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Catherine lay on her bed, mentally kicking herself… “If I keep this up,” she told 
herself, “I’m going to drive him away permanently.” 

She scanned back over the evening, searching for the instant that it all went wrong; 
when she lost her hold on the rigid control she always kept on her feelings.  

Vincent had shown up on her balcony much earlier than usual. This time of year, 
mid-June, it didn’t get full dark until late, but Vincent had shown up on her 
balcony before 10PM, when it was barely dark, much earlier than his usual 11PM 
or later. 

She assumed he had been as anxious to see her as she had been to see him and had 
rushed into his arms as soon as she had seen him drop to the balcony.  

It had been a long, hot week. She’d drawn the short straw and had been the ADA 
to go to Atlanta to hunt down an elusive witness in a murder case. The DeKalb 
County Sheriff’s department had tried to serve a subpoena on behalf of the 
Manhattan DA’s office, but had sent back the paperwork with a letter saying that 
the woman in question was no longer at the address on the subpoena. John had 
decided to send one of his ADA’s to track her down. 

When she arrived the heat had been oppressive, but all any of the native Georgians 
had to say about it was, “You should be here in August.” With the temperatures 
hovering in the low 90’s in June, she’d hate to see what it was like in August, and 
hoped she wasn’t compelled to go back then. It got hot in New York, but she didn’t 
spend that much time in it. She went from air-conditioned apartment to air 
conditioned car or cab to air conditioned office to air conditioned court. She’d even 
given up her runs in the park for the safer venue of running on a treadmill in an 
exercise room that had been added behind the lobby in her apartment building.  

In Atlanta she had wound up spending the better part of each day in the heat. She’d 
rented a car at the airport, but the AC had quit before she even made it to her hotel. 
She called the rental people, but they just didn’t have anything else available. 



Leave it to the DA’s office to pinch pennies by using a small car rental agency. She 
considered making the trip back to the airport to turn in the car and get another at a 
different agency but when she called the office they wouldn’t authorize it and 
when she decided that she would just pay for it herself, she found that none of the 
rental companies wanted to rent a car to her because she didn’t have a firm date 
that she would be returning it. So she sat in heavy traffic in Atlanta in a car with no 
air conditioning for hours every day for four days. She was exhausted and 
thoroughly wilted when she got back to the hotel each evening.  

She had been successful. She found her woman and even managed to convince her 
to go back to New York to testify. Of course she did have the threat of the 
subpoena and she could have had the DeKalb County Sheriff arrest her and hold 
her until the NYPD sent someone to escort her back to New York. 

She thought that her luck had changed, but things started back downhill on the trip 
home with her witness. Their plane had been due to arrive at JFK at 1:30 Thursday 
afternoon. She had promised Joe that she would stop at the office with the witness 
then she would write up the report so it would be on his desk before the close of 
business that day. That didn’t happen.  

Their plane had been grounded in Philadelphia because of thunderstorms over the 
New York area. She had come very close to renting a car in Philadelphia and 
driving the rest of the way, but as she was getting to the end of her patience the 
plane had reboarded and they had landed at JFK not long after…only three hours 
late. That put them in a cab, as luck would have it, an un-air conditioned one, in 
traffic at rush hour, but she had gone in, handed over her witness and written the 
report. Joe had been so grateful that she had found the witness that he’d given her 
Friday off. She finally made it home, to her blessedly cool, quiet apartment a little 
after 8PM.  

She unpacked, dumping dirty clothes in the hamper and putting away everything 
else, then she headed for the shower to wash away the sweat and hopefully a little 
of the frustration. She hadn’t even stopped to eat. Once out of the shower she did 
feel better. She dried her hair and put on a tank top and a pair of cotton knit pajama 
pants instead of her usual pretty nightgown, and headed to the kitchen to see what 
she could put together for a meal.  



She had just finished the bowl of soup when she heard Vincent’s boots scuff on the 
balcony. Her rush to his arms had been reminiscent of her headlong leap after the 
time he had saved her from drowning. He was holding her as tightly as she was 
clinging to him. 

“I missed you!” she gasped as she leaned back to look at him.  

“And I missed you. I’ve felt your fatigue…was it a rough week?” he asked.  

“That is an understatement. I drove all over Atlanta and its suburbs. I was 
beginning to think I was being led on a wild goose chase, but I finally found the 
witness yesterday morning. It took me most of the day to convince her to testify. I 
hated it, but I had to threaten have her taken into custody.” 

“Can you do that?” he asked. 

“In this case we can, since it is a murder case and she was subpoenaed by the 
prosecution, but she relented and agreed to come back with me. I turned her over to 
Joe and she is his problem now.” She hugged him fiercely again. “God, I’m glad to 
be home!” 

When she leaned back to look at him again she caught a look of extreme 
wistfulness and yearning before his eyes slid away from hers and he attempted to 
step away from her. She caught his arms just above the elbow and prevented his 
escape. He was always surprised at her strength.  

She reached up and ran her fingers down his cheek then made him look at her. 

“What is it Vincent?” she asked. 

“It’s nothing, Catherine,” he said softly. “You’re tired; you need your rest. I should 
go.” He started to move away. 

“No!” she said in what even she recognized as a petulant tone, but she couldn’t 
seem to stop it. “You only just got here. I missed you. I want you to talk to me, 
hold me.” 

When he looked up, surprised at her tone, she grabbed his face between both her 
hands and kissed him. He went completely still at the first touch of her lips, but 
when she tilted her head to get a better angle, he groaned and pulled her tightly 



against him, returning the kiss. She was pretty sure that he’d never kissed anyone 
like that, in passion, but he was doing a pretty good job, for a beginner.  

She groaned, opened her mouth in invitation, and he came to his senses and pulled 
away. 

“Vincent?” she gasped wobbling a little when she was deprived of his support. 

“Catherine…I’m sorry,” he started.  

“Don’t apologize,” she told him as she quelled the urge to cry at being so suddenly 
deprived of his arms and his lips. “I’m the one who should apologize to you. If it is 
any consolation, I didn’t plan it; it was spur of the moment.” She looked up at him 
with a tiny smile. “You were doing very well. I was enjoying it.”  

She moved toward him again and was reaching for his hands when he jerked back, 
turned and jumped up to the balcony wall reaching for the foot and finger holds in 
the building so he could climb back to the roof.  

“Vincent?” she called after him as she watched him climb. 

“I must go, Catherine,” she heard him call back as he disappeared over the wall 
onto the roof. 

That was when she went and threw herself on her bed and started berating herself 
for being such an idiot.  

She was invited to dinner and a children’s concert Below on Saturday evening, she 
wondered if she would still be welcome. Well, Father had done the inviting so she 
would go and try to enjoy herself even if Vincent didn’t speak to her.  

Surprisingly, it didn’t take long for her to fall asleep – she was that exhausted. She 
didn’t know how long she’d been asleep when she woke suddenly. She sat straight 
up in the bed gasping for breath, with very joint and muscle cramped and aching. 
Then it was gone as quickly as it had come. She tried to figure out if it had been a 
dream or something more tangible. There was a lingering uneasiness and she 
turned on the bedside lamp and looked at the clock. It was a little after 3AM, she’d 
only been asleep a few hours. 



She turned out the light and tried to go back to sleep, but the uneasiness persisted. 
She tossed and turned for a while before she finally got up. She wandered around 
her apartment trying to figure out what was going on. It was vaguely familiar and 
she searched her memory; she remembered how she’d felt when Vincent had been 
trapped Above when he was blinded by the explosion and again when he and 
Father had been trapped in the maze. She’d felt what he had felt initially the 
second time, but both times there had been that sick feeling in the pit of her 
stomach that had told her that something was wrong and that Vincent was in 
danger; the same feeling she had right now.  

It was well after 4AM when she hurried back into her bedroom to dress: jeans, 
sweatshirt, jacket and shoes she could walk in. She grabbed her keys off the mantle 
and headed down to the threshold in the basement and made her way Below. She 
stopped at the first sentry and told him that she was just going to Vincent’s 
chamber and there was no need to report her arrival. When she passed the second 
sentry post at one of the major intersections Below, someone called out to her.  

“You’re down here awfully early,” commented Jamie as she stepped out of the 
nook.  

“I was just going to check on Vincent,” said Catherine with a shrug, “I had a dream 
and I just wanted to make sure that he was OK.” 

“He isn’t in his chamber,” Jamie told her.  

“Where is he? Did he have sentry duty tonight?” Catherine asked.  

“No, he passed here right after I came on at midnight.” 

“Where was he going?”  

“Down to the lower tunnels, I guess,” said Jamie. 

“How could you tell?” 

He took that tunnel,” Jamie pointed to the one to the right. “The only place it goes 
is to the lower tunnels. There is a fork, and the right one goes to the river and the 
other goes down to Narcissa’s chambers and the catacombs. 

“He hasn’t come back?” Catherine asked.  



“No, I don’t think he will for a while. He only goes that way when he’s taking 
supplies to Narcissa, or going to spend time at his campsite on the river. He wasn’t 
carrying anything, not even a pack, so I don’t think he was going to see Narcissa.” 

“Damn!” Catherine exclaimed. 

“What’s wrong?” asked Jamie in concern. 

“We had a disagreement, and he’s taken off again. I wish he wouldn’t do that. It 
worries Father and me.” She turned and looked toward the tunnel that Jamie had 
pointed out. “Do you think Father is up yet?” she asked. 

“If he isn’t, he will be soon. It’s almost five, and he is usually up around that time.” 

“Thanks Jamie,” she said as she turned and headed toward the hub, “I need to talk 
to him.” 

When she reached Father’s study, light was showing from the entrance. She 
stepped in and saw father sitting at the table in the middle of the room, reading a 
newspaper and sipping tea. 

“Good morning Father,” she said as she entered the study. “Is it too early?” 

He looked up and smiled at her.  

“Catherine, my dear. You are here early. I’m afraid that if you came to see 
Vincent, you’ve missed him.” He handed her a note. “He’s gone off on one of his 
retreats.”     

Catherine looked down at the note. The handwriting wasn’t as neat and precise as 
it usually was and it was short to the point of curtness: 

Father, 

I need some time. I’ve gone to the river. I’ll see you in a few days. 

V. 

Catherine sighed.  

“I was afraid of that,” she said handing the paper back to Father. “We had a bit of a 
misunderstanding, and he took off.” 



“What was the misunderstanding about, Catherine?” asked Father. 

Catherine sat down in the chair across the desk from Father; he poured her a cup of 
tea and handed it to her.  

“It was silly. I was just stupid. I’ve been away and it has been a very long, hot, 
frustrating week. I swear that everything that possibly could go wrong did, and 
when I saw him on the balcony, I just forgot myself. I threw myself at him in more 
ways than one…I kissed him, Father. And for a minute he was kissing me back and 
then he realized what he was doing and backed off as if I had suddenly burst into 
flames. It tried to apologize and call him back, but he was gone before I could do 
anything.” 

“I’m sorry Catherine,” said Father. There was sympathy in his voice, but she was 
sure it was all for Vincent, but he surprised her by not launching into one of his 
tirades and lecturing her. Since Vincent’s illness, Father had accepted more; 
accepted her, but not completely. “That kind of behavior is very stressful for him,” 
was all he said. 

“I know,” she said in a tired voice, “and I get carried away sometimes, but that 
isn’t why I’m here.” 

“Why are you here?” 

“I woke a couple of hours ago and I felt as if something had knocked the breath out 
of me. I couldn’t breathe and everything hurt.” 

“Are you ill, Catherine?” he asked, concerned. 

“No, but I think something may have happened to Vincent.” 

“To Vincent? What makes you think that?” 

“It’s just like the time he was trapped above and couldn’t find his way back Below 
and when the two of you were trapped in the maze. When you were in the maze, I 
suddenly had a blinding headache that didn’t last more than a few seconds then I 
had a vague feeling of unease, as if something was wrong. I knew it was Vincent 
and I have that same feeling now. The pain and the inability to breathe passed 
quickly, but I just feel like something is wrong.” 



“I thought that the Bond didn’t work both ways,” insisted Father. 

“Not all the time. It seems to be only when Vincent is in danger,” she told him. 

“I’m sure he will be all right, Catherine…” Father began.  

“But don’t you think that someone should go check on him? Won’t you send 
someone, maybe Mouse after him?”  

“I don’t think that will be necessary,” Father told her. “He will send a message if 
he needs us. Otherwise, when he goes off like this is it usually better to just leave 
him alone for a while.” 

“But Father, what if he’s hurt and can’t send a message.” Catherine was surprised 
at Father’s attitude.  

“He knows that route and can travel it with his eyes closed; actually he usually 
does travel it without any torches or lanterns, his eyesight is phenomenal.” 

“That might be so, but accidents do happen,” Catherine pointed out.  

She had the feeling that Father didn’t believe that the Bond could be a two-way 
street under any circumstances and thought that she was just making it all up 
because she was upset that Vincent had taken off so soon after her return.  

“But Father…” 

“No Catherine, I’m sure he is just fine...He’s told me time and time again that the 
Bond only runs one way, that you can’t sense him.” 

“But I just told you that I can, sometimes, when he is under extreme duress or has 
been hurt. I’ve felt it before, and I’m feeling the same thing right now!” she 
insisted. 

“Catherine, I’m sure he is all right.”  

“Father, how do you think I knew to just show up that time you two were trapped 
in the maze? I felt it, and I’m feeling the same thing as we speak.” 

“Why don’t you go have some breakfast before you head back Above,” he 
suggested firmly. 



She wondered how the man could stubbornly believe that she had no empathic 
feelings where Vincent was concerned, but accept, without question, that Vincent 
could feel what she felt. He baffled her. He was all but telling her to back off; go 
home and wait until Vincent showed up. She didn’t think she could do that, but she 
meekly drained her cup, said goodbye and left. She knew she could find Mouse in 
the dining chamber and she knew that she could probably get him to listen and help 
her go after Vincent.  

But even Mouse was reticent to follow Vincent. 

“Would make Vincent mad at Mouse,” he pointed out. 

“No it won’t,” she told him. “I’ll take the responsibility if we find him and he is 
OK.” 

“You sure he’s not OK?” Mouse asked. 

“Not really, it’s just a feeling, but I would hate to not check and then find out later 
that he was hurt and needed our help.” 

That argument convinced Mouse. 

“Mouse knows some shortcuts, maybe we can catch up before he gets too far,” he 
said and she could tell he was already planning. “Need to tell William that we need 
travel food for two, no three, for two days. We’ll need packs, bedrolls, tools and 
supplies from Mouse’s chamber.” 

“I’ll talk to William,” she volunteered. 

“Good. Meet Mouse here in ten minutes.” 

It was more like twenty, but when Mouse returned he carried two packs with 
bedrolls attached. He set them down and divided the food William had given 
Catherine putting half in each pack.  

“Come on,” he told her. “We have to move fast to catch up with Vincent. He has a 
six hour lead.” 

They met Jamie, who was returning from sentry duty. Mouse asked her to come 
with them to the first “shortcut.”  



“Need help with the rope,” he said cryptically. 

“You going after Vincent?” asked Jamie as they walked along. 

Catherine nodded. “I have the feeling that there might be something wrong; like 
when I first met all of you. Father wouldn’t listen, so Mouse agreed to help me.” 

They walked for nearly an hour past the sentry post, when Mouse veered off into a 
side tunnel. 

“Where are you going, Mouse?” Jamie called after him. “That’s a dead end.” 

“Shortcut,” he insisted.  

They walked for another five minutes then Mouse stopped and scuffed some dirt 
aside and revealed wooden trap door in the floor of the tunnel. The wood looked 
fairly new.  

“Where did that come from?” asked Jamie. 

“Mouse built it. There was an old door. The wood was rotted. Been there a long 
time, but no one came this way so no one knew. I was exploring and didn’t see it. 
It was covered with dirt. It broke through and Mouse fell. The tunnel below was 
familiar, so I knew it was a shortcut. Twenty feet down through here,” he pointed 
down into the shaft, “and we are in a place it takes over two hours of walking to 
reach.” 

Jamie just looked at Catherine with a wry smile and shook her head. “So, what do 
you want me to do?” 

Mouse was busy tying his rope to a heavy iron staple that had been driven into the 
wall.  

“When Catherine and Mouse are down, you untie the rope and drop it.” 

“OK, but why didn’t you just bring two ropes?” Jamie asked. 

“Only had one with knots so Catherine could climb,” said Mouse logically as he let 
himself over the lip of the shaft and started to climb down. The rope was knotted 
every few feet so Catherine figured she could make it down. 



When Mouse reached the bottom he called back up to her.  

“Catherine’s turn. I’ll hold the rope.”  

Catherine climbed down, it took her a little longer than it did Mouse but she 
reached the bottom safely.  

“Look out,” Jamie shouted as she dropped rope after untying it. “See you two, be 
careful.” 

Mouse rolled up his rope, put it over his shoulder and led the way. 

There wasn’t much conversation as they walked. Mouse could talk endlessly, if he 
felt he had something to say, otherwise he lived up to his name.  

Catherine was a little startled when he did speak. 

“It’s just a feeling?” he asked, picking up their conversation from earlier.  

“Yes, just a feeling, but it is like before when Vincent and Father were trapped in 
the maze.” 

“Can you use it to find him, like he finds you?” he asked. 

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve never really tried.”  

They walked on. They took a break at mid morning, then another for lunch and 
then walked another hour when mouse pulled another trap door up out of the floor 
and tied his rope to a staple in the wall. As he was preparing to climb down, 
Catherine spoke up. 

“Are you sure this is right?” she asked. “I mean, Jamie said that Vincent passed her 
sentry post right after she went on duty at midnight. I woke up around three with 
the feeling that something was wrong. That was only about three hours, we’ve 
been walking for over five. Shouldn’t we have caught up with him by now?” 

“Vincent runs,” he stated in a tone that said she should have known. 

“I didn’t think of that,” she said as she watched him descend. She followed and 
when she reached the bottom he made a suggestion.  

“Try what Vincent does,” he told her. 



“What?” she asked, puzzled. 

He pointed one way in the tunnel then the other. “Which way is he?” he asked. 
“This shortcut cuts off about two hours of walking. If Vincent was running the 
whole way, he would be close to here; a little that way,” he pointed his light to the 
right, “or a little that way,” he swung it around to the left. 

Catherine had the idea, but she wasn’t sure if it would work. It hadn’t really helped 
when she and Isaac were trying to find him, but he’d been moving that time. She 
closed her eyes and concentrated. The feeling she’d had since she woke was still 
there, and it did seem a little stronger than it had higher up. She walked a little way 
in one direction, then stopped and closed her eyes; then she walked back to Mouse, 
passed him and went on for several more feet and repeated the procedure.  

She opened her eyes and looked back at Mouse.  

“This way, I think,” she said, even though she didn’t understand her own reason. 
“Do you think we should call out to him?” she asked as Mouse passed her. 

He shook his head. “Sound doesn’t travel good down here. Echoes bad in some 
places and it’s dead in others.” 

They had only walked about fifteen minutes, Catherine had fallen a little behind 
when she saw mouse stop abruptly and train the beam of his flashlight toward the 
floor. 

“Catherine, here!” she heard him call.  

She hurried to his side and he put his arm out to hold her back. “Big hole, not a 
shortcut this time.” 

“Is he down there?” she asked before she looked down. 

Her eyes followed the beam of Mouse’s flashlight to see Vincent lying on his back 
in the dirt about twenty feet below them. Just when she was beginning to fear the 
worst, his hand came up to shield his eyes from the bright light. 

“Who is it?” he asked in a rough voice. 

“Vincent, it’s me and Mouse is here too. Are you hurt?” 



“I hit my head...dizzy; every time I try to move everything spins and I feel like I’m 
going to be sick. I’ve been in and out of consciousness; I think I have a 
concussion,” he reported in detail. 

Catherine turned to Mouse. “Do you think we could get him out of there?” she 
asked him. 

“No rope,” he stated, but he used his flashlight to study the wall below them. “The 
pit is narrower at the bottom than it is at the top; the wall slopes. You should be 
able to climb down the rubble on this side if you’re careful. You can stay while I 
go for help. You’ll need a rope to get back up.” 

Catherine started to move toward the edge but he caught her arm and pulled her 
back. “Wait.” 

He dropped his pack on the ground, rummaged around, then pulled out a few 
things.  

“First aid kit, extra food and water,” he said as he unzipped the pack on her back 
and put the items in it. “I’ll only be able to use one shortcut so it will take longer to 
walk back. But when I come back with the rescue team, we will use both the 
shortcuts; be back in about twelve or thirteen hours.” 

She nodded. “I didn’t wear my watch. What time is it now?” she asked.  

He pulled out an old-fashioned pocket watch, opened it and looked. “One thirty-
five,” he announced then closed it and handed it to her. “Keep until we come back. 
I’ll stay until you get to the bottom.”  

He stood and watched as she carefully picked her way to the bottom. She slipped a 
few times, starting miniature landslides, but she reached the bottom without 
mishap. She rushed to Vincent’s side and quickly checked him over. Satisfied for 
now she looked back up at Mouse.  

“Thank you Mouse,” she called. “We will see you tomorrow morning.”  

He waved and she watched as he turned and left, then she turned back to Vincent.  

She shrugged out of her pack and leaned over Vincent, looking into his eyes in the 
light of the flashlight. 



“Are you OK?” she asked. 

“I don’t think it is anything serious. Just a concussion,” he told her.  

“I thought a concussion was serious,” she said as she checked his eyes with the 
flashlight. His pupils looked normal and reacted to the light properly. 

“There are degrees,” he said with a wry smile.  

“What happened?” she asked as she pulled the first aid kit and a canteen out of the 
pack. 

“I was running. I wasn’t paying attention; thinking of something else, and didn’t 
see that a hole had opened up in this section. I was moving too fast to stop in time. 
I slid down the slope.” 

He started to move and Catherine restrained him with a hand on the center of his 
chest. “Stay put for a few minutes while I check you out to make sure that there 
isn’t anything major wrong.” 

She brushed his hair back and checked his ears, no bleeding there. His nose didn’t 
look like it had bled. She moved to his feet and ran her hands up his legs as far as 
mid thigh; first the right and then the left. It didn’t feel like anything was broken. 
She didn’t even think as she unlaced his vest, unbuttoned the shirt underneath and 
then pulled it and the thermal shirt out of his jeans. She ran her hands up his 
ribcage, poking and prodding on both sides. He winced once and she pulled up his 
shirt and turned the flashlight beam on his side. There was a large bruise about four 
inches above the waistband of his jeans. 

“I think I bounced off something as I fell,” he explained. He had initially been 
shocked when she had started examining him, but she had obviously been intent on 
making sure he wasn’t seriously hurt so he had relaxed.  

“How are your arms?” she asked as she moved to his head.  

“I can move them and there is no pain,” he told her. 

She checked his collarbone and then ran her hands under him to check his back 
where she could reach. When she drew her hands up under his head they came 
away sticky with blood.  



“Vincent, your head is bleeding!” she exclaimed.  

“I hit that right after I hit my side,” he told her. 

“If I help you, do you think you can sit up?” she asked.  

“I’ll try.” 

She managed to get him into a sitting position, but he wound up with his forehead 
resting on his knees because he began to feel faint. 

While he was in that position she examined the cut on the back of his head. It was 
almost three inches long, and had bled heavily, like any head wound, but in this 
case it was probably a good thing, because it had kept too much dirt from getting 
into it. 

When the dizziness passed, Vincent gingerly sat up, he swayed for a moment when 
he was hit by another wave of dizziness, but he overcame it and remained upright. 

“Catherine, if you can help me get closer to the wall, I think it will help. She 
played the light over the walls of the pit and found a spot opposite where she had 
climbed down that looked solid.  

“Sit tight for a minute and let me go spread the bedroll for you, then I’ll help you 
move.” 

She detached a thin pad from the bottom of the pack and unrolled it on the floor 
next to the wall. She dropped the pack next to it and went back to Vincent. 

Getting Vincent to his feet was a difficult proposition. They were both sweating 
when he finally dropped gratefully to the pad and leaned against the wall. 
Catherine gave him some water and let him rest for a bit before she got him to turn 
so she could clean the cut on his head.   

“Are you still feeling nausea?” she asked, as she used a dampened handkerchief to 
clean the cut as well as she could. 

“No, that has passed. I don’t think it is really serious, in spite of the dizziness and 
drifting in and out of consciousness,” he told her.  



Catherine dabbed a little bit of antibiotic ointment on the cut. “Father is probably 
going to have to stitch this,” she told him. “I’m going to cover it with a gauze pad.” 
She did that and then wound more gauze from a roll around his head several times 
to hold the pad in place. She looked at her handiwork then laughed nervously. “It 
isn't pretty,” she told him, “but it is functional.” 

He turned so he was leaning back against the wall. He closed his eyes and drew in 
a breath. 

“How did you find me, Catherine? For that matter, how did you even know to 
look?” he asked.  

“I had a feeling,” she told him. “Just like when you and Father were trapped that 
time. I felt you fall, it woke me, and then I couldn’t get back to sleep because I 
couldn’t shake that anxious feeling that something was wrong. When you need 
help, I just seem to know.” 

She turned to sit next to him, shoulders almost touching, but not quite. 

“Are you hungry?” she asked. “Mouse left most of the food with us.” She started 
going though the pack. “There is one of those little alcohol burners, I can probably 
heat some water and make some tea, and there is a thermos.” She took it out, 
opened it and sniffed. “It’s chicken soup. Would you like some?” 

“Yes, that sounds good. Save the tea for later, the soup will warm me now.” 

She found a cup and poured some soup and handed it to him. Then she started 
taking things out of the pack and setting them on a flat stone next to her. She 
placed a candle and matches in easy reach. Then she poured herself a cup of the 
soup.  

Neither spoke as they sipped.  

Vincent handed her his cup then suggested that she should probably turn out the 
flashlight.  

“Save it for when we need it. The candle should be good for about three or four 
hours, and we will have a little light from the alcohol burner when we heat water. 
How long did Mouse say it would take him?” 



“About twelve or thirteen hours round trip. It took us five hours to get here and that 
was with his two ‘shortcuts’ that cut off almost four hours of walking. He won’t be 
able to use both of them going back. I assume they will use the shortcuts when they 
come back.”  

She looked at Vincent and patted her thigh, suggesting that he lay down an use her 
lap as a pillow. He did and she looked around for his cloak, but didn’t see it.  

“Didn’t you wear your cloak?” she asked.  

“No, Mary has it. I tore it, and she’s repairing it for me.” 

She covered him with the blanket from the pack then she turned off the flash light 
plunging the cavern into complete darkness. 

Soon Vincent was asleep; she listened to his quiet, regular breathing. 

The long, hard week, only a few hours of sleep, and then the long walk finally 
caught up with her and she dozed off.  

When Vincent woke he was disoriented. It took him a few moments to remember 
what had happened, and realize that the pillow beneath his head was Catherine’s 
leg. No wonder it smells like her, he thought with a smile. 

She’d come after him. She’d never done that before when he’d run, but then she 
said she had felt it when he’d fallen and she was afraid she had been hurt.  

He sighed. Her feelings had been so strong, so overwhelming when she had kissed 
him; and he had responded, just feeding her fire. He had to admit that it had fed his 
own. He had felt her surprise when he had kissed her back; he had been as 
surprised as she was.  

But it was only a kiss, he told himself. No reason to panic and run like that, 
leaving her there alone and hurting. It won’t happen again, he promised himself, 
and he didn’t mean the kiss. He hoped that would happen again. He promised 
himself that he wouldn’t run next time; if he got a chance at a next time.  

He lay quietly for a while then he started sensing discomfort; Catherine’s, not his. 
She was cold.   



Catherine woke a few minutes later, she was still sitting against the wall, her leg 
was numb and she was chilled to the bone; shivering. She hadn’t anticipated the 
hike and had only worn a light jacket over a t-shirt and sweatshirt, but she had been 
sweating and when the sweat dried it had chilled her. She’d been warm enough as 
long as she and Mouse where moving, but now that she was sitting still she was 
really feeling the chill. 

“Catherine?” she heard Vincent’s voice as she tried to keep her teeth from 
chattering. “Are you awake?” 

“Yes. How are you feeling?” 

“I’m all right,” he assured her, “but you are freezing. Isn’t there another blanket?” 

“No, only the one from my pack.” 

Vincent moved so his back was against the wall. 

“Come down here beside me, Catherine, hypothermia isn’t anything to scoff at.” 

Surprised at the offer, she turned on the flashlight. “Do you want something to eat 
or drink first,” she asked as she rubbed feeling back into her leg. She was hesitant 
to join him after what had happened on her balcony.  

He’s always worried about his self-control; this time I’m the one who is worried 
about mine. 

“What time is it?” he asked.  

That was a question she’d never heard him ask; he seemed to have a built in clock 
and he always knew the time.  

She pulled Mouse’s pocket watch out and opened it. “It’s about five,” she said. 

“AM or PM?” asked Vincent. 

“Oh, um, PM,” she told him. “If he doesn’t stop to rest, Mouse should be back with 
help around one or two in the morning.” 



“If you’re all right, we could eat a little, some more soup would be good and then 
we can nap and get you warm,” he suggested. “We can eat again when we wake 
and that way we will be ready to face the trip home.” 

Catherine lit the candle and poured the last of the soup into the cups. They shared a 
cheese sandwich. The food helped, but Catherine was still cold. When they 
finished she blew out the candle and joined Vincent on the pallet under the blanket. 
She lay down, trying not to touch him, but as she tried to settle herself, his arm 
came around her waist and he pulled her back against him.  

“You won’t get warm that way,” he explained. 

It didn’t take long for his body heat to warm her, and she relaxed and slept.    

********** 

Catherine woke; she lay in that state between sleep and wakefulness where she felt 
light as a feather. She knew where she was and didn’t want to move and break the 
spell. She didn’t often get to sleep like this, in Vincent’s arms. When she did it was 
usually propped against the wall on her balcony. 

She was lying on her side, her back tucked close against him and his arm was 
draped casually across her waist. Vincent still slept and she picked up the flashlight 
that she had left lying close to her head and turned it on Mouse’s pocket watch, 
open, next to it. It was after eleven. They expected mouse and the rescuers back 
sometime after 1AM. She left the light on and set it on end; the strong beam was 
lost; the ceiling was at least thirty feet above. The light sent a very faint glow only 
a few feet around it. There was still time to drowse and enjoy the feeling before she 
had to get up and put together a meal.  

She rolled to her back, careful not to disturb Vincent, then she turned her head to 
look at him. 

He looked as if he’d had a rough couple of days himself. His hair was wild and 
tangled where it escaped from her bandaging job and there were dirty smudges on 
his face, but he looked like he was resting. 

She lay, relaxed and thought about all that had happened in the last surprisingly 
few hours.  



Aloneness, a word that he had coined to describe his own state. He said that she 
had relieved that aloneness, but she felt more alone right now, lying close beside 
him than she’d ever felt before. She loved him so much, wanted him so badly, but 
the need to hide those feelings, the wanting at least, was what caused her 
aloneness.  
 
She had resolved to say nothing, to live in the moment, to accept whatever 
happiness came to them, but occasionally fear washed over her in waves she 
couldn’t suppress, could barely hide from him. Fear that he would never move 
forward toward love and fear that neither of them would ever know what they were 
missing.  
 
As though he had heard her thoughts, he opened his eyes and gazed sleepily at her. 
Whatever he saw in her face and felt in the Bond brought him fully awake. 

"What is it, Catherine?" 
 
There was no point in lying, he could feel it. 
 
"I'm afraid," she blurted. 

He glanced quickly around for danger, the arm across her waist tightening.  

"There’s no danger, Vincent, it’s just…hold me. Please?" 
 
He gathered her close, wrapping the blanket around her. She shivered in spite of 
his warmth. 
 
"It's all right," he murmured. "I'm here. What frightened you? Did you dream?" 
 
She hesitated. "You," she finally said, holding him tight. His heart thumped under 
her ear, strong and steady.  

"Afraid? Of me?" he asked. He pulled back a little to get a better look at her. 
“There have been times when you should have been afraid of me, but you never 
have been before.” 



“Not of you, but for you…for us.” 

“For us?” he questioned.  

"I'm afraid we'll never a get any further than we are; that we will never really be 
together and I can't stand the idea, Vincent, I really can't!" 
 
He jerked back a little more, surprised, and looked into her eyes. 
 
"I try, Catherine,” he told her quietly, “but it is my fear for you that holds me 
back.” He gave her a sad smile. 
 
The smile goaded her into motion. She moved away from him, picked up the 
flashlight and rose. 
 
"Sometimes I wonder if you are trying!" she said quietly, but he could feel her 
anger.  
 
"I am, Catherine," he assured her, sitting up and reaching for the matches to light 
the candle. 

Candle lit, he rose to his feet, unassisted, and looked down at her.  
 
"Are you? Are you, really?" she turned off the flashlight, dropped it and poked him 
lightly in the chest. After her exam, she had rebuttoned his shirt, but had not closed 
the vest, so there was no padding to absorb the poke. He didn’t move, just stood 
there looking down at her sadly. She poked him again, harder, starting to cry. He 
grabbed her hands; she tried to jerk away, but his grip was too strong, so she 
lowered her head and to his surprised, she butted him. Not as hard as Isaac had 
taught her, but hard enough to make an impression. He dropped her hands away 
and backed up. 
 
He looked at her, one eyebrow raised as his hand went to his chest. He could feel 
her anger and her frustration, but there was sadness in her eyes along with the 
tears. 
 



"Catherine, we’ve saved each other countless times; they say that when someone 
saves someone else’s life that person is indebted to him for the rest of their lives. 
Our lives are so intertwined now, that even if we wanted to we could never leave 
each other." 

She turned her back on him, ashamed of her outburst, but still unwilling to give in. 
“You make it sound as if the only reason we are together is because we are 
indebted to each other.” 

“Catherine, you know that isn’t true. The love we have, it’s a dream, yes, but 
dreams do come true,” he told her.  

“Only if people are willing to work for them.” 

The fight suddenly went out of her and she wobbled. He caught her around the 
waist and pulled her back against him.  

He sighed. "Catherine, what brought all this on?”  
 
She turned in his arms and looked up at him a wave of despair overcame her. Her 
shoulders slumped. Vincent felt the despair and looked at her with incredulity as 
she began to cry. He’d felt her run quite a gamut of emotions since he woke.  
 
He brushed her hair off her wet cheek, and pulled her closer; she could feel the rise 
and fall of his chest as he breathed. He was so solid, so warm, so real. Could they 
make their dream that real, she wondered. 
 
His hand touched her cheek, warm and comforting.  
 
"Catherine, I had thirty two years of life without you, before I knew you—and yet, 
I loved you. I dreamed and I waited. I didn’t acknowledge, even to myself that you 
were there, that you were even possible, but I knew you were." 
 
She closed her eyes and leaned against him. 
 
"I loved you, too," she whispered. "I always will." 
 



Her eyes were still closed, but she felt him lean toward her, and his mouth was 
suddenly on hers, warm and light as a summer breeze and just as fleeting. 
 
"As long as we live—we are one," he whispered. His lips touched the scar in front 
of her left ear then her chin and they breathed the same air, but he didn’t kiss her 
again. She stood with her head on his chest, hearing the words rumble deep and 
soft. "And when my body dead and gone, I will still be yours, Catherine." 
 
It was quiet, deep as they were in the earth; the only sounds their breathing and the 
beating of their hearts. 

They stood like that for a long time but the spell was finally broken by a muffled 
grumble from Catherine’s stomach.  

“I think we should eat and get ready to leave,” he said, even though he didn’t 
move. “The rescue team should be here soon.” 

She pulled back a little and looked up at him. He had kissed her, without any 
urging on her part, and she was still a little stunned by it, but she wasn’t ready to 
talk about it yet.  

“You managed to get to your feet pretty well. Are you feeling better?” she asked. 

“Much. The dizziness is completely gone. I think I will be able to walk back 
without any assistance.” 

She finally moved away from him and sat back down on the pallet. She found two 
more sandwiches in the packet of food, peanut butter and jelly this time, and 
handed him one after he finished lighting the alcohol burner. He took the sandwich 
as she poured water into the small metal teapot. She went about her tasks without 
speaking, and Vincent watched her as she moved.  

She finally settled back against the wall next to him, handing him an apple and a 
plastic bag of beef jerky.   

When they finished their meal they set about repacking the backpack. Catherine 
bagged up the little bit of trash they had generated and stowed it in an outside 
pocket of her pack as Vincent folded the blankets. 



“You didn’t have a pack?” Catherine asked, as much to make sure her voice still 
worked as anything.  

“No, I seldom go down to the river with anything other than a canteen. I make a 
planned trip every now and then to restock the stores I keep there.” 

“You have a permanent campsite?” Catherine was trying to remember what she 
had seen when they had a passed the area on their way back from Paracelsus’ 
domain after Erlik had kidnapped her. “I don’t remember seeing anything.” 

“There is a small chamber not far from where we crossed the river. We didn’t stop 
so you didn’t see anything,” he told her. “It is small, but it stays dry, even when the 
river floods. I found it when Devin and I were children.” 

“Father let you go that far?” she asked in surprise. 

“No,” he said with a chuckle. “Sometimes some of the other children used to taunt 
me with my differences. I went to Father and complained and quite 
uncharacteristically, Father told me that I had to learn to fight my own battles. I 
was only about nine and small for my age, but strong. I don’t think Father realized 
just how strong I was. The next time someone started in on me, I hit him and then I 
ran. I didn’t stay long enough to see what kind of damage I did, I just ran as fast as 
I could for as far as I could. When I quit running I had absolutely no idea where I 
was. I wandered for quite some time before I came to the river. I reasoned that 
maybe it was the river that the falls flowed into so I started walking on the bank 
against the current. It was going slowly uphill so I thought I might be going in the 
right direction. That was when I came across the chamber. I always had things in 
my pockets, so I lit a candle and explored it. It was clean and I decided to use it to 
sleep in. I ate a candy bar I had and slept. When I woke, Devin and Winslow had 
found me. 

“Devin and I went back later when we were reading Mark Twain and were in our 
raft building phase. It became our favorite camping spot.” 

Catherine was about to ask another question when they heard noises from above 
them and looked up to see several anxious faces peering over the edge of the hole 
and down at them. 



“Made good time!” a tired Mouse announced tiredly. 

Ropes were thrown down and Catherine and Vincent were helped up the almost 
vertical wall. Once at the top Vincent assured everyone that he was capable of 
walking, and everyone sighed in relief that they didn’t have to carry him the nine 
hour walk back. In fact, he told them that he was probably recovered enough to 
climb the ropes at Mouse’s shortcuts and make the trip even shorter.  

They arrived back at the main community just in time to hear the first breakfast 
call go out over the pipes. Catherine started to say goodbye when they reached the 
intersection where the tunnel led to her threshold, but Vincent caught her hand and 
stopped her. 

“Stay, Catherine?” he asked. “You were going to be here for dinner and the concert 
anyway.” 

“Is it only Saturday? Goodness, it seemed like we were down there forever,” she 
considered a moment. “I’ll stay, but I would like to clean up. I’ve had these clothes 
on for over twenty four hours and some of them were very sweaty hours.” 

“Father wants me to meet him in the hospital chamber. Come with me. Mary is 
sure to be there and she can see to it that you get some clothes.” 

Catherine nodded and he led her off toward the hospital chamber. He didn’t let go 
of her hand and Father and Mary noticed as they entered the chamber a few 
minutes later. 

Father gave Vincent a thorough check-up as Catherine gave him and Mary a 
detailed account of how he’d been when she and Mouse had found him.  

Father did have to put a few stitches in Vincent’s scalp and that was accomplished 
after administering a little Novocain to the affected area.  

“You can wash your hair when you bathe this time,” he told Vincent as he was 
washing up afterward, “but try to keep it dry after that, for at least a couple more 
days. Now, both of you go get cleaned up, have some breakfast and get some rest. 
If you were to miss the children’s concert tonight they would be very upset.”  



Mary beckoned Catherine to follow her. “I think I can find you some clean clothes 
and the bathing chamber close to the guest chamber should be stocked with 
everything you need. You go on and bathe and I’ll make sure the guest chamber is 
made up. I’ll bring you some clothes. Leave your dirty things in the basket and I’ll 
see that they are washed.” 

Catherine did as she was told and she was just finishing up when Mary came in 
with the clothing.  

“You left some clothes when you were here during Vincent’s recovery,” Mary told 
her. “Jeans, a turtleneck sweater even underwear and socks.” She put the clothing 
on a bench. “Hurry… William told me that he was making scones this morning. 
I’ll save you some.”  

Mary hurried out and left Catherine to dress.  

Catherine headed for Vincent’s chamber and met him just as he was coming to 
look for her. He looked better, but still tired.  

“Are you going to rest after breakfast?” she asked as he took her hand again and 
they turned toward the dining chamber. All this hand holding was a huge change in 
behavior. She idly wondered if the knock on the head had jarred something loose.  

“Doctor’s orders,” he told her.  

Breakfast was quiet. On Saturdays William set out boiled eggs, muffins, scones, 
bread for toast, fruit, juices, coffee and tea. People generally wandered in and out 
anywhere from 5AM to 10AM. It was after 8AM when Catherine and Vincent 
arrived and the chamber was almost empty. The early risers had already been there 
and gone and the late risers had yet to arrive. There were scones, as Mary had 
promised. Catherine helped herself to a boiled egg, a scone, a piece of fruit and a 
cup of strong, black coffee.  

Neither spoke until Catherine got up to go for a second helping.  

“Would you like something else?” she asked Vincent. 

“Another scone and some tea,” he answered with a smile. 



She picked up the tray she’d used the first time and went back to the tables. She 
came back with a pot of tea, two more scones, a fresh cup of coffee and another 
egg.  

“You should join us for breakfast more often,” Vincent suggested as he watched 
with approval as she cracked the shell on the hardboiled egg.  

“I’m always in such a hurry in the morning that I don’t even think of breakfast. I 
just have coffee while I dress,” she told him. “I’m not much of a morning person.” 

After breakfast, they walked, hand in hand again, back toward Vincent’s chamber 
and the guest chamber that was just down the tunnel beyond it.  

“I guess I’ll see you at dinner,” said Catherine as she started to walk on after only a 
brief hesitation outside Vincent’s chamber.  

Vincent didn’t let go of her hand and she was forced to stop and turn toward him. 

“Vincent?” she asked, tugging slightly. 

“Catherine, would you stay here, with me?” he asked shyly, looking at his feet 
instead of at her.  

Catherine was surprised, shocked really. His behavior and attitude had made a 
complete turnaround since Thursday night.  

“Are you sure, Vincent?” she asked.  

“Yes…we can talk, we need to…and I found that I liked having you next to me 
while I slept.” 

He finally raised his head and the look she’s seen only fleetingly on Thursday 
night was back only this time it contained a large helping of uncertainty.  

“Yes, Vincent,” she said with a reassuring smile. “I’ll stay. You’re right, we need 
to talk and we probably won’t get another chance for a while.”  

She followed him into his chamber. He’d left only one candle burning in 
anticipation of coming back right after breakfast and going straight to bed, as per 
Father’s orders.  



Catherine reached down and started to pull her sweater over her head. 

“Catherine!” Vincent gasped in shock. 

“Don’t worry; I have a tank top under it.” Her voice was muffled as she pulled the 
sweater over her head. “This is too heavy to sleep in.” She folded the sweater and 
dropped it on the table then sat to take off her shoes. 

She was watching Vincent out of the corner of her eye, and even though he had 
suggested this napping arraignment she could see that he was hesitant about how 
much clothing he was willing to remove. She looked up and smiled at him and she 
almost see the decision being made. As she lay down on the far side of the bed and 
pulled the folded quilt up from the bottom, he removed his vest, heavy sweater, 
belt and then sat on the side of the bed to remove his boots. Jeans and a long 
sleeved Henley; other than his nightclothes when he’d been sick, this was as few 
clothes as she’d ever seen him in. 

As he lay down, she turned on her side to face him, careful not to invade his 
personal space any more than she already had.  

“You said we needed to talk?” she prompted.  

“Yes, about what we said before, in the pit.” 

Catherine was disappointed, but not surprised. He was probably going to back off 
what he’d said. Qualify it into nothingness. She sighed.  

“I meant what I said,” she told him, “every word of it. The fear, the anger and the 
love.”  

“I know you did, Catherine, and I meant everything I said…” 

“But?” she prompted. 

“No ‘buts’, Catherine. I love you without qualification. I want to move forward. I 
may not move as swiftly as you would want me to, but I promise we will arrive at 
our destination…together.” 

“Do you promise we will get there before we are both old and gray?” she asked 
trying to lighten the mood. 



He was trying not to smile, but he lost the battle and one side of his mouth quirked 
up. “I promise, but I’m going to need some guidance. I’ve never traveled this road 
before.” 

“Neither have I, Vincent,” she told him. 

Vincent looked confused at that. “But Catherine, I thought…” 

“Oh, I’ve had relationships, and I’ve had sex with a few men, but I’ve never loved 
like this before Vincent,” she admitted. “You mean everything to me. You mean 
more to me than anyone else in my life. I didn’t know I was capable of loving 
someone like I love you. It surprises even me when the enormity of it hits me.” 

Vincent was shocked by the wave of emotion that the Bond conveyed to him. He 
couldn’t help reaching for her and pulling her across the mattress and into his arms.  

“Vincent, I want to have your babies.” Her voice was muffled from where she had 
pressed her face into his chest but he heard her well enough. 

“We don’t know that it is even possible,” he told her quietly, “and even if it is, I’m 
not so sure it would be a good idea.” 

“We will cross that bridge when we come to it,” Catherine told him as she relaxed 
against him. “We’ve barely even kissed yet…” 

“And that is an excellent starting place,” Vincent interrupted. 

“It most certainly is,” put in Catherine with a giggle. 

“Catherine, I’m serious,” admonished Vincent. 

“I know, but I couldn’t pass that one up.” She pushed back a little and looked at 
him across the pillow. “Kisses are an excellent place to start. We can stay at that 
plateau until you are comfortable enough to move to the next. I will follow your 
lead.” 

“But Catherine, I’m not even sure what is acceptable.”  

“What do you mean?” 



“I’ve kissed your hair, your cheek, forehead and lips. I know hand kissing is 
allowed, but what else may I kiss?” He seemed embarrassed by his question. 

“You may kiss whatever you want,” she told him as she inched closer and kissed 
him on the spot of skin that was exposed by the open buttons of the shirt.  

He ducked his head and kissed her chest on approximately the same spot. 

He felt the pleasure radiate through the Bond. 

“You liked that?” he asked in surprise. 

“I loved it. Better watch it, or I may tear off all my clothes and let you kiss me all 
over.” 

“Catherine!” he exclaimed, shocked.  

“Don’t worry,” she assured him. “I was just joking…tempted…but joking.” She 
moved so their eyes were on the same level. “But seriously, Vincent, I love you 
and I trust you implicitly. You can kiss me any time, any place and in any way you 
like and I will welcome it and participate with great enthusiasm.” With that she 
showed him how enthusiastic she would be. They were both gasping when she 
finished.  

“Well?” She asked. 

Vincent smiled at her. “You taste like cinnamon and coffee,” he commented. 

She smiled back. “Is it nap time now?” she asked. She would have loved to 
continue in the same vein for as long as possible, but she didn’t want to push him 
into retreat again. 

“I think it is,” he answered.  

Catherine turned over to her other side facing the bookcase behind the bed, and 
Vincent cuddled close behind her, tucking the quilt over them both. 

They both lay quiet for a while then she heard his voice. 

“What is the next plateau?” he asked. 

“Touching, I think,” she said after some thought. “Yes, definitely touching.”    



They both slept. 

Vincent woke slowly. Unusual in itself. He usually woke and was immediately 
alert. Now he lay watching Catherine sleep. He’d watched her sleep a lot in the two 
years since they’d met. First right here in this chamber while she was healing after 
the assault, then later when he’d visited her balcony. Many times he would arrive 
to find her asleep, and not having the heart to wake her, he’d stood and enjoyed the 
sight for a time then left. Other times she had fallen asleep as they sat on the floor 
of her balcony and read or just talked. Sometimes she’d wake when he started to 
lift her to put her to bed and other times she’d slept on as he lifted her, carried her 
to her bed where he’d tucked her in. Up until his illness a few months before those 
had been the only times he’d gone into her apartment, those and when she needed 
his help. He knew she wanted him to visit, and to feel comfortable in her home, but 
there was just something about going inside the apartment, that had just seemed to 
be too intimate. It was her space. He’d always welcomed her into his space, and 
now into his bed, but…Well, that was going to change, the next time she asked 
him to go inside he would. 

Vincent rose and stretched. He sat in his chair and put on his boots then left to go 
to the kitchen for a pot of tea and a snack. Dinner was still a few hours away. 

Catherine woke to find she was alone in the bed. She reached out to where Vincent 
had been. The spot was still warm, so he hadn’t been gone long. She lazed for a 
few minutes then got up. She was pulling her sweater over her head when Vincent 
entered the chamber with a tray. 

“Did we talk about everything you wanted to talk about?” she asked as he set the 
tray on the table. 

“I think we covered most of it before we got distracted,” he said with a smile. 
“Why?” 

“It’s just that I was thinking that I should probably go back to my apartment after 
the concert tonight. I’ve still got laundry to do and several briefs to work on. When 
Joe told me I could have Friday off, I knew that if I didn’t take some work home 
I’d have a whole week’s worth piled on my desk when I got back on Monday.” 



Vincent hid his disappointment, and handed her a cup of tea. “You have 
responsibilities,” he agreed.  

“I just hate it that when something is given to me on the one hand, something else 
is taken away with the other. I always wind up taking work home when I get extra 
time off. I worked my butt off in Atlanta, but when I got back, there was a stack of 
files on my desk at least a foot high. You would think they all thought I was off 
partying instead of working. It is going to take me two weeks to catch up…” she 
hesitated, then looked up at Vincent and smiled. “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to dump 
all that on you. I guess I should talk to Joe about it. It seems the more work I do the 
more work they expect me to do. I’m already the first ADA in the office every 
morning, and the last one out most nights. I love the job, but the hours are 
beginning to get to me.” 

“You are dedicated. Would you be happy doing anything else?” he asked as he sat 
across from her. 

“Probably not,” she answered with a wry smile. “I wasn’t happy working at 
Daddy’s firm. I was bored out of my mind. It wasn’t the least bit challenging. Just 
the same contracts and documents over and over. I looked for every excuse not to 
go to the office.” 

They spent a quiet afternoon cuddled on the bed reading. Father came in just 
before dinner to check the wound on the back of Vincent’s head. He didn’t 
comment when he saw them, only raised an eyebrow. 

“I should be able to take the stitches out on Monday,” he told them both. He turned 
to Catherine. “How long will you be staying, my dear?”  

“I’ll be leaving tonight after the concert,” she told him. “I’ve got some catching up 
to do.” 

She wanted so badly to say something to Father, even a mild “I told you so,” 
would have made her day, but she didn’t. She knew she’d been right, and Vincent 
knew; that was enough.  

Father nodded and suggested they all go to dinner together. 



The concert after dinner was excellent. Catherine was always amazed at how 
talented the children were. Much better than the small orchestra at her private 
elementary and junior high schools had been. She’d participated, but her piano 
playing had never progressed much beyond the basics. Chopsticks had been one of 
her better pieces.  

Vincent didn’t talk much all evening, and she was a little concerned.  

Vincent may have looked calm on the outside, but his brain was flying at ninety 
miles an hour. Catherine said that she needed to catch up on a few things, but he 
wondered if she was going home more to give them some time. When she said she 
had work to do, the Bond told him that she was telling the truth, but she’d never 
used that excuse before, even when she had work to do.  

By the end of the concert he’d come to a decision, now all he had to do was come 
up with the courage to move on it.  

“Catherine,” he began as they neared her threshold. “Are you planning to work 
tonight?” 

“I’ll probably do some laundry tonight,” she told him. “I’ll tackle the paperwork 
tomorrow.” 

“I was wondering…would you mind if I visited tonight?” he asked, not looking at 
her.  

“I’d love it,” she said enthusiastically. “You can keep me company while I fold 
laundry; maybe read to me. It will be better than the TV.” 

He looked at her and he could see relief in her eyes. He now knew that she’d only 
decided to go home because she thought he might need some time on his own; time 
to absorb the changes that had taken place between them.  

They had reached her threshold. 

“Then I will join you in about half an hour. I need to go back to my chamber for 
my cloak.” He turned to go. 

“Vincent,” she called after him. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”  



He turned back to her and looked at her questioningly; then he caught on and 
smiled. He walked back to her and kissed her upturned lips lightly. “That’s all,” he 
said as he stepped back. “Any more and we may not move from this spot all 
night.” 

She smiled and turned to the ladder as he stood and watched her ascend. 

Catherine was in her apartment a few minutes later. It had been closed up for 
almost a week with only a brief airing on Thursday; it still seemed stuffy and 
musty, in spite of the air conditioning. She turned it off and went to throw open the 
French doors in both her bedroom and the living room. The night was cool and 
there was a nice breeze from the east, she could smell the ocean. She had the first 
load of laundry in the washer when she heard Vincent on the balcony. When she 
left the kitchen she was surprised to see him standing in the door from the balcony 
into the living room with his cloak over his arm. 

She stood for a moment, surprised at the sight before he spoke. 

“May I come in, Catherine?” he asked with a quirk in the corner of his mouth. 

“Oh, um…yes! Of course,” she said, remembering her manners. She waved toward 
the sofas. “Would you like something, tea, wine, iced tea, a beer?” She kept the 
beer mostly for Joe’s infrequent visits. 

“Iced tea sounds refreshing,” he surprised her by saying. “We don’t often have it 
below. Father says it is a waste of good tea leaves.” 

“Iced tea it is,” she said turning back to the kitchen as he stepped all the way into 
the living room. “I made some the other night.”  

She was filling glasses with ice when he surprised her again by coming into the 
kitchen.  

“I’ve never been in here before,” he told her as he looked around at the modern 
appliances. “William works wonders with what he has, I can only imagine what he 
could do with all this.” 

Catherine handed him a frosty glass of iced tea, picked up her own and a plate of 
cookies. “I’ve never actually seen the inside his kitchen, what does he have to 



work with?” she asked as she tuned the radio to a classical station before she 
followed Vincent to the sofa and sat down next to him. 

“He has some old restaurant fixtures. You’ve seen the steam tables. Mouse has 
managed to invent something to keep hot water circulating in them. In the kitchen 
he has an old gas stove, but the burners are broken and no one has been able to find 
replacement parts. The ovens work, and he uses them for his baking. He’s put a 
stone slab over the burners and uses it as a counter top. He says it is the perfect 
place to let bread rise. He does the cooking on an old wood stove. It is huge, and 
works well, but he has to keep the fire burning and that keeps the temperature in 
his kitchen well above the comfortable level. And there is an open hearth, but he 
hasn’t used that in years,” said Vincent, sipping the tea appreciatively. 

“Gas ovens? Where does he get the gas?” she asked. 

“There is a deli just up the street from here. The owner is a Helper. We have 
tapped off his gas lines and Peter reimburses him for it every month.” 

Catherine nodded, the wheels were turning in her mind and Vincent could tell that 
she was up to something; times like these he almost wished the Bond also give him 
more insight into what she was thinking.  

The evening went quickly. By midnight all the laundry was done; Vincent had 
even helped her fold some of it. He was also much more at ease there than he ever 
thought he would be. When he’d changed clothes earlier in the day, he hadn’t put 
the undershirt back on, only his denim work shirt and his padded vest. Now he sat 
on Catherine’s sofa, bootless with his stocking feet on the coffee table. He’d shed 
the vest and rolled up the sleeves of the shirt a little at some point in the evening 
too. Catherine had made no comment, but was enjoying the freedom to touch. 
They had agreed that the next step would be touching, but she was keeping her 
explorations to exposed areas only. He was keeping his hands to himself, much to 
her chagrin.  

She snuggled a little closer to his side and put her arms around his waist.  

“Umm, this is nice,” she commented, her head on his shoulder.  



His arm was around her and his hand started wandering aimlessly up and down her 
back.  

“It is,” he agreed. “No one running in and out, like they do in my chamber Below, 
and your phone hasn’t rung all evening.” 

“I turned the ringer off and turned the sound down on the machine,” she admitted 
with a grin. “I didn’t want to be disturbed.” 

“What if there is an emergency?” he asked, looking at her with a twinkle in his 
eye. 

“It can wait,” she told him. “If it is important, they will leave a message and I will 
check them in the morning.”  

“Good,” he said and bent to do what she had been hoping he would do all evening; 
he kissed her.  

When they stopped some time later, she found that she had somehow managed to 
get turned around and was lying in his arms across his lap. She was hoping that she 
hadn’t done it herself, it just seemed too forward somehow, but she didn’t 
remember how she’d got into that position. 

Vincent wasn’t as surprised to find her there. “I’m sorry, Catherine,” he said. “I 
didn’t mean to manhandle you like that. It is just that I couldn’t seem to get close 
enough the other way and the Bond told me that you weren’t comfortable.” 

“Don’t worry about it Vincent,” she told him as she moved even closer and ran her 
hand up under his shirttail. She remembered that part…she’d tugged it out of his 
jeans so she could touch him, but his hands still hadn’t moved from their places on 
her back. They seemed superglued there. He’d been doing wonderful things with 
his mouth, but even that had stayed resolutely above her collarbone.  

Vincent looked down at her hand, roaming under his shirt then back into her eyes.  

“You did say that the next plateau would be touching, didn’t you?” he asked 
quietly. 



“Yes, I did,” she agreed, but her hand went still. She hoped he wouldn’t ask her to 
stop. His chest felt wonderful with its light covering of soft hair. She was dying to 
see it. 

“May I touch you, Catherine?” he asked shyly, not meeting her eyes.  

“Yes, Vincent,” she whispered. “I would love for you to touch me.” 

His eyes slid back to hers. “Will you show me?” he asked.  

She hesitated for a split second. Should she unbutton her blouse and unhook her 
bra, or not? She opted for ‘not’ and removing her right hand from under his shirt 
she caught his left and guided it to her ribcage just below her breast. He rested it 
there and when he relaxed she started to guide it up toward her breast. He watched 
as if mesmerized; as if the hand didn’t even belong to him. When her breast was 
cupped in his hand, she squeezed her hand over his urging him to squeeze the 
pliant flesh.  

She watched his eyes the whole time, and he never took his eyes off their hands. 
He was lightly kneading and squeezing her breast in a very satisfactory manner, 
but when she removed her hand and he froze.  

“Don’t stop, Vincent,” she said in a breathy voice. “That feels so good.”  

He looked back into her eyes. “It does?” he asked in surprise. “I thought they were 
delicate.” 

“Well, they are, to a certain extent, but touches and caresses are very nice. 
Watch…” 

She took his thumb and stroked it back and forth over the cloth covering her nipple 
and he watched in amazement as it responded and pebbled up hard, showing 
through the layers of her bra and shirt. In theory, he knew they did that, but he’d 
never made it happen.  

She reached under his shirt and stoked her hand across one of his nipples and it 
responded in the same way.  

“Yours do the same thing,” she told him.  



“I know they do,” he gasped.  

She could feel something else, lower down on his anatomy against her hip, 
responding in much the same fashion, but she decided that it might be best to 
ignore that for now, and concentrate their explorations above the waist. 

She brought her hand out from under his shirt. “May I unbutton your shirt, 
Vincent?” she asked.  

He caught her hand as it moved toward the top button of his shirt. He held it lightly 
for a moment before carrying it to his mouth and kissing her fingers.  

“Another time, Catherine,” he said in a strained voice. “I think our exploration has 
reached my limits for now.” 

She smiled up at him, then settled her head against his shoulder and cuddled there. 
“Whatever you say,” she agreed. At least he didn’t dump me in the floor and run, 
she added to herself. 

They sat that way until Vincent heard the announcer on the radio announce the 
time. 

“It’s late, Catherine,” he said, “I should go.” 

“I know, but I don’t want you to,” she told him honestly. “I hope that there will 
come a day when you are visiting here or I’m Below and we won’t have to part.” 

“That is my hope too, Catherine. It will happen, I promise. Just be patient.” 

“All good things come to those who wait?” she prompted.  

“I don’t know how good…” he said with a shy smile. 

“You just let me be the judge of that,” she told him with a quick hug before she 
stood. “If your kisses are anything to go by…” she left that for his imagination to 
fill in as she leaned over and kissed him. 

It was several more minutes before he managed to get away from her, get his boots 
on, retrieve his cloak and make it to the balcony. 

 



Catherine spent most of her Sunday working on the files she had brought home and 
had already been at her desk for forty-five minutes on Monday morning when she 
saw Joe heading for his office. Later, on his way to the coffee pot, he smiled at her 
and waved, but didn’t stop.  

“Moreno wants to see me,” he mouthed as he passed. “I’ll talk to you later.” 

She must have been in the file room when he passed on his way back to his office. 
When she returned to her desk with a fresh stack of files there was a note propped 
against her coffee mug: 

Cathy, 

Please come to my office ASAP. 

Joe 

Note in hand she did just that. 

The door was standing ajar and she stuck her head around it. 

“You wanted to see me Joe?” 

“Come in Cathy. Close the door and have a seat.” The look on his face told her 
immediately that something was wrong.  

“You look like your puppy just died, Joe. What’s wrong?” She sat on the sofa 
across from his desk.  

“It’s worse than that,” he told her. 

“What is it?” she was alarmed now.  

“We have to make some cuts. Our budget has been cut drastically for the rest of the 
fiscal year...” 

“And?” she prompted when he paused.   

“And…we have to let four lawyers and an assortment of other staff go. Policy 
dictates that we go by seniority. No one is ready for retirement so we have to lay 
off our four junior lawyers…” 



Catherine understood. “And that is Blake, Arnot, Carmichael and me.” 

“’Fraid so, Radcliffe,” he said with a shake of his head. 

“Don’t worry about me, Joe,” she told him. “I do this job because I like the work, 
believe it or not, but what about the others? What will they do?” 

“I don’t think Arnot has to worry. I’m pretty sure that I heard that Chandler and 
Coolidge is recruiting him,” he said with a wink. “Carmichael is sharp and he’s 
single, I don’t think it will be hard for him to find anything…” 

“But Blake’s wife just had a baby and she isn’t working right now. It might be 
tough on them,” she supplied. 

He nodded. “At least he’ll get unemployment.”  

“But what about benefits. With a new baby, they are going to need that.” She 
thought for a moment. “Have you told them yet?” she asked.  

“Yeah, you were last because you’ve been here longer than the others.” He looked 
at her. “I’m really sorry Cath, but it is just a lay off. If you are still available in 
January, we will be ready to hire again and the four of you will be first on our list.” 

She rose and went to lean across the desk and pat his hand. “Don’t worry about 
me, Joe,” she told him as the wheels began to turn in her head. “I can use the time 
off, I need a break. How long do we have?”  

“Until the end of the month,” he said in a miserable tone.  

She glanced at the calendar on the wall. “Today is the 19th, which means you only 
have ten more work days to crack your whip over me.” 

He caught her mood, in spite of himself. “Nine and a half, it’s already noon,” he 
told her. He stood and walked around the desk to hug her. “Still friends?” he asked. 

“The best!” she said as she returned the hug. “Now, let me get back to work. It will 
take some doing to clear my desk in only nine and a half days.” 

She hurried back to her desk. She would miss Joe and the other’s she had worked 
with, but the sudden sense of freedom made her feel almost giddy. I wonder want 



Vincent is making of all this? she mused as she reached for her phone when she got 
back to her desk. But first things first. 

She dialed a number and waited for someone to answer. The phone was answered 
before it had a chance to ring a second time. 

“Chandler and Coolidge. How may I help you?” 

“Marilyn, this is Cathy Chandler,” she began. 

“Cathy. It’s wonderful to hear from you. How have you been?”  

When Charles Chandler had died, Marilyn Campbell had remained as the Senior 
Partner’s personal secretary. Jay Coolidge was fond of saying that he’d been 
promoted to working with her. She was very good at keeping her boss in line.  

“I’ve been very well, Marilyn,” she told her. “How are things there?” 

“Busy, as usual.” 

They talked of personal things for a few minutes then Cathy asked Marilyn if Jay 
could talk to her. 

She transferred the call and Jay answered jovially, but got right to the point. 

“Cathy, what can do I for you?” 

“Well, Jay. The DA’s office has had to lay off several lawyers and other staff 
members, and I was wondering if you were hiring.” 

“For the daughter of the founding partner, of course. We would love to welcome 
you back, Cathy.” 

“It’s not me, Jay. I was laid off too, but I think I’m going to take some time off 
before I decide what I want to do. The last couple years have been pretty stressful.” 

“Then what can I do for you?” she could hear the hesitancy in his voice. 

“Offer a job to a couple of the other lawyers who was just laid off with me. 
Actually I heard that you are recruiting Jim Arnott; he’s an excellent choice, but 
I’m concerned about the other one.” 



“What’s his name?”  

“David Blake. He graduated from a small Midwest law school, but he was at the 
top of his class. He’s been doing great work here. He’s married. I’m sure he would 
be a huge asset to Chandler and Coolidge.” 

“With your recommendation, I’m sure he will. You always were a good judge of 
character. Give me a number where I can reach him and I’ll call.” 

She gave him the number then looked across the busy room to where David Blake 
was sitting at his desk looking as if the world had just caved in on him. “He’s at his 
desk right now,” she told him. 

Jay laughed. “I take the hint.” They exchanged goodbyes and Cathy hung up.  

A few minutes later the phone on Blake’s desk rang. She watched as he swallowed, 
took a deep breath and answered. She saw his expression go from deep, dark 
depression, to confusion and then a smile appeared. When he looked toward her 
desk, she was scribbling busily on a legal pad. A minute later she looked up to see 
him standing beside her desk. 

“Hi, Dave,” she said. “Sorry to hear that you got a pink slip too.”  

He nodded, watching her face carefully. “Yeah, but this just might be my lucky 
day.” 

“You just got laid off, how can it be your lucky day?” she asked innocently. 

“I just spoke to Jay Coolidge on the phone, and I have an interview with him at 
four o’clock this afternoon. A job interview.” 

“That was quick thinking on your part,” she said. “I didn’t know they were looking 
for someone.” 

“He called me, Cathy.” 

“He did?” she dropped her eyes back to the pad. “That was lucky. You must be 
living right, Dave.” 

It didn’t take Dave long to catch on. He was sure that Cathy was behind this, but he 
knew that he wasn’t going to get her to admit it.  



“Let me know how the interview goes,” she said looking back up at him with a 
smile. “And please give Jay my love. I haven’t seen him in months.”  

 

When she got home that evening, the message light was flashing on her machine. 
She was kicking off her shoes as she pushed the button.  

“Cathy, this is Jay,” came from the machine. “I checked on Mr. Blake before he 
came to the office this afternoon. I have a feeling that this firm is going to owe you 
a big debt of gratitude. You were right about him graduating from a Midwest 
school, but Notre Dame isn’t exactly what I would call small. And he was top of 
his class, as in the top five. I offered him a job almost before his butt hit the chair. 
He said I offered him considerably more than he was getting at the DA’s office. 
What do they pay you people over there, peanuts? Anyway, thanks again Cathy. 
Call me and we will go to lunch and you can fill me in on everything you’ve been 
doing.” 

Cathy was laughing as she pushed the erase button.  

She was reading in bed later when she heard Vincent on the balcony. 

The balcony doors were open and she called out to him to come in.  

He had been at ease in her living room the night before, but it was clear that he 
wasn’t nearly as comfortable in her bedroom. She rose, put on a robe and led the 
way into the living room. Only then did she turn, hug him and offer her mouth for 
his kiss. She could sense his relief at being back on familiar ground.  

“Would you like something?” she asked as she backed away from him.  

“If you have any more of that iced tea…” 

“Be right back,” she said. She returned with the tea and a plate with some sliced 
pound cake on a tray. Vincent had removed his cloak and had opened the living 
room balcony doors and was looking out over the park.  

He turned and smiled at her as she offered him the glass of tea.  



“I felt some strange emotions from you today, Catherine. Confusion at first and 
then what felt strangely like relief, and then later I could have sworn that you were 
up so some kind of mischief.” 

He followed her across the room to sit on the sofa where he had sat the night 
before.  

“Oh, it was nothing,” she told him. “I just got fired today.” 

“You what?” his head flew up and his eyes met hers. “Fired? How could Mr. 
Maxwell do that? After all you’ve done for them the last two years.” He looked 
fierce as if prepared to defend her honor against the DA’s office.  

“Believe me, Joe didn’t want to do it, but they had to cut lawyers and support staff. 
And policy dictates that the last hired is the first to go. That was me, three other 
lawyers, a law clerk, a secretary and a receptionist.” 

“But you’ve been there for almost two years,” he protested.  

“But the ADA’s have a big turn over. There have been several hired who left and 
were replaced, so that still left me only fourth from the bottom.” 

“I’m sorry, Catherine,” he said sincerely. 

“I’m not,” she said with a happy smile.  

“You’re not?” he asked in surprise.  

“No, not really. I need a break. And the way things were going, There was no way 
I was going to be able to work in more than a day or two off at a time, and that just 
isn’t enough. I think I’m going to need at least a couple of months of sleeping in to 
get caught up on my sleep, and the same amount of time in a low stress 
environment to learn to relax completely again. It will give me time to catch up 
with some friends that I’ve neglected, and time to spend with you. I thought I 
might talk to Father about the possibility of teaching a class for the children.” 

“But Catherine, if you are planning to take time off and relax, why would you take 
on the task of teaching?” 



“I’ve never been one to sit around and do nothing,” she told him. “Even before I 
met you I was easily bored. Back then I would cure it by going shopping, but 
lately, I don’t find shopping to be quite as satisfying as it used to be.” 

 

On July 1st, her first day among the unemployed, she remembered what she had 
said about shopping not being all that satisfying anymore. She was browsing in a 
restaurant supply store looking at huge stainless steel behemoths when she decided 
that it could be pretty satisfying, it just depended on who you were shopping for. 

A salesman came up and looked at her skeptically. 

“Can I help you?” he asked.  

“Yes, I hope so. I’m looking for appliances to renovate an existing kitchen.” 

“A restaurant kitchen?” 

“Not exactly. It is a kitchen where the cook prepares and serves anywhere from 
100 to maybe 125 people, three meals a day, seven days a week.” 

“Homeless shelter?” he asked.  

“Along those lines,” she said. “I want to refurbish the entire kitchen, but I have no 
idea where to start.” 

He looked at her clothes and decided that she was a rich philanthropist who was 
looking to help out some shelter. “You can get used appliances for a lot less,” he 
told her. 

“No, I think I want to go with new; they are going to have to last a long time.” 

“Gas or electric?” 

“He cooks with gas.” 

“You need refrigerators and freezers too?” 

“Yes, I might as well do it right.” 



An hour later she had ordered a large six burner range with a two by three foot 
grill, a commercial oven with a warming oven below, a huge commercial 
refrigerator and a freezer, two six foot long stainless steel food prep tables with 
shelves below, two sets of steel rack shelves, a large stainless steel sink, set in a 
stainless steel cabinet base, a couple sets of stainless steel mixing bowls, 
commercial pots and pans, and cooking utensils, and last but not least, a 
commercial mixer, coffee maker, blenders and a food processor. They said they 
could deliver the middle of the following week. She paid with a check and gave 
them the address to deliver it to.  

“But that’s a warehouse,” the salesman told her when she gave him the address.  

“I know. The items will be stored there for a day or two until the kitchen is ready 
for them. The warehouse is owned by a man named Saul Kaszinski. I will be 
letting Mr. Kaszinski know to expect the delivery on Wednesday.”     

She left the store with a very satisfied feeling. She wondered if she could arrange 
to be present when William saw it all. She didn’t want him to know where it came 
from, but she would like to see his reaction.  

Her next stop was a restaurant food supply where she arranged for regular 
shipments of staples to be sent to Mr. Kaszinski’s warehouse. Helpers were good 
about sending things below, but it was usually fresh things like produce, meat, 
poultry and baked goods, things that would go bad if kept too long. These things 
were sent Below on a pretty regular basis, almost daily, but pantry items were 
often in short supply.  

Being Saturday, she knew that Mr. Kaszinski wouldn’t be in the office in the front 
of the warehouse. But she was a trusted Helper and she had a key to the door. She 
went in and slipped two envelopes under the office door. One was addressed to 
Saul, explaining everything and the other was addressed to William. She headed 
home with a huge sense of accomplishment.  

Vincent had been busy for the last few weeks. A water pipe had burst one level 
below the hub of the community and it had kept them busy for several days making 
repairs. They had literally been mopping up in the days since. She had only seen 



him a few times, and most of them were when she had gone Below to meet him for 
dinner.  

On Thursday morning she was having her morning coffee when a knock on her 
door interrupted her reading of the newspaper. Thinking it was someone from her 
building, since she hadn’t had a call from security to tell her she had a visitor, she 
looked out the peep hole. All she could see was the top of a head when she looked 
down. The hair was curly and dark auburn and she recognized Geoffrey. 

She opened the door and invited him in. 

“I can’t stay, Catherine,” he told her. “Just long enough to find out if you’ll go.”  

“Go? Go where?” she asked. 

“Read the note.” 

“She tore open the envelope and read the short note. 

Catherine, 

Please come Below this afternoon. William received a note from 
Saul telling him that something was delivered to the warehouse for 
him. He told William to bring plenty of strong men. We are 
supposed to go up after lunch today. 

Tell Geoffrey if you can come. 

Always, 

V.   

 

She looked at Geoffrey and smiled.  

“Tell him that I’ll meet him at 12:30,” she said. 

“Good. Thanks Catherine.” And the boy was gone.  

At 12:25 she put on her jacket, picked up her keys and headed for the basement. 
She hoped she could keep a straight face and not give anything away.  



Vincent stepped through the opening in the wall just as she reached the bottom of 
the ladder.  

“What’s going on?” she asked after he hugged her. 

“We aren’t sure yet,” he answered as they turned and walked into the tunnel. 
“Saul’s note didn’t give any details, it just said that a Helper sent something for 
William’s kitchen and that he should go up to his warehouse as soon as possible 
and bring plenty of strong men and moving equipment. Then, on top of that, we 
got a huge shipment of food this morning.” He glanced sideways at Catherine. 
“Canned goods, flour, sugar, all the staples that we always seem to be running 
short of.” 

“That’s a good thing…isn’t it?” she asked.  

“A very good thing. William said that there was enough to last at least a month, 
even if he bakes every day.” 

“You don’t know who sent it?” she questioned.  

“No, it was delivered to Saul with a note.” 

“I wonder if whoever is sending it plans to keep doing it?” she mused as they 
walked.  

“It would be wonderful if they do, but I don’t expect it. It must be a huge expense.” 

They took a shortcut and bypassed the hub and met William, Father and about a 
dozen men, at the threshold below Saul’s warehouse.  

William was speechless when he saw the new equipment for his kitchen. Catherine 
was glad she’d kept her part in it a secret. Even Father didn’t know what to say. 

“But where could it have come from?” Father was saying later as they surveyed the 
chaos that was William’s normally quiet, organized kitchen. “It’s all brand new.”  

“Some former resident who has gone Above and made good?” suggested 
Catherine. “Or maybe a Helper who did well? Maybe Devin?” She could feel 
Vincent’s eyes on her and was pretty sure that he had figured it all out.    



With William’s kitchen in the middle of its transformation, dinner was sandwiches 
that night. William put everything out on the serving line and everyone helped 
themselves. The men who were doing the work promised that they would stay at it 
until they were done, so the kitchen would be intact in time to cook breakfast.  

The only person who knew what she’d done was Peter and she’d only told him 
because she knew that the gas bill would probably go up. She offered to pay that 
too, but he told her that it was worth it to know that she was making William’s job 
a little easier.  

They were walking back to her threshold when Vincent spoke. 

“Thank you Catherine,” he said. 

“I didn’t do much,” she told him, deliberately misunderstanding him. “I just carried 
some stainless steel mixing bowls. Those were great bowls,” she added, “if I had 
much opportunity to cook I’d love to have some…Hey, now that I’m not working, 
maybe I can get William to teach me to cook, or maybe I could go to one of those 
fancy cooking schools. What do you think?” 

“I think you are babbling, Catherine,” he told her as he grabbed her hand and 
pulled her to a stop.  

“I’m not babbling,” she disagreed. 

“Like a brook,” he told her. “I’m trying to thank you for your generosity. It’s a 
good thing that everyone else was looking at William and all the new appliances 
because if they’d been looking at you they would have known too.”  

“You won’t tell?” she asked, looking up at him. 

“No, I won’t, but why don’t you want anyone to know?” he asked. 

“Well, mostly, I didn’t want you to know although I know I can’t keep much from 
you, but I’m afraid that it might make everyone feel awkward if they knew what 
I’d done. I don’t want people to be grateful to me. Between my trust fund from my 
grandmother and what Daddy left me, I have more money than I would ever be 
able to spend, even if I still shopped like I did before I met you. I just want 
William to have an easier life and I want everyone Below, especially the children, 



to have better food and be more comfortable. When I said I want to have your 
babies, I was serious, but if we find that we can’t make our own, then all the 
orphans here Below will be our children, and I just want them all to be healthy and 
well fed. I know they are already loved.” 

Vincent pulled her into his arms and held her. 

“You are a wonderful woman, Catherine Chandler,” he told her. “What did I ever 
do to deserve you?”   

“Funny, that is the question I’m always asking myself,” she said as she snuggled in 
his arms. 

“You wonder what I did to deserve you?” he asked. This time it was his turn to 
deliberately misunderstand. 

“No, silly,” she said, poking him in the ribs. “What did I ever do to deserve you? 
What god, or angel or fairy godmother did I please to deserve you?” She tipped her 
head back and looked up at him.  

The mood suddenly changed from playful to something else. The atmosphere 
became charged.  

Catherine’s eyes were suddenly greener. Catherine’s eyes were usually a placid 
gray-green, but over the last few weeks Vincent had noticed that when she was 
excited about something they became greener. That was what had given her away 
earlier. Now they were a deep emerald.  

Catherine had also learned to watch Vincent’s eyes. She knew he had the Bond and 
could tell what she was feeling, but she didn’t have that advantage. She had to 
learn to recognize other signs. She’d been reading his body language for a couple 
of years, but in the last few weeks she’d learned to watch his eyes. Right now they 
were a deep, rich indigo blue. 

“Will you come up tonight?” she asked quietly.  

“I will, Catherine,” he told her. 

“What time?”  



“Late; I have the early patrol from eight to midnight. Is that too late?” 

“I don’t have anywhere I have to be tomorrow,” she told him with a smile. “I can 
keep your hours now.” 

“I need to go,” he told her. “I have to meet Cullen and relieve him.” 

Catherine stretched up and kissed him.  

“To be continued,” she told him then turned and climbed the ladder up to the 
basement.  

Vincent didn’t really have patrol that evening, but he needed time to work on a 
plan so he had lied to Catherine. He felt bad about it, but was sure he’d be forgiven 
if she ever found out.  

He could sense Catherine’s feelings and he was sure that she had plans for them 
when he reached her apartment later. He was trying to come up with a way of 
putting her off without seeming to. He’d had plenty of practice with the putting off 
part, but he didn’t want to hurt her feelings, nor did he want to let on that he was 
planning something himself, later, for a special occasion. 

Every month, around the middle of the month there was a birthday party Below. It 
was for all the children born in that month. July had three birthdays; four, if you 
counted Catherine, and when the three honorees for this month had found out that 
they shared the month with Catherine, they had insisted that he invite her to share 
their party. That gave him the excuse to get her Below that evening; now all he had 
to do was come up with a plan for the rest.  

That’s where Olivia came in. She was one of his oldest friends and the only one he 
trusted to keep this particular secret. He was on his way to her chambers now. 

He heard Luke long before he reached the entrance to her chamber. 

“Olivia,” he called out when he reached the opening. “Is it a bad time?” 

“No,” she said in a relieved tone. “Please come in. Maybe you can soothe him.” 

As soon as Vincent entered, she plopped Luke into his arms and dropped into a 
chair.  



“I’m exhausted,” she said. “He’s teething, and cranky because of that, and because 
of the new teeth, I’m trying to wean him to a bottle, so I’m just a little cranky 
myself.” She smiled at him weakly. 

Vincent settled Luke into his arms more comfortably and began to pace the room. 
Within a few minutes Luke had settled down and was fast asleep. Vincent walked 
over to the crib and put him down then went back to join Olivia at the table. 

“How do you do that?” she asked as she rose to make a pot of tea.  

“Mary once told me that babies can sense nervousness or distress in whoever is 
holding them, so when they get cranky and the mother gets nervous and irritable, it 
just makes the baby worse. I haven’t been dealing with the teething and the 
weaning all day, and am calmer. He sensed that and relaxed. He’s just as tired as 
you are.” 

“I think I’m going to start taking Mary up on her offer to take him in the nursery 
for an hour or two every day. With Kanin not being around Luke is getting to be 
quite a handful.” 

She set the pot and mugs on the table and sat down gratefully. 

“I’ll help anytime you want me to, Olivia,” he volunteered.  

“Thank you for that, Vincent. Now, what are you here for?” 

Vincent hesitated a moment trying to decide where to begin. This was a very 
unusual request for him to make.  

“Remember when Catherine and I helped prepare your new chambers so Kanin 
could surprise you?” 

“And a wonderful surprised it was!” she said with a reminiscent smile. “Why?” 

“I need your help in preparing a surprise for Catherine,” he said in a rush, dropping 
his eyes to the mug he held in his hands as color flooded his face. 

“Vincent…I do believe you are blushing!” exclaimed Olivia with a laugh. “If you 
are contemplating what I think you are, then it is about time you took this step. 
Catherine must have the patience of a saint! If Kanin had been as hesitant as you 



have been I would have thrown him to the ground and had my way with him long 
before this.” 

Vincent’s head flew up and he looked at her. “Livy!” He used the name he had 
called her when they were children. She hadn’t heard it from him in ages.    

“Well, it’s true, Vincent. To quote Jamie, you are ‘one sexy hunk’ and we don’t 
know how you have managed to keep Catherine at arm’s length this long.” 

“We?” he gasped, embarrassed that he’d obviously been the subject of 
conversation during at least one of the afternoon teas that some of the women 
Below had a couple times a month. They gathered in Mary’s chamber, drank tea, 
ate cookies and talked. It was the only time anything remotely resembling gossip 
was allowed.  

“It’s only because we love you, Vincent,” she assured him. “Jamie suggested 
locking the two of you up together somewhere, but then it dawned on us that there 
are very few locks and even fewer doors here Below, so that plan was shelved for 
later consideration. I’m glad that you have come to your senses. What do you need 
from me?” 

Vincent overcame the blush and took a deep breath. “A suggestion of a place, and 
possible help in preparing it,” he told her.  

“And your chamber is out of the question,” she mused.  

“Yes, people just walk in and out of it as if it was the dining chamber; there is no 
privacy.” 

“There is precious little privacy anywhere here Below,” she agreed. “Did you have 
any place in particular in mind?” 

“Something close to the main chambers and with pipe access, just in 
case…well…in case of an emergency.” 

“I don’t think you’ll have to worry about that,” she assured him. “That Bond the 
two of you have would never allow anything serious to happen; and I hope that you 
know that minor mishaps occur even with ordinary couples. Someone zigs and the 



other zags, and you crack your heads, or someone gets and elbow in an 
inconvenient spot. It happens all the time.” 

“I just want to make sure,” he told her. “It will be one less thing for me to worry 
about if I know I can call for help if something does happen.” 

“The first thing you are going to have to do is relax,” she told him with a wink. 
“Don’t try too hard or things just might not work like they are supposed to.” 

Vincent blushed again, and Olivia laughed.  

“Before Kanin left and we were seriously talking about leaving the main 
community I remembered a chamber about two levels down and about a quarter of 
a mile from sentry post three. It’s off the tunnel that runs to Peter’s threshold. It’s 
actually a chain of three chambers. The one if the front is pretty big, probably 
about the size of your chamber. The next one opens directly off it and it is a little 
smaller, then down a short tunnel is a chamber that has a hot spring in it. I think the 
only reason someone else hasn’t decided to use it is that it is so far from the main 
part of the community. Kanin said that it would take very little to make it all very 
comfortable and the tunnels to it are all wide enough so that it would be easy to get 
furnishings into it. 

“That sounds perfect, Olivia,” he told her. “I think I know where it is. I’ve seen it 
noted on maps, but I’ve never been there myself.” 

“If you can get the furnishings you need to it, I can see to it that it is prepared. I 
don’t think I can get fresh flowers, but I can handle the rest of it. In fact, why don’t 
you take a look in the storage room next to the dining chamber? Mr. Robeson sent 
down some brand new furniture just the other day. He had a fire in his warehouse 
and it set the sprinkler system off and between the water and the smoke damage he 
lost a lot of inventory. None of it was very badly damaged, it’s still usable, but he 
couldn’t sell it. Luke was quickly outgrowing his cradle and I found his new crib in 
the stuff Mr. Robeson sent down.” 

“That is a good idea. I helped move it down and there were a few things that would 
work very well. And the idea of having a bathing chamber that close will also be 
nice. I’ll have to talk to Mouse about installing a few amenities.” He smiled with 
relief. “Thank you, Olivia. I knew that I could count on you.” 



“Always, Vincent,” she assured him. She reached out and patted his hand. “And 
one word of advice to keep in mind…hot water will soften these.” She ran her 
fingers lightly over his claws, “and there are always files.” 

Vincent smiled and rose. He leaned down and kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll let you 
know when everything is in the chamber. I’ll go down now and take a look at it.” 

“Oh, and Vincent,” she called after him. “Just went do you need to have this 
ready?” 

“Wednesday, the 12th. After the children’s birthday party. It is Catherine’s 
birthday, and she has been invited to share the party, so she will be Below.” 

“OK, let me know, and I’ll see to it that it is ready for you.” 

Vincent was pleased that it only took about fifteen minutes to walk to the chambers 
that Olivia had mentioned. And pipes ran down the tunnel on the wall opposite the 
openings to the chambers. They were seldom used pipes, but they were the same 
ones that Peter used when he sent a message from his threshold, so he knew they 
were monitored.  

He entered the first chamber and was surprised to see that it appeared to be 
manmade. There were chisel marks on the walls and the floor had been smoothed. 
The same could be said for the second, smaller chamber, even the chamber with 
the hot spring in it appeared to have been modified. A rivulet of ice cold water ran 
down the back wall and into the shallow spring. The end of the pool farthest from 
the rivulet was perfect bathing temperature and it got cooler as one got closer to 
where the cold water entered it. The water was in constant movement flowing out 
of the chamber via a small stream. He pictured not only he and Catherine using this 
as a private get away, but other’s doing the same later. That way he could justify 
asking Mouse to install a few  things to make it even more pleasant.  

After he left the chamber his next stop was the storeroom. He remembered moving 
an unusual bed. It had been a large platform that was only about a foot off the 
floor, and the mattress was supposed to go on top of the platform. He had 
considered moving it to his chamber, but when he’d measured, he’d found that it 
was too large. The label on the mattress had said it was a California King and the 
measurements had been 72 inches × 84 inches and the base had been almost two 



feet wider and a foot longer than that. He thought he might be able to fit the 
mattress in his chamber, if he could build a different base. Now he had the perfect 
use for it. He took a roll of masking tape out of his pocket and marked several 
pieces of furniture with tape V’s so that they would be reserved for him. 

Finally, he went to find Mouse. Mouse was in his workshop tinkering with a new 
gizmo. 

Vincent had drawn a rough sketch of the bathing chamber and discussed what he 
wanted with Mouse. 

“Can be done!” Mouse told him. “How fast?” 

“Before Wednesday the twelfth,” said Vincent. 

“Need help carrying some stuff down,” Mouse said. 

“I can help you tomorrow.” 

“Good. After breakfast. Need an early start.” 

“After breakfast,” Vincent agreed. “I’ll meet you in the dining chamber.” Vincent 
started to leave. “Oh, and Mouse?” he turned back to the young man who was 
already making a list on a scrap of paper. “Don’t tell anyone. This is supposed to 
be a surprise.” 

“Surprise for Catherine?” asked Mouse. “Mouse can keep a secret; won’t tell 
anyone.” 

Up in her apartment, Catherine was doing a quick clean up. It wasn’t dirty, but it 
was a little cluttered. It only took a short time to straighten up, make the bed, and 
put some dishes in the dishwasher.  

It was a beautiful, cool evening so she threw open the doors in both the living room 
and the bedroom.  

Before she went to shower and change, she decided that it would be fun to have a 
picnic on the balcony. She went out and moved the table and chairs to one end and 
then wrestled the pot with her rosebush over to a more prominent position. It had 
bloomed the day before and she wanted Vincent to see it.  



She spread a quilt on the floor and went back inside to collect all the pillows and 
cushions she had. She left them all piled inside the door then went back to the 
kitchen to get some snacks ready. She filled a tray with fresh fruit, cheese, crackers 
and some dips for the fruit. She stuck a bottle of white wine in the freezer to chill 
just before she headed to the shower.  

She had a moment of hesitation when it came to picking something to wear. Did 
she want something soft and sexy, easily removed, or did she want something less 
suggestive? She finally settled on a silk lounge set that Jenny had given her on her 
last birthday. She’d only worn it once before and Vincent had never seen it, but 
most of all, it was deceptively plain and modest. She put on wisps of peach silk 
disguised as a bra and panties and pulled the loose fitting pants on. Then she pulled 
the tunic style shirt over her head and let it fall around her shoulders. It had a wide 
neckline, long sleeves and reached to mid hip. She brushed out her hair, added a 
little lip gloss and headed out to the kitchen to finish her preparations.  

It started to rain just after midnight. Catherine didn’t make it to the balcony in time 
to save the quilt from being soaked; she was lucky to get the French doors closed 
in time to keep the carpet from getting wet.  

Vincent arrived just as she was closing the living room door against the rain and 
the suddenly chill wind. 

“That came out of nowhere,” he said as she stepped back to let him in. 

“You’re soaked,” she said as she closed the doors. 

“It’s only my cloak,” he said as he removed it and handed it to her, “and my 
boots.” 

She took the cloak and hung it in the bathroom to dry and returned to the living 
room. Vincent was just putting his boots next to the door when she returned.  

“There is a quilt on the balcony,” he observed as he straightened up. 

“I thought it would be fun to have a picnic under the stars on the balcony, but that 
looks like it is out of the question,” she said.  



He followed her into the kitchen and carried the tray back to the living room. He 
was seated on the loveseat when she came out with the open bottle of wine and two 
glasses. She held them up. “Wine? Or would you rather have juice or some tea?” 

“The wine sounds good,” he told her.  

She joined him on the loveseat where she poured two glasses and handed him one.  

She touched her glass to his. 

“To good things,” she said then she took a sip. 

“The same good things you mentioned before?” he asked after he took a sip.  

“Absolutely!” she a said with a smile.  

Much to Catherine’s disappointment, Vincent made small talk for the next two 
hours. It was almost 3AM before she managed to get any closer than the other end 
of the loveseat. 

As she snuggled close to him he told her about the children’s party. 

“And they want me to share it?” she exclaimed. “That’s sweet. I wouldn’t miss it 
for anything. Where and when?” 

“In the dining chamber after dinner on your birthday. Why don’t you come down 
early and have dinner with us? I’ll meet you at your threshold about 5PM.” 

“I’ll look forward to it,” she told him. 

“And why don’t you bring an overnight bag and stay over. We can put the children 
to bed together.” 

She thought that was an odd request, but any invitation to spend more than a few 
hours Below was to be jumped at.  

“I’d love to,” she said.  

She was shocked when Vincent started to get up. 

“You’re not going yet, are you?” she asked.  



“It’s very late, Catherine,” he told her. “It’s been a long day; I’ve had a long day.  
It has quit raining and I should go so you can sleep.” 

Not wanting to repeat her childish behavior of the evening a few weeks before she 
bit her tongue and went into the bathroom for his cloak. He was pulling on his 
boots when she came out.  

“I’m going to be very busy working on a project until just before  the party; I 
probably won’t be able to come up and may not be available if you come down,” 
he told her as he took her into his arms. “Just in case I don’t see you before your 
birthday…” 

He surprised her by kissing her until she was breathless.  

He was out of the room and gone before she had a chance to catch her breath.  

It was Friday and Catherine had almost five whole days before she would see 
Vincent again. She was almost relieved when Jenny called early the next morning 
and invited her to dinner and a show Saturday evening.  

Vincent was up early the next morning. After breakfast he helped Mouse load 
some things on a flat bed cart, then he collected some cleaning supplies and headed 
down to the get-away chambers and spent the morning cleaning everything 
thoroughly. Mouse showed up about 10AM pushing the flatbed loaded with 
supplies and tools. He told Vincent to leave the cleaning supplies so he could clean 
up after himself when he was finished with his work.  

“Did anyone see you coming here?” Vincent asked. 

“No one,” Mouse told him. “I’ll leave everything here until it’s done.” 

“Thank you, Mouse,” said Vincent, as he left.  

Vincent spent the rest of the day catching up on his regular tasks. He retired early 
and was up again at 2AM when he was sure everyone else Below was asleep.  

It took three trips to get the bed moved from the store room to the chamber, and 
three more to move the other pieces. Several more trips on Sunday night and 
everything was in the chamber. Mouse finished his work in the bathing chamber on 
Sunday and on Monday at breakfast Vincent was able to tell Olivia that everything 
was in place. 



“Trust me, Vincent,” she told him as they ate breakfast, “I’ll have it ready for you 
by the end of the party on Wednesday.” 

“Thank you, Olivia. Now all I have to do is keep from losing my nerve. What if I 
do something wrong?” 

Olivia reached across the table and laid her hand on his. “Vincent…You deserve 
this. You deserve happiness and so does Catherine and I think you can find it 
together. Don’t let Father’s misconceptions influence you. You are the gentlest and 
most loving man I know, other than Kanin. Don’t worry, just follow your heart and 
do what it tells you. Catherine loves you and nothing you do will be wrong.” 

Wednesday evening didn’t get there fast enough for either of them. All Catherine 
knew was that she was finally going to see Vincent after five days, five very long 
days and nights.  

Vincent dressed with care on Wednesday. Catherine had given him an “outfit” for 
his birthday in January and he’d only worn it once. She liked the shirt he’d always 
worn for special occasions, and she knew that he liked the feel of silk, so she’d got 
his measurements from Mary and had her own seamstress make a version of his 
favorite shirt out of a heavy silk. She’d added a pair of black jeans and a black 
leather vest.  

Vincent was waiting when she reached the bottom of the ladder, but she was 
disappointed when she didn’t get at least the expected hug. He took her overnight 
bag in one hand and her hand in the other after greeting her.  

“We will leave this in the guest chamber,” he told her. “The children are looking 
forward to seeing you.”  

When they entered the dining chamber they met Olivia who was leaving with 
Luke. Catherine was surprised when Olivia leaned toward her and gave her a one 
armed hug and a kiss on the cheek.  

“Enjoy yourself Catherine,” Olivia told her. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

Olivia left the dining chamber and took Luke to the nursery where she left him 
with Mary. 

“Thanks Mary,” she said as she left. “I’ll pick him up in a couple of hours.” 

Mary thought Olivia was going to spend the next hour or so soaking in a hot spring 
and relaxing.  



Olivia went to the guest chamber and picked up Catherine’s bag then to Vincent’s 
chamber where she picked up the two roses he’d left. A little over an hour later she 
was at the hub soaking in one of the hot springs, imagining Catherine’s face when 
she saw Vincent’s surprise.  

As they were leaving the dining chamber a couple hours later Vincent took 
Catherine’s hand and pulled her away from the main corridor and toward a 
different tunnel. 

“Mr. Robeson sent down a lot of furniture last week and I thought you might like 
to help me pick out a few pieces for my chamber,” he told her as they walked 
along.” 

“Robeson? You mean Robeson Interiors?” she asked. “He has some great 
furniture. I bought my new curio cabinet there and was looking at a sofa. I heard he 
had a fire.” 

“He did, that is why we got all this furniture. It wasn’t a bad fire, but there was 
some smoke and water damage. He sent us the damaged pieces. He led her into the 
outer chamber. Vincent hadn’t seen the chamber since Sunday when he’d finished 
moving everything in, so he was almost as surprised as Catherine at what he saw.  

The outer chamber was sparsely furnished with a sofa, chair, table and a couple of 
bookshelves. The stone floor was covered with a large rug and there were several 
candles burning in holders. 

“This isn’t very much,” Catherine said after a quick look around. “It looks like 
someone beat you to the choice pieces.” 

She looked up at Vincent who was looking decidedly nervous. 

“Ah…what I wanted you to see is in the other chamber.” He nodded at the opening 
opposite where they were standing.  

Catherine was beginning to wonder what was making Vincent nervous, but she 
walked across the chamber to the other opening. Vincent followed a few steps 
behind her. 

She was only two steps into the chamber when she came to an abrupt halt. Vincent 
stopped inches behind her; close enough to touch, but not actually touching.  

The chamber had been transformed since the last time Vincent had been in it. He 
was sure that Olivia had recruited help to do all this in the short time she’d had. 



The chamber was roughly circular and about fifteen feet in diameter. Olivia had 
somehow managed to drape the walls on the back half with what looked like 
theater curtains in a deep, dark, rich red. A wide short bookshelf had been centered 
on that wall as a headboard for the bed. The bedding was a beautiful quilt made of 
squares of rich fabrics in the colors of precious gems. This quilt covered snow 
white sheets and pillow cases and there were piles of pillows.  

The wall of the front half of the chamber had shelves and niches carved into it but 
Olivia had placed candles in only a few of them. Candles also burned on both the 
night stands. The only other furniture was a low padded bench at the foot of the 
bed, a small armoire and a table and two chairs. 

The stems of the two roses, one red and one white, were wound around each other 
and they were tied with a ribbon the color of Vincent’s eyes. They were lying on 
the snow white sheet where the bed had been turned down. 

Vincent could tell what Catherine was feeling. Confusion and shock were 
foremost. 

“Vincent,” she gasped, as she looked around the chamber. “Did you do this?” 

“I had help,” he admitted. “Is it all right? Do you like it?” he asked, doubtfully. 

“Oh Vincent,” she sighed. She didn’t turn, but just leaned back against him. His 
arms went around her at her waist and he held her tightly. 

“I love it,” she told him. “Does this mean what it looks like; what I hope it 
means?”  

He dropped his head so that his mouth was next to her ear. “Yes, Catherine. It 
does. I’m ready to take the next step. I want to love you, if you will show me 
how.” 

Catherine turned in his arms and put her arms around his neck and pulled him 
down for a kiss. Before the kiss could get out of control, Vincent pulled back and 
smiled down at her.  

“There is a small, private bathing chamber with all the amenities,” he told her.  

“All the comforts of home,” Catherine commented as she took it all in. “This is 
wonderful.” 

Vincent lifted his hand and stroked the backs of his fingers down her cheek.  



Catherine had a chance to look at his hands for the first time that evening and 
noticed that the usually sharp nails had been blunted.  

“Vincent,” she said grabbing his hands, “what have you done?” 

“They will grow back, Catherine,” he assured her. “I’ve done this before, when I 

work with the younger children, and I have been spending time with the five and 

six year olds while they played on the playground equipment that Mouse built 

them. I filed them a little more today. I just want to be sure.” 

She rested her cheek on one on of his hands. “If it will put you more at ease then 
do whatever you need to do.” 

She went into his arms and put her arms around his waist, resting her head on his 
chest. “I just want to you to know that I trust you completely.” 

“Thank you, Catherine.” He dropped a kiss on top of her head. 

They stood that way for quite a while.  

Finally, Catherine leaned back and looked up at him.  

He nodded and took a step back from her. His expression had changed from the 
warm and loving look of a few minutes before to set and determined, and 
Catherine almost laughed. 

“You know, I don’t think that this is going to be the ordeal that you look like you 
think it’s going to be,” she assured him. 

“I’m sorry. It’s just that…well…I’m not sure what to do,” he explained. 

“We could take off our clothes,” she suggested. “Although it might be more fun if 
we help each other.” 

“Help each other?” he asked hesitantly. 

“I’ve dreamed of undressing you, Vincent,” she told him. “You’ve always worn so 
many layers with collars nearly up to your ears, and sleeves down to your 
knuckles. When they say that leaving something to the imagination being much 
more arousing they, whoever they were, were right. I would love to undress you, 
my love.” 



Vincent took a deep breath. “I’ve had the same dream, Catherine,” he admitted. “I 
mean…I’ve dreamed of undressing you.” 

“Then we are in agreement.”  

She reached up and started unbuttoning the leather vest. She helped him slip it off 
his shoulders and she placed it carefully on one of the chairs. The shirt buttons 
were next. She knew that this might be the hardest part for Vincent. He’d gone to 
great lengths to stay well covered ever since she’d known him; sometimes even 
resorting to multiple layers. She unbuttoned the shirt only down to mid chest, 
before she stepped back an admired her handiwork with a smile. 

“Why are you smiling?” he asked her. 

“I should have got you leather pants,” she told him.  

“Why?” he asked.  

“If we could get a wind to whip your hair back, open your shirt a little,” she 
adjusted his shirt, “you’d look like the cover of an historical romance novel.” 

“I’ve seen those,” he told her. “Mary has a bookshelf in her chamber where she 
keeps romance novels for the women. Father is a bit of a literary snob and won’t 
allow them on his shelves. They get very beat up and dog eared, but they are read 
and reread just as much as the classics in Father’s library.” It suddenly dawned on 
him what she had said. “You think I look like that?” 

“You look better than those books,” she told him. “I think that is why I like 
Kristopher’s painting so much, it shows that ‘other’ you; not the one you worry 
about but the one I know is there. The one that is positive, confident and sexy.” 

He almost choked when she said the last word. 

“Sexy?” he gasped.  

“The sexiest,” she told him. 

“Catherine…” he started to say something then changed his mind and just looked 
down at his hands.  

“If you would be more comfortable we could just cuddle for tonight,” she 
suggested. 

Those words were a relief to hear; they took the pressure off. Up to the instant that 
he’d walked into the chamber he’d been confident that this was the right thing, but 



suddenly he had the feeling that he was being arrogant to think that he would be 
the appropriate gift for Catherine on her birthday. The relief was incredible. He 
started toward the side of the bed when Catherine stopped him with her hand on his 
arm. 

“What?” he asked, turning back toward her. 

“Without our clothing. We can’t sleep in our clothes.” 

He hesitated then nodded.  

“I won’t watch,” she told him with a little smile. She moved to the other side of the 
bed and quickly removed the rest of her clothing and sat on the side of the bed. She 
didn’t know if he had watched her, but the other side of the mattress didn’t dip 
until after she sat down.  

When she knew he was seated she moved to kneel behind him. She touched his 
back and rubbed her cheek on his bare shoulder. 

“I love you Vincent,” she told him. “I’ve dreamed of being with you; of making 
love with you, but if you aren’t ready tonight, that’s OK. We will have other times. 
I’ll settle for being held, for now.” She kissed his shoulder then lay down on her 
side facing away from him. 

Vincent quickly finished undressing and slid under the covers next to her. He 
turned onto his side and moved closer but didn’t touch her. 

They lay like that for a long time as Vincent analyzed the turmoil of his thoughts.  

Was it arrogant of him to think that this was the right thing to do? All the feelings 
he knew Catherine had said that she would welcome him, and that she was 
disappointed when it appeared that he’d backed down. And now, it felt like she 
was falling asleep.  

He moved closer. 

They lay, her back to his front, barely touching. He inhaled the fragrance of her 
hair and moved his hand to rest on her hip. This startled her and suddenly she was 
wide awake again. She felt his touch as he slowly ran his hand over her hip and 
down her thigh. She relaxed back against his chest and into his arms. He slid one 
arm under the pillow beneath her head and  held her close, and she could swear 
that she could almost feel their Bond pulsing with their heart beats.  



There was some uncertainty. They had left the candles burning, but lying as they 
were, they couldn’t see each other’s eyes. Vincent might be able to feel her 
feelings, but he could not read her thoughts. Catherine had to rely on instinct and 
Vincent’s body language. 

She could feel the beating of his heart where her back rested against his chest.  

He could feel the slight movements of her feet on his legs. She insinuated one foot 
between his ankles and it turned into a caress.  

He pressed his mouth to the back of her neck; his nose buried in her hair as he did 
so. He felt her chest heave.  

He moved closer, his body touching her from shoulder to ankle. His penis was 
pressed to her bottom. It was flaccid, but began to stir.  

He wasn’t even touching her intimately, but her toes began to tingle as she became 
aroused. His left hand moved to her stomach. His touch became bolder, moving up 
her stomach to her breast. His eyes were closed as he visualized the contours his 
hand was touching. 

The slightly hesitant motion of his hand was interrupted as it passed over a 
stiffened nipple. Her hand pressed over his, urging his fingers to knead the flesh 
lightly. His arms tightened and his whole body urged her closer. His hips began to 
move almost involuntarily against her. 

It was so quiet, almost too quiet. The only sound was their breathing and it was 
beginning to quicken. She hooked her right foot behind his knee, pulling his leg 
between hers. He could feel the damp warmth between her legs. They rocked each 
other slowly and comfortingly. 

“Vincent?” She spoke hesitantly. 

“Yes?” His voice had a dreamy quality.  

“You are awake, aren’t you?” 

“Completely.” 

“I want to turn over.” 



His arms loosened slightly and she quickly rolled over. She drew his left hand over 
her breast again. She didn’t want to lose that contact. He gently toyed and kneaded, 
without her urging this time. With her right hand she reached down and touched 
his penis. She guided him to her warm, wet center. She slightly arched her back at 
the same time that he pushed his hips forward and suddenly he was inside her. He 
was shocked at the sensation and was completely still. 

She could feel his heart pounding, and his sudden stillness worried her. Was he 
going to stop, and leave? Please God, not now when we’ve finally got to this point, 
she prayed.  

Then he gave a small gasp, gathered her closer and started to thrust. He rolled her 
to her back and they started to move together. Long, slow, deep thrusts. They were 
interlocked, holding each other as close as any human beings could get. She tried 
to hold him even closer.  

Opening her eyes, their eyes met for the first time. He’d been watching her, 
reading her reactions, both visually and with the Bond.  

He kissed her, probing gently with his tongue, then he moved across her cheek to 
the scar in front of her left ear. He kissed it and she felt the tip of his tongue brush 
it lightly, as if tasting her. 

They were both panting. Catherine was becoming mildly dizzy. The speed of his 
thrusts increased.  

There were sounds in the chamber now…quiet moans and gasps…passionate 
sounds. Their foreheads were damp with perspiration, and their movement under 
the bedclothes forced air up around them and they could both smell their 
lovemaking.  

She raised her legs higher; around his waist, trying to open for him even more. She 
buried her face in his chest.  

She tilted her pelvis so that she could feel him making rhythmic contact with her 
clitoris causing a steadily intensifying friction.  

He opened his mouth over the flesh where her shoulder met her neck and gently 
held it in his teeth; he carefully sucked and licked the skin. He would recognize her 
scent, and now her taste anywhere. 



There was an electrifying feeling; almost a bubbling up. It felt as if it started in his 
feet, and it roiled up through his legs and into the pit of his stomach. She was 
moving under him, moaning, and suddenly her arms and legs tightened around him 
as she cried out pressing even closer to him.  

He held her even more tightly, moving faster until the sounds Catherine was 
making and her internal clenching around him caused him to erupt inside her. He 
gasped as he felt his hot ejaculate flood her. 

Turning her face up to his, she ran her lips across his jaw as she sought his lips. He 
met her halfway; his kiss was almost reverent as they rode the receding waves of 
passion. 

For long moments they floated, wound tightly in each other’s arms. The quiet of 
the tunnels returned. Their mouths slowly separated and they could once again 
look at each other. They kissed again, quickly and lightly.  

Her legs slowly dropped from around his waist and he gently withdrew from her, 
which was followed by a stream of liquid. Vincent quickly rose and left the 
chamber. Almost before Catherine had time to register his absence he returned 
with a wet cloth and a dry towel. He gently cleaned her and then dried her. He 
wrapped the cloth in the towel and dropped it on the floor. He crawled back into 
the bed and gathered her into his arms again.  

They lay again, spooned, listening to the quiet of the tunnels. Their heartbeats and 
breathing returned to normal and they slept.  

 


