sucked in a sharp brdahpleasure seemed to
somersault.

She experimented, teased, tested, played. Histfis¢sed the sheet. His
body shook. He also reached the limit of his cdntro

Muttering a harsh curse, he dragged her on topnof tnding her mouth
with his, taking possession as he never had befodaim that couldn’t
be broken. A need that wouldn’t die. She’d onlyasined of a relationship
this perfect, this beautiful, this consuming. Evbkinyg had changed. Even
the way he kissed her felt different--deeper, haashel yet more tender at
the same time.

“You're thinking,” he said against her mouth.
She almost laughed. How did keowthat?

“Don’t think, bella. Let yourself be swept away.” He clasped her
shoulders, pushing her up until she straddled bank onto him, merged
with him.

Her mate. Her one and only. Her partner. He felvgréul inside her,

strong and bold and sure. No questions hauntedNwedoubts or fears
came out of hiding. He cherished her breasts wishntouth, used his
fingers to tease where their bodies joined untg siiched back, her
muscles seizing, her mind empty, her heart fulleyrhode together on a
long trail of mutual delight, stronger than thesfitime, longer than the
second.



Then a moment before she would have collapsed stghim, he jack-
knifed up and held her so hard she thought shedvordak. She buried
her face against his shoulder, and felt his braathand fast against hers.
Still joined, they rocked and hugged and triedreekhe.

“You are incredible,” he said finally.
“No, you are.”

"You.”

“You.”

Cristina leaned back and laughed, unabashedly h&imy loved him. A
tiny ray of hope filled her with warmth that maybe loved her a little in
return. Attempting to make a comparison was uselghe hadn’'t seen
him with a woman other than Leslie, so she didndw how he usually
behaved. And her own experiences were no measwak abt for fore-

play, not for the act itself, not for afterplay. eéStkknew only that
everything felt right.

“You're thinking againpella.”

“Good thoughts.” She kissed him, leisurely, tengelbvingly. It was
easier to keep the words from him this time, beedlis time she showed
him her feelings instead. She hid nothing-not haatyband certainly not
the stars that must be lighting up her eyes. “ike b kid in a candy store
who'’s just been given her first allowance to spasghe chooses.”

He laughed, a low, intimate sound that sent shiglersn her spine.

“The samples were delightful, Romeo.”

In a quick move, he flattened her against the bgétter than chocolate,
Juliet?”



His Whimsy made her smile--that and the fact he ma&ling her neck.
“Are we the star-crossed Romeo and Juliet, Gabrizgd3tined to be
destroyed because of our families? | hardly thmK s

He went still, then he moved off her and sat on glte of the bed.
Several seconds passed.

“Your father wants to dictate your choice of husihan
She sat up beside him. “He hasn’t actually said\sal. | would refuse.”
“As did Juliet.”

“Did she? | don’t remember that. | only remembewlhguickly they fell
in love and knew it would last forever.”

He stood. “Forever being a few days, as | recall.”

She saw him transform from fire to ice as he gatthdris clothes. What
had just happened? Why had he changed from lovetrémger in an
instant? Because she’d brought love into their ecsation?

“It’s fiction, Gabe.”

“Art imitates life, so they say.”

Uneasy, she tugged a sheet loose and wrappediitchieer as he dressed.
“You're leaving.”

He stepped into his shoes. “You said you have dg peeeting.”
And | sleep aloneThe unspoken words hurt. So, he made no exceyption

She was the same as every other woman in hisnde-worthy of
spending the whole night.



How fortunate that she’d insisted on coming honfégraall, because
getting out of his bed and being driven home aftbat they’'d shared
would have been far too embarrassing. And even rhoneiliating than
her other horrible experiences.

Because this time it mattered a whole lot more.

This hurt. Deep down, into every chamber of therthéart. He could’'ve
at least eased out of bed. Maybe even waited shndilwas falling asleep.

She didn’t move as he bent to kiss her.

“I'll call you tomorrow,” he said, not making anyfert to soothe her, not
asking what was wrong. Although since he read hiedrso well, he must
already know. In fact, he must be used to it. Sioe'tlimagine other
women were pleased that he left them in their oeatstalone.

"Sure."

“I told you how it was with me,” he said, crouching

“You did.” She tossed back her hair and looked binaight in the eye.
“I'm fine.”

“This isn’t goodbyebella. It's good night.”
She smiled. “Good night.”

Cristina didn’t watch him leave. She heard him tagsiat the door, but he
didn't say anything. Soon the door latched shute Stood instantly,

hurried to lock the door, then headed for the showde didn't cry.

Refused to cry. Sex was important to him. Easyhion. No emotion

expended, no intimacy shared. A basic fact of life.

She just needed to adopt his attitude. Enjoy sexfat it was, not what
it represented. Tomorrow when he called she’d bieoeoughly modem



woman, asking nothing of him. A lesson learnediaed way, that’s all.
Tomorrow she’d be as casual as he.

If tomorrow came.

The sun was rising when Gabe put his brushes asidestepped back
from the canvas to analyze his full night’s worlatiSfied, he worked the
worst twinges out of his body before heading doainst He considered
using the whirlpool tub. Instead he took a quickwér, then stretched
out on his bed.

Sleep eluded him, along with his peace of mind. |tGgiipped his
thoughts like a hawk’s talons, painful and reldass. First, Sebastian’s.
injury, which Gabe had indirectly caused. And nowristina’s
disillusionment, a more direct consequence of &msporarily forgetting
who she was and why he’d 'begun seeing her. Hadphssed last night
in which he hadn’t once considered his goal--umtild made the mistake
of calling her Juliet.

At some point during the long night after leavingr lapartment, Gabe
came to understand Arthur Chandler and what hadsatet! him to "sell"

his daughter to Richard Grimes’s son. A man of Chas generation
and social status was expected to provide, no mattat. Because the
family wealth was gone, and he could no longer pl@vor his daughter,
he did the only thing possible-he found someone adhid.

Gabe’s understanding, however, fell short of symmpaChandler had
abused his longtime political standing for persayah. More important,
he was abusing his role as parent by making Castirpawn, a person
without value beyond that which made her a negtgiabmmodity.

Ignoring the fact he was doing much the same thgahe rolled onto his
stomach and closed his eyes. Still sleep wouldoine Thoughts
crowded kind of man he’d become, the kind of worhes mother was.



Everything was linked to one factor--power.

How one used it defined a person’s true charaktesrmother had been
used by a powerful man, and Gabe had seen hetingsstars. And now
Cristina was caught between her father and Grimdshanself, a triangle
of wealth and power that could destroy her if slasnit strong enough to
fight, self-confident enough to resist. Which masuld harm her the
most?

Giving up any attempt at sleeping, he dragged thene from the
nightstand onto his bed and punched in a number.

“You're up early,” the voice on the other end ansate “Or are you up
late, Gabriel?”

“Up all night.” God, it was good to hear Sebastsawmbdice, to remember
why he was lighting this light, one he was on tleege of losing because
the unforgivable had happened- the outcome matteredime. It wasn't
money, which could be replaced, that he was riskig Cristina’s faith
and trust, and maybe even more. He didn’'t wantittktabout that.

He had to think about that.

“Lose a few million overnight?” Sebastian askeatlgh a yawn.

“Not that | know of.” Now that Gabe had him on thbone, he didn’t
know what to say. He couldn't tell Sebastian thehtr

“Can’t be woman trouble. You haven't lost any slespr a woman for as
long as I've known you.”

“Moral dilemmas,” Gabe said at last.

“That’'s a new one for you.”



“Yeah.”

"Can’t buy your way out of it, Gabe?”

"Not this time. So, how’s the therapy going?”

"Slowly. | have more feeling in my legs, though.ejlre going to start
me on the parallel bars pretty soon, althoughlits asking a rag doll to

dance, | think.”

Gabe closed his eyes against the bitterness tma¢ @cross loud and
clear. “You're going to walk again.”

“Damn right I am. And so help me, Gabriel, if yoaysyou’re sorry, I'm
gonna get myself a cab and come see if I've sboll @ wicked right
uppercut. | made the decision to take the job. Waln't pressure me. |
knew what Grimes was up to. | could’ve quit.”

"You're an honorable man, Sebastian. More honortide |. You cared
about who else could’ve gotten hurt. | only waniea@atch Grimes in the
act.”

“And Chandler. Don't forget him."

A short pause, then, “No. | can’t forget him.”

After ending the call, Gabe slept, only to be awekea couple of hours
later by the phone ringing. He tried to wipe thersb of sleep from his
voice as he said hello.

"Mr. Marquez? This is Arthur Chandler.”

Gabe sat up slowly. “Good morning, Senator.”

“I'd like to meet with you today. Would you mind mong to my home?”



“I can manage that. Around two o’clock?”
“Two is fine. Goodbye.”

Gabe cradled the receiver calmly. He had an udlistenber. What other
information had Chandler wanted--and gotten?

He slipped into a robe and walked across the loali$ office. A few

minutes on the computer continued that someonetmaa credit check
on him, undoubtedly part of a quick investigatiob.jHe had nothing to
hide. He’d never been arrested, and he was soladthugh it would

take a deeper trace than had been done on himdaerfore than the tip of
his financial iceberg. His low profile had nevermgared much in the way
of media interest. No newspaper articles beyondehspotlighting the
gallery openings he sponsored. Someone could pibame up with a

list of charitable donations ranging from the symmph to the Wilson

Buckley Youth Center.

He leaned back in his chair, tempted to call GrastiHe’'d hurt her last
night, the way he’d left her. As long as he wasgdionest, he admitted
to himself that the whole evening shouldn’t havepgened. He could
have avoided a physical relationship. He’d had tyleh time to consider
the pros and cons.

But she filled him with the promise of something nderful--genuine
affection, and an amazed kind of wonderment thas Vlattering and
satisfying.

A simple seduction, he’'d thought in the beginniNgt so simple, after
all.

And, ultimately, just who had seduced whom?



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

“What is your relationship with my daughter?"

Cristina had mentioned she’d thought her fatheupgtbyesterday. Gabe
wondered what she would think today. The man digdalt any punches.
His wheelchair might as well be a throne.

“Cristina explained who | was.”
“Cristina--" he said her name slowly “-was hidingnsething.”

“She told you the truth, Senator. | own the Gal&exreto, and | plan to
include her work in a show featuring new artists.”

The older man leaned forward. His gaze drilled Gatheknow my

daughter very well, Mr. Marquez. Very well, Sheked at you in a way
she has looked at no one else. And you, sir, ategamg to tell me
differently.”

“l didn’t notice. | would have no way of comparimgr reaction.” Gabe

didn’'t move. He returned the man’s fierce exprassiith a mild one of
his own. “I can tell you this much. She has a tredoais talent.”

"Fluff."

“With all due respect, an is my area of expertiSee has a bright future
ahead of her.”

“Are you using that line on her, Mr. Marquez? Hawel enticed her into
bed with a promise of making her a star?”

Gabe watched Chandler's hands clench. Was he gmatabout Cristina
or the fact he was in danger of losing the onlyttiotd he had--the



marriage-merger of the two families? “Do you hawdittle faith in your
daughter?”

“She’s a good girl. Always has been. That is uatifew months ago,
when she decided she needed to move out. Weregjondthat?”

“I met her less than two weeks ago.”
“Have you dated?”

“We've seen each other a few times. For the most e been about
business.”

“For the most part.”

“I have nothing to say about my relationship witbuy daughter, sir.
You'll have to speak with her.”

Her father suddenly looked much older. He'd beecked into a corner
but didn’t have the strength to come out swinging.

“You come from different worlds,” Chandler said.

“We have a great deal in common.”

“Perhaps it's difficult for someone like you to werdtand duty, Mr.
Marquez. Cristina has a duty--to her family, to Imame. Her public
image must withstand the microscope of the medd @nthose in her
own social circle. She has an obligation to tho$® walked the path
before her.”

Why? Gabe wanted to ask, confused. She wasn’t gwitgy politics
herself.

Then the words hit home. "Someone like me?" heatege



“The bastard son of an immigrant. Oh, yes, | didhmynework.”

My name is Gabriel Alejandro De La Hoya y Marquend | am
descended from kingsle cursed his mother for ever planting the idea i
his head. He wanted it to be true now. He wanteHaant it in Arthur
Chandler’s face.

But the truth was that he was the bastard sondfdrd Grimes.

'‘Gabe stood. “I don’t believe we have any businesonduct, after all.”

“I could be of great assistance to you, Mr. Marquez

Gabe turned around, wondering at the man’s game.

“I know you've got your hand in a number of busises around the city. |
still have a great deal of influence in all arenabgther city, county or
state. In what way could | assist you? The zonomgmission, perhaps?”

“There is nothing you can do for me. Goodbye.”

“You will not have my daughter,” he roared as Galzked away. “She
will marry one of her own kind.”

My half-brother? Not if Gabe could help it. What degradation would
Jason, also the son of Richard Grimes, inflict amsta? If he was
anything like his father, she’d be in for a life@nof pain--adultery the
least of it.

Gabe returned to where Chandler sat, looking ottifeail and desperate,
for all his attempts at wielding power. Gabe usidadlvantage. He didn’t
crouch in front of the man but towered over hiniciiog him to look up.

“Cristina is a grown woman, a capable woman. Shedke up her own
mind. And there is nothing--nothing--you can offee that would make



me stop seeing her, even if | needed something from Only she has
that power.”

“If you love her, you'll give her up.”

The softly spoken words quavered with emotion. ldensed to shrink
into himself.

Gabe could fight power. He could fight being diethto. But fighting a
father’'s love for his daughter, no matter how midgd, was a battle in
which there would be no winner.

“Let her make her own choices, Senator.”

"Her own mistakes.”

"If necessary.”

“I can’t,” the man whispered. “I can’t.”

Then be prepared to lose her. She won't let yduhtl how to live her
life. 1 think you know that.”

“Cristina will do her duty. That much | do know. G day, Mr.
Marquez.”

Gabe turned abruptly and left.

He drove a few miles from the mansion, then pudleer under a tree. He
leaned his forehead against the steering wheel.altothat Chandler
disgusted Gabe, admiration balanced the disgustv&teher father. He
loved her, wanted to protect her, wanted to seberefuture before he
died.



He was just going about it all wrong. Gabe didréspond to threats.
Never had. Never would. He reacted. He con- frankssl came out the
winner. Always.

Leaning his head back against the headrest, hedsédamothing, then he
pushed a button, opening the sun roof, needinfréisé air. How was she
going to be able to fight? Her father looked on wkege of dying. How
could she resist any request he made?

Gabe had to convince her otherwise. Maybe evenhiil the truth.
Chances were that her father had already calleldaRicGrimes by now.

The clock ticked--for all of them.

He started the engine and pulled onto the roadelypaware of his
surroundings. His car phone chirped. Gabe punchedtan on the visor.

“Yes?n

“I's Doc. | got the information you wanted. Cancef the spine.
Inoperable.”

Gabe cut the connection. He drove a few more nagdse let his mind fill
with every possible curse known to man, and thermiagle up a few
more. When the curses all spilled out, he waswéft an emptiness into
which an image of Cristina flowed--alone and saaktL

He dialed a number and waited as it rang. Oncesetwthree times. On
the sixth ring she answered.

“Hello?”
“It's Gabe.”

“Oh, hi. How are you?"



He heard the forced cheerfulness.
“May | stop by?" he asked.

He had to ask her to repeat her answer because ctaered her words
the first time. He gripped the steering hard enotglerack it until she
said he was welcome to stop by.

“I'm about an hour away, with traffic.”
“Okay. See you.”

An hour. He had an hour to decide what the helhs going to say to
her. An hour. A lifetime.

Cristina left her computer turned on so that ikied like she was working
and didn’'t expect him to stay long. What had sthee the best night of
her life had deteriorated into one of the worsty #me bright light of day
had brought the need to analyze her situation.

First of all she needed to face some facts. Het impression of Gabe
had been that he was not quite civilized. He’d cordd that impression
in a big way. He conducted a civilized businesgsented a civilized
facade. But he was also driven and manipulativeneivhe did justify his

actions, with good intentions, as with Ben and ieesl

He said he wouldn’t stop his father’s downfall, evehe could.

What else? That he would resort to almost anythonge- capture power
if he lost it. And he hadn’t apologized to Les-1iberefore, he probably
didn’t apologize to anyone.

Gabriel Marquez saw the world from between blindefshis own
making. And yet it wasn't all grim, either. He wasaunchly loyal,



pleased that he could help others, and a goodhdista caring listener. A
ten-year-old girl loved him the best of all herregate uncles.

And he made this twenty-seven-year-old feel like thost beautiful
woman in the world.

Cristina was attracted to his dangerous edge. Sheveér denied it was
part of his allure. She just didn’'t want to givanhup, which seemed
inevitable, given his track record. So, in ordekéep him interested, she
had to change her own attitude. Become blasé, abo@pas he was, as
he seemed to accept her. She didn’t want to afgreiftly around him,
but she felt different--so was that dishonest? @Ha’t know. Her heart
pounded as she heard him climb her stairs. Shedagreket him casually.
Drawing a deep breath, she tossed her hair backuamed the doorknob.

He didn’t smile, didn’t say a word. He just stamgdher for so long that
she finally had to breathe again. Then he steppedthe room, shoved
the door shut and took her into his arms, holdiagumtil she felt a part
of him. She heard him breathe, felt him shudderriila seeped from
him, as did a sense of rightness that obliteragedlbubts.

“I'm sorry about last night,” he said, his voicensioer.

“Last night was wonderful.”

“I mean about leaving you so abruptly.”

“Oh, that. It was fine.”

He leaned back without releasing her. “No, it washhurt you, and I'm
sorry.”

Hadn't she just decided he never apologized? Ungigdrle man. He
looked so...fierce, so serious. Maybe she wasrtgrhis life upside down,
too. Whatever the reason, she took pity on him.



“I'm fine. Really, Gabe. Kiss me hello and all wilé forgiven.”

The kiss started urgently then turned tender areesand memorable in
its simplicity.

“l can't figure you out,” she said with a sigh as finally took a step
back.

His smile came slowly and was tinged with somethgig couldn’t
identify. Sadness? Pity? She hoped not pity.

“How did your meeting go?” he asked, taking herchand walking with
her to the couch.

As soon as they sat down, he put his arm aroundpodiing her close
enough to rest her head against his shoulder, tiogires touching. She
shut her eyes and snuggled closer, wrap- ping @mnaaound his waist.
“My meeting was fabulous, thank you. | get to do fayorite kind of job-

design a company logo. Well, update one, actudiy. | love creating

a symbol that represents a company’s image and goal history, all in
one.”

“I want to make love to you.”

Cristina heard his heart rate soar. “What's stogyou?”

“I don’t want you to think that's the only reasdmlhere.”

Was he kidding? She would be incredibly flatterethat were the only
reason. Her confidence skyrocketed, even thouglsuhehadn't quite set
yet and the room would be filled with enough ligh&at he could see her
clearly.

“Right after you called | took a shower,” she salthwing back to look at

him. “l put on a silky little something | hoped yatould see and enjoy. |
guess we both want the same thing.”



Gabe eyed her plain sweatshirt and jeans, wondewhgt bit of
temptation they hid. His anticipation surprised halh most as much as
his reaction to her when she’d first opened ther.d8be'd seemed so
fragile that he wanted to hide her away someplaté everything was
resolved. All he could do was let his body be haeld, his arms her
protection. So much was happening around her, angdds as guilty as
the others for keeping her in the dark.

“Shall | show you?” she asked, then didn’t wait &or answer. Instead,
she walked to the front door first and closed theds, then she shut
down her computer. She didn’t put on a performabaé simply. pushed
off her jeans and peeled the sweatshirt over had,henveiling an
emerald green lace teddy that revealed more o¥dleptuous body than
it hid.

Standing, he stripped away his clothes, took hedrend led her to bed,
wishing he could change everything--except medtie)g She didn't lie

down beside him but knelt, the narrow straps ofteddy drifting down

her arms, the low bodice catching on her nippleseasing, tempting
sight. She leaned over and kissed him, her opentimbot and

demanding, the lace- covered tips of her breasitshiomg his chest.

“l just want you to lie there,” she said betweesskis, her voice more like
a growl. She dragged her body along his, the mowemislodging the
teddy. She freed her arms but let the garment dirape her waist-and
then she made love to him.

She offered herself with such purity, it staggetath. Passion and
openness, tantalizing touches of her hands andiéoagd lips and teeth.
The feel of her breath singeing his skin. The serap her fingernails
along his inner thighs, then gliding higher. Her utio caressing him,
tentatively, then with explicit intent.

He groaned her name.



“You are power in a human form,” she said, movipghis body. “Power
and energy and vitality. Life.” Her hands settleskide his head as she
straddled him, her breasts close enough to tasie gbize unwaveringly
on his, she freed the snaps holding the garmeetheg between her legs,
then she took him inside her leisurely, exquisitebpe asked for. He
gave. She watched. He couldn’'t bear to. She freadething inside of
him no one ever had. He couldn’t stop her fromlstgat, couldn’t grab
it back. She locked it beyond his reach, then silewwed him into the
same deep pool of oblivion until he pushed to tivéase, gasping for air,
the black layer of his soul now in her possessamg a new one un-
earthed in its place. He could feel the glow, pdint its intensity.

He kissed her, desperate to reclaim the man heWdysl known. That
man was gone, held prisoner inside her. He didndvk the one she’d
liberated in its place. The one who pitied a broldth man. The one
who’d fallen in love with the right woman at a tinieat couldn’t have
been more wrong.

He didn’t know if she loved him, but she must bediet or she wouldn’t
have slept with him, he knew that much about herwdnted to tell her.
He wanted to hear the words himself in return.

Neither could happen.

She nuzzled him, purring her satisfaction, then stinetched like a cat
coming awake from a nap in the sunshine. She landeter side. He
turned toward her, letting their legs entwine.

“It just gets better,” she said, her eyes smilihgr hair tousled wildly
around her face.

He tucked the silken strands behind her ears. ‘Maouble me.”
“Do I?" She snuggled into the pillow. “How?”

“You are a virtuous womaibpella. Do you know how rare that is?”



“How rare is it?" "

“There is no punch line. | don't think | was evex gure- hearted as you.
Not even when | was a child.”

“You have an interesting heart, Gabriel. | thinkuyassign areas of it to
certain people and things. You don’t open it up tak way and let
everyone and everything into it at once, though.”

He stared at her as he analyzed her observatiord He ways
compartmentalized his life. But could he do the savith emotions?

“You're looking much too serious,” she said, sigtiop. “I don’t know
about you but I didn't have much of an appetiteafodNow I'm
famished. Let's order some take-out.”

By the time the doorbell rang, Cristina had slippetb a terry cloth
bathrobe and Gabe wore his slacks again. He puledvallet from his
back pocket as he walked to the door and opened it.

Jason Grimes stared back.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Cristina watched in shock as Jason pushed hispaaly Gabe and came
uninvited into her apartment. She drew her robeentightly against her,

retying the sash as if strapping on armor. The dbat with a thud. Gabe
sauntered up beside her as she and Jason squfared of

“Get the hell out of here, Marquez. This is betw€zis and me.”

“Is that what you wantyella?”

Oh, God. Gabe was being territorial, his endearrseaining almost more
intimate than their state of undress. She shookhead, then found
comfort in the strong hand he placed low on hekpaossessive and
soothing.

“JaSOI’]-” 1

“Don’t, Cris. Don't say you're sorry. We know eacther too well for
that.”

“I have nothing to apologize for. We don’t haveedationship. I'm not
cheating on you.”

“You know how | feel,” he said, his voice hoars&¥ot know I've been
working up to asking you to marry me.” “No, | do&now that. We're
friends. Good friends.”.

“We have everything in common, Cris. It would bg@od match. Our
parents are expecting it.”

“I don’t love you.”

He jerked back. His gaze shifted to Gabe for a rs@cthen back to
Cristina.



“Him? You lovehim, Cris? Or is he just keeping your bed warm? Give
me a chance. | can be just as--"

“Stop! I'm sorry that you're hurting, but you hawe right to intrude. My
relationship with Gabe is private. | think you sltbgo now.”

“You don’t know what you're doing.” Jason reached fher hand. “He’s
going to destroy you. And your father won't perriits relationship to
continue.”

“My father doesn’t make my decisions. Go, Jasoreréts nothing else to
say.”

“There’s plenty to say, but not here. Not now. Tikifar from over.”
Gabe looked again for similarities between him a@don Grimes--
anything to declare them half brothers--but he smthing. He had a
certain amount of compassion for the man. He hagbtbome and face
his father in defeat, after all. But Jason had asgpoyed a father’s
attention all his life. Gabe resented that mora @uaything.

Jason stabbed at Gabe’s chest with his forefinGabe’s first instinct
was to knock his arm away. He resisted, standiiigasd silent instead,
making him seem like a schoolyard bully as Gabeedthim down.
“We’re not through, either, Marquez.”

“The lady has made her choice.”

“We’ll see about that.”

He slammed the door behind him.

“Well,” Cristina said after a minute. “That was amé&rd, wasn't it?”



Gabe looked at her. A hint of a smile flickeredossr her lips without
reaching her eyes.

“Don’t look so surprised, Gabriel. I'm relieved,taally. I've been trying
to let him down gently. | guess he just had tofse@imself.” She walked
away, rubbing her arms. “

suppose he’ll report to Father now. You know, I'ettong pretty tired of
the men in my life trying to decide what’s best foe.”

“Why is your father in a wheelchair?”

She turned around, surprise lifting her brows. ‘tda@ walk, but it wears
him out. He just doesn’t have the strength he tsdve. Why?"

“I thought perhaps he was ill.”

“Not that | know of. And I'm pretty sure he’d tethe if he was. Anything
to keep me at home.”

Gabe moved toward her. “Do you have family besldes?"

“Distant cousins | haven’t seen in years and yea8n when your father
dies, you won't have anyone.”

He watched her swallow, then toss her hair behardshoulders, her chin
coming up sharply.

“I expect to have him around for a long time yet.”
Gabe wished he didn't know what he knew. Cancevpémnable. How
long did her father have®ould he use his condition to convince her to

do her duty, as he called it?

The doorbell rang again. The Chinese take-out dglivthis time, a
welcome distraction.



They ate sprawled across her bed, ignored the pihabeang every hour,
turned down the volume on the answering machirtbatoshe didn’t have
to listen to her»father’s pleas to call. Instedu sketched Gabe sketching
her. They laughed and talked and shared memoriksnale love. Then
sometime around two o’clock in the morning, witls lrms wrapped
around her and his chest a pillow for her headehasleep.

He dreamed that he lost her. That she hated himat die walked down
the aisle of a huge church, her gown a gossameddioat trailed her
forever, to join Jason at the altar. Sebastianop@dd the marriage
ceremony. Her father danced. Jason lifted her beitt to kiss her--

Gabe jerked awake. Sweat beading his forehead:ewealfew long, slow
breaths. Cristina shifted and sighed as he tigkiténg hold on her. He
didn’t have prophetic dreams, yet this one strumkot in him. She'd
looked like the portrait he’d done before he knea. Ishe’d lost so much
weight, her ribs were visible. And a tear trailedr ltheek. She had
sacrificed herself.

“Do you know I've never slept with anyone beforesHe said into the
dark and awful silence of the night. She strokexdshin idly.

“Neither have I.”
“Were you dreaming?”
“Yes. I'm sorry | woke you.”

“I don’t mind. This feels good, just lying here twiyou.” She paused.
“Will you be able to go back to sleep?”

He heard the unasked question and answered it pigorfiim not going
anywhere pella.” Although he undoubtedly wouldn’t sleep again.wda



was but an hour away, and he had too much to @logut. “Go back to
sleep.”

“Hmm.” She yawned, then settled. Soon she went kgganst him.

He ran scenarios through his head, trying to firmblation that would be
right for everyone. No one idea solved every pnobl&nd at gut level he
knew that _Cristina stood little chance of escajinyg situation pain free,
whether he caused it or her father or Grimes.

How cavalier he’d been, believing that a little hbeeak would be
unavoidable. How had he phrased it to himself? Sloimg bearable.
Something memorable. Even educational. She woulda’tso gullible
again.

He’d proved himself right, after all.

The sunny morning did nothing to ease Gabe’s préinanof disaster.
He left Cristina’s apartment as soon as he couldaga a smooth exit
and drove home without once reaching the speed. lifnit had been
possible, he would have moved away during the ni§tarted over.
Created a whole new identity. And he would haveetakristina with
him.

Something waited for him at home. He felt it. KniwDreaded it.

He shouldn’t have left Cristina alone, either, bet couldn’t be in two
places at once.

The premonition took human form. Richard Grimes isadahim. Gabe
saw him from the street, but took his time parkitigen walked to the
front door where Grimes stood.



“So it is you. | was hoping it wasn’'t the same Gabriel Mamju the
large, barrel-chested man said.

“One and the same, as you can see,” Gabe rephéai;king the door and
inviting him in. He wanted him to see how he livétbw successful he
was. How far he’d brought himself from the old ridagrhood.

He climbed the magnificent staircase, letting Gsrfa@low. They would
have their confrontation in his office, his domaiig kingdom, Gesturing
to a chair, he seated himself behind his desk asdmaed a casual pose,
leaning back and rocking, watching as Grimes didit'tbut wandered
around the room instead. He stopped in front ofkelLa Hoya portrait
of his mother.

“You've done well for yourself.”

“Yes, | have.”"No thanks to yau

He touched the frame. “Is your mother still as béal@”

“Even more so.”

“I was sorry to give her up. My wife found out albder, you see, and
gave me an ultimatum.”

Gabe said nothing.
“I was more than a little surprised when you retarmy money.”
“With interest.”

A slight smile. “Yes, of course.” He took a seapopite Gabe finally.
“Arthur tells me you’re quite a businessman.”

“I could own you, if | wanted,” Gabe said withoufflection.



“Could you?”

“Yes.” He watched his father shift in his chair.

“Is that your goal?”

"Perhaps.”

“And your plans for Cristina?”

"Are none of your business." It was easier thathbbeght, Gabe realized.
He’d wanted this confrontation for so long, and nowas happening. He
felt strong. Invincible. Powerful.

“It's important that my son marry Arthur’'s daughter

His son. Gabe linked his fingers over his stomdasht?”

“There has been an understanding.”

“Someone should tell Cristina that.”

Grimes had the grace to look away, his cheeks ifigstiShe needed to
sow some wild oats first. We decided to give heeti’

So he’d been reduced to being classified as wild aad not a serious
threat to the success of their plan. “Did you?” ks compressed. “I'm
here to see if we can reach some accord abouittfatien.”

“I'm listening.”

“I was prepared to offer you money, but you say fi@aue no need of it.
Perhaps | can tempt you with something else.” Gredoged.

Grimes leaned forward. “For all your skill with &inces, you've never
held a position of power. | can put you on the Hazrdirectors of several



corporations. Or find you a presidency of a powaggcompany. The
perks would astound you. Travel. Luxury. Women.”

“I thought you were going to tempt me.”

Grimes sat back, his jaw twitching. “I can't bekethere’s nothing you
want or need. At some point in his life, every nigsires something he
can’t seem to get on his own.”

“I haven't reached that point.” Gabe snagged eietipener from his
desktop. He pressed the tip into his palm as hd gy man across from
him, the man who was quickly losing the veneer igflity he’d worn
until now. “But per- haps there’s something | canfor you, instead.”

“I doubt that.”

“Perhaps | spoke too soon. It isn’t wHatan do for you, but what my
friend could.”

“Your friend?"

Gabe’s tone of voice must have alerted him. He wigid.

“My very good friend, Sebastian Blackstone.”

Grimes shot out of the chair, then lurched over tlesk, his fists
clenched. Color rose in his face, a vivid wash ottied red. Gabe looked

at him with mild interest.

“You! | knew someone was digging. You'll find notig, you know.
Nothing at all.”

“Then why are you upset?”

“I don't. like being toyed with.”



Gabe pushed back his chair and stood. “Neither.ddelther did my
mother.”

“l took good care of your mother. | didn’'t have toyt | did. | paid her
well when | left.”

“And what does that make her?”

A lead blanket of silence descended.

Grimes headed for the door. “We’re not finishedt Nya long shot.”
The front door slammed as he left. Like fathere Igon.

Like father, like son. The words sat there for dlevin Gabe’s mind. He

hadn’t felt a familial connection to Richard Grime®t before, and

certainly not now. That old link, and the even olderiosity, was broken

at last. Gabe had faced him as an adult--and werfeldsorry for his half

brother, who was also a victim, but Gabe had nenitndn of telling Jason
about their relationship, either. One innocent hldady been hurt, and
Gabe wouldn’'t add to that. But he needed to layplaist to rest, for his
own peace of mind. Now he could deal with the feitur

He sank into his chair and picked up the phone.hdisd shook as he
dialed Cristina’s number.

After reaching her answering machine he hung ugtingethe receiver
carefully in the cradle. He rubbed his face wits hands, then let his
arms drop to the desktop.

She’d been ordered home. He had no doubt of it.

Now he waited.



Cristina clenched the drapes. She didn't feel tiretseating down on her
through the window of her father’s solarium. Henes were so cold that
her flesh felt like ice.

“So, Father, the bottom line is that the buildihgttRichard’s company
was constructing collapsed. A worker was paralyrethe accident, a
man who says it fell because too many corners ware

“He claims that the materials used were substiyntislow acceptable
guality than what was bid and approved.”

Cristina turned around and studied her father. 1Asecall from the
newspaper accounts, there was some movement oédhf, so the
speculation was that it wasn’t being constructedhet current level of
requirements for earthquake safety. That would seemlace fault not
only on materials but also on method and maybe aspections.”

He looked away.

“Where is the man who got hurt, Fath€&n he prove it?"

“He disappeared. Convenient, isn't it?”

Fear crawled down her back at his too-blasé tonewk. “Exactly how
are you involved?”

He tucked his hands close to him. “I needed momaghard needed
someone who could get him this job. We made a ffrade

“Your political pull for cash.”
"Yes.”

“That’s not unusual, is it? Isn’t that what the doa’ boys network is all
about? | know how far your sphere of influence edte”



“Think this through, daughter. Criminal charges éwt been filed, but
when-if-this man does come back with the proof &gs<he has, Richard
could go to jail. | called in every favor owed me the business
community.”

“You made an honest mistake.”

The lines on his face deepened. “My credibility Wobe completely

gone. Everything | worked for all these yearsttadl good I did, would be
lost. | want to die with dignity, Cristina--and Wwithe respect | earned. |
want my place in history.”

She crouched before him and covered his handsheith

“It's Richard’s problem. You didn’t know what he wadoing.”

A long pause followed, then, “I did. God help medid. Not in the
beginning, but perhaps in time to change things.”

Cristina’s heart slammed painfully against her.ridsr fingers dug into
her father’s frail hands. “No.”

The air turned electric.

“No, I don't believe that.”

“For God’s sake, child, the only reason | was aioleavoid filing for
bankruptcy was Richard’s generosity, The only wawanh prevent it now
is if you marry Jason. We have to show a unitedtfrd/e have to appear
as if nothing is wrong. And | need Richard’s moriey.

She stood, her legs shaking.

He pressed on with his argument. “With my name Riathard’s financial

backing, we’'d be untouchable, no matter what thatréd man says. He
wouldn’t stand a chance.”



Shattered, she took a few steps back. One thing sheught she could
count on was her father’s honesty.

“So you want me to be the sacrifice, Father, id tt# Sacrifice. The
word stopped her cold for a minute, then she shavaside, although a
hazy picture of Gabe’s haunting portrait lingenedier mind.

“Sacrifice? You've always liked Jason. You had astr on him. |
wouldn’t consign you to a lifetime with someone ymuldn’t abide.”

“A crush? Father, that was ten years ago! He affécetake me to the
prom when no one else did. | was grateful. You tteonfuse that with an
emotional commitment strong enough for marriage.”

His eyes pleaded with her. “I won't live foreverigina. | have to know
you'll be taken care of. | have to know my name ivbe tarnished. This
is important to me.”

“So important that | have to marry someone | ddove? The son of a
criminal? You want me to be part tbfat family?”

Her father started to speak, but another mascubree answered.
“That hasn’t been proven.”

Cristina spun around at the intrusion. Richard @snstood in the
doorway.

“Nor will it be,” he continued, coming into the nomo “If Sebastian
Blackstone actually did have incriminating evidernoe would have come
forward long before now. He’s just trying to stbfame.”

“Sebastian...'?” Cristina’s mind went blank firtten got crowded with
suspicion that flowed straight to her heart. Seda%t A coincidence.
Surely it had to be a coincidence.



“Blackstone,” Grimes said, completing the name. bilieve you're
acquainted with his very good friend, Gabriel Magu Her father
swore, which confused her more than ever. She bkadrrknown him to
swear.

She made her way to a chair, reached blindly feraims, then lowered
herself slowly down. She heard the words the mahaxged, repulsive
conclusions about Gabe’s deliberate seduction wfi@Ga, the purpose of
which they could only speculate about, but whicansed obvious. The
tentacles of Gabe’s business contacts reachednthmwade, apparently.
He wanted to hurt those who had hurt his friendcbl@ldn’t find enough
to target her father or Richard directly, so Cnatbecame an alternate
target. Get to them through her. Just from thest ftontact Gabe would
have determined that she was a woman desperaédation.

It made sense. And yet...he’d cared about herlyreated. He couldn’t
have faked that. Could he?

She had to sort out what she knew from what they \gaessing. She had
to force the pain gathering like a fireball instier to stay away until she
knew for sure. He wouldn’t have lied to her likathHe wouldn’t have.

She couldn’t be that wrong. He'd touched her witlths tenderness.
Kissed her with such desire. Made love to her wiilch need. He slept
with her! Slept the whole night in her bed--breakims own rule. He'd

shared his worst memories--or had he made them opder to draw out

hers? Why?

God. She had to know. .
She didn’t want to know. .
She’d survived humiliation before. But this time--

“I'm leaving,” she said, standing.



“Christina,” her father said. “If you don’t marryagon, there will be
nothing left for you. He wants to marry you. Hedltovide for you and
protect you.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“If my reputation is shattered, you'll lose most ydur clients. You'll
need a husband.”

Closing her eyes against his assumption, she toied- member that he
was a product of his generation as much as sheofviasrs. “Not one |
don’t love,” she said quietly. “And if this SebastiBlackstone does have
proof, my marrying Jason wouldn’t make a bit of@iénce, would it?"

“You'd be surprised,” Richard Grimes said. “We gk we can disprove
anything the man says. Anything.”

“Because you can afford to pay to circumvent théht?

Grimes smiled. “Reasonable doubt, Cristina. | maliou’re a little upset
at the moment. Having Marquez use you like that tbabe extremely
painful. Especially for you.”

“Why especially for me?”

“Well, you're not exactly used to men beating dowwour door, are
you‘?”

“Shut up, Richard.” Her father’s voice resoundedhwtommand; he
expected automatic compliance.

Cristina lifted her chin. She would not take a dbegk, not when she’'d
come so far. She wouldn't let them destroy whatastoepted. She was
worthy of being loved. She was a beautiful, desgrattoman. Gabe said
so. Gabe said.



Gabe.

She hurried from the house. She knew where shédgd and who she
had to see now. ”

The truth couldn’t wait.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

From his studio window, he watched her slam herdoer and run up
the walkway. He didn’'t doubt why she was there.

Counting off the seconds, Gabe waited, following pregress by sounds-
-a few words exchanged with his housekeeper. Ttwat floor shutting.

Hurried footsteps up the first staircase. The sdcdwross the landing.
Then she burst through the door and came to a halt.

He didn’'t move from his post by the window. He wedd and waited.
The truth wasn’t an ally now, but his most bitteemy. He would give
her the truth, however, because he owed her thehnte didn’t deserve
to be heard, to explain why, to be forgiven. Wheitlldone to her was an
obscenity against decency. The payback would beutdtbe--brutal.

“Did you maneuver our meeting at the gallery?" akked directly, not
coming any farther into the room.

“Yes.”

The tiny flicker of hope in her face died a sudddgath. Her lips
trembled.

“Did you set out to seduce me?”
HYeS.”

She pressed her hand to her mouth. A curtain afticmafell over her
eyes-hurt, disbelief, disillusion.

She dropped her hand, pushed back her shoulderdifesad her chin.
“Were you seeking revenge for Sebastian?”

“I was buying him time.”



“By seducing me.”
“By preventing a marriage between you and Jasomé&xi’

“By seducing me,” she stated flatly. “How did yondw about it? | didn’t
even know.”

“I made it my business.”
“You used me.” ,

He didn’t defend the accusation that pierced harthhen ripped clear
through his soul. He bled--she just couldn’t see it

“You toyed with me. You violated the trust | gaveuy”

Again he couldn’t deny her words.

She took a step toward him, then stopped.

“I shared my secrets,” she said, the words baralyenthan a whisper. “I
shared my body. | shared my heart, Gabriel. Mart And you never
wanted any of it.”

How wrong she was. Her heart mattered most. Hetoshdothat out too
late. She’d stolen the darkness that had clungigosbul for all these
years, and now it was poisoning her instead. dwdd find a way to take

it back, he would.

“Congratulations You really had me believing yo&he moved toward
the canvas he’d been working on. “I want to seeparyrait before | go.”

Gabe made a move to stop her. It was the wrongasafhe wrong one--



She gasped. Her hands flew to her mouth. “Oh, . God! How
could youHow could yo@"

“Cristina-"

“I didn’t pose for this! | never would have posedde. Never. Not even
for you.”

“l painted you from memory.” The blessing and cuo$e photographic
memory. He lifted the cloth covering her officiairfrait. “This is for you.
That was for me.”

Panic cast a brilliant sheen over her eyes.

“So this next step was blackmail? Or perhaps & litbutine public
humiliation? What2Why?”

He moved toward her. “It never would have gone mpldy. | promise
you that. But | couldn’t help painting it.”

“You promis& Oh, well, let me take that one to the bank, alitg all
the flattery, all the lies about how beautiful | .adnd desirable. I'm
surprised you could even get it up. Oh, that’s tri@ex is just basic to
you, isn’t it? One woman’s as good as the nextas wathetically easy,
wasn’t I? God. | look like some porn star.” Thedeness of her words
showed him exactly how much he’d hurt her. “It wadlattery. Nor lies.
You have to believe that much.” But why should dfedieve him?
Actions spoke louder than words. “And there’s noghipornographic
about this. The sheets cover most of you.”

“I look like a tramp.”

“No.” He knew he was arguing without any chanceyefting through to
her. He wanted to hold her. To tell her he loved e ask her--

“I will never forgive you for this.”



She looked past him, then calmly strode acrossoi,;

He saw a flash of something in her hand as sheduanound. A heartbeat
later she stabbed the unfinished portrait with iatgaowel and dragged it
through the canvas, splitting her- self asunderernlbhe moved to the
portrait destined for the Chandler family gallenydadestroyed it as well.
He didn’t try to stop her, although he died witle thork. The best work
of his life.

She flung the trowel aside, the clatter of metahging accusation. Eyes
blazing, she marched up to him. “I won’'t beg forrayefor my father.
Because he was desperate, he got caught up in lsomédte’s sorry
happened. He also has no control over it now. Yoobgbly won't
believe this, but he’s been an honorable man mioktsoife. When my
mother died, he lost interest in living. His fin@escdwindled. He didn’t
realize it until it was too late. Then he did sohmeg stupid. For me,
Gabriel. Forme Are you so perfect that you've never done anghin
stupid?”

He wanted to soothe the pain from her face, to Hmxgforgiveness, to
promise her the moon.

She walked away, then turned around when she rdaitiee door. “I

wouldn’t have married Jason, no matter what amnaminy father used.
And you know what? | thought you were the first niarsee how strong |
could be. To have faith in that strength. | thougbti were different.
Even exceptional.”

“I'm sorry, Cristina.”

Her eyes welled, the tears glittering but not smillout. She tossed back
her hair and drew herself up proudly.

“I'm willing to take some of the blame. | was drawm the uncivilized
side of you, to the dangerous edge that made me bilnmught you were



the best thing to ever happen to me-- no mattent wieafinal outcome
was. You accepted me. No one else ever had, nbhbutitqualification.
But now | realize | was wrongd.would have been the best thing that ever
happened tgou. You never deserved me--but you could’ve had me for
life.”

What could he say to the truth?

“You were right about one thing, Gabriel. There'diree line between
love and hate-and you crossed it. | hate you.”

Even her parting words didn’t blacken his soul.’8haken that from him

and not given it back. He wanted it back, thateatifrom the world of
hopes and dreams that most people lived in. He edatite familiar

darkness to surround him and bring the old peaate ¢hme with the
satisfaction of winning. Instead she left all heodness shining on him in
painful rays, and all her hopes and dreams enttustim. How could he
give them back to her? How could he steal backbier soul, his

untouched heart, and leave hers free to love again?

Hearing an engine rev, he moved to the window nmetito see her car
speed away. He traced the panes of glass withingerks, watching the
streaks he left, his mind filled with visions ofrh&anding there, a sea
captain’s devoted wife, her eyes shimmering witidegness and warmth.

But not for him.

“Take care of yourselbella,” he whispered, his breath fogging the glass,
his heart hurting.

He found a roll of tape. His hands shaking, he newity taped the
canvases back together, the only tangible evidématesomething pure
had touched him once.

He’'d come to her untainted by his past. She diintw that. He hadn’t
known it. The first time they’d made love had bé&enfirst time--in love.



There was a difference. Another thing he’d beenngrabout. It was
different with a woman you love. More joyous, mg@seecious, more
satisfying.

And she’d loved him. The unworthy, undeserving nenwas. She'd
loved him.

His paintbrush might as well have been a sword.
“Gabriel?”

He spun toward the quiet voice, hopeful. Not OnetiHow foolish to
think it would be Cristina.

“Mom.”

He tried to pull himself together. He couldn’t ewsalk across the room
to greet her--and yet what he wanted was to be lasldhe used to hold
him when he was a child.

He jammed his hands in his front pockets. “Whatyane doing here?”
“Richard came to see me.”

Bewilderment lined her face, so beautiful, everfity. Her hair was
fashioned into an intricate twist, but Gabe knewedched her waist in a
shining ebony cascade, not a strand of gray visibte Her body was a
little softer these days, but it only added to élegant grace.

“Hijo, he said you threatened him.”

Gabe swiped a hand down his face. He invited hisharoto sit in
Cristina’s chair--he would always think of it asath then he pulled the
ottoman close. “I didn’t threaten him. He did sohmeg criminal, and he
deserves to be punished, but if he’s feeling tleread it's because his
own conscience is talking to him.”



“I had not seen him since he left, all those yems. He looks almost the
same.”

Gabe stiffened. “Don’t tell me you still love himShe smiled slightly.

“No. What | felt for Richard disappeared long ageen then, | would not

have named it love. | had an affection for him. Andas grateful. | have

told you many, many timesjjjo, | loved your father. | would have died
for your father. No one can replace him in my héart

Gabe’s world tilted. “My father? But my father iscRard Grimes. And
you just said-"

“Richard? No, no, no!”
She laid a hand upon Gabe’s arm just as his hegahlie spin.

“l told you, Gabriel. I told you hundreds of timegou are descended
from kings! How could Richard Grimes be a king?”

“But...you worked in Grimes’s house. He got yougorant.”

‘I was pregnant when he hired me as a maid. | @t gome to this
country from Mexico. | never said he was your fathejo. After you
were born, he moved me into the house where you gpe’

"Why would | have assumed it?" He ran his handsugh his hair. His
world was crashing down around him. “You said mihéa was a strong
and powerful man. Grimes came every week to see Meupaid your
bills.”

“He provided the house and sometimes more. But ke cleaning
houses. | took little from Richard.”

“He paid you off when he left! He paideoff!”



“He was my loversi, to my shame. | did not know for many, many years
that he married, but by then I did not think | hea@hoice. Your father,
Ramon, sent me here when we learned | carriedhiid. ¢ had nothing.
He was to join us, but he was killed before he @dul

“Why didn’t you tell me this?” Gabe lurched uprighouting the words.
Everything he was, everything he’d done had been bat of his hatred
for Richard Grimes.

“Because it was dangerousijo. Your father was a powerful makhin
revolucionario”

“Why didn’t you go home? Why didn’'t you tell hisnfaly about me?
Wouldn't they have protected you? Cared for youfpeld you raise me?”

“You would have become a--how do you sampen8”

“A pawn. Madre, | have been a man for a long, long time. You #hou
have told me this. You should have told me.”

She flew out of the chair and grabbed his armstinguta stop to his
prowling. '

“I told you all your life! Your name is Gabriel Alndro De La Hoya y
Marquez, and you are descended from kirigs!verdad Truth. | can
show you on paper the line from which you comes i&n old and noble
name hijo.”

“You knew | thought he was my father. You knew it.”

She seemed to age before his eyes. “Perhaps Idshaué told you more.
But you did not ask specifically. And after Richdedt us, you never
wanted to discuss your father, and | was grat&etause | was afraid.”

“Afraid of what?”



She choked out the words. “That you would take yatlrer's place. That
you would die for his cause. You are all | havebfBad. All | have. | had
given up the only other thing I loved. | could mgte you up, too.”

“I wouldn’t have gone to take his place.”
“Si, mi hijg you would. You are a strong man. A man of gregtlty.
You would have sought your roots. You would haveetayour father’s

place. | know you. | know you too well.”

“So you intentionally kept my heritage from me, &ese it was easier and
it suited your need to keep me close?”

“I did not want to lose you.”

Instead, he’d lost himself somewhere along the Wénere was nothing
for him to hold on to. He’'d dug his own path, shéwveby shovelful.
“Why didn’t you let yourself love an- other man? Apnest man? One
who would have been a father to me and a true Imgsba you. You
deserved that. So did I.”

“If you can say thathijo, you have never loved. Not the kind of love that
you carry in your heart for all your days.”

“Sometimes second best is enoulgladre”

“You would say such a thing? Second best would nbeegood enough
for you.”

“Maybe | would have been a different person if iad a father around to
talk to. A better person.”

“Lo siento, hijo. Lo sientd

She was sorry. What more did he expect from hemy Touldn’t turn
back the clock.



He’s not my father. The words he’d wished for adl life had come true--
too late. So many people had been hurt becauses @hniger. Maybe he
couldn’t ever forgive himself, but he could forgives mother. She’'d
suffered enough.

“I'm sorry, too, Mom.” He wrapped his arms arouner,hhis misguided
mother who had done her best.

As Arthur Chandler had. But instead of blaming fegher, Cristina felt
compassion for him. Love. And she let that rule dexisions. Gabe could
do the same.

Long after his mother left, he sat staring at tlaendged portraits. He
heard his housekeeper call out that she was leghirighe didn’t answer
her. He was glad to be alone, even though he didmwiv what to do
next.

He’'d always known what to do next.
“You didn’t call me.”

Gabe spun around at the sound of the harsh masawdine. Ben. Great.
Just what he needed.

"Remind me to have the locks changed.” He stoodpmilyr and moved
away from the portraits, not wanting Ben to seanthd had Raymond
take down the painting at the gallery.”

“I saw. We still have business to discuss, Gabeu Nad no right to put
us on display like that.”

Ben had picked the wrong time for a confrontatibrie wanted a fight,
he’d come to the right place.



“You're an idiot,” Gabe said. He watched Ben's t&at settle, then
build, until his fists clenched and his body turnedteel.

“I'm tired of you telling me how to live my life. u don’t know
anything,” Ben said in a deceptively soft voice.

“I know a lot. |1 know | would give up everythinghave for what you
threw away. Damn it, Ben. You had a woman who loyed. Only you.

Who would’ve been by your side until death.”

“You always take Les’s side.” .

The accusation stung--because it was true and bec&en’s pain
accompanied the words. “You've been jealous of meesthe first day
we all met, just because | flirted with her. Shected me, Ben! And the
minute she saw you, that was it. She never lookadather man.”

“You Wanted her.”

“She was cute. | flirted. It was habit.”

Ben turned away. “You’'ve been her confidant.”

“I've been her friend. That's all.”

“You’re supposed to be my friend, too.”

The words hung in the air between them. God, whg waerything
happening to him at the same time?

"Gabriel Marquez, the perfect man," Ben said, fgdidabe again. “The
man with all the money. All the women--"

“And look where it got me. Do | look happy to yoD® you see a special
woman?” He gestured violently around him. “A chil@®e proverbial
white picket fence?”



“Is that what you want?"

The question brought Gabe up short. They didn't gedse kinds of
guestions of each other. “Yes,” he said at lass. tHioat burned. He sank
into a chair and buried his head in his hands. Ged.”

After a long silence he felt a hand come to reshisnshoulder. “Do you
want to talk about it?”

No! The word echoed in his mind. He sensed Ben cragdheside him.

“I'll listen. Maybe we can start our friendship ay&abe. I'm willing to
try, anyway. I'm tired of being at odds with you.”

“Then can we get drunk together, because that's Wblan on doing, and
I'd rather not do it alone.”

“l imagine you can convince me.”

Gabe smiled slightly. Maybe something good wouldneoout of the
disaster he’d made of his life, after all, if heutmb straighten things out
with Ben. “I guess you’d better pull up a chairenh This won’t be short
or sweet.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

"Gabriel Marquez did not pay off your debts as kimgl of favor to me!”

Cristina shouted at her father. “He was easingtis, guilty conscience,
that's all. Now look what you've done! Saddled mighwan even bigger
debt because I'll owe him. How could you?"

“Calm down, Cristina.”

“I will not calm down. And stop giving me the patieeinvalid look. Your
mind isn’t the least bit frail.” She dropped intetseat beside her father’'s
bed, a chair she’d occupied for most of the pastknence she’d moved
home. She owed Gabe a debt of gratitude for comgrieer father to tell
her about his illness, but the guilt scales tipfmexdheavily on Gabe’s side
to worry about showing him her appreciation. “| ‘tdrelieve you took
money from him,” she said, dragging her hands dbenface. »

“He had reasons | couldn’t argue with, my dear.ids which, my. life

insurance will cover most of the reimbursement, y@u won't be

beholden to him.” He patted Cristina’s arm. “He mised he’d do

everything he could to keep my name out of the stigation into the

building collapse, said | seemed to be an innopartly."” He looked away
a moment. “We both know | wasn’t. Richard used img, | allowed it.

And he’ll drag me down with him, especially now tilines plans for the
marriage have been shattered. With any luck, idllaefore anything goes
to trial.”

“Oh, Father, don't say that. Please don’t.” Shenéghacross to hug him.
“Let’s just cherish this time.”

“The practicalities need to be dealt with. Did yknow Gabe’s mother
was Richard’s mistress for almost sixteen years?”

Cristina straightened. "What?"



“It's true. Richard told me after you left here thther day. Since Gabe
was an infant, apparently.”

Sixteen years? But his father had taken him ta#tegirl on his fifteenth
birthday. His father.

His father was Richard Grimes?

“I think your Mr. Marquez is a complicated man, €ima. True to his
beliefs, right or wrong. Perhaps a little unyielglibut someone you could
count on.”

Still stunned by the revelation, she didn’t comgmdh her father's words
immediately. “Wait. Youvantme to be involved with Gabe?”

“He’s nothing like Jason, is he? Jason wouldn’tehthe guts to stand up
to me. Your Gabriel may not be an angel, but helevquotect you. |
admire him. And he did make you happy for a whappier than I've
ever seen you.”

“But, Father, I'd never trust him. What's a relatsiip without trust? And
what makes you think he even wants a relationsliip me?”He hasn’t
even tried to contact me.

“Miss Cristina?”

Welcoming the interruption, she turned to the mavehing in the
doorway, one of only three servants left in the ii@ier employ.

“A package arrived for you. | had the delivery nmaurt it in your studio.
Looks to be some artwork.”

“Just one package? There should be several boxgsomputer, as well
as the paintings from my apartment.”

"Just the one crate, miss.”



"Hmmm. Thank you, John.” She turned to her fatbet, he’'d drifted to
sleep. She fought the sting of tears at seeingdarfragile. In the week
she’d been home they'd become closer than everge mpen. More
loving. It was hard watching him die, watching p&n take over, but she
was grateful to be with him.

Cristina turned off the bedside lamp then wentdo dtudio. They would
finish their discussion about Gabe later.

Gabe. How could she have been so wrong about him3i#&'d seen and
acknowledged his flaws, but she hadn’t detectethtadi malice toward

her. Speculation, curiosity, interest. Never mali¢et only a man with

hate in his heart could have used her like thatiaut thought to how it
would devastate her. How could he have missed gethie love she
offered him?

With a groan, she put her hands over her eard, iasvould block her
thoughts. Giving herself something to do, she ogehe crate.

A sheet of parchment fell to the ground, landinghen feet. When she
saw the signature, the paper imprisoned her asweighed a ton. She
didn’t want to read any lies he wrote, but as dtitesl her glance to the
open crate, she saw the painting of her nude. Haped it together,
leaving it unfinished and unframed. Behind it wasr IDe La Hoya
original for the family gallery. He’d redone it.&mned it. Sent it to her.

And she looked beautiful.
She hadn’t seen beyond paint and canvas last wehlsistudio. She’d
only wanted to destroy it, the way he had destrdyeddreams and her

trust.

Cristina let the first canvas fall facedown on fle®r, then she propped
the masterpiece on an easel. The note he’'d wrigempted her. She



ignored it for as long as she could. If it had béeran envelope, she
would have tom it to shreds. But then, he prob&bkw that about her.

Crouching, she picked up the paper with her fingsrt
This was the only way | could show you the tr@abe

Cristina threw the paper as far as it would goedlzofoot. It drifted to
the floor and lay there like a death sentence.

Show her the truth? What truth?

He didn’t do anything without a purpose, but exaethat was he saying?
Why was he making a game of it, making her guesth@tmeaning
behind his words?

Show her what truth? °

She’d learned something important since she’'d nmat-hthat the truth
wasn’t a straight path, as she’d always thoughtobe that wove around
problems and burrowed through disappointments. vt hid in the
portraits?

Hard truths like the one Gabe lived with--the knesde that Richard
Grimes was his father, a father who wouldn't ackieolge him? She
pictured Gabe at fifteen, so full of anticipatiammly to be so cruelly
abandoned.

She said his name on a sigh full of sadness for him
Her movements stiff, she swept up the portrait gheft facedown and
propped it against the easel legs, below the othen examined both

paintings for the meaning behind his note.

Everything she admired about his work was evidantd- something
extra, as well. Maybe because she was the sulgadt,she wanted to



believe he felt differently about her than abougare else he’d painted,
she also saw a tone unlike any she’d seen in ksiqus work, a loving
tone. The work was sensual--and tasteful--but lovade her eyes
shimmer and the comers of her mouth curve.

As she stared at his portraits, tension flowed flem like a willow tree

straightening again after a long, steady wind hegt it bent. She’d been
strong before she knew him. Now she was strongee’dSgone past
accepting herself to even liking the way she looked

He’'d broken down every one of her barriers. Couié give that up?
Could she forgive him?

Could she trust a man whose nickname was Romeo?algist was in
making a woman feel good about herself. Then thearquestion--was
he even asking her forgiveness, or was she famgsabout that, too?

She had to find out.

She recognized the music instantly. Wagner. Pldged enough that
paintings bounced against the walls, tilting crazil

Cristina thanked the housekeeper, then climbed sth@way, taking
tentative steps toward the blaring notes. He wdtldave heard her if
she’d jogged, but she tiptoed, anyway, stallinge 8idn't know if she
could face another disappointment from him.

She stopped just inside the doorway, catching heatb at the sight of
him. Wearing only jeans, he painted on a huge c@nsamething in

response to the music. A landscape of his sodeémed, in a blast of
color, like a heart exploding. She watched the ghhynuscles along his
back and shoulders. Even his bare feet mesmeredib longer a cool,

con- trolled man, but one overflowing with emotias if every- thing

held in reserve had burst free at one time.



She moved until she could touch him, pressing imgeftips to his back,
whispering his nhame into the musical explosion m@sbk and strings and
drums that was deafening, tantalizing. He spunrad@o fast she jumped.
She’d sliced into his concentration when she toddhen. It took a few
seconds for him to register her, for the wild passn his eyes to calm.
"Cristina."

Just her name, but with such a wealth of emotiorhignface that she
forgot her questions. He set his palette and basstte, then grabbed his
shirt hanging over the screen and slipped into it.

“I would have been more presentable if you'd calliest,” he said after
turning off the music, his gaze cool.

She studied his expression and decided he wagstgdhimself against
being hurt.

“I got the paintings.”

“Will you keep them?”

“One of them, at least.”

His lips compressed, but he said nothing.

“I need to know what you meant by your note. Whaitht are you
showing me, Gabe?”

“The truth of who you are.”

“Who am [?”



They had stood like this once before, in almost ékact same spots,
facing each other, neither moving, when he’d lat keow he was also
Alejandro De La Hoya. His trust had been such &tigén.

“Who are you?” he queried at last. “You're a muétteér person than I.”

“Why don’t you just lay your cards on the table,b@al? | have so many
guestions | don’'t know where to start.”

He wiped a hand down his face, then through headly disheveled hair.
It was the first time he hadn’'t looked neat. “Yolready said you
wouldn’t forgive me. What difference would anythingay make?”

“Maybe a lot.”

Hope flared in his eyes then was doused with hi$ bknk. Had no one
ever given him a second chance before? The uttieresa of it made her
want to weep.

"I never wanted to hurt you, Cristina. If you bekenothing else, believe
that.”

“You set me up from the beginning to be hurt.”

He warded off the verbal blow with a subtle shdtiof his shoulders. “I
know it seems that way. In my misguided attemphétp Sebastian, |
thought | might be saving you, as well, from a naaye that would be
more of a merger. | didn’t know your strength--besza | didn’t want to. |
do now.” He looked away. “In the end I'm no bettiegan Richard Grimes.
| used you, too. Believe me, I'm paying for it.”

“‘How?”

“Because for all that | may have changed your ilifevocably, you've
changed mine even more.”



“Tell me how.”
His mouth twisted. “I deserve this, | suppose.”

“Deserve what?” Her legs were beginning to shakmfstanding still and
taut for so long, but she couldn’'t move, eitherdii want to walk
toward or away from him. They just faced each o#ref dealt with it all.

“The ultimate revenge, right, Cristina? Revengeoise thing | do
understand. Okay. You want the whole truth? Hers.it’'ve learned a
hell of a lot about myself since we met. I've chedlgYou drained me of
the envy and the hate | had for a man | thoughtthat my mother and
me, then you left me with all thidight inside. | don’t know what to do
with it. | want the darkness badiella. | need the darkness back or I'm
going to lose my mind. | hurt--" He stopped, agnbwing he’d said too
much.

A tangle of emotions flowed from him, filling theoace between them
like something palpable.

“Why did you pay my father’s debts?"
He frowned, as if the answer was simple.

“So that you had choices. My God, Cristina. It'dyomoney. What does
it matter?”

“My pride matters.”
“It was the only thing | could think of to pay ydaack for what I'd done
to you.” He swore. “You mean, | screwed that um?tad just wanted to

give you a clean slate. Your career will solve ribet.”

“You're still going to show my work?”



“Of course | am.” He shoved his hands through tasg kgain, swore
again. “You don’t trust me at all, do you?”

“Why does it matter?” she asked, her throat achiWghy is it so
important?”

His face reflected stark pain. “You're going to reake say the words.”
“I have to," she whispered.

He moved so close she could feel the heat fronbdaty, feel his breath
dust her face, warm and unsteady.

“I love you,” he said, his voice low and harsh, feséd with passion.
“Beyond my own worthiness. Beyond all my dreamsydel life. If
anyone had told me | could love like this--" Hegted. Swallowed.

Love poured from her like a hot spring forcing wsy through an ice
floe, melting her resistance, her hesitance, habtdo He’'d never known
the safety and security she had. Maybe it was timaelearned they
weren’t just words.

“I love you, too.” Oh, the joy of being able to stne words aloud! ~ He
breathed her name as he reached for her, tentatvdirst, then almost
painfully, pulling her close, holding her as if thverld were coming to an
end and this was the last time the second handdnsywep the clock. ,

“I don’t deserve this,” he said, as if she wouldagipear.

“Yes, you doWedo. I love you so much.”

Gabe pulled her even closer. She loved him. Hehiltfingers dig into
his back, felt her shoulders shake-and the pieédsisobroken world

finally fit themselves together, the jagged edgesdding to create one
smooth sphere, with Cristina in the middle.



He stroked her spine, spoke against her hair, tloedsvtumbling
unchecked. “I've been alone much of my lifeslla, but I'd never been
truly lonely-not until you were gone from my lifé.never thought I
needed anyone. | thought I could take care of mysst fine, that | only
needed the challenges | gave myself.”

He pulled back enough to look into her eyes. Ey@asrhing with love
and joy.

“I was wrong. | need you. And a family. The whoémfasy of home that |
never believed in before. Please marry me. You toave a moment’s
doubt of my fidelity or my love. And | promise nevi® disappoint you
again.”

“Shh.” She pressed her fingers to his lips. “Yom't@romise that. No
relationship is that perfect. But on the way hererhembered something
you said about marriage vows being the purest v@mwsan makes. I've
seen for myself what loyalty means to you. | lowel,yGabriel. With all
my heart. Yes, I'd be honored to marry you.”

He tried to kiss her tenderly to show her how miiehanswer meant, but
he had to expunge his fears first, his despairtibahought he’d lost her,
his fury at himself that he’'d hurt her. What thesiacked in tenderness,
it made up for in honest need. Returning need mgbtren her, as well.
She attacked him back, a fierce warrior goddess.

“If 1 don’t have you naked against me in the nexbute--" he murmured
against her mouth “--I'm going to stop breathing.”

“I've learned mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.”

Her smile blinded him. He scooped her into his aand carried her
down a flight of stairs and into his bedroom, igngrher little shrieks of
fear that he was going to fall and break both timeicks. Kicking the
bedroom door shut behind them, he dropped herohdd--their bed.



“I need a favor,” she said, a little breathlest@sinbuttoned her blouse.
“Anything.”

“I want to get married right away, before my fathd3efore.”

“Is Saturday soon enough? You already have thesdi@smove into
your house,” he said, shifting his gaze to her faeeing gratitude settle
in her eyes. “We’ll care for him together.”

“Thank you,” she said, a soft hitch in her voice.

“I'm going to be with youbella. You can count on me. You won’t bear
any burdens alone.”

“Neither will you.”

"I have so much to tell you. About Sebastian andfatlyer. Secrets and
lies, Cristina. So many secrets and lies.”

She threaded her fingers through his hair overaua, her smile gentle
and accepting. “We have all the time in the wonhy, love.”

He laid his head against her breasts, enjoyingpilew of comfort,
savoring the scent of her flesh--a privilege he Mdwave for the rest of
his life.

The rest of his life.

He smiled. And then he sought his mate.



