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With a frustrated sigh, Catherine sent an apologetic 
surge through the Bond to her beloved. Sometimes, 
despite her sternest attempts to control them, her 
physical needs overwhelmed her. On those occasions -
and she tried to keep them few and far between - she 
succumbed to the momentary and limited relief 
available to her. She knew he could sense her mounting 
sexual desire, and that it was impossible for him to 
ignore either it or the completion that followed. It 
shamed her ... and she knew he felt that, too. But this 
was the price they both had to pay for the barriers, the 
limits placed on their relationship. Catherine prayed 
that soon those barriers would be allowed to slip, that 
those limits would be removed ... but until then, try as 
she might ... there were times when her body could not 
be denied. 

Stepping into her shower, Catherine allowed the 
warm water to soothe her, and she endeavored even at 
this last moment to allay the demands of her flesh. .. to 
no avail. She had been thinking of Vincent since early 

afternoon ... fantasizing ... picturing how it might be with him ... although she knew she shouldn't. But 
sometimes ... regardless of how unwise such thoughts would· prove to be ... she couldn't help herself, 
couldn't keep her desire for him in check, couldn't master the ache within her for the one aspect oflove 
they had never shared. And inevitably, the fantasy had taken hold too deeply to be dismissed to a comer 
of her mind - she was helpless as it played out over and over again, enhanced and intensified each time, 
until she felt her knees grow weak and her insides melt with the need for him she could barely contain. 

Tonight it was bad .. as bad as it ever got. Her vain attempt to banish the traitorous feelings 
instead aroused her to a fever pitch. She wanted him so much ... yearned for him .... And as she stood 
beneath the shower, her hands began to travel over her water-slicked body, imitating the motion of his 
hands within her fantasies ... across her breasts, lingering at her tightened nipples ... then lower, into the 
humid cleft at the juncture of her thighs ... caressing herself as she envisioned him doing ... slowly and 
lightly at first... then with increasing rhythm and pressure ... until her surging, swelling need broke and 
shattered into a completion so hollow, so frustrating, it drew tears from her eyes. 

Sagging against the shower wall, her breath coming in short gasps, Catherine closed her eyes and 
let the hot, bitter tears fall. After a long time, the tears stopped. She pushed away from the wall, turned 
off the taps and climbed out of the shower, dispiritedly catching up a towel to dry off. Running a comb 
hastily through her short brown hair, she decided not to take the time to blow it dry. She didn't care; it 
didn't matter. 

Catherine wrapped herself in the pale blue silk robe hanging at the back of the door and knotted 
the ties loosely. Then for a long while she just stood at the sink, staring at herself in the mirror. 
Unhappy and angry with herself, she shot an accusing look at the woman who stared back at her. 
Melancholy questions drifted through her mind: Why does it have to be this way? Why feel guilt for 
normal, healthy urges? Why must I torture us both when the solution is so simple? 

The woman in the mirror had no answers. 
As she turned off the bathroom light and emerged into her bedroom, a sudden shift in the 

shadows at the French doors caused her to start. Vincent ... ?! Rushing to the doors, she threw them open 
and called out to him in a loud whisper. He didn't respond, but she persisted, standing at the edge of her 
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balcony, her back to the cold brick, and looking up toward the roof overhang where she knew he would 
have gone. "Please, Vincent, I know you're there. Come back!" 

A hesitant voice called down, "Y ou. .. you're alone, Catherine?" 
Baffled, she answered with a confused "Yes." 
A slight rustle was all the noise she heard, then suddeuly he was there before her, an imposing 

presence in black and gold. His dark cloak settled around his legs, his untamed hair a burnished halo in 
the moonlight framing his unique and compelling face - now a mask of carefully constructed dispassion. 
He took no step toward her, just stayed where he was, partially consumed in shadow, as he asked in a 
breathless, disbelieving whisper, "Did ... he ... leave you ... already?" 

"Who?" Catherine's perplexity deepened. Who could he mean? 
"The ... m-man .... " He stumbled over the words, then found he could not go on. 
Puzzled, Catherine shrugged as she said, "Who are you talking about, Vincent? No one's here. 

No one else has been here in days." A sudden horrifying thought hit her. "Do you. .. do you sense a 
presence? Someone ... nearby?" She turned to look out across the balcony, thinking perhaps he sensed 
another Watcher, and her chest tightened in sudden fear. 

"No .... " Now she heard the unmistakable misery in his voice, and as she turned back to him, saw 
his face collapse into pained lines. 

"Then ... what?" Her bewilderment was complete. 
At a loss, Vincent tried to express the inexpressible. "I... felt your ... reaction to ... him. Just 

before ... I also felt your regret. .. and apology .... And after ... your ... shame." He rallied, not willing to 
share the depth of his pain over this most recent incident with her, anxious to spare her feelings and 
assuage her guilt. "You shouldn't feel so, Catherine. You are ·only reaching out for ... what 1... cannot 
give." 

She stared at him in stupefaction. He thought she was with ... another man? Suddenly, the 
ramifications of her actions hit her - the apology, the guilt ... he thought it was because she'd turned to 
another in her need! Oh, God .... 

"No! Oh, no, Vincent, I could never ... I have never .... " How could she explain this? It was bad 
enough what she'd put him through ... but now she realized that she'd also inadvertently caused him to 
believe that she was making love with another man. And all this time ... all these long, lonely 
months ... when they'd been together ... he'd believed she'd shared her body with another. And he'd never 
said one word, never accused, never questioned. Just .. accepted. In pain and silence. No ... no .... 

She stepped toward him, but he stepped back, keeping just out of reach. The stillness within him 
was a thin veneer, she knew. If she touched him now, he might break, might shatter into a million pieces. 

Gathering her tIroughts, she began to speak clearly and distinctly, in order to dispel his erroneous 
conclusious ... and diminish the terrible pain she must have inflicted. "I was not with another man, 
Vincent. What you felt from me was ... my own attempt to lessen the burden on both of us. Sometimes, 
my need is so great that I can't control myself. My body must have that release. But I would never think 
of turning to another to gain it. It was just me ... in the shower ... thinking of you ... and allowing my 
natural impulses to have their sway." 

He stood quietly, absorbing what she told him, but still he did not speak or move to her. She was 
terribly embarrassed to be talking of such a private matter, but she needed him to understand completely. 
"What you felt from me - apology, shame, sadness - was my acknowledgment that what I was doing 
would hurt you. I understand now that you took those feelings to mean ... something else, and for that I 
can never apologize enough." God, she needed to hold him, but she restrained herself with great effort. 
"I can't imagine the anguish I put you through, unknowingly. But I swear to you, I have never been with 
another man, Vincent, not since the night you found me in the park." 

Stunned, he murmured, "Not even ... Elliot?" 
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She shook her head adamantly. "Not even him. We kissed; yes, but our ... physical relationship 
never progressed much past that point. It didn't feel right even then, even before I realized how much I 
cared for you ... as so much more than a friend." 

Vincent sagged then, nearly collapsing to the balcony tiles. Catherine rushed forward to put her 
arms around him, partially to try to hold him up and partially because she needed to be close to him 
now. But her strength couldn't match his own, and his greater weight carried her down to the ground 
with him. Still, she didn't let go. 

His head came up, nearly level with hers, and he stared into her anxious green eyes. He saw in 
them the mortification and remorse she felt that their Bond, true as it was, had been the source of such an 
agonizing misinterpretation. His own relief was almost palpable - beyond any right, she was still his, 
wholly his. 

Always before, when he'd felt that particular sexual energy begin to rise within her, he'd stayed 
Below, in misery, wrapped in his cloak somewhere dark and deserted. He'd try to focus his mind on 
other things, but always, always, the image of her came to his mind - her rising desire, her aching 
hunger ... and finally, her physical fulfillment. And the fact that he could not face her need, could only 
hide away and be a helpless, hopeless witness to what she was experiencing, mocked him. At first, there 
was Elliot. He imagined him - handsome, experienced, suave -lavishing Catherine with the kind of 
sensual intimacy he himself did not know how to offer, did not dare to offer. Later, when Elliot was no 
longer in Catherine's life, the face of the man with whom she sought that physical release became a 
shrouded mystery - but still, those moments of strange yet wonderful pleasure occurred, and he fought 
within himself to tame the seething, jealous rage such moments compelled from him - he had no right to 
be so possessive, so angry, so .... In the end, defeated and demoralized, he realized that what he felt most 
was ... envy. 

Tonight, he couldn't stand not knowing any longer, and had come to her apartment to gain one 
glimpse of the man he felt would one day capture all of Catherine's love. He wanted ouly to know, to 
finally see, and perhaps, by seeing, to understand. When he had found no one within but Catherine, he 
had been confused at first, and it hurt him to think that the man could share such sweetness with her and . 
then forsake her so carelessly. As ifhe were unaware of the treasure he held in his arms, that he could 
leave her side, abandon her, after knowing the gentle touch and tender bliss of her dear flesh. 

Oh, the agonies he'd suffered as he'd contemplated that inevitable moment when she would make 
the decision that a full life with someone Above was incompatible with the half-life he shared with her in 
shadows. Now he knew it was all a fabrication built upon his own cowardice and fear. Catherine had 
been true to him ... only her body had betrayed him, betrayed them both, in a way that was totally 
understandable, given the limitations he himself had imposed upon their relationship. And as much as he 
had suffered, he knew that she, in her own way, had suffered too. Knowing that her acts of self
gratification could be seen as a reproach to him, she had made them as infrequent as she could. She had 
denied herself to make him comfortable in his apprehension about taking their relationship further. 

She was waiting for some word, some sign that she was forgiven ... when it was he who should be 
begging forgiveness. ''I'm sorry, Catherine. If! hadn't remained silent all this time .... " 

''NO!'' He always believed that everything was his fault, and she wouldn't allow him to take this 
totally upon himself. "If there's blame, we share it. I could have told you more clearly of 
my ... frustrations. Perhaps then, you'd have understood ... when you felL .. " 

He shook his head, but managed a shy smile. "I'm afraid I am ... too naive ... to have understood 
completely, Catherine. These things ... well, I understand them ... in myself ... but you .... " 

She relaxed enough to laugh a bit. "You didn't think me capable of such things? Vincent, I'm not 
some ice princess! Surely you know that!" 

With a voice full of earnest fervency, he declared, "To me ... you are ... the quintessence of 
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everything that is good and true and lovely in life." 
She snorted softly in derision of this paragon he'd just described who bore little relation to her. 

"Well, you know better now, don't you?!" 
His anus reached out to her, and she fell into his wanu embrace. Murmuring against the golden 

brown glory of her hair, he said, "You are my perfect beauty, Catherine. My ivory rose." 
Tears glistened in her eyes at his avowal. She loved this man with a love so fierce and powerful, it 

nearly overwhelmed her. How could she ever make him understand that she was not some archetype to 
be loved from afar, but a real flesh and blood woman who wanted everything he had to give? Mentally 
shrugging at the complexity of that task, she decided baby steps were in order. Leaning back within the 
circumference of his arms, she brushed the silken tendrils from his forehead and said, "It's cold out here, 
Vincent. Come inside and let me make you some hot chocolate?" 

He froze at the suggestion. Go inside ... ?! The thought petrified him. To be enclosed ... to cross 
that invisible barrier from one world to another .... But his reconciliation with Catherine was still too 
fresh to deny her this one small request. He had to find the courage within before what he'd feared 
actually came to pass. She couldn't wait and hope forever. 

He nodded, then rose and offered his hand to her. As she took it, she looked up at him and smiled 
a smile of such happiness it nearly took his breath away. Almost numbed by her joy, he allowed her to 
lead him into the apartment. She came to a stop at the fireplace in her living room. Bending to open the 
flue, she said, "If you'll see to the kindling and logs, I'll get the cocoa." 

He was finished setting the logs and had lit a match to the kindling before she returned, so he 
looked around, thought for a moment, then tugged his cloak off and swirled it in a broad arc to land 
outspread on the carpet between her couches and the fireplace. He pulled a few pillows from the nearer 
couch and laid them down as a backrest. When Catherine came in carrying a tray, she found him partially 
reclined on the pillows, staring pensively into the now crackling fire. 

"I'm sorry I only have instant cocoa miX. If! have some notice, next time I can be sure to have 
the real thing available ... and some marshmallows to float on top." 

He perked up at the suggestion. Marshmallows were a rare and much enjoyed treat for him. 
Smiling, he took the offered mug from her hand and said enigmatically, "Next time .... " 

Catherine laid the tray on the coffee table, then knelt next to Vincent and reached back for her 
own mug of cocoa A sudden tremor had taken her at his words. "You ... don't think there'll be a ... next 
tim· '1" e. 

Concerned that he'd inadvertently hurt her feelings, Vincent responded, "This ... is all so new ... 
and you treat it as ... such a natural thing. Me ... in your living room ... sharing cocoa." 

Catherine laughed softly. "It is natural- for two chocaholics like us!" 
Sipping their drinks, they gazed at each other, each devouring the sight of a beloved face. Their 

thoughts, kept to themselves, centered on the beauty and love so apparent when each looked upon the 
other. Occasionally, Catherine would drop her eyes shyly, overwhelmed for the moment by what she 
found in Vincent's eyes. Vincent, too, would sometimes glance into the fire, trying to assimilate the 
astounding truths he read in Catherine's hone,st green eyes. 

Eventually they finished their cocoa, both slightly flustered from the unspoken energy vibrating 
between them. Catherine accepted the empty mug from Vincent and turned to replace both mugs on the 
tray. The fire had burned a bit low, and Vincent bent forward to toss another log on and stoke the fire. 
His hands trembled slightly, betraying his nervousness. Catherine noticed, smiling to herself as she 
realized that she, too, was feeling a bit shaky. She needed to do something to control the restless 
fluttering which seemed to have settled in the pit of her stomach. So, when Vincent leaned back from the 
fireplace, from which a cheery blaze once again emanated, Catherine knelt closer to the fire. She bent her 
head forward, running her fingers lightly through her hair to encourage it to dry. She hoped the activity 
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would give her time to regain the composure she was rapidly losmg. 
As she concentrated on her task, Vincent took in the sight of her - the exposed nape of her 

delicate neck, the gentle curves and lines of her highlighted by the clinging silk of her robe, the undulating 
halo of hair through which glimmers of firelight filtered. He was mesmerized by her loveliness. It amazed 
him, how she could exude an aura of coolness and heat at the same time. 

His eyes lingered on the soles of her bare feet, partially exposed as she half-sat, half-knelt by the 
fire - the translucent pink-tinged skin looked so enticing. He longed to take one bare foot in his hand and 
kiss those toes, stroke that gracefully arched instep, then run his fingers along the flesh of her well
shaped calf until he came to the dimple behind her knee ... and perhaps he might lean down and kiss that 
soft, delicate skin before leaving it to trace a path of kisses up her smooth, creamy thigh .... 

His reverie was broken as Catherine, satisfied that her hair was now dry, scooted back toward 
him. Although before she had kept a modest distance from him, now she drew nearer until she was 
snuggled against his side. He lifted his arm to accommodate her closer to him, and together they sat, not 
speaking, just staring at the fire. 

Vincent became uncomfortably aware that ouly a thin layer of material separated his hand from 
the warm, fragrant body of his beloved. As she burrowed deeper into his embrace, the silk slid under his 
fmgers, tantalizing in its own way. Unable to help himself, he began a tentative stroking, running 
trembling fmgertips lightly up and down Catherine's arm from her shoulder to just above her elbow. He 
felt the fum muscle under the softness of her skin, covered by the sleek slipperiness of the silk robe. 
And he felt something more - the deep sigh of pleasure that was exhaled against his chest by the woman 
in his arms. 

He thought back to what seemed mere moments ago, when he had arrived on her balcony to face 
his worst fear ... and found, instead, an unexpected reprieve. For, he forced himself to admit, a reprieve 
was all it was. If not now, if not soon ... one day, some day, if he did not face up to the situation, 
Catherine might tire of waiting, and what he had only imagined to be real all this time ... might become 
reality. And what would he do then? He recalled the sheer, blessed reliefhe'd felt when Catherine had 
told him that there had never truly been another man in her life ... in her bed ... since they'd met. It was a 
relieftotally unjustified by any action on his part, due entirely to Catherine's faithfulness in the face of 
an uncertain future. She deserved more ... so much more. And he had to admit to himself what he'd 
always felt through their Bond - that what she wanted, needed, desired ... was him. His embrace, his kiss, 
his hands on her warm, willing body .... Oh, how he craved her, all of her - yet all the while denying the 
truth of her desire for him. No more, he told himself; no more! I have to find a way, allow Catherine to 
lead me to a way, to get past the fears, past the insecurities of a lifetime. 

As soon as Cath~rine realized Vincent would not insist on maintaining some distance between 
them, she nestled as closely as she dared. Breathing in the heady mixture of scents which being this close 
to him brought to her - the clean, masculine aroma he always exuded, the subtle fragrance of candlewax 
and smoke, the slightly dusty earthen odor of the tunnel corridors - she closed her eyes and immersed 
herself in the rare luxury of his presence. Beneath her cheek, the fum, solid muscles of his chest gave 
silent testimony to the many wonders which she knew his clothes screened from her. Rubbing her face 
lightly against the nubby fabric of his vest, she became lost in the fantasy of him, of what her hands 
would encounter if they dared to .delve beneath the concealing garments he wore. 

Catherine reached around Vincent's waist to embrace him, no longer content to merely cuddle 
against him. His caress had emboldened her, and she squeezed him gently to show her gratitude for 
reaching out to her in this intimate way. She felt him respond by wrapping his arms more firmly about 
her, pulling her closer still. Pressed tightly now against his chest, she felt the slow cadence of his 
heartbeat quicken, felt the flow of his warm breath on the nape of her neck as it became more of a pant
shorter, quicker, shallower breaths, betokening his rising arousal. Yet he didn't attempt to hide it from. 
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her, as was his usual practice. He was letting her feel it within him; letting her share in it. 
For a long moment they sat, just holding each other close. But then, abruptly, Vincent released 

her. His breathing quickened even further, as he waged a short, losing battle for control. Catherine could 
see how flustered he was, how unsure of himself. And how embarrassed. His eyes looked anywhere but 
at her, and Catherine thought that in another moment, he might flee. She couldn't let that happen. She 
rose to her knees and knelt before him, stroking his face, whispering, "It's all right. Everything's all 
right." 

Vincent pressed his cheek gratefully against her caressing hand. He hadn't meant to pull away 
from her, but the realization of what he was doing had overwhelmed him suddenly, and despite his best 
intentions, he had questioned the privilege granted to him. Had he the right to hold Catherine in his arms 
so possessively? And to let the control he had always clung to deliberately slip? He wanted so much to 
move forward, to take what she so clearly offered, but his ingrained caution sparred with his desires, 
making him distrust his actions. That calming touch upon his cheek, however, brought him back to the 
moment - to the extraordinary moment he now shared with his beloved. 

Sensing that his urge to retreat was passing, Catherine breathed an inward sigh of relief. 
Tenderly, she enveloped him in her arms once again, sinking down to sit beside him, leaning her head 
against his shoulder, reassuring him by her touch that this new intimacy between them was nothing to be 
self-conscious about. Slowly, the rigid tension in his back and shoulders relaxed. She felt his arms once 
more reach around her. For a long time, Catherine held him thus, and let Vincent hold her, content to give 
him the time he needed to absorb this new phenomenon. Once more during this time, she sensed more 
than felt a slight stiffening of his body within her arms, and ~nce more she soothed his distress, easing it 
away, rubbing his shoulders lightly and pressing her face into the warm hollow of his throat. His 
embrace, tentative at first, gradually tightened again. Once more he held her close ... once more she felt the 
quickness of his heartbeat, his short, hot breaths. 

Eventually, she knew him to be calmed, accepting. She felt he finally believed he had the right to 
hold her close, to be held. At that moment, she lifted her head and, disengaging one arm from its hold 
around her beloved, reached up to his face. Cupping one cheek, sliding her thumb tenderly across his 
softly bristled chin, she whispered, "Vincent?" 

His eyes, which had been closed, opened now and she found herself gazing into the deep blue 
intensity of his unguarded, frank stare, his irises darkening as his arousal grew in power. Catherine rose 
up onto her knees so that she could face him fully. His features were set with a certainty she had never 
seen before, as if acknowledging not just her need but his own, and with that a determiuation that both 
needs were as one ... and would be fulfilled. Their eyes spoke in silent communion - whatever happened 
now, there was no room""i"or fear, there would be no holding back. 

She broke the stillness first, leaning in to press her cheek to his, rubbing lightly to absorb the 
sensation of the velvety bristles which warmed as they tickled her skin. Sensing a slight shiver of 
lingering tension within him, she made no further move for the moment, only continued to brush his 
cheek while murmuring of her love in a low, soothing voice. 

Vincent's eyelids fluttered closed again, a long sigh escaping his lips. The feel of his beloved as 
she caressed him was exquisite. And each word she spoke pulled him further and further into the vortex 
of emotion that swirled now through their Bond. Suddenly, he felt her kiss - full and hard on his lips. 
She didn't shy from the strangeness beneath her mouth, didn't approach him with any trepidation. 
Instead of the kind offirst real kiss he'd always imagined -tentative, shy, gentle - it was sure and 
passionate ... and demanding. It shocked him at first, but in the next moment, he felt a fierce pride that his 
Catherine felt no uneasiness about loving him. He was simply a man ... her man ... and she would love him 
without reservation, without concern. He felt his lingering fears begin to melt away at this first hint of 
how Catherine intended to approach their lovemaking. The thrill and excitement within him grew a 
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hundredfold at this realization. 
While he was still lost in the first sensations of their kiss and what it meant for their future 

together, words began to toll in the back of his mind- Father's words. He recalled all of Father's 
warnings, all his stem admonitions about the life that could never be, the things he must not wish for, 
must not allow. Surely this ... this bliss ... was one of them. But he wanted ... needed it so badly ... as did 
Catherine. Yet... had he the right... to offer. .. to accept? As the clamor in his head grew louder, his kiss 
faltered, became uncertain. 

Catherine pulled back immediately, realizing she had gone too far too fast She saw his full lower 
lip quiver, and the sight of that evidence of his returning fears shook her. She perceived how fragile was 
this hard-won closeness, and reminded herself to take things slowly. 

Not allowing him to think too much about the moment, she pressed her lips once more to his -
not softly, but not as demandingly as she had before. And instead of expecting a response from him, she 
concentrated on the sensations she was experiencing, reminding herself that he was encountering them for 
the very first time. She brnshed her lips across his, nuzzling, nipping lightly, letting them both become 
familiar with the feel of their mouths this close together, so lovingly, so tenderly. He allowed it, but that 
was all. 

When Catherine began to kiss him again, Vincent's mind whirled in confusion. These soft, moist 
pressings of flesh on flesh were exquisite intimacies. 1bis was a sharing unlike anything he'd ever 
experienced before - of giving and taking pleasure, a celebration of the unity of their spirits. Father 
expected him to deny this to Catherine and to himself. But why? As a man in love, why did he, of all 
men, not have the right to share such tenderness with the woman who had proved in every way that she 
loved him, would always love him? He realized that he craved these touches, and more than anything, he 
wanted to return them to his beloved, wanted to offer his soul to her, one kiss at a time. No, Father was 
wrong, his warnings no longer had any relevance. Vincent found that he had outgrown a lifetime of 
cautions in a moment. Discretion, prudence, self-denial, forbearance ... they had no place here, now. Here 
and now ... there was only Catherine. And with that thought, he stirred, his mouth responding to hers. 

Catherine's spirits soared as she realized that he was beginning to engage her more fully, to 
nuzzle and graze her lips with his own in return. She let him take the lead, and was thrilled when, 
gradually, his kisses grew more impassioned, more insistent. Yes! 

Her good intentions to try to take things slowly were getting lost again. She wanted to give him 
so much more. She didn't know just how far he'd let her take him, but suddenly she became resolved to 
press the limits, to make a bold move and see where that took them. 

She loosened the tie of her robe and shrugged it off. It slithered to the cloak beneath her 
soundlessly. While she Kissed her unresisting lover again, she moved closer to him, straddling his thighs 
and draping her forearms around his shoulders. When Vincent lifted his arms to clutch her to himself, his 
hands encountered only the warmth of soft silken flesh, not the cool material he'd expected. Stunned, he 
broke their kiss and simply stared. 

Catherine smiled, then pulled him back to her, not stopping until their mouths were kissing close 
again. She gave him no time to think, but continued the loving assault on his senses -laving his full lower 
lip with her hot tongue, then drawing it into her mouth to suckle it lightly. His senses buckled under the 
onslaught of sensations - the heat of the fire on his hands, Catherine's warm, bare flesh beneath his 
fingers, her torrid mouth devouring him - and he found he could not think and love her at the same time. 
He gave up on thought then, and began to concentrate on giving his all to the one he loved above all 
others .. 

As his arms pulled her close once again, Catherine smiled to herself. He was proving qUite 
adaptable for someone who usually retreated at the first sign of intimacy. Then her stray thought was 
interrupted, overwhelmed by the feeling of Vincent's tongue tentatively probing her own. Its raspy 
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texture surprised and delighted her. She opened her mouth to him, "letting him taste her, explore her - and 
he did, with a thorouglmess that astonished her. Relishing the supple delight~ of his moist, searching 
tongue, she let herself get carried away by the sensual pleasure of this ardent exploration. Her desire for 
him - never far from the surface - surged upwards in a tidal wave of hunger. She needed him desperately. 
And now. 

Besieged on all sides by new and compelling sensations, he at first didn't realize that Catherine's 
fingers were busily untying the laces of his vest. She had it undone before he knew it, and she was 
pulling impatiently at his thermal shirt, tugging it free of his jeans by the time he began to assist her. 
Then he realized that she didn't want his shirt off so much as freer access to the buttons of his jeans. It 
stunned him, the suddenness of Catherine's seduction. Her fervor, her eagemess, drew him, buffeted him, 
overwhelmed him. He wanted time to savor his Catherine's love, but as she slipped the buttons of his 
jeans open one by one, he quickly realized that he couldn't wait either. Later ... much later ... there would 
be time and leisure to discover all her hidden secrets. But now ... oh, God. .. now .... how he craved that 
oneness with her ... and it was so close ... so very, very close .... 

Catherine wasn't thinking coherently any longer. She was all appetite, wanton, her body a living 
flame of desire. What she needed was so close ... just inches away now. As the final button on his jeans 
came undone, Vincent's fum, substantial manhood was fully revealed - curving up to rest against her 
thigh, the long vein so evident from base to tip pulsing hotly, the large crown suffused a deep red, 
moisture glistening at its center. He was so ready ... as was she. With a small cry of barely contained 
impatience, she rose up on her knees and then settled down upon him, taking his steely length deep 
inside, sheathing him in her moist warmth until she thought she'd die from the glory of it. Finally! 
Finally ... all the long months of frustrated yearning, the tormented dreams from which she awoke alone 
and aching, the holding back when they were close - all of that was over. And in its place was this - the 
completion of their love, the final, long-awaited act which their Bond had urged them to. The pleasure 
spiked within her, deep and piercing, even as his love pierced her deeply, to the center of her being. 

As his hard, hungry flesh entered his beloved's body, Vincent gasped in astonished pleasure. 
Ahhhh ... the feel of her ... so wet and ready for him, encompassing him, sheathing him so hot and tight, 
taking his length deep into her core. He shuddered in an agony of rapture, so close to completion he 
couldn't move, couldn't breathe, couldn't imagine a place he'd rather be. Catherine moved once and he 
felt a gathering tingle at the base of his erection. He grasped her waist and guided her as she began a slow, 
rhythmic almost-movement, more like a rocking, that teased his already tortured flesh past bearing. He 
thrust once, hard and deep, and his orgasm burst upon him, sending a cascade of star burst sensations 
thundering through him. Clutching her tightly, he held her immobile, crushed against his chest, as his 
breath came in harsh, hot gasps and his mind spun. 

Immediately, his flesh surged again, hot and ready. Catherine was amazed to find that he still 
filled her, throbbing and insistent, and he began to rock against her in a delirium, almost in a frenzy. She 
clung to him, needing the friction, but wanting his pleasure more than her own. Carefully, without 
dislodging her, he rose to his knees and bent towards her, eyes closed, conscious only of the place where 
their two bodies were so rapturously joined. He moved deeply into her, the rocking changing inexorably 
to a more forceful pumping, as ifhe were pouring his soul into her, immersing himself within her love in 
this new and breathtakingly transcendent way. He groaned her name into the still night, and it was filled 
with all the passionate,intensity he was expressing to her with his body. Then for a long time, the only 
sounds in the room were the crackling of the fire and the labored, heavy breathing of the two lovers. 

Soon, Catherine felt her own orgasm begin, and she rode it higher and higher, propelled upward 
and outward by the force of Vincent's driving thrusts, hard and powerful, giving her all she needed and 
more. She cried out his name at the peak of her completion, knowing he felt it, knowing he gloried in it. 
As she came to herself once more, she began to take up the rhythm of Vincent's stroking, contributing 
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more to enhance his pleasure. His forehead rested against her shoUlder now as he drove into her, deeper 
and deeper, needing her so badly, it was as ifhe hadn't just found completion within her. His second 
orgasm exploded hotly within her, and she could feel the spurting of his seed again as he slowed his 
movements slightly, until he was only rocking gently within her once again. 

Kissing his damp, tousled mane and murmuring his name, Catherine pressed his face to her neck. 
She wanted him touching her everywhere. Perhaps now .... Suddenly, she felt his hands at her shoulders, 
gently bending her backwards. Vincent seemed haunted, consumed by a desire to erase those years of 
denial, unable to entirely break free of the despair which had, until recently, gripped his heart. He seemed 
almost dazed, not so much disoriented as staggered by what was happening between them. He 
whispered a plea into her ear, "Catherine, don't leave me." As if she ever could ... or would! But she 
understood his meaning. He wanted to fully control their lovemaking now, to move into the realm of the 
sensuaJ beyond mere physical release. 

She adjusted her legs, so that she was sitting firmly in his lap with her ankles crossed behind him. 
He was still within her, still rigid, on fire, as he cradled her head in one hand, her shoulders in the other, 
and began to trail wet kisses across her chest, down to her sweat-glistened breasts. Lapping at the 
moistrrre, he slowly traced his way to the trrrgid nipples which beckoned to him, rosy upon her creamy 
skin. He took one into his mouth and she groaned her pleasure. 1bat being all the encouragement he 
needed, he suckled against her in earnest, tugging strongly and deeply as she communicated her delight by 
running her fingers through his wild, thick hair. She thought she was whimpering his name over and over, 
but didn't know if it was only in her mind or not. She was completely overcome by his eroticism ... and 
by his staying power ... as he once again lifted her against his chest and, staring with surprise into her 
eyes, began to move once more within her, hard and ready arid aching for her yet again. 

Catherine's delight deepened as he began to move with long, sure, deep strokes, adjusting his 
movements slightly to maintain the friction she needed. She was amazed at how masterfully he moved. 
Had it been only a short while ago that they had shared their first passionate kiss? And now ... he was 
loving her so skillfully, so assertively, with such incredible tenderness yet such power and grace. These 
thoughts only flitted through her mind, though, as she was nearly undone by the sheer exhilaration that 
his newly released sexuality brought her. His softly murmured words of adoration were the perfect 
counterpoint to the sureness of his hands, the movement of his body, as he gave her everything he was. 

Vincent's mind was a whirling vortex of thoughts - disconnected, spinning. He knew one thing 
for certain, though - somehow, he had to make her understand that it was her confidence in him that gave 
him the freedom to express himself so intensely, so profoundly, so movingly. He loved her with a 
depthless, matchless intensity, and to fmally express that love not just in words but with his every part 
intensified his own voyage of discovery into the physical aspects of their love. She gave him that - her 
belief in him reassured him, bolstered him. He owed her so much ... everything .... 

Catherine's hands moved to stroke the delicious curve of his bottom, wishing she had the 
freedom of movement to cup him there completely. The tension and release of the muscles there as he 
made love to her thrilled her, moved her. But holding him there upset the delicate balance of their 
position, and whatever else she wanted, she desperately wanted her beloved to have the completion he 
craved ... and that she craved for him. And so she moved to wrap her arms around his back, to hold him 
more firmly as he thrust within her. She would be his anchor now. Later, perhaps, she would have the 
time to explore him more completely. But now she could feel him gathering himself, feel the surging 
power of his manhood as his consummation overtook him. It pushed her over the edge once more, and he 
rode the crest of her own burgeoning completion. 

This time, his orgasm almost shattered him. He spilled his life force into his beloved with an 
urgency that for a moment claimed his senses. When he recovered them, he found himself locked in a 
tight embrace, Catherine Whispering to him over and over, "It's OK, everything's fme." He was shocked 
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out of the almost-delirium their lovemaking had produced in him. He realized he must have frightened 
her - his lungs were heaving as ifhe'd run a great race, perspiration slicked his face, and he was growling 
low in his throat as if warning away anyone who might take his beloved from his arms. He was appalled, 
ashamed. What had he done? What must she think of him? 

"Catherine, forgive me ... " He wanted to apologize ... for everything. For his presumption, for his 
intensity, for being unable to stop himself from his mindless drive to completion ... over and over again. 
She must think him ... an animal .... His heart plummeted as he pulled back to face her, and he was barely 
able to draw his eyes up to meet hers. 

She was shaking her head in response to his nearly breathless apology. Taking his face between 
her hands, she kissed him tenderly, then pulled back to speak. "Don't, Vincent. Don't even think it. Our 
feelings for each other are powerfuL. overwhelming. Why would our loving be any less so?" 

"But... I couldn't ... stop .... " His eyes begged for understanding, nearly breaking Catherine's heart. 
"I didn't want you to." She kissed him again. "I confess you took me by surprise," she admitted 

gently, a hint of humor in her voice, "but trust me, it wasn't an unpleasant one!" She hugged him hard, 
and when she felt his arms come up to embrace her, she knew she had gotten through to him. 
Murmuring into his ear, she promised, "I love the way you love me ... all the many ways you show your 
love .... " 

Relief coursed through his heart. He hadn't known what to expect, but he never would have 
thought he could ask, no ... demand so much of his beloved. Although she had started things this night, he 
had quickly taken the upper hand, directing their lovemaking as ifhe had all the right ill the world to do 
so. But his Catherine didn't seem to be holding that against him. She seemed, rather, to ... like it. He was 
amazed and comforted by that fact. 

Catherine tugged gently against his back, and they fell softly together to lie upon the cloak. The 
fire had burned low now, the smoldering embers giving off a warm glow of heat. Catherine's legs were 
still wrapped around his waist, but now she loosened them. As they parted slightly; she captured his 
now only partially aroused penis in one hand, cradling it, protecting it from the chill it might feel after 
leaving its warm nest. He smiled at the way she treated him, as ifhe were precious, cherished. 

Lying close, face to face, Vincent ran his hand along Catherine's back, tracing her spine until he 
came to the sweet cleft of her backside, then cupping her bottom gently within his palm. Her firm body 
intrigued him. She was incredibly soft, yet below the supple flesh lay the solid play of sleek muscle. He 
realized that what she'd always told him was true - she was strong ... not easily breakable. 

Catherine reveled in the sensations he was producing as his hand explored her body. She so 
longed to do the same for him. She yearned to run her fingers across the corded muscles of his shoulders, 
the bunched hardness that defined his biceps, the ridged flatness of his stomach. Yet Vincent was still 
clothed, although everything he wore was in glorious disarray. She'd had teasing hints of flesh and brief 
moments of touching as they'd loved, but she'd been prevented from doing any leisurely exploring due 
to the intensity of their lovemaking. Not that she was complaining at all- they had all the time in the 
world, now ... a long future stretched before them to fill with their love. And that future ... was now. She 
smiled at that thought. Opening her eyes, she gazed into her beloved's spellbound countenance and in a 
throaty whisper asked, "Let me see you ... all of you?" 

Gulping around the sudden knot in his throat at the thought, despite the intimacies they had just 
shared, Vincent struggled to draw his courage around himself. After the way Catherine had loved him 
tonight, how could he deny her anything? He couldn't possibly be everything she desired in a man, but 
perhaps she had found enough to desire so that the sight of him naked would not put her off. .. too much. 
Besides, she had seemed to cherish every part ofhim she had seen ... touched ... tonight. He drew hope 
from that thought as he hesitantly pulled the rest of his clothing off. Soon he was lying bare to his 
beloved's eyes, and as he apprehensively watched her take him in, a look of rapt wonder on her face, his 

10 



inhibitions fell away. His Catherine loved him ... all of him ... everything she'd seen ... and touched ... and 
felt ... and everything she hadn't. 

Catherine stroked his nude body lovingly, with achingly tender motions, letting him know by 
touch alone how she treasured him, cherished him, adored him. Despite the fierce, extended round of 
lovemaking she had experienced so recently, she felt herself succumb to the glory of his physical 
presence. She wanted him again ... soon. As she thought this, her hand drifted down to caress his 
manhood, and she wasn't entirely surprised to find him already fully engorged. He had an amazing 
capacity for recovery ... and she paled a little at the genie she'd let out of the bottle. Looking up at him, 
surprise lighting her eyes, she met his, already smoky with renewed passion. Jnst before she captured 
his mouth in a penetrating kiss, she whispered against his lips, "Who knew hot cocoa was such an 
aphrodisiac!" 

This time, Vincent was anxious to go slowly, to savor their lovemaking. He wanted to please 
Catherine ... thoroughly ... before seeking his own release. She had given him so much tonight... and asked 
for so little in return. Still amazed that he could touch her with such freedom, he began to stroke her bare 
skin, reveling in the reactions he evoked from her by just his touch. Catherine's eyelids fluttered shut, an 
expression of such pleasure lit her face, and she arched her body to meet his questing fmgers. 

He whispered, still shy despite all that had gone before, "Show me?" 
She responded by guiding his hands to her lips. After kissing them each in turn, she shook her 

head. "Just do what you did before," she responded huskily. "Whatever feels ... right." 
He shivered in delight at her words. What feels right? Everything ... every touch, every caress, 

every moment since they'd kissed tonight felt ... so ... right. 
He bent to her then, capturing her lips in a deep kiss, eliciting a low, sighing moan from her. The 

moans became whimpers as he caressed her breasts, reverently sliding his thumbs across her hardened 
nipples. Becoming bolder as her sighs increased in frequency, he bent his head to tongue her where his 
thumbs had been. He felt her tremble and soon the sounds she was making changed to soft panting cries. 
Catherine's fingers delved into his tangled mane, distractedly brushing his hair free of his face as he 
labored lovingly over her, stroking and cupping her breasts as he took her nipples into his mouth one at a 
time, teasing them with his rough tongue. 

His mouth continued to plunder her breasts as one hand dipped lower, to stroke against the silky, 
wet curls at the juncture of her thighs. Slipping his fingers lower still, he felt her body tense slightly as he 
sought, then found, the nub which was the center of her pleasure. He let their Bond and her ever
increasing cries guide him then, caressing her, teasing her, while she writhed in ecstasy beneath his hand. 
He could feel her astonished pleasure as he brought her to the brink time and again, only to caIrn her, then 
return her to. the almost-moment. When he knew she could take no more, he held nothing back, giving her 
everything she needed until she reached the pinnacle one last time. The tension in her broke suddenly, 
and he felt her orgasm as it rushed through her, surging, peaking, crashing like a wave through their Bond, 
then slowly spiraling away as his touch gradually lightened and lessened. His fingers were coated with 
the wet, warm evidence of both her recent arousal and their earlier lovemaking as he spread her thighs and 
lowered himself upon her, once more pressing his own aroused flesh against hers. 

Lying upon her in this way, finally, with no clothing as a barrier between them, he was almost 
unmanned by the incredible feeling of warm flesh meeting warm flesh. His body, his skin so highly 
sensitized, was inflamed beyond thought merely by the feel of her sweet satin body bare beneath his. 
He knew Catherine felt the same as he heard her deep moan of pleasure, and she rubbed herself 
sensuously against him until he thought he might expire from the sheer rapture of it 

When his hard, thick length slipped inside her again so easily, he couldn't suppress the groan of 
satisfaction which he exhaled against her throat. As before, the feeling of being so finnly, hotly sheathed 
within her body nearly undid him. His beloved was holding him inside herself, taking him into her as 
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deeply as she could. She craved this ... her body begged for this ... lier soul gloried in this! It was almost 
more than he could believe ... that this physical act could be so beautiful, so inspiring, so fulfilling -
beyond anything his mind had conceived, beyond fantasy, beyond imagining. 

He began to move slowly within her, the sweet, slick friction causing them both to cry out. His 
control for the moment firmly in place, he slid almost all the way out of her, listening to her whimper of 
protest and silently promising the withdrawal would be brief. A long, excruciatingly slow impalement 
followed. Catherine squirmed against him, driven nearly mad by his deliberate, ecstatic assault upon her 
senses. Feeling her reaction both physically and within their Bond, Vincent knew her pleasure was so 
intense it nearly veered into pain. A sweet, hot pain - he felt it too, it shuddered through him and he 
knew he could never deny Catherine ... or himself... this pleasure again. 

Teetering on the brink of control now, he gathered himself and drove forcefully into her, then 
pulled back, drove deeply again, then back, until a hard rhythm was established. The pace picked up, 
Catherine's movements urging him on, and they rocked together in a building frenzy until, finally, their 
simultaneous orgasms burst upon them - dizzying, electrifYing, astonishing. Vincent grasped Catherine 
firmly and rolled them both onto their sides, legs entwined to cling together, as their pulsing pleasure 
slowly faded. Spent, exhausted, gasping for air, still they found the breath to whisper of their love, their 
commitment, their overwhelming need. As one, they spoke their beloved's name and whispered, 
"Always." 

With a fierce tenderness, Vincent cradled Catherine's form against his. He loved her so deeply, so 
passionately, he doubted ifhe could ever let her go from his side. Now ... after all they had shared ... he 
didn't know if it would be possible to ever part from her again. He nuzzled against her hair, drinking in 
the scent of her - barely distinguishable now from the scent of their lovemaking, which rose to 
overwhelm him, a reminder of the intense intimacy they had shared. 

"Vincent .... " Her voice was muffled against his softly furred chest, but she didn't seem inclined 
to lift her face from where it rested there. 

"Hmmm?" He hardly had the strength left to make even that minimal reply. 
''Take me Below?" 
Her question shocked him. He opened his eyes wide, then gently tugged at her shoulders until she 

leaned back to look at him. "Catherine ... ? What....?" 
She smiled sleepily at him. He noted distractedly that she had the slightly disheveled look of a 

well-satisfied, well-loved woman. "Let me love you in yOW" bed, too?" 
"We never ... actually ... made it to ... a bed, my love," he reminded her gently, smiling despite his 

surprise. 
"Better yet. Therryours can be the first ... and if! get my way, the only ... bed we'll ever make 

love in." She nuzzled his chin with her nose, then began to kiss him again, concentrating on his jawline. 
He reached up a restraining palm, pulling her back to look at him again. Her eyes opened and he could see 
that she was cross at being interrupted. His smile broke wider, and sharp incisors gleamed in the dim 
light cast from the dying coals. 

"You ... want to go Below ... now?" His frankly disbelieving look caused Catherine to laugh. 
Vincent shivered deep inside. He loved that full-throated laugh. He loved everything about his beloved. 

She caught her breath and said, "There's no time like the present. Isn't that what Father always 
says?" 

Vincent's arched eyebrows tilted upward at an alarming angle. "Ab ... now that you mention 
him - Father. Yes. Shall I let you explain to Father the reason you are coming Below with me so late 
tonight?" 

This time Catherine collapsed against his chest, laughing so hard she nearly choked. Tears 
glistening in her eyes, she eventually got control of herself and replied, "On second thought. .. let's stay 
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here a little longer." Her laughter died away completely, and Vincent was intrigued to see the sudden 
shift in her demeanor. "In fact," she murmured, "let's stay here a lot longer. Mmmmm .... " Whatever else 
she was about to say, she forgot it, as Vincent silenced her, his eager mouth descending to capture hers in 
a long, slow, deep, devastating kiss. 

Kissing Catherine was an art form, Vincent decided. He wanted to become an expert at it. He 
knew if he applied himself, worked very hard and practiced every chance he got, he'd perfect it. He 
intended to do just that. Settling into this still new and so compelling venture, he put all thoughts of 
Father ... and beds ... far from his mind. Time enough tomorrow to think about such things ... as Fathers ... 
and beds ... and moving Catherine Below .... 
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If I had a box just for wishes 
And dreams that had never come true, 

The box would be empty 
Except for the memory 

Ofhow they were answered by you. 
(Time in a Bottle by Jim Croce) 

He gazed into her eyes, overcome by the 
love he saw. Slowly, he leaned forward, his mouth 
gently meeting hers. The kiss, at first soft and 
tender, generated sparks as their lips met, sparks 
which ignited the smoldering, banked flames of 
desire so long denied, causing a wildfire of passion 
to burn through them. Their mouths, their tongues, 
their souls entwined. 

He crushed her to him, her small frame 
pressed securely against his towering strength. He 
wanted, no needed, to be closer to her - to be one 
with her. His strong arms encircled her, holding her 
steady as her legs grew weak, the evidence of his 
desire pressed finnly against her. He moaned as she 

rubbed against his throbbing flesh, so painfully tight in its denim encasement. 
Eyes, dark with passion, stared intently at her. "I need you, so much. Please, let me love you." 

"Yes. Ob, yes," her husky voice replied as she swayed against him. 
He swept her into his arms and carried her into the bedroom, setting her lightly on her feet. He 

drew his breath at the sight of her standing there, the moonlight filtering through the gauzy curtains to 
bathe her in its silvery glow. Her face softened; kiss-swollen lips curved into a Mona Lisa smile as her 
slender fingers deftly unbuttoned her blouse, allowing it to slide from her body. She stepped forward, the 
same deft fingers undoing the buttons of his shirt, her small hands slipping through the open front to 
trace across the muscles of his chest and ease the cloth from his broad shoulders. 

Her mouth explored the planes of his chest, leaving damp trails of kisses across its surface before 
nipping and teasing the tight skin of his nipples. Her fingers were busy traversing the broad expanse of 
his back, drifting lower to cup the firm, round buttocks, which she playfully squeezed, causing him to 
lose his last slim thread of control. 

Parting, he frantically removed the remainder of clothing - his and hers - and swept her into his 
arms, placing her gently on the bed's satin comforter. She gazed up at him with smoldering eyes, and he 
found himself drowning in the well of her desire. His hands worshipped her body; his lips followed snit. 
She clutched at the bedclothes as he kissed the soft skin of her inner thigh, her muscles quivering beneath 
his touch, and moaned as his mouth moved closer to the core of her femininity. 

He nuzzled the soft curls, inhaling deeply of her musky scent. His hands cupped her bottom, 
holding her still, as his lips and tongue loved this most private part of her. She squirmed against him as 
his long tongue delved into her time and again. He licked and sucked her hidden nub of desire, parting its 
protective lips, his hot breath bathing the equally hot skin. It swelled and darkened as he licked and 
kissed the sensitive flesh until he felt her tense and shudder against him. 
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"Yes, yes. Oh please don't stop." Her encouraging words were replaced by a soft scream as she 
reached the pinnacle and plunged into the freefall of orgasmic delight. The tremors ebbed and flowed 
until, finally, they dissipated, leaving her limp. Though spent, her body still tingled with excitement. 
He moved to hold her, kissing her passionately. The kiss gave her strength, restoring her energy with the 
heat of passion renewed. Now she rolled him onto his back to begin her own tactile odyssey. 

She studied intensely every part: his strong hands, powerful arms, wide shoulders, broad chest, 
tapered waist, long legs, and sturdy feet. Her mouth nibbled on the back of his knee then lightly traced 
his inner thigh before reaching her ultimate goal- his imposing phallus, standing tall and proud from its 
nest of curls, above the twin sacs holding his life-seed. She wet her lips as she gazed lovingly at its 
mighty splendor, from the blood-engorged knob of its head, down its thick stalk bulging with blue veins. 

This was the moment he'd been waiting for, yet his breath caught as she planted a kiss at its base. 
He trembled as she kissed the sturdy length of his erection, tracing the prominent vein on its underside. 
He gasped, his tremors intensifying, as she took the throbbing head into her warm, willing mouth, 
sucking and licking with abandon. Rapture enveloped him at the sensations this created; his mind spun, 
tom between wanting the experience to last forever and the exquisite ecstasy of release. He sobbed as she 
placed a last kiss on the rosy head, not wanting the experience to end. She nuzzled the taut sacs at the 
base before sliding the length of his body to lie atop him, landing butterfly kisses under his chin. 

"I need you in me," she murmured emphatically, "now." 
Her world spun as he rolled to bring her under his inflamed body. She smiled as he positioned 

himself at the entry to her waiting portal. Slowly, almost agonizingly slowly, he entered her, just the 
head of his erection penetrating her hot, humid folds. He pau~ed, an exquisite feeling washing over him, 
but the interval couldn't last - they were both too far gone to luxuriate in the sensation. 

With a mighty thrust, he buried himself deeply within her, savoring the feel of her body holding 
him tight. His hips moved to a steady rhythm, allowing them the pleasure oflong, slow strokes. Her 
hands fondled where they could reach - chest, sides, hips, back - her nails rasping lightly across his skin. 
Her breath came in short, ragged pants, echoing the cadence of his own discordant breathing as he thrust 
repeatedly. Raising her hips, she wrapped her legs high on his torso, and reveled in the depth of his 
penetration. Small tremors began deep within her womb and radiated outward, intensifYing as they 
progressed and, as he gave a final powerful thrust, her body joined his in an explosive climax; and they 
collapsed together on the bed: sated, complete, one. 

Vincent's breathing was labored as he closed the book, his own body reacting to the words he'd 
read. He threw his head back, gulping large breaths of the brisk tunnel air, willing the fire in his blood to 
cool, his extended flesh to ease. 

He'd found the paperback in a box of books collected from a dumpster and brought Below to add 
to the unofficial library in Father's chamber. The cover art and brief synopsis on the back led him to 
believe Father would frown on such literature (and he used the term loosely) being available to the 
younger members of the community. He wasn't even certain how the small tome had made its way into a 
pocket of his cloak, but there it was when he hung the ebony cape on its hook in his chamber. 

He tossed the book on the bed where it fell open to what was evidently a much-read page, the 
spine bent and a comer downtumed. His curiosity piqued. He settled among the bed cnshions and began 
to read. 

Vincent's relationship with Catherine had taken a tum recently, progressing from hugs and 
handholding to an occasional kiss. Diligence kept his burning passion from spilling forth in these brief 
encounters; but, alone here in his chamber, the text had drawn out his tightly controlled desires, allowing 
them to run rampant. 

Oh, that he and Catherine could share the experiences related in the words, as his mind envisioned 
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while he read. He knew that Catherine dreamed of such an encounter, her hopes and desires washing over 
him through the bond, but he didn't dare. The passions elicited, once loosed, could evolve into something 
more dangerous, and that was something he couldn't risk. 

He sighed deeply. This was the one contention in their relationship. Catherine tried repeatedly to 
convince him he could never hurt her, but experience from his youth and Father's oft-repeated caveats 
created a barrier difficult to cross. Perhaps it was time to face the challenge and conquer his fears. 

The incident with Lisa convinced him he couldn't give in to his sexual desires, but Catherine 
disagreed with his assessment, arguing that first, he'd been a teenager with unfamiliar hormones running 
amok; second, she'd welcome his advances rather than pull away; and third, even during duress or under 
the influence of Par ace Is us' drug, he !lidn't harm her. 

She made sense, but then she was an excellent attorney, convincing arguments were her specialty. 
He wanted to believe, and perhaps a part ofhim already did, but nothing would be able to convince him 
except experience, and that could only be gained by taking that leap of faith and giving in to their desires. 
If they made love and he hurt her, he'd never forgive himself; but he was already hurting her by pulling 
away. 

"Argh!" He sprang from the bed to pace his chamber, perplexed by the quandary, the frustration 
driving him to despair. A newspaper article he'd read recently described this type of situation - what did 
they call it? Oh yes, a no-win situation. He had to decide on a course of action that would change it from 
no-win to win-win. He leaned against the wall, pushing at the stone, trying to expel his pent-up energy. 
How could he think clearly in such an agitated state? 

Leaving a quick note for Father, he took his cloak and the travel pouch hanging by the door and 
quickly left the inhabited area of the tunnels, needing to be alone to work out his problem. Lower and 
lower he went, below the Whispering Gallery, below the catacombs, toward the river with no name. At a 
branch in the passageway, he paused and changed his mind, moving instead to the area where Narcissa 
lived. The old voodoo woman had a different insight into life - perhaps she could help him resolve his 
predicament. 

"Vincent. Come in, child." 
"Narcissa, I need your help." 
"What troubles you so that you would seek out this crazy old woman? Ah, it is your Catherine, 

is it not?" 
Vincent explained his situation. While he talked, Narcissa puttered around her chamber, gathering 

implements and herbs. She poured water into a shallow bowl, added a sprinkle of some dried plant, then 
tossed some stones, smoothed by years of handling, into the liquid. She stared as the ripples died and the 
surface smoothed to a glass-like sheet. The words she muttered meant nothing to Vincent, but he waited 
patiently as she completed her unknown ritual. 

"Vincent, come, look in the water. What do you see?" 
He moved beside her to gaze into the bowl. "Only my reflection, Narcissa." 
"You are too much like the Father, Vincent. Look again." He stared at the bowl, trying to see 

beyond his reflection. "What you should see is the man your Catherine loves. " 
"What I see is not a man, Narcissa, it's a beast." He turned his head from the reflection. 
"No, child, you are a man, and that's what Catherine sees. What you see in the water is 1):1at man, 

her lover and her protector." 
"It's the protector I fear, Narcissa. If! give myself over to passion, I'm afraid he will emerge and 

hurt Catherine. That's something I couldn't bear." 
"But he loves your Catherine too. Why would he harm her? When she's in danger, you trust him 

with her life, then why not in love? She is your soulmate, child. It was ordained in the before and will be 
through the hereafter, unless you break the cycle. Go child, do not be afraid." 
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Perhaps it was her talk of the hereafter, perhaps it was the magical feel of this place, but 
somehow, somethiog touched that door withio him and unlocked it, allowiog him to see and accept the 
truth. He breathed deeply, a great weight lifted from his shoulders, and his heart soared, wioging its way 
to the light of love. 

He kissed her wrinkled forehead. "Thank you, Narcissa. I think I always knew that, I just 
couldn't accept it." 

She laughed and patted his cheek before turning back to the bowl. She was already involved in 
some new invocation, mumbling to herself, as he left the chamber. 

An unusual warm front had descended upon New York, and even after darkness fell the air was 
balmy. Vincent, freshly bathed and shampooed, dressed in his finest, made his way to Catherine's 
balcony where the doors to the apartment stood open, allowiog the pleasant breeze in. The sound of 
Catherine's bumming floated on the air, filling him with an intense love that swelled through the bond. 
The cheerful tune stopped, and she was there, rushing into his arms. 

"Vincent," she sighed, snuggling closely into his embrace, relaxing against the solidness of him. 
"I'm so happy you came." 

He trembled at her nearness, the expectation of events to come putting him in a state of barely 
controlled passion. Her warmth, the sweet scent of her, kindled the flames. 

"Vincent?" She leaned back to gaze into his beloved face, and her breath caught at the desire so 
evident upon his countenance, a desire normally hidden beneath a mask of self-imposed constraint. The 
bond opened fully, and she felt his desires as strongly as he did hers. "Oh, yes, Vincent!" 

Embolden by her response, his lips lowered to hers, a kiss soft and gentle. Catherine longed to 
weave her fingers in his mane of golden hair, press her body firmly against his and kiss him to withio an 
inch of his life; but she held herself in check, allowiog him to set the pace. A series of short, tender kisses 
followed, each a test of his control. He looked down into her face, soft with desire. Her eyes drifted open 
to gaze back, her lips tugging into a dreamy smile. 

"Oh, yes," she repeated softly. "More." 
Once again he kissed her, this one growiog in passion, causing his blood to burn as it flowed 

through his veins, his need for her increasing by the second. She felt the difference immediately and freed 
her own pent-up emotions. Vincent's ardor, reflected and magnified in the bond by Catherine's desires, 
overwhelmed him. 

Ibis, then, was the wildfire of passion of which the novel spoke. Ibis hunger to take her inside 
himself and never let her go. A low growl rumbled through him that fueled Catherine's excitement, and 
Vincent found himself drowning in their need. 

Finally breaking for air, Catherine sagged against him, only his steely arms giving her strength. 
"Love me, Vincent. Oh please, love me." 
Eyes dark with passion captured her as her slight body was swept into his mighty arms. A few 

paces and they were in the sanctuary of her bedroom, where he gently set her down. She looked like a 
goddess standing there, the silvery moonlight playing across her skin, and Vincent had the eerie feeling of 
deja vu. 

Her small hands deftly unhooked his cloak, allowiog it to drift to the floor with a light swoosh. 
She then tried to undo the intricate buckle of his belt, which proved to be a less simple task, but with a 
low chuckle she finally managed to remove the obstinate article, and it joined the cape with a thunk. The 
buttons on the vest were easily undone and the ne~ layer lay in the heap on the floor. 

Undressing Vincent reminded her of opening a gift-wrapped box withio box withio box
carefully removing layer after layer of covering, until the prize hidden deeply inside was revealed, a prize 
made more sweet by the effort. As each garment was discarded, her anticipation grew. 
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She was down to the thennal shirt. She felt his tremors as she pulled it from the waistband of his 
pants, sliding her small hands under its hem, tracing up the muscles of his chest to ease it offhis broad 
shoulders and over his head. Well, that was her plan, but the neck snagged on his ear and hair, wrenching 
his neck. Finally, with his help, the offending garment was removed with no serious damage to Vincent. 
She stepped away, admiring the view of his bare torso, and any trepidation Vincent had of baring himself 
to her died with the wave oflust, of craving, flowing from her. Her full lips curved into a Mona Lisa 
smile, her slim fingers sliding the robe from her body, followed immediately by the silky slip of a gown. 
He was dazzled at the incredible sight of her nude body, iridescent in the moon's silver glow. 

Catherine returned to wrap her arms around his body. Her mouth explored the planes of his chest 
leaving damp trails of kisses across its surface before nipping and teasing the tight skin of his nipples 
while her fingers were busy traversing the broad expanse of his back, drifting lower to cup the firm, 
round buttocks, which she playfully squeezed, causing him to lose his last slim thread of control. 

Just as in the novel, he parted from her to frantically remove the rest of his clothing, the 
remaining barrier to their love. However, the protagonist of the story evidently didn't have boots, socks 
and jeans to worry about - or the author intentionally glossed over the fact that these offending articles 
don't just melt away. The harder he tried, the more unmanageable they became. 

The growl that wafted across the room was no longer one of desire, but rather pure frustration as 
he hopped on one foot, trying to remove a boot. Catherine gave a low snort, unable to control her mirth, 
and moved to place her hands on his arms. 

"Stop," she said calmly. Her eyes, glittering with amusement, shone up at him. "Let me help." 
She led him across the room where he sat, shamefaced, on the edge of the bed, refusing to look at 

her. She knelt before him and peered beneath the golden veil of hair. Tilting his chin with her fingers, she 
waited patiently until his eyes met hers. 

"I love you." Her sweet smile melted his heart. She tugged on the obstinate footwear, surprised 
when it fmally slipped off, and she found herself plopped down on her bare behind, boot in hand. Her 
shoulders shook, and Vincent was afraid she'd injured herself. 

"Catherine!" Vincent's alarm turned to confusion as he realized his ladylove wasn't crying, she 
was laUghing. The giggles that she fought gallantly to hold in were stronger than she, and he watched in 
bewildennent as she rolled to her side, laughing hysterically. This was definitely not going as he planned. 

Managing to regain control, she looked up at his confused face. "I think I'll let you remove the 
other boot, Vincent. You've had more practice." She bit her lip to suppress the giggles that threatened to 
erupt again. 

Shaking his head in mystification, he did as she suggested. The socks followed. He stood to 
remove his jeans but herhands brushed his aside. 

"I think 1 can manage this," she murmured, all traces of amusement gone in her sultry voice. "I've 
been wanting to do this for a very long time." 

Slowly, torturously slowly, she undid the buttons of his pants. His throbbing erection strained 
against the denim, making her task more difficult. When she slipped her fingers inside the waistband, he 
caught his breath, sucking in his stomach, which assisted her in her efforts. Once done, she embraced 
him, nuzzling his chest as she slid her hands down his back to fondle his firm buttocks, lowering his 
pants in the process. 

"You really are heaven, you know?" 
His head was thrown back in incredulity as she teased his nipple with her teeth. The pleasure 

this simple act generated was beyond his ken, and he reveled in the experience. 
He stepped out of the jeans and swept her into his arms, turning to lay her on the bed: For a 

moment he just looked at her, amazed that this beautiful woman was here, naked, awaiting his advances. 
There was no fear, no doubt - true, total love spilled from her eyes and inundated him through their 
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bond. That she desired this, him, shone like an aura. 
The words of the story replayed in his mind, and his hands gently explored her body, learning its 

hills and valleys, its various textures, relishing her response to his actions. He leaned forward, leaving 
light kisses on her eyes, down her cheek, across the scar by her ear, then down the smooth column of her 
throat traversing her collarbones. His lips traced the swell of her breast until they found the firm, rosy 
nipple aching for his touch. 

Catherine gasped in pleasure as his lips closed over the turgid flesh, sucking lightly, fulfilling a 
deep-seated fantasy. Her hands held him to her, and he suckled greedily as a babe. Deadly-tipped frogers 
replaced his lips as his mouth moved its attention to her other breast. 

Though he could have stayed at her breast forever, desire pushed him beyond that, and he 
relinqnished the swollen bud to kiss his way lower, across her qnivering stomach to the secret vee of 
curls protecting her femininity. Her scent as he nuzzled her inflamed his passion further. He glanced up, 
seeking permission for what he desired and saw acceptance, approval and trust in her heavily-lidded 
eyes. 

He nuzzled the silky curls, letting instinct and Catherine's reactions guide him. He lapped at the 
tender skin. Her taste was addictive; and, as a junkie needs drugs, he found he needed more. His tongue 
delved into her repeatedly, then moved to lick and suck the swollen, tender bud hidden within her secret 
lips. 

Catherine's excitement intensified; her body trembled as she neared the zenith of pleasure. 
Vincent was surprised and slightly alarmed as she reached the pinnacle, her body tensing and bucking 
against him as his strong hands grabbed at her bottom to hold her still, and a charge - almost pain, an 
exquisite pain - inundated him through their bond. 

Wave after wave of orgasm racked Catherine's body, with Vincent sharing each glorious 
occurrence. He planted one last kiss on the silky curls before sliding up her body to hold her tightly as 
the last of the tremors dissipated. She clung to him, a lifeline in the tumult, until the world settled into 
the safety of her bed. 

Her eyes blinked, trying to focus on the love of her life. "Wow," she breathed heavily, a weak 
smile adorning her lips. "That was incredible." She breathed deeply regaining her strength, and pushed 
him onto his back. "My turn." 

"Catherine?" 
Any other comments were stilled as her full lips landed butterfly kisses along his broad forehead, 

down the bridge of his nose, across his cheeks, under his chin and across to his ear. The perfect pink 
shell, usually hidden beneath a veil of golden hair, was licked teasingly; the lobe nibbled; and her warm 
breath blew lightly across the now-moist surface. She smiled at the shivers that fluttered through him. 

Kissing the strong column of his neck, she traced down the firm pectoral muscles of his chest, 
finding a small bronze pap in a thatch of golden hair. She teased the hidden nub with the tip of her 
tongue - circling it, laving it, rolling the turgid tip between tongue and teeth and then gently suckling 
against it. A gasp from Vincent signaled his enjoyment as he arched his back, clutching wads of sheeting 
in his fists. Catherine's thumb continued the stimulation as she traced a wet path across his chest to the 
other rigid pap. 

Vincent was lost, his world spinning out of control by the sensations flooding his body. Just as 
he became comfortable with her ministrations, Catherine's mouth moved lower across his abdomen, 
teasing his navel before slowly moving to his groin. 

His penis, standing hard and proud from its nest of amber hair, was magnificent. Catherine kissed 
it tenderly, from the base to the head and down again. Her hand cupped the twin sacs at its base, holding 
them gently but firmly. She moved between his legs, wanting to watch his face during this time of 
pleasure. Her tongue traced the underside of his throbbing erection - once, twice - before it rimmed the 
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rosy, swollen head. 
Her eyes fIxed on his face as she laved the velvety head, willing him to look at her, which he 

slowly did ... dark slits glittering in the moonlight. Their eyes caught and held. Catherine, sending her love 
and desire through their bond, surrounded his heated flesh with her lips then moved to enclose as much 
of his erection as she possibly could, her tongue tormenting him as she moved up and down the mighty 

shaft. 
The physical and visual stimuli were too much, and before he could say anything, before he could 

move her away, he thrust against her, coming in a powerful orgasm. Catherine was surprised as stars 
exploded through her body, fInally realizing the sensations she experienced were Vincent·s ... that the 
bond was letting her share this moment with him in every way. The euphoria died away and another, 
less happy, feeling reached her. 

She softly kissed the now flaccid organ before moving up beside Vincent, her body sensuously 
skimming against his in her progress: soft skin against even softer hair. His eyes were closed and ... what 
was it, that negative feeling surrounding his heart? Guilt, that was it ... that was what she was feeling 
through their bond. 

"Vincent?" He refused to look at her, didn't answer. "Vincent, my love, what's wrong? What 
have I done?" 

His eyes flew open. He looked at her in confusion. "You? Y ou've done nothing wrong. In fact it 
was ... beyond words." 

"Then why are you upset? I can feel it," she touched her chest, "here." 
There was a pause, his eyes closed again and he torned away. "I'm sorry," he said softly. 
"Sorry? For what?" 
"I shouldn·t... we should have ... it shouldn·t...." Unable to complete a thought, a coherent 

sentence, he stopped. 
"You shouldn't have what? Vincent, look at me." Finally, he torned to gaze into her worried eyes. 

"What we've shared is wonderful, beautiful. Please don't say you regret what we've done." 
"No, buL .. " The pause lengthened. 
"But what? Vincent you can tell me anything, you know that. But I can't read your mind." 
Several deep breaths restored his courage, but he looked away as he explained. "I regret my lack 

of control." 
Catherine laughed softly in relief, hugging her mighty lover as tightly as she could. "Oh my sweet 

darling. That's okay - in fact, I kind of expected it." He looked at her in surprise. "The fIrst time is 
usually quick. We have the rest of our lives, and I plan to spend a great amount of that time doing this." 

The teasing leer-she made broke through his funk, and he chuckled. "Father may have other duties 
for me, Catherine," he replied, his tone as teasing as hers. . 

"Tough. He can have you days, but the nights are mine." Her fmgers began to play with his body: 
stroking, scratching, fondling. "And most weekends too." The wandering hand strayed to his penis, 
fInding it once again rising to the occasion. "My, my, what do we have here?" She firmly gripped the 
erection, feeling it thicken and grow in her hand. 

A low growl rumbled from Vincent's chest as Catherine's world tilted, and she found herself 
pinned beneath his massive frame. The growling continued as he kissed and nipped her face and throat, 
sounds that ignited the embers of her passion into a roaring blaze. Guiding his engorged erection to her 
waiting pOrtal, she nudged against him, inviting him in. 

Slowly he entered her, pausing between each short thrust to allow her body to adjust to his size. 
After the third pause Catherine could no longer stand the suspense, needing him in her. She urged him 
faster with her heels against his buttocks, and with a mighty thrust he was fully sheathed within her wet 
warmth. He lay still, savoring the tightoess of her muscles encasing his throbbing penis, his entrancement 
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heightened as Catherine tightened and relaxed said muscles in a pulsating manner. 
Theory, instinct, or perhaps just Catherine's desires took over, and he began to move slowly 

within her. Short, gentle strokes at first which quickly progressed to long, powerful thrusts. All sense of 
reality ceased for the two lovers; their world reduced to the feel of him plunging repeatedly into her 
body. It was as if everything in the universe compressed into this tiny ball of erotic sensation, becoming 
a dense, bright sun of pleasure, falling in on itself until the stress was too much and it fmally exploded in 
an overpowering nova. As Catherine's orgasm consumed her, Vincent made a final thrust, and they both 
were showered throughout the heavens in bursts of sparkling light. 

Well and truly spent, Vincent collapsed, trying to shift his weight off Catherine, but found she 
wouldn't have it - holding him tightly atop her sweaty body. 

"Catherine," he protested, "I'm too heavy." 
"No, you're not. I love feeling you on me, your body against mine. You feel wonderful." 
Too exhausted to argue, he wrapped her in a tight embrace and rolled to his back, bringing her to 

lie atop him. Catherine nestled into the soft, damp hair that covered his chest, relishing the feel against 
her cheek. The thump of his heart beneath her was calming and, as she concentrated on its slow, steady 
beat, she drifted into sleep, soon followed by her enervated lover. 

The respite was short, however, as their bodies cooled and the evening air wafted over them. 
Catherine shivered in her sleep, the movement disturbing Vincent's repose. Still in that place between 
waking and sleep, he wondered at the weight pinning his body to the mattress, but when that weight 
moved, all vestiges of slumber fled. The reaIization at being here in Catherine':;; bed, naked, covered only 
by the nude body of his heart's desire filled him with wonder.and gratitude. 

Another shiver by Catherine brought him back to the realities of life. Evaluating the situation he 
realized his quandary. He couldn't reach the comforter without awakening Catherine, but he didn't want 
her to catch a chill. 

"Catherine," he murmured softly, kissing the top of her head. She snuggled closer. "Catherine," he 
continued, now caressing her back in long, gentle strokes. 

Her hands began to play across his body as she climbed from the well of sleep. His scent fiIled 
her awareness first, and she nuzzled into his chest, glorying in the experience. "Vincent." His name was 
whispered low, followed by a pause. "Vincent!" she repeated, now fully awake, as she raised up against 
his chest to look at his face. 

The face she beheld was. serene and filled with joy, a smile gracing the unique mouth she loved so 
much ... enough of a smile to allow the tips of his fangs to show, an occurrence he normally endeavored to 
avoid. . 

"You're not upset," she said with relief. "I thought perhaps all of Father's dire warnings would 
have reasserted themselves." 

"No, I'm not upset. What we shared was wonderful, and I won't regret it; however, you're cold 
and I can't reach the covers." 

"I can think of other ways to get warm." 
The sultry look she gave sent shivers of delight down his spine, centering in his loins. He mused 

at her desire to make love once again, thinking it ironic. 
The primary fear he'd always held was that he would injure Catherine during any sexual act, that 

his passion would overcome him as did rage, and he'd loose the beast within. This fear, precipitated by 
the incident with Lisa when young and fostered by Father's incessant warnings, had forced him to keep 
Catherine at arm's length throughout their relationship. 

A secondary fear which nagged at his heart was that - if Catherine was correct and he didn't harm 
her - his need, his desire, would be insatiable, frightening her in its intensity. Now it seemed, her need for 
him was as ardent as his for her. That she found him attractive at all was unexpected and amazing, but to 
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desire him fervently was beyond comprehension. But desire him she did, as her roving hands made 
abundantly clear in their new exploration of his body. 

Catherine was correct once again, the chill was soon gone, replaced by the white-hot heat of 
passion. Hands and lips surveyed hills and valleys; arms and legs intertwined; bodies rubbed sensuously 
as they rolled and roiled among the sheets. 

During one passionate turn the world gave way, opening up beneath her, and Catherine found 
herself plunging into nothingness, Vincent following in her embrace. The "oof' she gave as they hit the 
floor filled Vincent with alarm, an emotion replaced by confusion as his beloved began to shake with 
laughter. 

"Catherine, are you all right?" He managed to get to his knees, pulling her with him. 
Her eyes twinkled in merriment, tears enhancing their glitter. "lin fine, Vincent. Either lin going 

to need to get a larger bed, or we're going to have to learn how to control ourselves." She perused his 
body, glanced at the bed, then returned a sultry look to him. "Definitely a larger bed." 

Vincent watched her in befuddlement - nowhere in any of the books he read did the protagonists 
fallout of bed, but then, they never laughed during intercourse either. 

Moving to the center of the mattress, she outstretched her hand, inviting him to return. Catherine 
felt his confusion, returning it with love. ''Vincent, making love can be serious or playful, slow and 
romantic or fast, furious jungle love." The inflection on the last two words invoked pictures of wild, 
untamed passion. "If you can't laugh with the one you love, then you're doomed ... and you'll notice I said 
'with' not 'at'. There's no right way or wrong way. I'm not into S&M or kinky stuff, but we can discuss 
anything, try whatever you like. " 

Relaxing in her mood, he countered, "Some would consider us being together like this kinky in 
itself." She laughed again and hugged him. 

"Then 'they' have no idea what they're talking about. And if this is kinky, then that's my new 
middle name. Now, where were we before I so rudely tumbled us off the bed?" 

They made love twice more with no further accidents more serious than "Ow, you're on my 
hair!" from him as often as from her. Exhausted, they fell once again into a well-deserved rest - Vincent 
ensuring they were both covered before he dropped off. 

By the time Vincent awoke from his sleep, the morning sun had crept over the horizon, bathing 
the pastel bedroom in its pink and gold glow. He lay cuddled against Catherine's slim body and watched 
the unfamiliar sight. As the light illuminated his truelove, he marveled at the creamy tone of her skin, the 
highlights that sparkled in her hair. Her beauty overwhelmed him, and he again thanked whatever higher 
power there was for allowing her in his life. 

He smiled. He'd1earned a lot in the past few hours: his passions had been loosed without causing 
harm to his beloved Catherine; though inexperienced, his reading, innate sensuality and Catherine's 
desires had ensured a satisfYing experience for both; and finally, love was meant to be enjoyed ... savored. 
He'd been shown that physical love was not always serious, that playfulness could enhance the 
experience, but that wild, 'untamed sex had its place too. The tastes they'd savored last night were just 
appetizers - they had years to discover the delights in their banquet of love. 

Catherine sighed in her sleep and nestled closer into his embrace. 
As with anyone, there would be problems in their future, but all in all, they would live happily 

ever after, the happy life that Catherine's mother wished for her. 
'Wonderful years,' he thought as he snuggled against her slumbering body and joined her in a 

dream almost as wonderful as reality. 
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Revelation by Angelique van het Kaar 

Myoid loves/ they meant nothing much/ 
Compared to the way I feel now 
They were shallow/ didn't last long, 
And vanished tn thin air/ somehow. 

During the old times/ I just existed 
Then you came/ like it was arranged 
And I felt different/ came alive/ 
You entered and my whole life changed. 

This love I feel is like no other/ 
It's fitting like a perfect glove. 
You give so much/ so generously/ 
I'm sure I'll never get enough. 

I've kept quiet/ didn't tell you yet/ 
But now I want you to know 
Those words I've hidden for 50 long 
Four little words: 'I love you 50 '. 
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shales of (jrBJ 1<tlrawn 
fq Cafh.J 'Moran 

Uncharacteristically cloakless, the long tendrils of his golden mane still damp from his recent bath 
in one of the tunnels' hottest pools, Vincent turned to lean against the brick Wall, gazing unwaveringly at 
the woman who stood before him. "Catherine .... " Further words eluded him and he shook his head in . 
wonderment. 

Catherine's brows furrowed, her whispered tone heavy with emotion. "I've never been so 
frightened!" 

Vincent knew the fear she spoke of. He'd felt it envelop her throughout their harrowing 
experience, its intensity matched only by her fierce determination to free the two men held captive by 
the tunnel walls before it was too late. "Your courage saved our lives." . 

Catherine's gaze continued to hold his, her expression almost painful, her eyes searching. How 
could she possibly explain the complex emotions that had propelled her far beyond any realistic 
endurance or expectation, no matter what the cost; emotions that were foreign to her before she met 
Vincent. "I felt like I was losing the best part of myself. I would have done anything." She paused only a 
moment before speaking the words - the word - that said it all. "It wasn't courage, Vincent, it was love." 

Their embrace was bittersweet, coming - as it almost always did - as a prelude to their parting. 
Even so, this moment was especially poignant given the events of the past 36 hours which had 
culminated in Mouse's explosive breakthrough, at last releasing Vincent and Father from the sealed-off 
cave. 

The couple had barely seen each other since then. Despite his weakness and dehydration, Vincent 
had insisted on physically taking part in transporting Father to the home tunnels, where Mary did her 
best to check over their injuries and administer basic first-aid while they waited for someone more 
qualified to arrive. Catherine was quickly taken under Rebecca's wing. The shy, young candlemaker of 
the tunnels escorted her to one of the private bathing pools, ensuring that her charge was relaxed in the 
hot waters before rushing off to see about having Catherine's dust-embedded clothes cleaned. She'd 
returned a short time later with a long woolen skirt and thick sweater from her own wardrobe, as well as 
a tray laden with hot soup, biscuits and tea. 

After a clean bill of health - with the .exception of some much needed sleep and hydration - and a 
bath of his own, Vincent found her in Father's study surrounded by several of his closest tunnel friends. 
With a glowing, blush of embarrassment, she accepted their endless round of heartfelt thanks, and 
promised to return soon for a much quieter visit. Though his heart swelled with pride at the warm 
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reception from his family, Vincent knew that the adrenalin rush which had kept Catherine going for the 
past several hours would soon wear off, leaving her emotionally and physically drained. After saying 
their good-byes they made their way to Rebecca's chamber where she changed into her freshly laundered 
jeans and blouse. When she was ready to leave, Vincent held her jacket while she slipped her arms 
through the sleeves. She turned and took the hand he offered, silently sharing a pensive look of regret 
that their time together was once again coming to an end, before beginning the long trek to the threshold 
beneath her apartment building. 

They broke apart slowly, reluctantly. Eyelids that had closed to savor the closeness of their 
embrace fluttered open, immediately seeking out the heartfelt gaze of the other. For a moment time stood 
still, then Catherine turned and tentatively walked the short spanse of concrete floor. As she reached out 
to grasp the iron rung of the ladder she turned, desperately hoping he was still there, wanting one last 
look before they both disappeared into their own worlds. She drew in a sharp breath at the sight she 
beheld, her heart skipping a pounding beat. Standing at the threshold as he was, only half-hidden by the 
tunnel shadows that usually encompassed him at their partings, a shaft of light from an unknown source 
above illuminated his face. She stared at him in wonder for several moments. Had his eyes always been 
this incredible shade a/blue? Had he always been this ... beautijitl? She'd always thought him attractive, 
even sexy in his own unique way, but this ... this feeling was something more ... something different. It 
tugged heavily at her heart in a way that nothing else ever had and she wondered at its source. Fearful 
that Vincent would find these new emotions coming across the bond strange at best, she clamped down 
on her unexplained feelings, tucking them aside to examine l!!ter when she was alone. With a fInal parting 
smile she turned to make her way up the iron ladder that led to her home. 

When the metal doors closed about her, and the elevator car started its ascension through her 
building, the physical and emotional exhaustion Vincent had predicted began to seep through her body. 
She sighed deeply and leaned against the paneled wall as the events of the day played through her 
mind - the unexpected force of the bond calling her ... warning her of Vincent' s immediate danger. The 
physical stamina that kept them all digging ... drilling ... sweating ... anything it took to reach the pair in the 
cave - because giving up was not a possibility. Those thoughts - the memories -led to a vision, one of 
Vincent and Father amidst the pile of rocks, alone ... injured ... helpless .... She hadn't thought about it the 
whole time she'd been working alongside the tunnel people, had refused to even consider it, but now, in 
retrospect, it became all too clear. Vincent and Father in the cave with only a couple of hours at the 
most, before a depleting oxygen supply would take them - fIrst Father with his extensive injuries, and 
then Vincent. 

Oh God! Her hand flew to her mouth as the sure realization set in. She'd almost lost him! A sob 
caught in her throat and she slumped weakly to the floor. "NO!!" The wretched cry of her denial echoed 
around her. The fear of what she'd almost lost seized her, holding her in its tight grasp. It had been less 
than a year since that fateful night in April when Vincent had come into her life, but now ... he was such a 
part of her life now, and more than that, she was a part of his, they were a part of each other. How 
would she have survived without him? No ... she knew she wouldn't ... she couldn't survive ifhe were 
lost to her. In that moment she recognized what had been before her all along, but had taken a tragedy 
such as this for her to admit it to herself. She loved him. She, Catherine Chandler, New York debutante 
with a Columbia law degree and enough money to buy almost any earthly possession she desired, loved 
him: Vincent, the shy, gentle man who looked like no one else she had ever met, who lived in the tunnels 
beneath the city and could give her nothing - and instead gave her everything. 

And she'd almost lost him. Her sobs quickened, deepening inside her chest, the tears Streaming 
down her cheeks. She forced herself up off the floor and stumbled across the car to the control panel. She 
had to see him. In her head she knew she was being illogical- Vincent was very much alive and well-

26 



but the knowledge made no difference to her heart. She had to see him ... to be near him ... to be with him. 
With a shaking hand she reached out to push the red STOP button before her. When nothing 

happened she pushed it again ... and again ... harder and harder with each desperate jab. "Damn it! You 
have to stop!" she screamed, her wretched voice echoing around her. As if on cue the elevator lurched, 
ceasing its upward movement. She let out a short-lived cry of relief as she quickly punched the black 
button with the white "B" imprinted on it with the heel of her hand. Her heart pounded, her breathing 
labored between sobs. She moved to stand before the metal doors, anxious, impatient, willing it to move 
faster. She hastily brushed the tears from her cheeks and took a deep breath in an effort to gain some 
semblance of self-control. She raised her eyes to scan the row of digital numbers above the door, moaning 
in frustration, her tears starting anew as the elevator's descent appeared to take on a snail's pace, 
prolonging the minutes until she could make it Below - to the only man who could give her the comfort 
she craved. 

In the scantily-lit tunnels just below the city, Vincent feIt the emptiness, the loss, that always 
surrounded him with Catherine's leaving. Assuring himself of her safety despite her expected exhaustion, 
he sighed and wearily began the long trek to the hub of his home, his thoughts taking him over the past 
36 hours. How difficult it had been to be strong for Father! Everything inside him feared that the chance 
of their survival was slim-the cave-in was too big, the walls too deep. Several times he thought he'd 
heard the drilling, felt the vibrations into the hard rock, but he couldn't imagine how - or even with 
what - the community could"break down the dense waIl. He doubted that even Monse had a contraption 
strong enough to go through that much solid rock in the short time they had left. He thought of the 
dozens of chambers that had been carved and dug throughout the years, but that process took weeks, 
sometimes months, not the mere hours that were all he and Father had left before they would both 
succumb to the nearly airless cavern. He knew that for him to attempt any kind of help on his end would 
likely have caused further cave-in, injuring Father all the more. He'd never feIt so helpless when someone 
else's safety was concerned. Feelings of utter despair threatened to settle deep within his soul. The only 
force strong enough to fight the impending gloom was love - both for his father and for Catherine. " 

Catherine. Even now he sensed her somber mood and knew that she, too, relived the sobering 
events of the past several hours. He wasn't sure he could have made it through this without her. Just as 
his own presence was a source of comfort and support for Father, her presence on the other side of the 
rock waIl was his comfort, his balm, allowing him to be strong when Father needed him the most. He 
couldn't begin to explain what had led her to them, why the bond was able to call to her so clearly when 
it was usually so silent. Whatever the reason, it didn't matter. The miracle of their bond was something 
he'd leamed not to quesTIon, especially when it came to saving their lives. 

His heart warmed once again at the vision of Catherine surrounded by his family and friends. He 
had no doubts that she would be an accepted, even welcome, part of his life and he suspected that even 
Father's attitude toward her would bear some adjusting now. 

Through his silent reverie Vincent felt Catherine's emotions shift within the bond. Without 
thought his step halted and he cocked his head just slightly, all of his senses focusing entirely on their 
bond. He felt her sorrow and fear turn to surprise, and then fear again. Suddenly and without warning he 
felt her cry out, the sound loud and anguished, her obvious suffering tearing at his heart. Concentrating as 
he was on their connection, he knew she was in no danger, yet he sensed somehow that she needed him 
just the same. 

In a split second he turned and raced back the way he had come. He ran a good hundred feet or so 
before turning right, down a side tunnel that would take him to an alley just two blocks from Catherine's 
apartment building. If he moved quickly he would reach her balcony within minutes. Dusk was just now 
settling on the city above but he would take his chances - nothing else was more important. 
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Within moments he had cause to stop again, this time all but coming to a screeching halt, bracing 
his arm against the tunnel wall to keep from falling. He stood absolutely still, his confusion clearly 
written across his face. It was rare that he delved so deeply into the bond - feeling that to do so was an 
invasion of Catherine's privacy - yet when he did he could pick up on even the smallest of movements -
or lack of movement, as was the case now. Catherine was no longer moving up and away from him, she 
was ... not moving at all! He knew she couldn't be home yet - he had learned to judge exactly how long it 
took her to get from the threshold beneath her building to the safety of her apartment. Her emotions 
remained the same, yet somehow stronger - an overwhelming sense of loss, panic, anguish, frustration -
he felt them all. He remained still, frozen in indecision, unable to go forward until he could sense her own 
decisive action. 

The moment came quickly and Vincent realized with a start that she wasn't proceeding in an 
upward direction to her apartment but was instead coming back down - back to him! He didn't wait a 
second longer. His long running stride quickly retraced his steps, taking him through the familiar tunnels 
he'd so recently trodden and back to the threshold beneath her building. Before his common sense could 
stop him he crossed the self-imposed forbidden barrier. He was standing in the bright shaft oflight when 
the secret door above him was ripped open and Catherine stepped down onto the iron ladder, the sound 
of her soft sobs evidence of the emotional distress he'd felt through their bond. In her desperate haste her 
foot slipped, causing her to miss the third rung. Her tear-filled eyes made her effort to check her footing 
futile; she missed the iron bar a second and third time before completely losing her balance and releasing a 
short high-pitched scream. 

Vincent was at once instinctive and protective, reaching up to catch her as she fell backwards. His 
arms wrapped around her waist, holding the length of her slender form against him. Catherine gasped at 
his touch, having almost forgotten for a few minutes that he could feel her every emotion. He held her 
tighter, his lips pressed close to her ear, whispering almost inaudible words of comfort. For the moment 
it was everything she needed - his presence ... his touch ... the sound of his voice. After several long 
moments his hold on her loosened and she turned to face him. Their eyes met, seeking, searching, hers 
confused and afraid, brinuning with tears, his loving and gentle, filled with concern. 

Softly, tenderly, Vincent brushed the wetness from her tear-stained cheeks with the pads of his 
fingers. "Tell me, Catherine." 

His words, the caring phrase already so familiar to her, brought emotions recently calmed back to 
the surface and a sob caught in her throat. "Vincent!" She cried, her tears starting anew. "Oh, God, 
Vincent!" Catherine threw her arms around his neck, burying her face in the golden mane that cascaded 
over his shoulders. 

Sensing her neeciVincent simply held her, cradling her head to his chest, waiting out the storm of 
twnultnous emotions for which she had no words. At long last her crying subsided, leaving in its wake 
soft hiccoughs and trembling lips that made it difficult to speak. "I'm sorry, Vincent. I don't know 
what ... came over me,-I was on my way home .. I was doing just fine except for being so tired ... 1 started 
thinking about everything that happened and .. suddenly it hit me so hard that I... that I ... oh, God, 
Vincent, 1 almost lost you! Just thinking about it was so ... unbearable that I had to be with you. 
Vincent, if something happened to you - if you died - everything inside of me would die as well- 1 
would cease to exist. 1 had to come, Vincent! I had to see ... I needed to see that you aren't' gone." 

Vincent was momentarily stunned at her admission, that the mere thought of losing him would 
bring her such distress. She had said as much earlier at this very threshold but somehow ... now ... it meant 
something entirely different. He had to think about it, to put it into realistic perspective; but later, when 
he was alone. Right now Catherine's comfort came first. "I'm fine, Catherine. I'm right here aild I'm not 
going anywhere." 

"1 know, Vincent, 1 know." Though she thought she would have no tears left, they welled up 

28 



once again in her already reddened and swollen eyes. She slowly put her anTIS around his broad 
shoulders, her voice muffled within the layers of clothing as she laid her head against his chest. "But all 1 
can think of is you in the cave with Father ... trapped ... unable to get out." 

The room was silent save for her gentle, quiet sobs. Vincent wrapped his arms around her, 
holding her to him, his cheek pressed against her head as he caressed her soft, silken hair, his own heart 
aching with the pain she was enduring. "Shhh .... It's alright, Catherine, I'm alright. You aren't going to 
lose me." 

Though she nodded her head in acknowledgment of his soothing words, Catherine suddenly lifted 
her head and her hands clutched his upper arms. "Vincent, let me stay. 1 can't leave you - 1 need to be 
with you. Please, Vincent, let me stay Below, just for tonight." 

Vincent looked into her pleading eyes with surprise. She wanted - no, she needed - to stay 
Below, to be with him despite her warm, comfortable apartment Above. His heart wanted nothing more 
than to give in to her wishes, but his head ... his head wondered at the wisdom in having her so close. 
"Catherine, you're welcome to stay Below anytime you wish, but right now the guest chambers are all 
occupied. Perhaps Mary could help .... " 

Catherine shook her head. "Then let me stay with you. 1 can make myself comfortable in your 
chair or on the floor. 1 don't even need to sleep, I just need to be here. Please, Vincent, don't make me 
leave. 1 can't shake this feeling ... this sense ofloss .... " 

Vincent was powerless. He was quite adept at denying his own desires, but this was Catherine. 
She came to him with such a simple request - his presence for a few more hours. How could he deny 
what she so desperately needed? Wordlessly he nodded, then turned and held out his hand to her. 
Realizing his intent, Catherine expelled an audible sigh of relief and gave him a grateful half-smile before 
taking his hand and turning to walk beside him. 

They walked slowly, silently, holding hands at first, along the familiar path Vincent had routed 
just a few months earlier. Soon the physical effect of the past two days re-exerted itself and Catherine's 
pace slowed further. Vincent felt her weariness take hold and he looked down at her with concern. 
Letting go of her hand, he drew her close to his side, his arm around her shoulders. Gratefully, Catherine 

. rested her head in the crook of his arm and they continued on, each lost in their own thoughts - thoughts 
of each other. 

Despite his support, Catherine's exhaustion was overwhelming. Within minutes she seemed to 
barely move at all. Vincent stopped, causing Catherine to whimper at the absence of his sheltering body 
against hers. Seconds later she felt herself being lifted up until she was cradled in the safety of Vincent's 
strong arms. 

"You don't neeo to carry me, Vincent. 1 can walk." Catherine made the half-hearted effort to 
protest, though she honestly couldn't imagine any place she'd rather be. 

Vincent smiled lightly, hoping he was hiding the fact that he was more than a little unnerved with 
her face so very close to his. "1 know you can, but you'd only be sleepwalking before long. Let me do 
this, Catherine.;' 

Their eyes met and held for a few moments before Catherine nodded her assent. She laid her head 
on his shoulder, her face buried within the soft golden tresses just beneath the warmth of his neck, her 
hand resting upon his chest. Their trek began again, this time Vincent's long stride quickened their 
progress, while the rhythmic motion lulled Catherine into a light sleep. 

She woke at the cessation of that movement to find herself in Vincent's large bed, a place that 
somehow felt familiar. She shivered in the cool chamber, realizing Vincent must have removed her jacket 
after he laid her on the bed. Through half-closed lids she looked around to see him blowing out the pillar 
candle on the stand beside the bed. "Vincent... the chair." She tried to sit up, to refuse to put him out of 
his own bed. 
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"Shhh ... Sleep, Catherine. I'll be right here." With his hands on her shoulders he gently pushed 
her back down amongst the thick quilts. The physical and emotional strain of the day, coupled with the 
relaxing softness of Vincent's bed and his comforting nearness, left her with nothing with which to fight. 
In resignation she allowed her eyelids to drift shut and sleep to claim her. 

Without taking his eyes off her, Vincent removed her shoes and pulled the down coverlet up to 
her shoulders, before stepping backwards and easing his long length into the antique, high-back chair just 
a couple of feet from the bed. He settled into the chair and folded his large hands against his stomach as 
he continued to watch her peacefully slumbering form, scarcely believing she was lying there, in his bed, 
looking so incredibly beautiful, so endearingly innocent, and truly wanting to be nowhere else. 

TIlls rare chance to see for himself that she was safe rather than having to rely on the changing 
currents of their bond, left him with a peace that settled deep within him. He leaned his head back against 
the old chair, content to watch her, to feel her so close. But the day had taken its toll on him as well and 
within minutes his eyelids slid closed, and he too succumbed to the night's call. 

Vincent felt her turmoil even before he opened his eyes or heard her call his name. 
"Vincent!... Vincent, please don't go!" Catherine thrashed about on the bed, throwing her arms 

out as if to hold on to someone, her head flinging from side to side on the patchwork-covered pillow. 
"VINCENT!. .. NOOOO!" 

He knew her nightmare, the consuming fear that she would lose him - and ultimately lose herself. 
He instantly leapt to his feet and with one giant step he was on the bed beside her, gathering her into his 
strong arms, holding her close to his chest. He spoke loudly,.harsher than he would have liked, desperate 
to ease her from her tormented sleep. "Catherine! I am here!" 

"Vincent?" Her eyelids fluttered open, deep green staring up at him, her fear dimming. She threw 
her arm around his waist, holding on as if for dear life. "Please, don't leave me, Vincent. I can't live 
without you. I need you, Vincent. I need you so much!" 

He tightened his hold, wrapping his arms completely around her, lightly stroking the upper 
planes of her back, his voice a soft whisper. "I'm not going anywhere, Catherine." He continued 
caressing her, whispering soft, soothing words of comfort until her heartbeat slowed to normal, her 
breathing evened and she drifted back to sleep. 

Holding her as he was, Vincent knew he would get no more sleep that night. Still he didn't have 
the heart, nor the desire, to move her, to return to his chair as he knew he should. Instead he leaned back, 
shifting his weight to his left side, careful not to disturb the sleeping form in his arms as he reclined 
against the stack of pillows at the head of his bed. Despite his prediction of sleeplessness just a few 
minutes before, the nigltt stilI called. Vincent found himself drifting slowly ... deeply ... back into the realm 
of dreams, yet even in his diminishing consciousness he knew that no dream could compare to the reality 
of Catherine, real and willing in his arms. 

Catherine woke to the steady beat of a human heart beneath her ear and was more than a little 
surprised - albeit quite delighted - to recognize Vincent's large masculine form next to her, his arms 
holding her to him. Though she remembered him laying her in his bed, then coming to her, comforting her, 
during a particularly bad dream, it was unlike him to allow this continued closeness. 

Without thought she tried to straighten her legs and winced at the pain and stiffness she 
encountered - evidence of the heavy labor expended during the previous day's rescue operation. She 
longed to stretch, to work out the kinks in her aching muscles, but she forced herself to remain still, 
unwilling to wake her sleeping prince. She sighed contentedly and ever so gently tightened her hold on 
him. Without consciously intending it, the action left her hand just beneath the thick quilted vest and she 
shivered with the heat that seeped through the habitual layers of cotton clothing. She wondered ifhe 
knew how truly wonderful it felt to be so close to him for more than the few brief moments they allowed 
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themselves, to have his arm around her so possessively, to touch him in the same way. 
Her mind wandered, and she imagined him without the layers of heavy clothes that always 

separated them. Somehow she knew exactly how he would feel- the light downy covering and silky 
skin, soft and warm beneath her cheek. She closed her eyes and spread her fingers wide upon his skin, 
playing across the hard ripples of his stomach muscles. With a low moan she turned her head inward, 
burying her face against him, gently mouthing, nipping, at the hard bud hidden in the golden thatch of 
down. It mattered not that he was still fully clothed; she could feel him, taste him, the sensations leaving 
her hungry, aching for more. She wanted Vincent, his lean, powerful body, warm and naked beside her ... 
surrounding her ... his mouth hot and moist against hers .... 

The sudden quickening of the heartbeat beneath her hand signaling Vincent's impending wakening 
broke through her erotic musings. She quickly clamped down on her emotions, mentally scolding herself 
for her momentary lapse in self-control. What was she thinking?! These feelings were so new to her
she'd never felt this way about anyone, ever! Still, she knew that if Vincent had any sense of the depth 
of her longing for him he would bolt and in all likelihood, she would never see him again. She couldn't 
take that chance. 

She allowed herself a moment of composure before tilting her head to look up at him, meeting the 
deep blue eyes still cloudy with sleep. "Good morning ... and thank you." 

Vincent cocked his head in the endearing way that was his alone, then his brows furrowed in 
question. "It is morning, Catherine, although much too early for anyone else to be up, and you have 
nothing to thank me for." 

Catherine smiled up at him, not surprised that he didn't see - or wouldn't admit - he'd done 
something good for her. "For taking care of me, for staying with me." 

"You were in distress, Catherine. There was nothing else 1 could do. You're feeling better now." 
Vincent struggled to maintain his control under her heartfelt gaze. Her heat radiated through their layers 
of clothing, burnirig him wherever they touched. He wished he could let go, to push her away and get up, 
to move around, anything to still his pounding heart. 

But he couldn't. This was Catherine, the woman he loved more than life itself - this moment of 
forbidden intimacy was like heaven to him. So he continued to hold her, savoring each moment and 
longing for more, all the while knowing of its impossibility. 

Catherine nodded in response, though none was needed. His words were not a question - he 
already knew how she felt. She idly played with the leather ties on his quilted vest, wrapping one long 
strand around her index finger. She sighed in contentment. "I think 1 just needed this extra time with 
you - to reassure myself." 

"I'm sorry, Catherine." Vincent lowered his head in shame at what he perceived to be his own 
failure. "I should have realized how this was affecting you. My gratefulness for your courage and my 
concern for Father overshadowed everything else." 

Shaking her head, Catherine sat up, one hand on the mattress beside her, the other reaching out to 
cup his chin, raising it until he met her gaze. "Vincent, why ... why do you always manage to blame 
yourself for the unforeseen circumstances? There was nothing about your reaction that was wrong!" 

Catherine's brows furrowed in contemplation. She sighed, looking away for the briefest of 
moments, seeking the words to explain her heart, before lifting her head to meet the steady blue eyes. 
"Vincent, even I didn't know how 1 was going to feel when 1 left you. It hit me so suddenly. Vincent, 
1.. .. " Her words faltered. No literature or English class could give her what she needed to tell this man all 
that he meant to her. But as her tear-filled eyes held Vincent's unwavering gaze she knew, even without 
the benefit of the bond, that no words were necessary - their hearts spoke for them, saying what words 
could not. 

Slowly, silently they moved into each other's arms. Their eyes glistened with tears at the 
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poignancy of their embrace - an embrace that spoke of love and dfeams. Vincent held her closer, tighter 
and suddenly without reservation, realizing now how much he, too, needed this time with her after the 
previous day's scare. He rested his cheek on the side of her head. Nuzzling the silky softness of her hair, 
he inhaled the familiar scent of the homemade shampoo which was always in abundance at each of the 
bathing pools. He longed for the moment to go on forever. 

Catherine's arms spread across the spanse of Vincent's broad shoulders, her head resting on his 
chest. But even with his strong arms crushing her to him it wasn't enough. She slid her arms up to wrap 
around his neck and buried her face in the soft, warm curve. Her tears fell unheeded, spilling onto the 
thick golden mane surrounding her. Instinctively, without thought, Catherine pressed her lips to the soft, 
delicate skin. Beneath her mouth the invisible vein on his neck throbbed in unison with her own rapid 
pulse. She sighed deeply, almost moaning with the unexpected sweet sensation. 

At the feel of her lips - an unmistakable kiss - upon him, Vincent tensed with fear. The battle 
between his heart and his head began anew, torn between the overwhelming desires that raged within 
him, knowing they must never - could never - be fulfilled, yet wanting nothing more than to ignore 
everything he believed about himself - everything he'd been taught - and simply follow his heart. 

"Catherine .... " he whispered, his voice trembling with undisguised emotion. 
"Shhh .... " His words were cut short by the gentle pressure of her fingers upon his lips. 

"Vincent...." Their gazes held, intense, unwavering, filled with an undying love. "Vincent, I love you; I 
love you so much! I need ... I want to kiss you. Please, Vincent .... " 

Her whispered plea, the love reaching out to him through their bond, left Vincent notably 
stunned. That she would want this ... with him! .... He couldn) deny that his own feelings mirrored hers. 
He knew what he was, and the love of a woman - both in a physical and an emotional sense - was 
something he'd never expected to have. He'd tried to neither long for nor regret it and most of the time 
he'd succeeded - until Catherine came into his life. He had loved her from the first moment he'd held her 
cradled in his arms and that love had only grown stronger over the months following that fateful April 
night. Though he couldn't help but believe she would be better off without him, to leave her was 
impossible and instead they had grown closer. 

He'd always known she cared deeply for him - even loved him in a 'best-friend' sort of 
way - but that she could possibly love him in the same intense and all-encompassing way he loved her 
was a thought left only for his most private dreams. Yet as he watched her now he knew that somehow, 
miraculously, his dream had come true. Her pleading eyes continued to hold his, leaving him powerless 
to look away. Even as the demanding voice inside his head insisted it could never be, he found himself 
nodding in response to her fervent wish. 

Catherine's heart leapt with Vincent's act of submission; there was no hesitancy in it, only love 
and desire. Their faces were mere inches apart. Her tongne stole out to moisten her lips as she closed that 
small gap. She touched his mouth with hers, ever so softly ... ever so briefly ... before pulling back, just 
enough to meet his eyes once again. She held onto his powerful upper arms, lightly, to allow his escape if 
he felt the need, infinitely grateful that he did not. 

She could still feel it, the soft, velvety touch of his mouth upon hers. It was as brief as a kiss 
could be but in that moment she knew she had tasted heaven. She wanted more but knew she couldn't 
push and take the chance of pushing him completely away. God, how she loved him! She loved him so 
much and she wanted it all with him. Yet in that instant she knew that if this was all he could give her, 
she would accept it gratefully. 

Vincent's eyes remained downcast, unable to turn away from the full, moist lips that were still so 
close to his own, her heated breath mingling with his. He had never tasted anything so sweet .. : so 
beautiful ... and so utterly devastating all at the same time; the moment would be forever imprinted in his 
memories. Suddenly Vincent knew, just as surely, that once wasn't enough, he wanted more - more of 
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the sensual feel of her lips upon his ... more of the feel of her soft, ·warm hands upon him .... 
With a sense of dismay Vincent realized his own self-absorption and his mind turned to the one 

whose touch he craved so desperately. His heart quickly plummeted as a deep-seated fear enclosed him 
in its tight grip. Though Catherine literaI1y sat just inches away from him, he could feel none of her 
emotions, none of the presence that made him feel complete, as if she had somehow found a way to 
block their bond, preventing him from discovering her true feelings about their kiss. 

Vincent knew Catherine loved him, he didn't doubt that for a second, but a physical, intimate 
relationship with someone such as he was something different altogether - and he was different - no 
amount oflove could change that fact. At that moment he'd rather have been anywhere else in the world. 
But he wasn't; he was right here, facing a dismal reality of his own making - knowing he should have 
listened to his head and not allowed this to get started. With much trepidation he slowly raised his head, 
forcing himself to confront the disappointment and pity in her eyes - and the end of his dream. 

When at last he met her eyes Vincent stared in confusion for just a moment, then blinked once ... 
twice ... to clear his vision of the sight before him - a sight he knew must be a mistake ... it couldn't be 
true ... but it was. Instead of the disappointment, pity and even repulsion he expected to find in 
Catherine's eyes, there was only love, contentment and an overwhelming joy. 

With his worst fears put to rest for the moment, Vincent released the deep breath he was 
unaware he'd been holding and at the same time the silence of the bond lifted just slightly. To his 
inunense relief he was once again able to feel her heart next to his, the bond flowing with the intense, 
loving emotions that were already so clear in the deep green eyes. Even so, a lifetime of insecurities 
abounded and Vincent found himself needing more to assure himself of the truth of Catherine's feelings -
a miracle that until a few minutes ago he'd deemed virtually impossible. He held her gaze, searching as he 
delved into the bond, probing deeper, pushing aside the invisible wall that separated them. When the full 
force of their powerful connection hit him, he gasped audibly, almost panting, as he inunediately came to 
the stunned realization that it was he, not Catherine, who had blocked their precious" bond of all emotion; 
unconsciously doing so in his own misguided effort to protect himself from the repulsion and rejection 
he couldn't help but feel was imminent. 

Catherine watched the flight of emotions play across Vincent's face, her expression turning to 
concern and confusion. At that moment her greatest wish was to sense their bond as he did, to know 
unquestioningly what he was feeling, instead of waiting for him to confide in her. She knew he would, in 
his own time, but this time she wasn't going to wait. "What is it, Vincent? Tell me." 

Casting his eyes downward Vincent let out a heavy sigh, ashamed to admit that his nagging self
doubt had caused him to jump to conclusions, to him an unbecoming trait, and one he could rarely be 
accused of. "Catherine, 1 .... " Vincent stopped then started again, shly embarrassed at their somewhat 
intimate discussion. "The bond was so still, I thought you'd closed yourself off from me so I wouldn't 
know how you really felt about... about our kiss. But it was me, Catherine, not you. I was so afraid ... I 
feared you would find my differences ... offensive." 

''Never, Vincent!" Catherine was vehement in her denial, yet there was nothing but tenderness 
and love in her tone when she continued. She reached up to lift his chin, forcing him to look at her, to see 
the love and acceptance in her eyes, as well as hear her words. "I love you, Vincent. Maybe I didn't 
know how much until I almost lost you, but I do love you and most importantly, I'm in love with you. 
Vincent... kissing you - however briefly - was nothing less than wonderful and when it ended I found 
myself wanting to do it again." 

"You ... you did?" Vincent's voice registered his surprise and disbelief, though in his heart he 
knew there was no reason to feel as he did - he'd seen it in her eyes and felt it through their bond. Still, 
somehow, her response was miraculous and went beyond the scope of his belief. 

Catherine nodded ever so slightly. "Yes, I did." Her whisper was barely audible as she leaned 
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closer still, her breath warm against his mouth. "I wanted to do it again ... and again ... and .... " Her lips 
found his, warm and waiting. She slid her hands upward along his biceps until they rested on his broad 
shoulders. Encouraged by the relaxed muscles beneath her hands, she leaned forward to press her body 
against his, staying there a moment, before reluctantly pulling away. 

Vincent's hands trembled when they reached out to hold her upper arms and he took in the 
beauty of her lightly flushed face through half-closed lids. "Catherine." He spoke her name with a low, 
heavy whisper. In a single heartbeat he felt her every emotion, the love, desire and passion that told him 
that these intimate moments were affecting her in the same powerful way they were him. Vincent sighed 
in resignation; he knew it was useless - his head had been fighting a losing battle with his heart since the 
moment he saw her again, eight months after she first returned Above. In one swift movement his grip on 
her arms tightened and he pulled her to him. He lowered his head to press his lips hard upon hers. 

Catherine moaned soffiy. Never had the simple kiss of a man felt so good! She could have wept 
withjoy at the initiative Vincent had taken - had felt comfortable enough to take. Instead she took 
courage from his action and parted her lips agl)inst his, slowly, tenderly, tracing the unique contours of 
his mouth with the tip of her tongue, taking great pleasure in the exotic feel of the hidden cleft. 

Vincent almost gasped at the new, erotic sensations of her mouth, her lips teasing his. Catherine 
was leading them to a new intimate level and his only desire was to join her. With just the slightest 
semblance of timidity he followed her lead, parting his lips to slowly outline the fullness of her mouth. 
Their sighing moaus were heard as one when his questing tongue found hers, the searing touch setting 'off 
a spark, igniting the fire that flamed between them. 

Vincent slid his hands around her back, pulling her cl9ser, tighter, as Catherine wrapped her arms 
around his neck, running her fingers through the thick mane, her hand cupping the back of his head to 
hold him against her. Their mouths became one, seeking, searching the Wanll moist depths, a swirling 
dance oflips and tongues. The fiery kiss seemed to go on forever, lingering, intoxicating, broken at last 
only by the mutual need for a desperate gasping breath. 

"Catherine. What are you doing to me?" Vincent whispered against her mouth, his voice thick 
with a passion still so new to him. 

"Only what you're doing to me," Catherine responded hoarsely, her own searing passion quickly 
taking hold. She clutched at the front of his vest with both hands as if she would never let go - truly 
wishing she never had to. 

At her words Vincent groaned and lowered his head to bury his face in the soft, warm curve of 
her neck. His intent was to hide, to check his increasingly fervent desire, but when Catherine threw her 
head back, exposing the slender colunm of her throat, his resistance was gone. He pressed a feathery kiss 
upon the warm, tender spot beneath her ear, continuing downward, his lips traveling their own heated 
path along her neck until they paused to focus entirely on the hollow at the base of her throat His hands 
rested on her slim shoulders, the pads of his thumbs tenderly stroking across the seam of the thin cotton 
blouse, wishing he dared caress the bare skin beneath. 

Catherine had no such reservations. She loosened her hold on the thick garment, allowing her 
hands to roam erratically across Vincent's heavily-covered chest for a moment before she sought the 
bottom of the quilted vest, pushing it up to expose the beige thermal shirt beneath. Runuing her fingers 
firmly along the lower spause of the textured fabric she reveled in the fiery heat that seeped through the 
thick, heavy cotton. Still, it wasn't enough. She bunched the shirt in her hands, pulling at its tautness in 
an attempt to free it from the habitual wide leather belt around Vincent's waist. 

Dazedly, Vincent lifted his head, his eyes qJlestiouing. "Catherine?" 
"Please, Vincent. I want to touch you." Her pleading eyes met his in time to see the fleeting hint 

of fear that crossed his face and she stilled her desperate emotions, careful not to frighten him further. 
She knew she must be patient ifhe could not give this to her now - or ever. Their love meant everything 
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to her and she would do nothing to give him cause to doubt her. . 
In that split second Vincent felt his own terror as he was struck again by the differences 

Catherine would encounter should he grant her desire. Just as quickly though, he felt the waves of cahn 
through the bond and knew he had nothing to fear. He trusted Catherine with his life; she would never 
hurt him and, if the truth be told, what she asked for was nothing he didn't want himself-the feel of her 
warm, silky hands upon his own heated skin, stroking, caressing .... 

Wordlessly Vincent reached down to cover her hands with his, holding them caressingly for a 
moment before removing them from the heavy garment he wore and placing them on her lap. He took his 
shirt in his own hands, pulling at the stubborn layer until it came free of its corumes. He paused then to 
gaze at her openly, searchingly, before realizing he'd already made his decision. With her eyes still on 
his, Vincent reached for the bottom of his shirt with both hands, pulling at it again, this time up and over 
his head, vest and all. He stopped when he heard Catherine's startled gasp. Sensing only her complete 
love and a new sense of wonderment, he continued, shaking his long, thick mane free of the tight opening 
at the top of the clothing before letting them both slip from his fingers to fall on the floor beside him. 

Catherine couldn't hide the astonishment she felt at the gesture Vincent had chosen to make, nor 
the complete and overwhehning awe that consumed her at the sight of him, gloriously naked above the 
waist. In the world Above the words 'beautiful' and 'masculine' were seldom used together, but for her, 
there were no other words to describe the man before her - completely masculine, beautiful beyond 
imagination. 

She slowly raised her eyes to his, appreciating again the lean bronzed body covered with a thin 
layer of golden down. Her love and acceptance for all that he was filled her emerald green depths. She 
reached out to touch him with both hands, spreading her fingers wide, stroking, exploring the hard lines 
of his body, glorying in the feel ofhim beneath her hands. Amidst her explorations she searched carefully 
for any display of his discomfort, for any sign that he was less than at ease with her touch. 

But there was none, and Vincent felt the part of himself that forbade such intimacies in his life 
slip further away. His insides fluttered with her first tender touch to his bare skin, her fmgers like spun 
silk, slowly weaving their way through the fine hairs covering the rock solid muscles of his stomach. His . 
eyes closed languidly and he unconsciously released a resounding sigh as her feather-light touch crossed 
his ribs. Her hands came together, flat upon his sternum, rising smoothly over his sensitized skin, then 
parting to circle around each breast. He drew a sudden intake of breath as she scraped her fmgernails 
lightly over each taut nipple, turning her hands to repeat the amorous move with the backs of her fingers. 
Her velvety smooth touch was breathtaking, its arousing effect stunning him with its strength. He knew 
she watched him, a thought that at other times would have unnerved him, but today the rules were 
changed, the inhibitions-gone. At that moment Vincent fully suspected that there was nothing Catherine 
could do that he wouldn't welcome and thoroughly savor. His surmise was tested just minutes later 
when he felt her mouth upon the center of his chest, pressing a hot, moist kiss there, once ... twice ... three 
times. Vincent's eyes flew open and he stared at her, his crystal blue eyes wide and startled. 

The mood was magical, the new, yet familiar feel ofhim beneath her hands - and his willingness 
to accept her touch - had sent a feeling of warm pleasure throughout Catherine's entire body. She knew 
she was taking a chance with that first kiss, even given the considerable steps Vincent had allowed them 
to take thus far. Yet in that moment she felt no resistance; she gave in to her heart's desire and once 
she'd pressed her lips to his heated flesh, it seemed natural and it felt so right to kiss him again and again. 
He still watched her, his gaze wide-eyed and unwavering, not uncomfortable or distressed, merely 
surprised. With infinite patience Catherine waited, letting him feel the full power of her love, her every 
emotion calling out to him through their bond, knowing she must let him make the next move, while 
praying for that move to be towards her, and not out the chamber door and away from her. Gratefully 
her wait was brief, only this time it was her tum to be caught by surprise. 
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Vincent couldn't help his obvious state of disbelief, not just at the completely unexpected move 
Catherine had made, but by the purely erotic feelings it evoked. The past few hours with Catherine had 
been absolutely incredible, with each step they took leaving him convinced that his pleasure was at its 
fullest, yet always, within minutes, Catherine proved him wrong, leading him, following him, to newer 
heights, and nothing could have prepared him for what being with her in this way would do to him! Even 
so, he knew there would naturally be more to come in a normal relationship, he wasn't naive about that, 
but he also wasn't nonnal, and though Catherine appeared to be more than willing to take their physical 
relationship further, a part ofhim still feared that the moment would come when his differences would 
make a difference and her inevitable departure would come to pass. 

But the anxious thoughts could not keep hold ofhim for long. Catherine's gaze, full of adoring 
love and a fervent desire, burned through him, striking at his very soul. He had to trust in her - he had to 
trust in their love. With a final, deep-felt groan of resignation he crushed her to him in a fierce embrace, 
slanting his mouth open over hers. Catherine whimpered against his lips and threw her arms around his 
neck. They held each other close, tighter than either had ever thought possible, their kiss full and deep, 
an erotic mingling of full lips and sweetly invading tongues, feverishly stroking, sweeping the hidden 
recesses of their mouths. Only the desperate need for air broke them apart; a respite that lasted mere 
seconds as an even greater need drew them together again, moaning softly with the sensual pleasure that 
appeared to hold them as willing captives. 

Almost without realizing it, Catherine found herself easing backwards with the strength of 
Vincent's body. She slipped her legs out from under her, her arms snug around his neck pulling him 
down with her until they lay on the bed, her head on the pillow she'd so recently slept on, Vincent's 
long length beside her, the welcome weight of his chest partially covering hers. 

Their kiss remained deep and feverish, a hungry urgency taking over as all shyness and hesitancy 
disappeared from Vincent. His tongue danced with hers, sweeping, swirling within the moist depths of 
her mouth; he obliviously released a low moan of sheer ecstasy each time her own questing tongue 
slipped delicately inside the unique cleft of his upper lip, the deliberate and purely sensual move sending 
a surge of raw heat through his already inflamed body. With one arm pinned beneath her back his other 
hand slid down her side to caress her length, past jean-clad hips and slender legs, curving his hand around 
the back of her knee for a moment, then moving back up again across her finn thighs and the slim taper of 
her waist, and fmally, settling his hand around the curved side of her breast. Haltingly at first, then more 
daringly, he slowly and gently rubbed the pad ofhis thmnb across the top until the throbbing center 
grew to a turgid peak beneath the barrier of her light-weight clothing. With an impassioned groan against 
her mouth he covered the full roundness of her breast with his hand, kneading, fondling its softness. Ifhe 
had any uncertainties about Catherine's continuing desire they were washed away with the mewling 
whimper that echoed inside his mouth, and the rise of her body to thrust her breast more fully into his 
wide hand. The resulting arch in her back released his other arm from its confines and he quickly moved 
it to begin a similar reign oftonnent on her other sweetly curved mound. The rush of her pleasure swept 
through the bond, enticing him further. He tore his mouth from hers to bury his face in the warm hollow 
of her throat, pressing a hot, wet kiss there, his lips soon following an erotic trail downward, his leisured, 
open-mouth kisses and gentle nips along her satiny-smooth skin taking him to the veed opening of her 
blouse. With a deep, blissful sigh he nuzzled his face in the glistening valley between the firm swell of 
her breasts and inhaled deeply, Catherine's natural fragrance penneating his nostrils, blending 
provocatively with the wax and candle-smoke scent of the tunnels; and though he would never have 
thought it possible, his excitement mounted, leaving him all too aware of his aroused flesh pressed 
tightly, uncomfortably against his jeans. His head spun with the sheer ecstasy of it, the welcome but 
painful engorgement that consumed him both physically as well as emotionally. Instinctively, 
unconsciously, he sought to assuage the aching need within him and raised his top leg to cover hers, 
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thrusting his pulsing core frantically against her jean-clad thigh, reacting with a groaning protest. The 
lustful action had its desired affect, yet left him yearning, his body hungry for a fuller release. 
"Catherine." His voice was a thick whisper, his breath hot and moist as he slipped his arms beneath her 
and buried his face deeper in the shallow concave between her breasts. 

Catherine's hands tangled in the long golden mass of curls surrounding his head, holding him to 
her in a breathtaking kiss that was like none other she had ever experienced. In it she lost all sense of time 
and place, knowing only the feel of Vincent's lips upon hers, the sweet, seductive invasion of his tongue 
inside her mouth, dancing, curling with hers, the shudder of pleasure she felt from him when her own 
tongue dipped inside the distinctive, alluring cleft, and the warmth of his hand through her clothing, 
stroking, caressing its way down her length. 

She shivered with the exquisite and unexpected pleasure of Vincent's hand on her breast, his sure, 
gentle strokes bringing her sensitive nipple to life. She moaned softly, arching her back to push her 
throbbing mound more fully, firmly, into his hand. Her arms moved in one accord with her heart, 
slipping from around his neck, moving down to encircle his waist, reaching behind him to stroke along 
the hard, muscled planes of his back. Sliding her hands further down, she slipped them under the snug 
waistband of his jeans, running her fingers along the tight edge, delighting in the moist, tender skin 
beneath. Oh, how she longed to explore further! To hold his firm buttocks in her hands, kneading, 
squeezing, pulling him closer to her until he was settled between her legs, the hard heat of his arousal 
pressed tight against her own aching center. 

She was drowning in the smooth power of rippled flesh beneath her hands and the deliciouS taste 

of his full, lingering lips and tongue when his mouth suddenly left hers. She whimpered at his absence, as 
much for the physical loss as for her urgent concern that she'd allowed her fantasies to go too far, her 
intense desire too much for him to endure, forcing him to pull away from her and flee the imperatively 
forbidden state he found himself in. Her fears were swept aside with Vincent's thick groan of passion 
and a second later his mouth touched the slender column of her throat, his searing kisses along her 
flushed skin playing provocatively with her already tumultuous senses. She drew a sharp intake of 
breath when Vincent reached the soft, curved apex of her breasts. Instead of retreating - as she would 
have expected him to - he began to nuzzle the whisper of delicate flesh peeking at him enticingly from 
beneath its covering of cotton and pink lace. Every nerve in her body tingled with the feather-light kisses 
to her creamy skin and the deep breaths that filled his nostrils with her intoxicating scent. 

Though Catherine had vowed to be content with whatever limitations Vincent deemed necessary 
to set upon them, she desperately yearned for a greater pleasure, for his hot, questing mouth to push 
away the barriers of her clothing and capture her hard, quivering peaks between his lips, sucking, licking, 
first one, then the other,-until she cried out for the shattering release she now knew only he could give 
her. Through her haze she felt his leg rest atop hers and she pressed against the small of his back with 
her hands to bring him closer, to feel his bulging arousal, hot and hard against her thigh. She raised her 
knee slowly, pushing into his hardness with an agonizing delight, clutching at the erotic sensations that 
spread through her at that lusty contact. She sensed his immediate relief-slight though it was - and she 
reveled in the intimate pleasures she was able to give him, yet longed to give him so much more. For jnst 
a moment her body's delights were set aside and she was overwhehned with the love and tmst Vincent 
was bestowing upon her in allowing this expression of their deepest feelings. 

Vincent slid his arms beneath her back, wrapping her in a loose embrace as his mouth resumed its 
tumultuous assault, his quivering lips retracing the now familiar path along her heated skin. Catherine 
released a shuddering breath and held his head close to her breast, twining her fingers within the long 
silky strands of his hair. With little conscious thought she began to move against him in slow rhythm, her 
upper thigh rubbing seductively against his straining erection. 

Vincent's breathing quickened, coming harsh and uneven in response to her erotic movement, the 
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rise and fall of her trembling body against his. Seemingly without thought his own pelvic motion took 
hold, joining hers in a slow, perfect cadence that sent their senses reeling. 

Catherine's sweet moan of passion echoed in the still chamber, yet even as she held him to her, 
joyously giving and receiving the most exquisite of pleasures from the man who had become her life, 
something caught at the edge of her consciousness; then suddenly, without warning it hit her, the reality 
of it.. what they were doing ... what they were about to do. 

"Vincent!" Catherine whispered sharply for his attention, though she wanted nothing more than 
to lose herself in the wealth of his kisses, to remove the cotton and denim layers that stood between 
them and feel the length of his naked flesh upon hers. "Vincent, we have to stop. We have to talk." She 
pressed her hands to his shoulders, pushing just slightly, then more forcefully as she struggled against his' 
weight. "Vincent, please listen to me." 

Vincent raised his head to hazily meet her pleading eyes as her words finally broke through his 
complete entrancement with the pleasures beneath his mouth and hands. His face fell when he realized 
what she was saying. Dear God, what had he done!? She'd told him to stop, had literally begged him, 
and now he'd gone too far. He'd let himself forget, to actually believe that this was a possibility. The 
shame that filled him was unbearable and he could no longer look at her. He moved quickly to sit on the 
edge of the bed and with his elbows resting heavily on his knees he buried his face in his hands, the thick 
veil of his golden mane further hiding his pained features. 

Catherine's desperation peaked when she saw the look of tormented pain that crossed Vincent's 
face just before he turned away from her. She could only imagine what he was thinking and she had to 
make him listen, to understand, before he turned away from Q.er altogether. "Vincent, listen to me, 
please." She reached out and lightly placed her hand on his upper arm, barely flinching when he tried to 
shrug her off. Vincent had taught her much about her own strength and courage and she refused to give 
up. "Vincent, look at me! It's not what you think!" 

He turned slightly at the sound of her stem yet somehow gentle voice and though he couldn't 
bring himself to look directly at her, Catherine knew she had his attention. "Vincent, I'm sorry. I didn't 
mean to hurt you or make you feel as if I didn't want you. I just need to know .... Vincent, what we're 
doing ... pretty soon there won't be any turning back. Right now I need to be sure that you're ready for 
it, that you truly want it." She paused, letting the full force of her undying love fill the bond, hoping it 
was enough, before continuing in a soft whisper. "I couldn't bear to fmd out later that you regretted 
thi " s. 

Vincent found himself speechless, tom between his surprise at her unexpected words, and 
distress at his own reaction - it was the second time in the last hour he'd caused them both unnecessary 
pain because his self-doubts had caused him to jump to conclusions. Within moments, however, the 
irony of what she'd said came to him and the comers of his mouth lifted in an uncontrollable smile. 

Catherine was at once hurt and dismayed by Vincent's amused response to her sincere words. 
Seeing his face immediately sober, she knew the bond had once again betrayed her emotions. She watched 
silently, pensively, as he brought his leg up on the bed and turned to face her fully. 

Slowly, hesitantly, he raised his hand to lay it upon her cheek, sighing as he felt her soft, perfect 
skin beneath the work-calloused roughness of his. "I'm so sorry, Catherine. I didn't mean to appear as if 
I was making light of your words, but this question you ask me is one I should be asking you. " As his 
crystal blue eyes gazed steadfastly into hers, his thumb lovingly, tenderly, stroked the soft line of her 
jaw. "Catherine, you could have any man in the world, yet here you are ... with me .... I am naive, 
inexperienced in the ways ofloving a woman. I can't give you any of the things you deserve .... " His eyes 
left hers for just a moment, raising to scan the silent chamber, not regretful of the life he must lead, only 
wistful that he not could offer her more. "This is it, Catherine. This is all that I have ... all that I am." 

Catherine shook her head in firm denial of his humble self-assessment. ''No, Vincent, you're so 
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much more than that. You alone are more man than anyone else ill this world - Above or Below. You are 
the kindest, most giving person 1 know. 1 know my material possessions are great compared to what you 
have Below, but none of that matters." She paused, willing him to hear her words, to believe all that she 
had to say. "Vincent, in the deepest part of my soul 1 know that there's only one thing 1 want that will 
make me truly happy, and no amount of money can buy it, ever." 

Vincent watched her anxiously, his innate fear telling him that to delve into this mystery of her 
heart - something he could never hope to give her - would only bring pain to them both. Still, he nodded, 
comforted by the undeniable love with which she spoke. "Tell me, Catherine." 

Catherine smiled, sensing his apprehension, wondering ifhe would ever come to accept how truly 
remarkable he was. "Your heart, Vincent. 1 want the piece of your heart that is reserved for the one 
woman who is destined to be your soul mate - forever and always - and will be shared with no one 
else." Her voice was strong and sure, intending to leave no doubt as to the strength of her feelings. "I feel 
it, Vincent. Even without a sense of the bond on my side, 1 feel that connection with you so strongly." 

Despite the events of the past few hours, Vincent was more than a little surprised by her words, 
by her commitment to him, and her adamant belief that he alone could make her happy. "Ob, Catherine." 
He spoke with barely a whisper, a small sob catching in his throat. "My heart has been yours from the 
moment 1 found you, probably even befpre then. You were unconscious, but somehow you managed to 
capture my heart even then. Still, 1 never once allowed myself to believe that you would ever want to 
share that part of me. It just didn't seem possible - not for me." 

Catherine couldn't help the tears that filled her eyes at those heart-wrenching words - "not for 
me" - nor the sadness in his voice that said more than words ever could. She wished more fervently 
than ever that she could turn back the clock and ease him of a lifetime of pain and suffering; and while 
she accepted the fact that there was nothing she could do about the past, she also knew there was much 
she could do about the future - and there was nothing she wouldn't do for him. She loved him with all of 
her heart, everything that she was and ever would be, and she would spend a lifetime convincing him of 
her love - of his worthiness of being loved - if that was what he needed. "If you had been the one to ask 
the question, Vincent, 1 would have told you how very much 1 want this, to continue loving you - body 
and soul, with everything that 1 am - and to feel you loving me the same way in return." 

Their eyes held, long and searching until they moved together, their lips meeting in a slow, 
lingering kiss, its poignancy matched only by the love and desire that radiated through their bond. They 
broke apart reluctantly, ever so slightly. Catherine's sultry voice came breathlessly against his lips. 
"Vincent?" 

"Hmnnn?" Vincent was unable to pull away and instead found himself seductively drawn once 
again to her full, inviting lips. 

Catherine returned his fervent kiss, then answered with one of her own, briefly, sensually, 
already completely addicted to the full, exotic mouth. When she was able to speak again her tone was 
lightly teasing despite her lingering excitement. "Does this mean you want to continue as well?" 

"Yes, Catherine, there is nothing 1 want more than to continue .... " A thick, heavy moan came 
from deep within Vincent's throat as Catherine's tongue stole out to seductively outline the contours of 
his full unique lips, cheerfully lending extra attention to the extraordinarily sensitive cleft. 

"Mmmmm. I was hoping you'd say that." With a silent, salacious leer, Catherine raised her eyes 
to meet his and sat back on the bed. Her trembling hands moved to the buttons of her blouse, slowly, 
silently, undoing them one by one, until the final button was released and her shirt fell open. While his 
crystalline gaze held hers unwaveringly, Vincent gently put his hands on her shoulders and leisurely, 
sensuously, slipped the garment down her arms and pulled it away with one hand, letting it fall to the 
floor beside his own thermal shirt and vest. 

Catherine responded to his seductive move by reaching behind her and deftly released the hidden 
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hooks of her lace bra, pulling it away to reveal the pink-flushed swell of her breasts, their rosy tips 
throbbing with need - a need that could only be fulfilled by him. 

Vincent's eyes darkened with increasing desire and Catherine waited expectantly, hungry for the 
moment when he would finally touch her - all of her. She didn't need to tell him how much she 
welcomed and craved his touch - it was a fire raging uncontrollably within her. As the wisp of delicate 
material fell to the floor, Vincent lowered his gaze to take in the incredible sight before him, of Catherine, 
beautiful and bare to his hungry eyes. Oh, how he longed to touch her! To hold her perfectly curved 
mounds within his hands, stroking, caressing, becoming lost in their creamy softness. 

Still, he held back, raising his eyes to meet hers once again, making sure, one last time, that there 
were no doubts. But it was all there; in the emerald eyes that seemed to beg for his hands upon her, and 
in their continual connection - the truth of her desire was unmistakable. 

His touch, when it finally came, brought tears to Catherine's eyes. He slowly, hesitantly, raised 
his hands and brushed across the smoothness of her skin with the backs of his fingers, lightly tracing the 
two thin scars on the outside of her right breast - telling reminders of a cold, dark April night that had 
changed their lives forever. 

"I'd do it allover again, Vincent." Catherine's voice was a mere whisper, yet her words rang as 
true as if she had shouted them from her rooftop. "Without a second thought I'd endure every moment 
of the pain again to have you in my life." 

Vincent had no words to express what her admission meant to him, wishing for the first time that 
Catherine could feel their bond as he did, to allow her to have a glimpse into the depths of his feelings. 
Instead he leaned forward to capture her trembling lips with l;lls, gathering her into his arms and pulling 
her to him, closer, tighter, moaning with the sweet sensation of her full, bare breasts burrowing into his 
chest. She wrapped her arms around his neck and fell backwards, taking him with her until they lay 
sprawled on the bed, Vincent's length on top of hers, the solid heat of his arousal digging deliciously into 
her thigh. 

Their kiss deepened, their mouths becoming one; their exploring hands roamed erratically across 
both bare and fully -covered skin equally alive with sensitivity, taking them to heights previously 
unreached. Through his intoxicated haze, Vincent felt the tear that slid down her cheek to wet his own. 
Despite her whimpered protests, he pulled back to lean on one elbow, his eyes searching, questioning. 
"Catherine?" 

Catherine's eyes were brimming with unshed tears as her lids fluttered open to meet his endearing 
gaze. "I love you, Vincent. I love you so much! Everything within me yearns to somehow fmd a way to 
tell you, to show you how much 1 love you - how much you mean to me. But I fear that no matter how 
hard 1 try, nothing even "Comes close." A pained expression crossed her face as she bit her bottom lip in 
an effort to fight back a new wave of tears. 

Vincent gave her a tender, reassuring smile, bending his head to gently kiss away the last traces of 
tears from her face. "My dear, sweet Catherine, never forget the strength of our bond. 1 feel it, your love 
is with me ... always. Even now, when your pain or frustration becomes overwhelming, your love 
underlies all else. And though you can't sense the bond as 1 do, know that my love for you is equally as 
strong. I love you, Catherine. With everything that I am, I love you; you are my life." 

She nodded ever so slightly. She knew he spoke the truth; their hearts communicated louder and 
stronger than any words or action ever could. With a gentle, understanding smile on her face she raised 
her head off the pillow to bestow a kiss on his waiting lips, so close, so enticing. "Vincent?" 

"Hmmm?" Her mouth remained just a brea¢. away from his, the dizzying effect rendering him 
virtually speechless. 

"Can we ... continue now?" Her voice was low and husky, evidence of the growing passion he so 
easily ignited. 
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"I think we already have." Vincent sighed, allowing a glinllner of a smile to grace his lips for just a 
moment before he slid his arms beneath her back and crushed her to him, his mouth reclaiming hers with 
a hungry urgency. 

Amidst the depth and power of their kiss, Catherine slipped her hands down to his hips, shifting 
her legs and spreading them apart until Vincent lay cradled between them, the hard, bulging swell in his 
loins nestled at the pulsing core of her womanhood. With that initial lustful contact, their kiss deepened, 
mouths turned fierce, hungry, tongues thrust between widely parted lips and deep-throated moans filled 
the air as the thick denim of their jeans proved to be no impediment to their wanton needs and desires. 

Catherine's hands moved across his hard buttocks, kneading, squeezing, stroking erratically. With 
one swift move she tightened her knees around his powerful thighs, arching her hips as she pulled him 
harder, tighter against her delicate, feminine center. Their kiss ended suddenly, abruptly. 

"Catherine!" 
"Oh, God, Vincent!" 
Their harmonious cries resounded in the dimly-lit chamber as the ardent touches they each so 

desperately craved from the other were felt at last. 
Powerless to deny their most fervent desires, Vincent's eyes clouded with long-denied passion as 

he lowered his head to claim a honey-soft breast with his mouth, suckling, lapping, tugging gently at one 
taut nipple then the other, unable to get enough of either one. Unknowingly, he released a chorus of -
gentle, pleasure-filled moans, the sound reverberating between them. 

Catherine's own mewling cries echoed the glorious, shimmering waves that coursed through her 
with each stroke of Vincent's tongue on her hardened, sensitive peaks. Glorying in the solid length of his 
body atop hers, she cupped the firm roundness of his buttocks in her hands, and once again pulled him 
to he~, sharply, firmly, thrusting against the hard swell of his erection. The lusty action, however, was 
almost her undoing and she immediately stilled in an effort to hold back the release that hovered so close 
to the surface. 

Through his own deep-seated, amorous pleasure Vincent felt Catherine's tight hold on her self
denial. He bowed to her unconscious plea and, despite her whimpered protest, his mouth left the blissful 
sanctity of her breasts. A moment later he was rewarded with her contented sigh as his warm hands 
covered the tantalizing fullness, lightly kneading, gently fondling their softness. He moved downward to 
press a feather-light kiss to the smooth, velvety skin in the hollow between her ribs before moving lower 
still, weaving an erotic trail of wet kisses across the flatness of her waist, then flicking his tongue lightly 
into the navel cleft that peeked from the waistband of her jeans. Though he reveled in the ardent, fiery 
touch of her hands almost painfully but passionately gripping the rounded muscles of his broad 
shoulders, he groaned wtth the searing ache of his blatant arousal, missing the warm haven between her 
thighs. He thrust his aching loins against the quilted solidity of the bed, but it was no use; he throbbed 
with the need to be with her ... to be inside her. 

He tore himself from her grasp on his shoulders, coming to his knees and leaning forward to 
capture her mouth in a devastating kiss, hard, deep, and intensely erotic, leaving them both gasping, 
fighting for air. Vincent's hoarse whisper was heavy with a pleading desperation. "I need you, 
Catherine." 

"I need you too, Vincent. 1 need you so much!" Her eyes held his imploringly, urging him to see 
the truth of their mutual, inundating desires. But the gesture stood moot. The air surrounding them was 
thick with a carnal tension that burned with the need for release; Vincent was no more capable of turning 
away from her than she was from him. 

Catherine watched silently as he raised his powerful torso to sit on his heels, but when she 
moved to sit up with him she was stopped by his large furred hand on her shoulder. "Let me, Catherine. 
Please." 
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With sudden embarrassment, his cheeks tinged a dark rose and he hung his head shyly, unaware 
of whether his request was considered acceptable or not When she began to move away from him he 
sucked in a quick breath and raised his head sharply, then watched with relief and rapt amazement as she 
slowly lay back on the bed, demurely waiting for him to make the next move. With trembling fingers he 
reached down to undo the gold buckle on the leather belt at her waist before pulling apart the brass snaps 
and lowering the metal zipper. Gripping the top of her waistband, he slid her jeans past her narrow hips 
and down her legs until they lay amidst the growing pile of clothing on the floor next to the bed. 

His eyes traveled slowly, silently up her slender length. His appreciative gaze unconsciously 
paused at the nest of tawny curls that delicately hid her most precious secrets, then roved across her 
smooth, slim waist to take in the perfectly formed twin mounds of flesh, the taste of their honeyed
sweetness stil! lingering in his mouth. She was so beautifuL so tempting. 

Catherine patiently allowed him the moments he needed to observe her nakedness, a sight that 
until a few hours ago he'd only thought to be graced with in his deepest dreams. But the same love that 
vowed to give him all that he needed and desired, including time, also lay before him, quivering with 
unappeased hunger, a state that only grew in intensity with each enduring moment of his adoring perusal. 
She released a soft, mewling cry through slightly parted lips, her pleading green eyes, her faint murmur, 
begging for his mercy. "Please, Vincent." 

Vincent knew what she asked; her need was the same as his own and he conceded to her 
whispered plea. He felt her watching him as he eased off the bed and, much as he had done to her, 
slowly removed the final material barrier to the physical completion of their act oflove. He stood there 
before her anxiously, allowing her a complete view of his unclothed body and all of his differences. He 
felt the flow of blood surge through his loins, aching to be sheathed between her moist, petal-soft folds. 
Stil1, he waited as he met her gaze once again, his eyes offering her one last chance to change her mind, to 
escape the pain and loneliness of being with a man such as he. 

With absolute emaptment Catherine began her own visual pursual and though she tried to keep 
her inspection brief to avoid causing him any discomfort, she found the effort difficult at best, so 
enamored was she with the sight of him, gloriously naked, exceptionally masculine. He was as she'd 
expected - yet so much more. Lean, hard muscle rippled down his flat stomach and powerful limbs - a 
bodybuilder's dream achieved through a lifetime of hard, laborious work. Where the flickering candlelight 
played across his bronzed skin, she could see the fine golden hair that appeared to completely cover him, 
the layers longer and thicker in some places, as was a man's normal pattern. Below that a lush patch of 
honey-blond pubescence guarded his manhood and the tip of his fu1!, throbbing erection glistened with 
the milky fluid of his seed. This virile sight ofhim sent another quivering wave through her already 
feverishly impassioned body and she felt a surge of warm wetness between her thighs. 

With eyes full of a yearning so intense she would have been stunned to see herself, she returned 
his gaze and waited impatiently for him to come to her. She knew what he was doing, what his self
doubts and unconditional love for her forced him to do, but if he thought the naked sight ofhim and his 
unique differences would cause her to have second thoughts, he was severely mistaken. She held her hand 
out to him, urging him to see, to feel, to accept, that she was offering him everything and that she did so 
freely and with great love. 

Suddenly, like a moment out of time, she saw it - in the darkening blue of his eyes, in the easing 
of the rigid tension in his powerful stance, and somehow, through the bond - she saw the instant he truly 
believed and accepted that she wasn't going anywhere, that she was exactly where she wanted to be and 
she was staying there - with him. 

With newfound assuredness he came to her, raising a knee up on the bed to take her hand in his. 
Then, before either of them quite knew what had happened, he was there - beside her, above her, 
surrounding her. They cried out together at that initial full-length contact - bare flesh upon bare flesh -
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the cornucopia of erotic sensations overwhelming in its intensity'-
Catherine wriggled against him, drowning in the sensual, provocative feel of the wann, silky skin 

covering hers. Vincent's already tumultuous senses reeled with the eroticism of their bodies writhing 
together. He moved swiftly, smoothly, crushing his lips to hers. They clung together, mouths searching, 
probing; hands running frenziedly upon bare, yearning flesh. Their contented exploration was short-lived 
as they both became acutely aware of the flaming heat of his engorged shaft pressing hot and hard against 
her inner thigh. They drew apart forcefully, their cries mere whispers between ragged breaths. 

"Vincent!" 
"I know, Catherine." 
There were no more doubts, no more fears, only a rare and wondrous love that defied any earthly 

explanation, and a desperate need for a physical completion to the innate passion borne of that love. At 
that moment they were the only two people in the universe. Vincent moved to join her as Catherine 
shifted her legs to accommodate him, welcoming him into the private portal of her womanhood. His 
penetrating entry was sure and deep, a hollow groan ensuing from deep within his chest as he was 
completely sheathed in her hot, moist depths. Catherine arched her hips sharply to meet him, releasing a 
sweet, ecstatic cry as his hot flesh slid into her. Still, there was no time to savor the sensations of this 
new and exquisite torment; their bodies had been too long denied this intimacy which they both craved. 

They began to move, separately - yet together, their sensual rhythm slow, gentle at first, as each 
simultaneous thrust of their hips was met with another, each one fiercer, hungrier than the last. Catherine 
was breathless, her urgent gasps emerging as she matched Vincent's frenzied thrusts with her own, 
raising her hips until his sinewy length filled her quivering depths, again and again. The flesh beneath her 
hands trembled as she caressed freely, erratically, across the 'broad, muscled spanse of his arms, 
shoulders and back, down to his narrow waist and lean hips. As she reached for the fum roundness 
below, her lids fluttered open to meet his passion-darkened gaze for just a moment before he lowered his 
head to take a shimmering breast in his mouth, his slightly raspy tongue teasing the sensitive, hardened 
peak, licking, sucking, first one, then the other, and back again. Her legs tightened around his hips and her 
hands on his tight buttocks clenched repeatedly as gripping waves of pleasure swept through her with 
each roll of his tongue, each pumping caress from his manhood, until it was impossible to separate one 
crest from the other. She cried out his name, screaming with vociferant, uncontrolled abandon as she rode 
the crescendous tide of erotic fulfillment, a dazzling explosion of undulating, convulsive spasms that held 
her captive, trembling, on the very edge of infinity, before releasing her, only to call her back moments 
later. 

Supported by his powerful anns on either side of Catherine's slight frame, Vincent drove himself 
deeply, repeatedly, intoiler wet sheath, certain that nothing else on earth could compare to the intensity 
of the bittersweet torture pulsing within him. His ragged breath came shallow and fast, blending hot and 
moist with Catherine's quickening gasps. With her face just inches from his own, Vincent languidly half
opened his eyes and was momentarily captivated by the sight of her swelling breasts, rocking with the 
same rhythm as the primal urges of their unsatiated sex. With a pealing moan he swooped down to 
greedily cover a pink-flushed breast with his mouth, mercilessly laving, sucking, each swollen tip. 
Catherine's uninhibited scream, the crying out of his name, rang in his ears just before he felt her 
shattering release erupt in a mass of cataclysmic convulsions, the walls of her inner muscles shuddering, 
clenching around his throbbing erection embedded deep within the channel of her womb. Her rapturous 
completion added the final spark to the raging fire that raced through his savagely heated body. With 
another plunging drive, the pressure of Catherine's hands on his gluteal flesh pulled him harder, tighter 
into her slick, wet heat. His loud groan of passion became an almost deafening roar as he slammed 
himself into her pulsing, satiny flesh, furiously thrusting once, twice, before throwing his head back and 
arching in wild response to the fiery culmination of his need, the jarring, pulsing climax that sent him 
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spiraling over the edge of oblivion. She was there, waiting for him, the beginning of his own catastrophic 
release pulling her back into the swirling realm amidst a sea of blazing stars. With a final hard-pressed, 
grinding thrust, a frenzy of simultaneous explosions filled them, sending them higher, deeper into the 
heavens, holding them for several long moments before finally releasing them to lay spent upon the quilt
covered bed, neither willing to give up the possessive hold each had on the other before drifting off to 
sleep with memories of a dream fulfilled. 

Catherine woke to the soothing, distant clang of the tunnel pipes signaling the beginning of 
another day. The reminders of her early moming lovemaking with Vincent consumed all of her senses and 
she sighed blissfully, snuggling deeper into the warm quilted covers before toming towards him, eager for 
the warmth and closeness of his embrace, wondering ifhe, too, lay in sweet remembrance of their 
passion spent. In the span of a single heartbeat her world closed in around her as she found the space 
beside her cold, the pillow empty. She bolted upright, hastily scanuing the chamber for the imposing 
figure, the pressure in her chest rising when the dim light revealed nothing but the shadows of his 
treasured posessions. He was gone. Oh God, he was gone! "Vincent!" Her strangled cry was quickly 
followed by another, and another, as her tortured mind despaired over his continued, unexplained 
absence. Yet even as her heart held dear to his impassioned promises of a few hours before, her logical 
mind mocked her romantic illusions. She'd known this would happen, had feared it with her life, but 
now, with his regret too much to bear it was all too obvious; she'd loved him - she'd loved him too 
much - and now he was gone. 

From under the thick patchwork quilt Catherine pulled her legs close to her chest to wrap her 
arms tight around her raised knees. Her shoulders slumped in defeat and her head fell forward as her tears 
came, flowing uncontrollably down her cheeks. Her heart weighed heavy with emotion, an utter sense of 
despair holding her in its pit, intensifying her aloneness ... her emptiness. Her heaving'sobs filled the air 
around her to echo against the quiet stillness, shielding the sound of rushing footsteps near the chamber 
entrance. 

Vincent paused briefly at the stone-carved opening of his chamber, his face etched with love and 
concern as he took in the sight of Catherine huddled child-like in the middle of the bed. Sans his usual 
multi-layers of clothing he wore only a faded pair of blue jeans and a beige thermal shirt, with a pair of 
hand-stitched moccasins covering his feet, the heavily-laden wooden tray in his hands suddenly a useless 
burden. His long stride quickly took him to the center of the room where he carelessly dropped it on the 
bedside table before toming to the grief-stricken woman. On the bed beside her he brushed the sleep
tousled hair from her face, his low whisper soothing near her ear. "I'm here, Catherine." 

She looked up hitzily, her tear-stained face registering disbelief. "Vincent?" Slowly, hesitantly, 
she pressed her palm to his cheek. "I thought you were gone. I thought you'd left me." A soft hiccough 
gave way to a fresh flow of tears and the hollow space in her heart began to close as her arms lifted to 
wind their way around his neck and she nuzzled her face in the warm, muscled spanse of his shoulder, 
seeking the comfort and solid reality of his presence. 

He held her lovingly, consolingly, his hand on the back of her head caressing the lightly tangled 
tresses, resolutely ignoring the way the quilted blanket had slipped as she came to him, leaving the soft 
swell of her breasts exposed, pressed against his scantily -covered chest, and the slim, bare length of her 
back just inches below his hands. ''Never, Catherine! I could never leave you!" His quiet tone was 
vehement as he rocked her gently, until she finally relaxed in his arms and her tears subsided. 

He held her away from him to meet her endearing gaze, stunned anew at the strength of her 
feelings - both emotionally and physically - for him. Unwilling to test his own restraint any further 
when her need was simply one of comfort, he lifted the edge of the blanket until she took it from him 
with a modest, embarrassed grin, bunching it in her hands to hold it to her chest. His grateful smile was 
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not lost on her as he leaned forward to press a soft, lingering kiss on her forehead. "I'm sony I frightened 
you, Catherine. I only wanted to check on Father and find something for your breakfast. I thought I'd be 
back before you woke." 

Catherine shook her head thoughtfully . "You've nothing to be sony for, Vincent. I should have 
trusted you. It's just that ... when I woke up and you weren't here, I immediately succumbed to my 
worst fears. I could think of nothing else .... " She smiled and shook her head again, as much for her own 
reassurance as it was for Vincent's. "It doesn't matter anymore. I'm just very glad you're here. How is 

Father this morning?" 
Vincent nodded his understlmding and acceptance of her desire to turn the conversation to a 

different matter, knowing that he would have responded in the same way had he woke to fmd her gone 
that morning. "Father will be alright, providing he does as he is told and rests for a few days. He still has 
an IV to administer antibiotics and assure that he is sufficiently rehydrated, and he remembers nothing 
after the initial cave-in, but Mary said he should recover quite well. She communicates frequently with 
one of our helpers - who is a physician, as well- and is able to contact him within rninutes should 
anything unexpected occur." 

Catherine breathed a sigh of relief, her genuine concern for the patriarch of the tunnels 
unmistakable in the dark-green depths of her eyes. "I'm so glad! I know how worried everyone is about 
him, myself included. And how is Mouse? You said he was fine, but I didn't see him before we left 
yesterday." 

Vincent couldn't help the grin that appeared at the thought of his young friend. "Mouse is ... 
Mouse. I don't think anything could really bring him down. They've already escorted him from the 
hospital chamber twice because he wouldn't leave Father alone to rest; he insists on waiting on him hand 
and foot, though there's very little Father needs right now except rest. He's also asked about you several 
times; he appears to have been quite taken with you." 

Catherine lowered her eyes embarrassedly for just a moment, not unaware of the almost
worshipful sentiments Mouse had quickly developed for Vincent's Catherine. "He's a very sweet boy. 
He has a good heart, even though all it seems to do is get him into trouble." 

Vincent sighed and nodded his agreement, yet there was no denying the special fondness he felt 
for the enterprising young man. "I'm afraid you're right, but unfortunately some of our tunnel residents 
are less tolerant of his good heart than others." He paused a moment to tip his head slightly in the 
direction of the serving tray filled with an array of warm muffins, mixed fruit, and an insulated coffee pot 
and two ceramic mugs - most of which now lay haphazardly on the tray after his none-too-gentle 
dismissal of it a few minutes before. "I brought enough food for both of us; are you hungry?" 

Catherine smiled-with a slight twinkle in her eye, looking down at the thick quilt still clenched in 
her hand. "I'm a little underdressed for breakfast, don't you think?" 

He amazed her with his unexpected response, leaning close to her ear to whisper thickly, 
hoarsely, in a voice so low she wondered if she'd imagined it, ''Not to me, you aren't," before rising from 
the bed to quickly move across the room to the tall bureau. He returned a moment later, purposely 
ignoring her gaping stare, to lay a neatly folded, dark blue flaunel shirt in her lap. "It's not exactly your 
size but it should be warm, at least." 

"Th ... thank you." Catherine smiled gratefully and staunnered a reply. Vincent respectfully 
turned towards the serving tray, righting the heavy mugs and filling them with a wonderful-smelling 
herbal tea from the metal pot. She picked up the g3nnent and held it against her cheek for just a moment. 
It was obviously several sizes too large for her, but she didn't care; it was soft, it was warm, and it was 
his. She smiled almost dreamily to herself and proceeded to put it on, fumbling with the buttons at first, 
unused to their placement right of the center. She crossed her arms over her chest, hugging herself with 
Vincent's shirt, drowning in the intoxicating scent of him that lingered in the cotton threads despite its 
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recently laundered status. She looked up to find him watching her· and she smiled shyly, feeling her 
cheeks tinge with a light blush. She demurely cast her eyes downward, only to be stopped by Vincent's 
fingers beneath her cheek. She met his gaze, the deep-set blue sparkling in the golden glow of the 
candlelight, filled with infinite love and gentle understanding. He lowered his head, touching his lips to 
hers, ever so lightly, ever so briefly, yet even this barest contact had the power to instantly send their 
pulses racing. 

Struggling to regain his composure Vincent stood, reaching behind her to pull the two largest 
pillows up in a thick layer against the headboard, testing their stability and firmness with the palm of his 
hand. "You can lean back now, Catherine," he offered, as he turned to pick up the steaming mugs, 
handing her the one closest to her when she was settled comfortably into the pillows. 

"Mmmm." Catherine took a sip of the hot brew and relaxed further, laying her head back upon 
the top of the pillowed cushions. "I could really get used to this. It's a far cry from jumping out of bed 
every morning with barely enough time for a quick shower and a cup oflukewarm coffee as I'm rushing 

out the door." 
After a few moments of unexpectedly heavy silence she raised her head to find Vincent's head 

lowered, a veil of golden mane covering his face. She sighed wistfully and reached over to replace .the cup 
on the tray. "But that's one dream that will have to wait, and right now I have to return Above, don't I?" 

His eyes, soft and yearning, met hers, a tender smile on his face. ''Not just yet." Everything in his 
heart warmed at the sight of her; she was so beautiful and he loved her so much! He could ask for nothing 
more in life than to be able to make every one of her dreams come true. But this one could never be; she 
didn't belong here no matter how much he wished it were ot4erwise. "You have a life Above, Catherine. 
Your home ... your family ... your job ... they're all a part of you, a part that you can't turn away from." 

Catherine smiled at his characteristic nobility but shook her head firmly at his assessment. "Yes, 
they are a part of me, but you are a part of me as well. My job, my home, they aren't forever, but you ... 
you, Vincent, are forever. Always and forever." She sighed in resignation, accepting the inevitable. "Yes, 
I'll return Above to all of those things, because you ask it of me and because I know that it's right - for 
now. But I can't go back to the way things were; I need you, Vincent, all of you. Please don't ask me to 
give this up, please don't ask me to give you up." 

Her desperate plea brought tears to Vincent's eyes. He allowed them to fall unheeded, feeling the 
strength of her boundless love holding him, encompassing him beyond any fonn of measurement. "I 
couldn't ifI wanted to, Catherine. Once, I thought that was what had to be done - to leave you, to refuse 
even the briefest verbal contact with you, so you could forget me and have the life that was meant for 
you. Even now I wonder if that isn't what is truly best for you, but the choice isn't mine anymore; it 
hasn't been for a long time. I am lost to you, Catherine. Last night... this morning ... when you kissed me, 
for just a small moment I allowed myself to dream of becoming a part of you in ways that I'd never 
before even dared to dream. And then, when we .... " 

" ... when we made love?" Catherine spoke softly, tearfully, feeling his heart-felt pain, and at the 
same time, his indescribable joy, as if a small piece of their bond was opening up to her, even if only for 
a short time. 

Vincent nodded, his eyes darkening, taking on a hazy, pensive look of remembrance. "There was 
no way to imagine ... the feelings ... the emotious .... It was so beautiful, you were so beautiful, Catherine. I 
knew it had to be a dream because nothing in life could possibly be that wonderful." 

"It was a dream, Vincent, it was our dream come true. But you know ... the problem with dreams 
is that they don't quite prepare you for reality." At. the overwhelming look of pain and dismay that 
quickly replaced the one oflove and adoration on Vincent's face, Catherine's heart melted. She took his 
hands firmly in her own, raising them to her lips and kissing their furred backs, then lovingly rubbing 
their silky softness across her cheeks. She raised her eyes to fully capture his gaze, the startling power of 
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her words, and the intensity of her feelings through the bond, holding the deep-blue depths unwavering. 
"Dh, my love, my darling Vincent, you have to know that being with you was far better than anything I 
could ever have imagined - or dreamt. You were ... are ... infinitely beautiful and incredibly remarkable. 
You are my dream, Vincent." 

His embarrassment at her loving and sincere praise was immediate. Vincent hung his head shyly 
in an attempt to hide the heated blush that now crept across his face, his reserved demeanor, always 
eager to bestow the greatest of compliments, left him uncomfortable with receiving even the smallest one 
for himself. Still, he couldn't help the tingle that spread through his body at her words, nor the way his 
heart pounded wildly in his chest when she looked at him in that way, the strength of her love filling the 
emerald green eyes that sought to hold his. Anxiously seeking to control his heightening arousal, he 
stammered the first words that came to his mind. "Your ... breakfast, Catherine, it's ... getting cold." 

Catherine smiled openly at his anxious attempt to deter her from continuing with the words that, 
at the very least, he found difficultto believe. Well, she vowed silently, he was just going to have to get 
used to it; she was never going to stop telling him and showing him how much she loved him, how 
absolutely incredible she found him. Her voice held the slightest hint of defiance in her rebutted response 
to his words. "The fruit was already cold when you served it, and from what I hear, William's muffins 
are heavenly, warm or cold. Besides .... " She paused a moment to lean into him, until her face was just 
inches from his, her voice low and inviting. "It occurs to me that even if the rest of our dreams have to 
wait, I have no problem with making this particular one come true over and over again. Unless, of course, 
you think we might be interrupted any time soon?" 

Vincent was visibly affected by her words - the sultry, provocative tone of her voice, the feel of 
her breath upon his face, the intensity of her love and desire that swept through the bond. For just a 
moment he considered giving in to the beliefs that had held him for a lifetime, to deny his own needs and 
desires, ultimately ignoring Catherine's as well, and turning away from this new and wonderful part of 
his life that was never supposed to be. But the thought was a fleeting one, gone as qUickly as it had 
come; his mind at last understanding the impossibility of this self-denial. The memories of making love 
with Catherine rained upon him, sweet and tender, resonating with romantic, yet fervent passion. He 
longed to repeat that glorious experience - had, in fact, thought of little else since awakening earlier that . 
moming. The imminency of it left him trembling now as he assured her of their privacy. "No one will 
bother us, Catherine. I had Mary pass the word along that 1 planned to rest all day and, unless Father 
took a turn for the worse, I was not to be disturbed." 

"Dh?" Catherine quirked an eyebrow in teasing response. "Did you plan on resting the entire day 
alone?" 

Vincent cocked his head and answered her light banter with his own. "Not exactly." 
"Mmmm .... " Catherine couldn't quite contain the twinkle that sparkled in her eyes as she 

pressed a hand to his chest, runuing the tips of her fingers suggestively, enticingly, down the length of 
his torso. "I like the sound of that so far, ambiguous as it was. So ... are you going to tell me or do I have 
to guess?" 

Smiling coyly, he reached out to lightly brush her silken cheek with the pad of his thumb. 
"My ... dreams seem to have no end, Catherine." 

His admission came easily, its meaning stunningly clear to the one who longed to hear the words. 
Catherine found herself lost, drowning in his poignant, yearning gaze. The teasing light in her eyes faded, 
turning languid, suffused with unmistakable desire. The gap between them swiftly closed as she fell into 
his welcoming arms, sighing blissfully against his mouth. ''Neither do mine, my love, neither do mine." 
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Let It Snow 
by Pat King 

The wind howled, rattling the terrace doors, and a sudden click of ice against the panes sent a 
shiver through her even as she sat in the warmth of her apartment, in front of the crackling fire. 
Catherine sipped a mug of hot chocolate as she watched the flames dance and flicker. 'Fires are so 
romantic, it's a shame I have to sit here alone.' 

Although she'd love company, the weather was not conducive to a visit by her truelove; and, 
glancing at the doors which vibrated against the weather's force, she was almost glad Vincent was far 
away working on the new chambers. Of course, ifhe wasn't away, perhaps he would've come to her 
earlier in the evening, prior to the storm's sudden arrival, and then he'd be stuck with her until it passed. 
A contented smile crept to her lips ... in that event she would've prayed for a long and wicked siege. 

She and Vincent had only recently advanced their relationship to the 'necking' stage, but oh, what 
an addictive stage that was. Vincent's unique mouth provided kisses unlike any of Catherine's experience, 
and the tingles that surged through her at their touch were unbelievable. She longed to discover the 
excitement those magic lips would create when kissing other parts of her body. 

For a moment she lost herself in that fantasy, and a warmth flooded her body, centering deep in 
her feminine core. She shook herself at the quivers these thoughts produced. A naughty smile crept to 
her lips with the realization that Vincent would experience her feelings through the bond. His work 
should be fInished for the day - she hoped he was alone to enjoy the sensations bombarding him. 

Going to the kitchen to refIll her mug, she stumbled as a sharp pain shot through her leg. She 
rubbed the sore spot, wondering at the cause as she waited for the chocolate to heat. Limping slightly 
until the twinge lessenea, she went to the French doors to see if she could see through the icy buildup on 
the glass. The wind had died as quickly as it'd appeared; the sleet had turned to masses oflarge, fluffy 
snowflakes, falling heavily in the night. With the tumult ended, the silence was almost eerie. 

Catherine started to return to the comfort of the fIre when a sound halted her movements. The 
noise was faint but, without the incessant howling of the wind, disceruible. It seemed to come from the 
balcony. She pressed her ear against the glass and listened intently. There - that was defInitely a moanmg 
sound. She cracked the door and peeked out to scan the terrace. 

"Vincent!" Her cry was almost a scream as she flung open the door and dangerously made her 
way across the slick snrface. Ignoring the bone-chilling cold, she bent beside his crumpled form. 
"Vincent ... Vincent," she kept repeating as her hands stroked his face. 

"Catherine." The sound was almost a sigh, but where it was normally softened by love, this time 
it was softened by pain, and the shivering that racked his body. His eyes opened, a sense of relief· 
washing through the bond. "My leg ... broken." Catherine moved the edge of the cloak aside and saw 
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blood on his pants. 
"We have to get you inside. Vincent, you have to help me ... I can't lift you by myself." Catherine 

hooked his ann over her shoulder and 1ried to raise him onto his good leg. Summoning all of his remaining 
strength, Vincent put aside the pain and assisted her in her efforts. With his help, she was able to get him 
into the dining room and eased into a chair. After closing the doors against the storm, she turned to 
concentrate on Vincent. 

He was soaked, shivering and evidently in a great deal of pain. In the brighter light of the 
apartment she noticed a bruise forming on the side of his face. She struggled with the wet ties of his cape 
and finally managed to get it free, allowing it to fall over the back of the chair. 

"We need to get you wann," she said. 
Catherine raised the temperature on the thermostat as she headed for the bedroom. She turned on 

the elec1ric blanket then fetched a stack oftowels from the linen closet. Returning to the dining room, she 
found Vincent slumped against the table. Using two of the fluffy towels, she managed to get most of the 
chilling moisture out of the silky strands of his hair, draping a third around his broad shoulders. 

"Vincent, please help me get you into the bedroom." She put his ann around her again and 1ried to 
raise him from the chair, but he had no strength left to help. Catherine forced herself to be calm, she had 
to think. Vincent couldn't go Below, that was a given. He needed a doctor, quickly. Her first instinct was 
to call Peter, but there was no way he could get through this storm. That meant contacting Father, but 
she didn't want to leave Vincent for the time it would take to deliver a message Below. Think ... think. 
All of a sudden she had an idea. 

Dialing the phone, she prayed. 'Please be home. Please be home.' The thought echoed through her 
head as she listened to the ringing sound on the connection. She almost cried with relief when the phone 
was finally answered, and a young man's voice was heard on the other end. 

"Brian, this is Cathy Chandler. Can you come down to my apartment right away? I need your 
help with something. It might take a little while. " 

"Sure, Cathy. Is everything okay?" 
"Vincent's here, and he's hurt. I'm going to need you to take a message for me." She knew that he 

would understand the significance of that statement. 
Within minutes there was a knock on the door and Catherine gratefully let her young friend into 

the apartment. Brian saw Vincent lying across the dining table and rushed over to his side. 
"Brian, please help me get Vincent into the bedroom. His leg is broken, and he needs to lie down. 

Then I'm going to need for you to get a message to Father." Brian nodded as he helped Catherine get his 
large friend to his feet. Slowly they managed to get Vincent into the bedroom and lowered him onto the 
bed. Catherine untied tire soggy vest and eased it off of his shoulders. When her fingers went to unfasten 
the buckle of his belt, large, furry fingers covered hers to halt her progress. Vincent's blue eyes caught 
hers, their plea clear. 

"Cathy, he needs to get out of those wet clothes." Brian didn't understand the delay. 
Catherine turned to the teenager. "Brian, would you help Vincent get undressed and under the 

covers while I write a note to Father?" His confusion changed to understanding. 
"Oh sure, I can manage." Vincent's hand stayed his assistance until Catherine left the room and 

closed the louvered doors. Brian removed Vincent's outer and thermal shirts before helping him to lie 
down. After removing the boots, he gently removed the pants, easing them over the area of the break. 
There didn't seem to be any bone showing - the bleeding was from a cut to the skin from the outside. 
The teenager pulled the covers over his friend and could. see the shivering lessen as the wannth of the 
electric blanket surrounded him. 

"Vincent, do you need anything before I leave? Cathy will be here, I know, but I didn't know if 
there was something you might want me to do?" Vincent gave a weary shake of his head; he seemed to 
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sink into the bedclothes. 
Catherine handed Brian the note she'd written. "You know where the fust sentry is ... give this 

note to him, and he can send a message on the pipes. You'll need to stay there so that you can guide 
Father. If there is any question, make sure that they realize that Vincent can't be moved, at least not 
yet." 

"I'll hurry, Cathy." Brian slipped out of the apartment and heard the locks click into place. 
Catherine went to the bedroom to check on Vincent. She lowered the temperature on the 

thermostat and also the one on the blanket. The violent trembling had subsided, and she didn't want him 
to overheat, his body was used to the much lower temperatures of Below. Realizing that it was she who 
was still chilled, she slipped into the bathroom. The short, hot shower managed to erase the last vestiges 
of the icy torrent she'd endured while getting Vincent inside. She quickly dried her hair and donned an old 
sweat suit that was hanging on the back of the door. 

A check of the clock indicated that Brian had been gone for fifteen minutes - it would take at 
least thirty for Father to arrive, probably closer to forty-five. She hated leaving Vincent's leg unattended, 
but she could think of nothing else to do. Knowing his strange reactions to medicines, she couldn't even 
give him an aspirin for the pain. 

An overwhelming feeling of helplessness engulfed her as she sat on the floor beside the bed, 
taking Vincent's large hand in hers, lovingly stroking the golden hair that covered it. She laid her cheek 
against his hand and concentrated on sending her love and strength through the bond. She didn't know if 
his lethargy was normal- what was normal for such a special person? Placing her hand against his 
forehead, she was alarmed to find it hot. She quickly got a bowl of cold water and a cloth and placed a 
cool compress on his brow. 

Wringing the cloth firmJy, she'd just replaced the compress when she heard a knock at the door. 
A look through the peephole showed Father's worried face. Fumbling with the lock, she threw open the 
door, and he hurried into the apartment, Brian following close behind carrying Father's bag and supplies. 
Catherine was so relieved to see the old man she nearly fell into his arms; however, Vincent's needs were 
more urgent so she led him into the bedroom. 

"There's a bump on his face, his leg is hurt - broken he says - and I think he has a fever. We got 
him warm as quickly as possible, but I don't know how long he was outside before I heard him ... about 
ten minutes, I think, but I'm not sure." Catherine felt she was babbling. Her anguished face forestalled 
any retort Father might have given. 

"Please leave so that I may examine him, Catherine." She nodded as she backed out of the room. 
"Is there anything I can do?" Brian offered. Father looked at the young man and asked him to 

wait, just in case. Vincent woke at Father's voice and managed to answer his questions regarding where 
he hurt, the number of fingers held in front of his eyes, and other pertinent information. Brian helped 
Father set Vincent's leg and brought a glass of water for him to take the pills Father brought for the pain. 

Catherine, meanwhile, had made a pot of tea, hung Vincent's wet cloak to dry, stoked the fire and 
tried to sit still while waiting for some sign from the bedroom. Brian came out to get a glass of water, and 
shortly thereafter both he and Father joined her in the living room. The teenager excused himself, 
knowing the two adults would want to talk privately, and also knowing that his own father would be 
getting worried. Before leaving, he made Cathy promise to call if she needed anything. She gave him a hug 
as she thanked him for all he had done that evening. 

Father and Catherine sat across from one another on the small sofas, and Catherine poured them 
each a cup of tea. 

"Will he be all right, Father?" Catherine was almost afraid to hear the answer. 
"He should be fme. The break was clean. There's always the threat of pneumonia but I believe 

you got him warm and dry quickly enough." Catherine was surprised at the hint of approval in his voice; 
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however, his next words were more expected. "What was he doing out in this weather?" The accusatory 
tone was one with which she was more familiar. 

"I don't know. I thought he was working on the new chambers ... in fact I'd just been thinking I 
was glad he didn't try to go out in the storm. It's a miracle I even heard him." 

"You said you thought he'd been outside for ten minutes ... what makes you think that?" 
"I'd gone to the kitchen to get another cup of chocolate when suddenly I got a stabbing pain in 

my leg. I couldn't figure out the cause and was still limping slightly when I went to the door to look out ... 
that's when I heard him." All of a sudden the numbness, the shock, that surrounded Catherine melted, 
and she began to shake, tears flowing down her cheeks. "Oh God, Father, what if! hadn't heard him? He 
could have frozen out there ... or been crippled for life. Ifhe came back early, why didn't he just send me 
a note? I'd have come Below." 

Father moved to sit beside Catherine and put a comforting arm around her shoulder. "Don't think 
about what might have been ... you did find him, and he'll be fine. Now, I think you need to get some rest 
too or I'm going to have two patients on my hands." 

Catherine smiled up at him through her tears. "I assume you'll be staying?" 
He nodded. ''I'll sit with Vincent." 
Catherine rose and began scooting the wingback chair from the living room to the bedroom. "At 

least I can provide a comfortable chair for you. Is there anything else you need?" 
Father followed her into the other room, wishing his hip would allow him to assist in moving the 

chair, but the long walk, and the climb up the wall ladder leading to Catherine's building, had placed 
undue stress upon his limited mobility. 

As they both stood in the darkened room and looked down on his son, Father said, "I'll be quite 
all right, Catherine. Vincent tends to go into a deep healing sleep when hurt ... he should sleep calmly 
through the night." 

Catherine brushed the bangs from Vincent's forehead, noting with satisfaction that his skin was 
much cooler to the touch than it had been before. Ignoring Father's presence, she placed a soft kiss on 
that beloved brow. Her caring for his son both touched and amazed the older man, and although he'd 
always felt this was a life that could never be for his son, she gave him pause. 

Not bothering to open the hide-a-bed, Catherine lay on the dinky sofa (as Joe had christened her 
love seat) and eventually drifted off to sleep. But the sleep that fmally claimed her was rife with dark 
images ... Vincent killing, her going away and him unable to find her. Waking with a start, she heard 
sounds of distress emanating from the other room, and carefully made her way through the darkened 
apartment. 

The bedroom was filled with the sounds of moans and low growls. Father leaned over his son, 
trying to calm his agitation but to no avail. 

Silently, Catherine went to the bedside. Stroking his face, she crooned lovingly, "I'm here, 
Vincent It's all right Shhh. Rest my love ... everything is all right." 

Father watched in amazement as his son calmed. Vincent had been plagued with nightmares since . 
childhood, the terrors infiltrating when he was most vulnerable - when asleep or ill. Her gentle touch and 
voice seemed to reach Vincent in whatever ordeal he was experiencing, banishing the demons that 
haunted his dreams. 

"Father, why don't you go lie down? I'll stay with Vincent." Her tone brooked no argument, but 
she was surprised when none appeared. 

He gently touched her shoulder, squeezing it affectionately. "Call me if I'm needed." At her nod, 
he went to take her place on the sofa, scrunching to fit on its limited length. The events of the evening 
had taken a toll on him, and he gladly gave himself over to the oblivion of sleep. 

The strange, long-forgotten sensation of sunlight on his face woke Father from his rest. He 
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stretched to ease the kinks knotted into his aging body by the cramped sofa No sound carne from the 
direction of the bedroom, and he made his way to check on his patient, stopped in the doorway by the 
sight he beheld. 

Sometime during the night, Catherine had crawled onto the bed beside Vincent, her arm draped 
across his shoulders, keeping him safe. Even in her sleep she protected and comforted. Observing the 
tableau before him, Father smiled, his heart and mind both finally recognizing the rightness of their 
unique relationship. He wasn't certain how they were going clear the obstacles in their path, but he 
resolved to no longer be one of them. 

Quietly, he circumvented the bed to make a quick trip to the bathroom. When he retnrned to the 
bedroom he found blue eyes, more vivid in the morning light, watching him intently. Father put his fmger 
to his lips and nodded toward the still sleeping figure. He checked Vincent's pulse and found it slightly 
elevated, not surprising considering the situation he found himself in, Father thought with a silent 
chuckle. 

Whispering, Father asked Vincent how he felt. Vincent didn't answer but tnrned his head to look 
at Catherine. A little smile tugged at the comers of her mouth and slivers of green shone from barely
open eyes. 

"Good morning." His soft, raspy voice sent shivers through her. 
Her hand stroked his chest "Good morning yourself. Father, I can answer your question ... he 

feels wonderful this morning." A saucy smile appeared as she watched the object of her affections tnrn a 
light pink. 

At that, Father chuckled out loud, though a trifle embarrassed. "Well, um, yes. Now that we have 
your appraisal, perhaps the patient can answer for himself?" 

"Catherine is correct, I feel wonderful. However, there are two problems of a personal nature that 
I need to discuss privately with you." 

"I'll start breakfast." Catherine shut the louvered doors behind her as she left the two men alone. 
She stood staring at the doors and pondered the changes in attitude in evidence that morning. Vincent 
hadn't panicked, at least openly, to waking up with her beside him, and Father ... well, Father's attitude 
was, if not encouraging, at least accepting. 

The ringing telephone interrupted her ruminations. 
"Hello? Oh, hi, Joe. Uh huh. That was my thought too. Okay, see you on Monday - if Mother 

Nature cooperates." 
Three whole days stuck in her apartment with Vincent. She wasn't happy about the reason he 

was there, but the result was pleasant. It was a good thing she'd gone to the grocery store on Wednesday, 
otherwise they might hgye had to go Below so as not to starve. But the larder was full, the snow was 
freeing her from work, and Vincent's leg prohibited him leaving - there was a God. She hummed brightly 
as she went to the kitchen. 

Sausage was frying in the pan, and she was scrambling eggs when Father joined her. "That's a 
cheerful song ... it sounds familiar." 

"Hurm?" Catherine blinked, trying to identify the tune she was unconsciously hunnning. "Oh, 
'Let It Snow'. I guess the weather and everything brought it to mind. Now sit down, Father, and I'll get 
you a cup of tea ... or would you prefer coffee?" 

"Tea will be fme. Thank you, Catherine - for everything." The teapot, milk and sugar were 
placed before him, and he prepared a cup of the restorative brew. 

"Did Vincent tell you why he was out in the storm last night?" 
"No. That son of mine can be so stubborn sometimes." He paused as she gave him a pointed 

stare, then laughed. "I know, like father like son." Catherine joined in his laughter, thankful the two of 
them had come to a truce., He reached over and took her hand. "Thank you for your perseverance. 
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You've had a lot to deal with from both me and my son. But you won't have any more problems from 
me." 

Tears pooled in Catherine's green eyes, making them sparkle like emeralds. "I had to persevere, 
Father. 1 love him. He's my life, the air that 1 breathe ... without him 1 don't know if! could go on - or if 
I'd even want to. 1 know that the word 'love' is thrown around in my world like confetti, but what 1 feel 
for Vincent is deeper, stronger. 1 believe that destiny has gotten us together and has a plan for us. 
Vincent told me once that one either moves toward love or away from it, that there's no other direction. 
Now 1 just have to get that furry hunk to move!" 

Overwhelmed by the strength of her sentiments, he hid behind humor. "Well, ifwe don't get him 
some food soon, he's going to be 'moving' into the kitchen. Why don't you eat with Vincent, and I'll have 
a quiet breakfast here." 

Catherine gave him an appreciative look as she placed his food before him. She quickly set the 
other plates on a large tray and headed for the bedroom. She paused in the doorway, enjoying the view. 

Vincent was sitting up in bed, eyes closed, enjoying the sun that flooded through the balcony 
doors, its brightness amplified by the ice and snow. Evidently Father had brought a change of clothes as 
he was now wearing a shirt and loose pants. Catherine knew that he felt more secure fully dressed
although a single layer of clothing was not what Vincent would consider fully dressed ~ but she'd been 
hoping for a more daring view of the body she so eamestly craved. 

She tried to curb the desire that washed over her, to hide it from him, but knew it was futile. 
Mediterranean-blue eyes turned to look at her, and she found herself drowning in their depths. 

"Breakfast?" She carefully set the tray across his mus9ular thighs. Pulling the chair closer to the 
bed, she took a seat and balanced her plate on her lap. 

"Catherine .... " Vincent began. 
"Eat first, then talk. 1 don't want Father complaining that you didn't get well because I'm starving 

you." He began to protest, but the twinkle in her eye and the tug on her lips made him realize she was 
teasing. The comer of his mouth twitched in amusement as he ate the scrambled eggs she'd prepared. 

Stacking the empty plates on the tray, Catherine set it aside and turned to face him once again. 
"Okay ... why in the world were you out in this terrible weather?" The confusion on her face indicated 
that this was a true question and not an accusation. 

He looked away, sheepishly. Catherine waited patiently. He knew she expected an answer, the 
silence he'd given Father wouldn't work with her. Sighing, he finally explained the work detail had 
finished earlier than expected, and he'd come Above, needing to be with her. He felt the joy in her heart at 
this admission, but her concern was still prevalent. 

"But why didn't you send word to me? 1 would've come Below. You could've been killed in this 
weather." 

"I didn't realize how bitter it had become. It just seemed cold when 1 started out... the sleet began 
as 1 was making my way to your balcony. Once it started, 1 had to continue as there was no way to go 
back. My hand slipped as 1 began to lower myself to your terrace, causing my awkward landing. My 
weather-sense must have been overpowered by my need to be with you." 

He lowered his head, hiding behind a veil of hair. Quietly he said, "I came Above because I 
wanted to be alone with you, which is difficult Below. I've missed you so much these past few days, my 
need for you is a hunger." 

Catherine's eyes filled at the confession. It was so seldom he admitted his need, due to a 
misguided notion that shielding her from his desire would allow her the freedom to find someone else. 

"Well, you're stuck with me for several days. I have three days off, and you're in no condition to 
travel so ... you're at my mercy." Noticing his heavy eyelids, she kissed the top of his head and picked up 
the tray of dirty dishes. :Now, I'll take these back to the kitchen, and you rest." She smiled as he 
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nodded. He was asleep before she left the room. 
Father sipped a cup of tea and talked to her as she loaded the dishwasher. He was fascinated by 

the various unknown devices filling her small kitchen. The world Above had changed immensely in the 
thirty-plus years since he'd left. 

The domestic chores complete, Catherine and Father moved to the living room to be more 
comfortable. The soft cushions of the love seat provided a welcome respite for his aching hip. Catherine 
gazed at the closed doors of the bedroom. 

"Not that I'm trying to· get rid of him, but how long do you think it'll be before Vincent can go 
Below?" 

"He mends quickly. He'll be mobile by this afternoon or tomorrow," he smiled at her crestfallen 
look, "but he won't be capable of his normal egress for quite a while." Her face brightened. "He might be 
able to maneuver the basement access by Monday morning, if you could get him down there without 
being seen. He's such a difficult patient, you may be ready to be rid ofhim by then." 

She laughed aloud at that. "I seriously doubt that, Father. Lamb or bear, I'd be willing to keep him 
here with me always. However, I'm sure that he'll be going stir-crazy by then and will want to leave." 

Father's contradiction was interrupted by a knock on the door. After a quick check through the 
peephole, she opened the door to admit Brian. 

"How's he doing?" the young man asked. 
"Much better. Thanks again for everything you did," Catherine replied. 
"Yes, you were a great help," Father concurred. 
Brian handed Catherine a large bundle that he was carrying. "Here, I remembered we had these in 

the storeroom and thought Vincent might be able to nse them." 
Catherine removed the wrappings to find a pair of crutches. 
Brian laughed. "When I was learning to ski, I spent so much time on crutches that Dad said it was 

cheaper to buy them than rent them." 
Catherine and Father were both touched by Brian's thoughtfulness. His gift would allow Vincent 

to easily move about the apartment Shortly after Brian left, Jamie arrived with a package from Mary. 
Inside were some more clothes, Vincent's journal, and a large jar of soup. 

The two women visited in the living room while Father checked Vincent. Determining that his 
son was doing well, Father decided to return Below with Jamie. He kissed Catherine's cheek as he left. "I 
know I leave him in good hands," he said quietly. Her soft "Thank you" was heartfelt. 

She bolted the door and crossed the small room. Vincent was still asleep so Catherine quietly 
retrieved a fresh change of clothing from her bureau and went into the bathroom to freshen up. A quick 
shower and clean clothes made her feel like a new person. An application of moisturizer against the dry 
heat of the apartment was used in lieu of makeup, and her hair was brushed to a shine, held back in a 
loose ponytai1. She rejoiced in finding someone who loved her for who she was - not how she looked, 
not her social status, just who she was inside. What was truly amazing was that who she was inside was 
better because of meeting him. 

Later she entered the bedroom with a lunch of soup, sandwiches and tea. Vincent stirred at the 
sound and smell. Catherine helped him scoot up against the headboard before placing the tray across his 
lap, then sat across from him in the wingback chair. They talked of unimportant things as they ate, and 
Catherine found herself watching him speak, the way his lips moved as he pronounced the words, 
imagining the feel of those lips on hers. As she caught herself in her reverie, she remembered the fantasies 
of the evening before. 

Vincent was startled by the sound of her spoon clattering against the bowl. 
"Catherine?" 
She looked at him in horror. "I just realized ... last night, just before I felt the pain in my leg, I was 
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daydreaming. Oh, my God, did my feelings cause you to lose your'concentration during that treacherous 
climb?" He made no comment. "They did! You're hurt, and it's all my fault ... again." 

''No, Catherine. You couldn't have known. It's my fault - I should never have tried to visit when 
the weather was so bad. Please, don't blame yourself." 

Vincent watched the tears trickle down her cheeks, frustrated at being confined to bed, wanting to 
go to her, comfort her. He moved the tray to the night stand and patted the bed. "Catherine." 

Instead of just sitting on the edge of the bed, she moved to recline against him, her head on his 
chest, legs curled next to his. His arm went protectively around her shoulders. 

"I want you so much," she sobbed, "it sometimes gets away from me. When I realize what I'm 
doing, I try to suppress it, but by then it's too late. I always worry that you're doing something 
dangerous and will be hurt, and now it's really happened." 

"Shh. I should have suppressed the bond, especially when I realized how awful the weather had 
turned. I know it's easy for you to forget... since you don't continually feel my emotions as I do yours." 
At that she cried harder. "Tell me?" 

"I'm sorry, I'm being silly, but I want to feel you like you do me. I want you to be with me all of 
the time. Sometimes I'm jealous that you know how I'm feeling when we're apart, can sense where I am, 
and I'm so alone. I hate being alone." She tilted her head back to look up at him. "I love you ... I want to 
be with you. I need to be with you." 

"I understand, Catherine. I want you too. In fact," he looked embarrassed at his confession, 
"that's why I wanted to be Above with you last night." 

"We can tru1y be together? Oh, please, Vincent." _ 
Glistening pools of green shone above the moist ivory slopes of her cheeks; her full lips trembled, 

tempting him with their neamess. The pleading in her voice pierced his heart, his self-control shattered. 
He leaned forward and tenderly pressed his lips against hers. The kiss, meant as comfort, ignited 

into flames of passion - his, hers, theirs - a burning fire searing through their bodies, causing every nerve 
ending to tingle in response. Lips pressed tighter, tongues intertwined, bodies molded to each other, the 
bond surged with need. Their resistance was too low, their need too great. 

As the wildfire of their emotion consumed her, Catherine's hands moved with pure abandon: 
sliding from his neck, across his broad shoulders, down his back and lower to cup the fmnness of his 
buttocks. Her leg looped over his thigh as she pressed her hips tightly against his, grinding her pelvis into 
the hardening evidence of his desire. Her wanton moan mingled with his low growL Her slender fingers 
found their way beneath the hem of his thermal shirt and gratefully, gleefully made their way through a 
coating of fme hair as they explored well-defined musculature. 

Vincent, emboldened by Catherine's actions, allowed his own hands their pilgrimage. A frisson of 
excited surprise went through him at the realization she wore nothing beneath the fuzzy sweater, his 
hands stroking only satiny skin. A swarm of butterfly kisses trailed across her cheek, around her ear and 
down the delicate curve of her throat, to be rewarded by a chorus of mew ling cries. Her own tongue 
stretched out to lap the rim of his normally hidden ear, her warm breath causing shivers throughout his 
overheated body. 

She pulled away slightly and began to tug at his shirt, astounded and gratified when he assisted in 
removing the offending garment. The wariness, the gleam of doubt she saw in his eyes, dissolved as her 
appreciation and lust radiated through the bond. A devilish grin crept to her face as she gently, ever 
mindful of his injured leg, pushed him over onto his back. Atop him, straddling his hips, she removed the 
sweater in one fluid motion, leaving her body exposed to his admiring glance. 

A long moment passed. Catherine waited for him to take the initiative, needing him to-accept the 
gift she freely gave. Slowly, his hands reached up to gently cup the fullness of her breasts, his thumbs 
lightly stroking theh: tips to hardness. Catherine's breath quickened and caught at the sensations going 
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through her, her head thrown back in delight. The barest hint of a sIirile appeared on Vincent's face, an 
innate male pride at the reactions he was causing. Catherine looked down at him through heavily-lidded 
eyes, seeing his hunger and acquiescing to his unvoiced need with her smile. 

She leaned forward, her fingers traveling the expanse of his chest until her hands rested on the 
pillow beside his head. A rumble vibrated from Vincent's chest, his questing lips finding and ensnaring a 
rosy nipple as it drew near. The strength in Catherine's arms melted as his suckling created tremors 
throughout her body, centering deep within. Vincent's hot, wet tongue teased the tightening bud, his long 
teeth lightly grazing the skin around it. Just as Catherine felt she could take no more, he moved to nuzzle 
the valley of her breasts then continued on to torment her other taut nipple. 

Catherine was rapidly losing her bearings, her whole being encapsulated in the sensations going 
through her. When Vincent ran his free hand down her back, claws gently scraping against her skin, her 
world exploded. Her body began to tremble severely, her knees tightened against Vincent's torso. Never 
in her life, never in her wildest fantasies, had Catherine been brought to orgasm in this manner. Vincent
experiencing her completion through their bond - tenderly, carefully, continued to suckle at her breast, 
causing wave after wave of shudders to rack her body, knowing the perfect moment to stop. He held her 
tightly as she returned to herself. 

When the last of the tremors had dissipated and her breathing returned to normal, she drew away 
to look into his eyes. "If that's an indication of what's in store, you're in a lot of trouble." 

Vincent looked taken aback at her statement. Had he done something wrong? She seemed to enjoy 
what had taken place. He didn't know how to respond; panic began to take hold. 

However, Catherine smiled at his confusion, lessening it immediately. "Yes you, mister," she 
poked him in the chest. "Nothing like that has ever happened before, and we didn't really even do 
anything. Making love has got to be even better ... and you've made us wait for almost two years. We've 
got a lot of time to make up for, and I plan to collect - your other duties may just have to suffer." 

He smiled his little smile at her teasing. "Well, they say that anything good is-worth waiting for;" 
Laughing at his joke, she slid beside him on the bed, her head resting on his chest. "Well, you've 

always been worth waiting for." 
Her hands began to play against his body, sliding up his side and across the well-defined 

pectorals. She felt him shiver as her fingers swirled through the golden hairs that covered his chest, 
finally locating the nipple in its downy hiding place. Her finger and thumb teased the hidden nub to 
hardness, as her mouth found its mate, licking and nipping at it in delight. 

Vincent's uneven breathing echoed in her ear. She moved to kiss his neck and under his chin, then 
trailed kisses down his torso. His hands clenched the sheets as she moved lower. Her tongue dipped into 
his navel, and she smiled as he breathed sharply and his stomach sucked in She mouthed the small 
indention until she felt him relax. 

His erection lay stiffly against his stomach, its florid, blood-engorged head throbbing with need, 
peeking at her from under the loose waistband ofhis pants. Catherine's tongue flicked out to circle the 
rosy tip. A low vibration shuddered beneath her cheek, erupting into a growl as she lowered the pants to 
kiss and lick the turgid length. Vincent was totally overwhelmed as her mouth closed over him, its wet 
warmth surrounding and possessing his manhood. His hips bucked against the mattress as she sucked; 
and, as her fmgers began to fondle his furry sacs, all control was lost and his hot seed erupted into her 
waiting mouth. 

Strong hands grabbed her shoulders, their intention clear - to bring her face back up to his. A soft 
kiss was placed upon the now-limp organ in her hand before she allowed herselfto be moved. She smiled 
down into startled eyes, feeling his joy and satisfaction. 

He managed a crooked little smile. "It seems your duties will be suffering too. You'd better warn 
Joe." 
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Her light, tinkling laugh filled the air, her jubilation apparent as she teased, "Joe, I'm sorry but I'm 
going to have to cut back on my hours ... something better came up." The last was said with such a leer 
and a pat against his already reawakening erection, that Vincent actually blushed. 

Catherine kissed him again, her tongue dancing with his. Vincent reveled in the experience, its 
excitement heightened by his own musky smell on her mouth. That she had done what she'd done ... with 
him ... was more than one dream come true. Catherine discovered the hidden places of his mouth, stroked 
her tongue across the sharp tips of his teeth, delighting in the feel of his elongated incisors. 

As they drew back for breath, his eyes, dark with desire, enthralled her. She found herself 
drowning in their sapphire depths, safe within his love. Her eyes closed, allowing her to relish the 
feelings, both tactile and within the bond, which inundated her, and she floated as on a cloud. 

Vincent felt her enjoyment and love. He traced the outline of her face with the back of his finger: 
her smooth forehead, across her eyelids, down the small slope of her nose, along her cheek to the scar by 
her ear and then to her full lips, swollen now by his kisses. How beautiful she was. 

After a soft kiss to her waiting mouth, his own lips began a journey of discovery. He nuzzled her 
ear, lapping at its delicate shell, nibbling on the enticing lobe. Shifting his injured leg carefully, he 
continued down the column of her throat, kissing and tasting. Her shoulder was nibbled before his mouth 
traced the length of her arm, tickling her inner elbow with his tongue, then continuing lower to take each 
slender finger into his mouth, sucking gently. Catherine trembled in ecstasy. 

Catherine squirmed as he licked her ribcage, finding all of the ticklish spots. He didn't dwell, but 
made note for future reference. His mouth loved her breasts again, and now it was Catherine who 
clutched the bedclothes, trembling under his ministrations. He marveled at the way the tips stood tight 
and proud, little goose bumps appearing when he breathed across the wet surface. Reluctant to leave, but 
anticipating greater delights, he continued his oral and tactile tour of Catherine. 

He teased her navel, enjoying the quivers which ran through her body. Catherine's breath caught 
as he continued lower. A claw-tipped finger caught the edge of her leggings, slowly lowering them from 
her hips, the panties beneath moving in time. He nuzzled the exposed curls, inhaling her feminine scent, 
but continued on. Slowly, agonizingly slowly, he lowered the clothing, licking her inner thigh, the tender 
skin behind her knee, her slender ankles, every bit of skin as it was exposed to view. A jolt went through 
her when he took her toe into his mouth, sucking firmly on the tiny digit. 

Vincent retraced his path up the other leg until he returned to the secret, sacred vee. His nose 
buried itself in the sweet-smelling curls; his tongue lapped at the hidden folds of her femininity. He 
watched her face as he partook of pleasures of which he had ouly read. Her hands tightened on the sheets 
within her fists; her head was thrust back against the pillow; and a moist sheen covered her body, itself 
tinged with a rosy gloW:-His desires and instincts guiding his actions, Vincent's tongue delved deeply into 
her waiting body again and again, then licked and lightly sucked her hidden nub of desire. 

"Vincent, please, I want you in me." Her eyes captured his. "You know you can't hurt me, we've 
proved that. Remember, there is no darkness when we're together. Please let me feel you inside of me ... I 
need that, Vincent." 

A lifetime of Father's warnings were put aside. He'd made the dangerous journey to Catherine's 
apartment hoping for just this. Her conclusions were correct, no darkness had overcome him, no rage, no 
violence - just the overwhelming feelings oflove that surrounded them both. With her belief in him, how 
could he continue to resist? 

His decision made, there was now a problem of logistics. Catherine smiled at his confusion. 
"Where there's a will, there's a way," she murmured, and with a little maneuvering positioned herself to 
accommodate his injured leg. 

He paused, his manhood poised at the entrance to her willing body, frightened by the disparity in 
their sizes. She looked so small and dainty compared to his extended flesh. 
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"It'll be okay: Just go slowly so I can adjust." Her glowing face banished his doubts. 
Slowly, he entered her, allowing her body to adjust to his size. It seemed like hours, it seemed 

like seconds - he'd never be able to tell- but he was finally enclosed by her wet warmth. He Jay still, 
basking in the feel of her body surrounding him; the hot, humid muscles of her femininity clinching 
against his throbbing erection. 

Her hips nudged his, and with that he began to move inside her. Vincent never wanted this 
heavenly sensation to end. He thrust harder. Catherine's legs circled his waist, allowing him to thrnst 
deeper, deeper, until the tip of his phallus touched her womb. Her hands tightly clutched his body; her 
nails unintentionally dug gouges into the skin. The bond became a living entity between them, amplifying 
each sensation, each perception, to transport them to a place beyond this bed, beyond the city, beyond 
the world itself. Vincent felt his love reach her peak - the tension, the trembling, the volcanic ecstasy
and found himself taken with her. With one last, mighty thrust he joined her in that place where stars 
explode and shatter, creating galaxies among the heavens. 

Breathing slowly returned to normal for the couple. Vincent, realizing that his entire weight was 
pressing against Catherine, tried to move, only to be halted by his ladylove herself. 

"No," she pleaded. 
Encircled by his steely arms, she found her world revolving as Vincent rolled over onto his back, 

bringing her with him. She crossed her arms on his chest, and propped her chin on her fingers as she 
looked intO his face. 

"Happy?" The question didn't need to be asked, she could feel his joy, his contentment, through 
the bond, but she wanted him to vocalize it. 

He laughed. ''Happy?'' His eyes scanned the air as he formulated a response. "Catherine, I don't 
believe there's a word to describe how I feel. Happy, ecstatic, enthralled, overjoyed, elated ... all of these 
fall tragically short of the truth, but I'm limited by the constraints of language." 

''No, my love, you're not. I needed you to say the words, but I feel what you- feel, I know what 
you're trying to express because it's in me too." Her eyes widened in recognition. "The bond ... I feel 
you ... like you feel me." She hugged him. "Oh, Vincent, I hope this doesn't fade, I want to carry you with -
me always." 

"Perhaps you will, now," he murmured. "I believe joining may have completed the link." 
They lay together, the sunlight spilling into the room, and drifted off to sleep. The shadows were 

longer when Catherine awoke. Sometime during her nap she'd turned on her side, and now Vincent lay 
spooned behind her, his even breathing whispering in her ear. It was true, she hadn't dreamed it... they 
were truly lovers. A self-satisfied smile appeared as she relaxed into the knowledge. 

The breathing iniler ear didn't change, but she knew exactly when Vincent no longer slumbered. 
She squeezed the powerful arms which enclosed her and snuggled closer into his embrace. 

"U=. I could get used to waking up this way." 
She felt his inunediate letdown at her statement and turned to face him. "Tell me." 
"It's not possible, Catherine. As much as I'd love to be with you every night and wake up with 

you each morning, there's no way we can be together like this. However, I don't know how I'll be able to 
stay away." 

"Let's enjoy the weekend, Vincent, and worry about the rest later. We may not be able to be 
together every night, but we'll work it out." She kissed his nose. "You're stuck with me, for better or 
worse, so get used to it." 

tea?" 

"It may take a lifetime to get used to having you in my life in this way, Catherine." 
"That was the amount of time I had in mind anyway. Now, shall we retire to the living room for 

"Later. I have a better idea for now." His growing desire pressed against her. 
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"Oooh, I do like your idea- better, Vincent." She ran her hands down his back to his bottom. 
"Much better." 

The weekend took on a routine: they made love in the bed during the day and at night, and 
evenings were spent making love on a downy comfOI\er by the fire. They ate when necessary, slept 
when needed, and took bathroom breaks when required. Occasionally, they would read aloud to each 
other. Catherine took a bubble bath while Vincent sat next to the tub and washed her body. He looked at 
the tub enviously, but, due to his cast, had to be content with a sponge bath; however, with Catherine 
doing the washing he found the experience quite pleasurable indeed. All in all, it was a honeymoon for 
them - the world held at bay by the glistening blanket of fallen snow, a blanket which had deepened over 
the course of Friday and most of Saturday. 

Sunday evening came much too quickly for the new lovers. The weather had warmed during the 
day, and the streets were beginning to clear. Catherine realized that Mother Nature had not granted them 
another day; Joe would be expecting her at the office bright and early. 

Their lovemaking was slow and tender that night. They gloried in each other and their love, and 
each joining brought something new. The connection through the bond grew stronger, until it was almost 
as if they could read each other's thoughts. The alarm clock was set for two, and by three they were 
making their way to the basement, Vincent enclosed in his cloak and making use of Brian's crutches. 
When they were finally in the tunnels below her building, Catherine tried to hold back the tears. 

She wanted to escort Vincent to his chamber, but he knew she must rest before going to work. It 
was a short way to the pipes, someone would come when he called to help him maneuver the path to his 
home. He held her tightly, then kissed her passionately. 

"1'11 miss you today," he remarked. 
"Not any more than I'll miss you. I don't know how late I'll be, but I'll come Below after work. 

Be careful with your leg ... and get some rest." She turned toward the light of her world, took a few steps. 
and paused. "We will work this out, Vincent. We'll find a way to be together." Her smile brightened his 
heart; her certamty warmed him. 

She disappeared into the beam of light. 
'Yes, Catherine. We are something that has never been ... before. We will work this out. Now we 

can live the dream.' 
Vincent turned to make his way Below. 
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Nearing the balcony ledge high above New York City, Vincent almost lost his footing when he 
felt another jolting stab of the misery that overwhelmed his beloved's heart. That misery had drawn him 
inexorably upward this night, as waves of anguish crashed against his soul- anguish he, in large part, was 
causing. Ruthlessly dismissing his concern for the moment, he concentrated on his climb. As familiar as 
this path had become in the last few years, it was still treacherous, especially after a smmner rainstorm 
left the masonry slick and slippery. Finally achieving his goal, he dropped soundlessly upon the tile 
flooring, sweeping it with his cloak as his flexed knees sank to break his fall. 

Catherine was standing at the French doors leading into her bedroom. Though it was very late, 
she was still clad in her work clothes - a shimmering green silk blouse and simple light wool beige slacks .. 
The blouse, however, seemed ruined - spattered from her tears in places, soaked through in others, mute 
evidence of a long night of the soul ... that wasn't over yet. 

She caught sight of the shadowy figure crouched upon her balcony and turned a tear-stained face 
to him. He gazed up at her, into the tormented eyes which did not flinch from his, despite the fresh rush 
of agony he felt through their Bond as she beheld him. As he rose to stand, her eyes continued to hold 
his. Then, without breaking that contact, she opened the doors and walked out onto the balcony. For a 
moment, she seemed to nesitate. Whether waiting for him to make some move or because she herself was 
contemplating one, he wasn't sure. The moment stretched out, until suddenly she seemed to sag, her 
head bowing in a gesture of defeat. Recovering slightly, she swept past him, coming to a stop at the rail 
and leaning against it in a posture of abject misery. 

Catherine looked out over the city. The lights seemed so far away, and despite his presence, she 
still felt so alone ... so terribly alone. "I'm sorry, Vincent. I try so hard ... but sometimes ... like tonight ... I 
just can't stop these ... feelings from overwhelming me." 

He still stood where he had landed, several feet behind her, silent and watchful. Her voice carried 
back to him on the slight breeze ,- rarely had she sounded so completely bereft. As the emotions behind 
her words washed over him, he closed his eyes tightly and threw his head back in reflected anguish -
absorbing the pain, the admission, the burden. 

When he did not speak and still made rio move toward her, Catherine's agony grew even more 
inteuse. He had come because he had no choice, not when he felt this unutterable torrent of feeling 
lancing through their Bond - wave upon wave of hopelessness, despair, desire, frustration and craving, 
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all mixed together into an agonizing brew that poisoned her until she felt close to nausea. He had to 
understand what was behind this tonnent in her mind. Still, she wondered why he would come all this 
perilous way to see her, yet not cross the few tiles that would bring him to her side. Perhaps hers was 
not the only bruised soul this night; perhaps the pangs of her sorrow pierced him too deeply, until the 
fear of what she might do ifhe touched her kept his natural sympathies in check. But despite it all, she 
longed for the solace of his embrace, no matter that it would bring her greater pain - knowing that, 
despite everything, that was all he could ... or would ... offer her. 

As if replying to her unspoken need, a whisper crossed the chasm between them, compassionate 
and caressing. "I'm here, Catherine. Tell me." Not hearing his step as he closed the distance between 
them, she was startled to feel his left arm come around in front of her to rest upon her right shoulder. 
Surprising her further, he pulled her back against him and held her there, pressed close. Knowing how she 
felt, what she yearned for, how had he managed to overcome his reserve so far, to give her this measure 
of consolation? She knew how much it must be costing him, but she sank into the embrace nonetheless. 

He felt so ... good ... so right. Why couldn't he see that, why couldn't he understand? Why was 
something so intuitive in her so utterly beyond his scope of comprehension? That they could ... should ... 
be together seemed so natural, so obvious to her. To him? It was to be avoided at the cost of both their 
hearts, if necessary. But ... why, then, ifhe still felt that way, did he hold her like this - so intimately, so 
tenderly? 

Vincent felt her struggle, felt the tiny seed of hope, of pleasure that grew in her as she accepted 
his comforting embrace. The gesture was being accepted, but in her heart, its import went far beyond 
what he had meant to imply. He began to regret the impulse to pull her close in this way. Ok .. God ... 
He strove for calm, willing himself to remain as still as possible. 

Lifting her head, Catherine laid it back against the strong colunm of his throat. She could feel his 
gentle breaths on her brow, the exhalations making her soft bangs flutter, tickling against her temple, her 
eyebrows. She wished she could match the beating of her own heart to his, so slow and steady; she 
wished she could relax and enjoy the delicious feel ofhim pressed against her, his strong arm holding her 
firmly to him; she wished she could concentrate on only him, on inhaling that intoxicating, spicy breath 
that even now warmed the planes of her face. But try as she might to succumb to his tender concern, her 
thoughts skittered and lurched, and she was unable to hold off the constant ache, the terrible throbbing 
emptiness that threatened to consume her tonight. 

He asked her to tell him ... but how could she? How could she express it all- how she longed for 
things she could not have with him ... things she wanted to give only to him. .. things she desperately 
needed from only him? With a sobbing catch in her voice, she finally responded, "What can I tell you? 
What can I say that YOlf"Can't already sense? Don't make me say the words ... please." 

Vincent sighed. He knew too well the tortures of her heart. They were the tortures of his heart as 
well .. .no, his soul. It was because of him ... because of his limitations .... and because, despite them, she 
had her needs. This had been a mistake. Coming to her tonight had been wrong, when he couldn't offer 
what she wanted, when he couldn't assuage the ache, couldn't satisfy the deep, swelling desire within 
her for the kind of physical love he could never give. Because to do so would be to acknowledge a 
connection between them far more pennanent than even their Bond allowed. 

Frustration and a sharp, gnawing guilt overtook him. Gently, reluctantly, he took his arm from 
around her, dropping it to his side as he took a step back from her, leaving her chilled from the sudden 
withdrawal of his warmth - a chill that was part physical, part soul-felt. Her entire body seemed to 
clench with that withdrawal, as if an essential part of her was being tom away by force. 

He ached to see her standing so stift1y immobile before him, felt the piercing shards of the tears 
that pulling away had drawn from her. Trying to rectify the error he had made, he sought to remove 
himself from her presence, acknowledging as he did so that by being here, she had been forced again to 
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confront his inability to slake the welling hunger within her. Whatever she was going through tonight, she 
could gain no true comfort from him. Far from it. 

"Perhaps ... perhaps I was mistaken in coming ... L. seem to bring you only ... more pain." 
Distressed and miserable, he turned to go. But before he could take more than another step, Catherine 
whirled and caught at his arm with both hands. 

"No! Please ... no. Don't leave me! I can't ... I can't bear to be alone now. Please. Stay." She 
pressed her cheek against his shoulder, her arms snaking about his own, her hands entwining with his, 
effectively preventing his departure. 

He could only leave now if he forced her to let him go, and he was unwilling to do that to her. 
What she needed from him ... was so much more than just this simple contact, it was ... everything ... 
everything he couldn't give, had no right to offer. So how could he take even this small consolation away 
from her? But she was clinging to him so fiercely, as if she would never let go ... as ifby acquiesing to her 
request to stay, some other promise might be inferred. Confused, head bowed, he stood rigidly before 
her, wary and fearful and wishing he had not come. 

Sensing his discomfort, Catherine lifted her face and looked longingly at him. The face before her 
was not an exceptionally expressive one. But she had learned to read within it all his emotions, to sense 
what lay beneath the slightest twitch of a slanted eyebrow or quirk of that extraordinary upper lip. Even 
with his eyes averted, his face partially sheltered within the fall of his mane, she could see what he was 
feeling. What she could see now was that he wanted to be far away from the turmoil in her soul, not 
because he didn't care, but because he cared too much ... and believed he must do nothing to ease it. 

Suddenly, the impossibility of their situation lanced like liquid fire through her heart. Here she 
was, aching with desire for him, with a bottomless need that she couldn't contain ... and there he was, 
knowing it... and unable ... unwilling ... to do anything to alleviate it. With a barely uttered groan, she 
released his arm, setting him free. Futility and despair gripped her hard, and as her heart sank, so too did 
she, collapsing slowly, quietly onto her knees, her face in her hands. Sobbing, she implored him, "Just 
go, then ... go." 

Vincent looked down at the woman he loved, literally on her knees before him. What was he 
doing to her? Why had he come Above tonight, if it was only to torment her with his unyielding 
presence? It was cruel, and the thought that he had placed a heavier burden upon her by his unintentional 
cruelty shamed him deeply. No, he should not have come. His heart tore at the sight of her ... and of what 
loving him had brought her to. 

"Catherine! No. Please .... " What he was asking for, he didn't know. But he knelt and took her 
into his arms, not worried any longer that such closeness might be a danger. She needed his comfort, at 
least, and that he could not deny her. "Hush, please ... hush," he murmured, as he stroked her back 
soothingly, feeling the tension in her slight frame, the bunched muscles of her shoulders and neck as she 
fought the tears that consumed her. He let her cry, accepting the hot, wet tears that soaked his vest and 
penetrated even through the thermal shirt beneath it to his bare. skin. These tears were shed because of 
him. No one else had hurl her ... it was he, himself, who had done this. Because he hadn't the strength to 
let her go, to send her away before things had gone too far between them, before she had come to love 
him as he loved her. 

He pressed her weeping form closer, and she huddled in his arms, miserable even as he gave her 
the solace of his embrace. This was all there would ever be. This .... Her crying increased in intensity, as 
hopelessness coiled its insidious tendrils around her heart. 

He felt it as she lost her hope, and he raged :within that his love could tear her in two as easily as 
his claws could. Blinded almost to insensibility by the force of her passionate despair, Vincent ignored 
his inhibitions and began to press reverent kisses onto Catherine's bowed head. Meant only to convey 
his loving concern, he had no thought as to the consequences. His innnediate intention was only to cahn 
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her, to soothe her, this woman he worshiped, he cherished. 
Catherine felt the press of his lips, always so tentative before, now firm and warm upon the 

crown of her head. Her sobbing eased just a bit as the surprising shower of affection continued. 
Gradually, her tears ceased, but the steady stream of kisses did not. Stmmed, she lifted her face to meet 
those slightly parted lips which had mesmerized her for so long. 

Sensing she was changing position slightly, Vincent raised his head a fraction to make way for 
her. When her eyes were level with his, he found himself rapt, nearly drowning in the thankful, loving 
look she offered him. So little ... he had given her so little ... and she was so grateful. 

He ignored the warning bells in his head and cautiously, gingerly, he lowered his face until their 
foreheads touched. Pressing lightly, he rolled his brow against hers, a gentle massage which she accepted 
without a word. Moving forward slightly, his flat, lightly furred nose came into contact with her 
perfectly proportioned one, and he nuzzled against her, rubbing lightly from the tip to the bridge of her 
nose, stroking her softly with the furred tip of his. An involuntary whimper sounded from her lips, 
coupled with the smallest rolling wave of calm, warm pleasure which reached out to lap against their 
Bond, but other than that, she made no sound, no move. 

Vincent marveled at the effect his tentative caresses were having on Catherine's state of mind. 
Her tears had entirely stopped, and he sensed gossamer threads of serenity beginning to weave their way 
into the depths of her battered heart. Gently, he continued to explore her face, sliding the tip of his nose 
across her delicate closed eyelids, barely grazing them. He found that if he moved his head downward 
ever so slightly, his cheek would be flush with hers, and he brushed against her there, cheek against 
cheek. He sensed her enjoyment of the slight tickling sensati(;m his softly bristled cheek was creating on 
her smooth skin, so he continued the light stroking action. It was almost hypnotic - for him as well as 
for her. He felt a mist of sweet contentment drifting to his soul through their Bond. He knew he was 
making her happy ... and himself as well. 

Amazed at both their reactions, he began tentatively to nuzzle the scar by her ear - that badge of 
honor she would not remove, because it served to remind her of all she had gained on the night of her 
mutilation. Any other woman would have been quick to erase all evidence of such a horrible encounter, 
but not his Catherine. She savored this scar, treasured it - she had told him this. And she had told him 
why - because it had brought him to her, to all they had shared these past few years. He closed his eyes 
as his mind traveled back through those years, to special moments, remembered conversations, cherished 
touches. In all that time, her love for him had grown and deepened until it was a rich tapestry made up of 
equal parts admiration ... devotion ... and passion. His eyes snapped open at this last thought, and he 
found himself pulling away from her. Still she did not move. 

He took in the expression on her face, which was still only inches from his - the full, ripe lips, 
softly trembling ... the thick carpet oflashes fluttering against her slightly flushed cheeks ... the stray lock 
ofhair lying across her brow. He lifted one hand to brush that errant lock away, and as he stroked it 
back, he found his hand lingering on the lush brown glory of her hair - so silky soft under his fingers, 
almost begging to be touched. He couldn't resist. His hand, almost of its own will, began to run through 
the fullness, dipping under the waves to trace its way down from temple to nape. When he got to that 
point just above her neck, it seemed so natural to cup her head there and pull her slightly closer. She 
came easily, lightly, and in one fluid movement he had brought her face to within a scant breath of his 
own. 

Her momentum had carried her to a point where her lips ever so lightly brushed against his, 
before her head settled back again into the cradle of his hand. But that brieftouch had almost undone 
him. He had never felt anything in his life as soft as Catherine's lips. Craving that feeling agairt, he 
extended his pliant lower lip a hair's breadth and captured her mouth. Silky ... supple ... sweet ... his 
mouth began to water as he tasted her for the first time. Those full lips were slightly parted now, and 
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from them came short gusts of wanu breath - a delicate panting which he dimly noted was related to an 
elevation in her heart rate and a strange sensation curling smokily through their Bond. Her breath ... it 
bathed his slightly moist lower lip, cooling it and heating it at the same time. 

Vincent hazily realized he had just kissed the woman of his deepest dreams. Something inside 
him was cautioning him to leave her now ... quickly ... but something even stronger was urging him to 
remain. He made a conscious choice to listen to that stronger voice. Those lips were too tantalizing to 
give up just yet. He hadn't made a thorough exploration of them. And they seemed to promise such a 
wealth of treasure for the intrepid explorer. 

Harkening that siren call, he bent back to her mouth, taking her by surprise with the sureness of 
his kiss. His tongue -long, slightly raspy - began to caress her lips with short, shallow strokes ... tasting 
her, savoring her. When he had completed his tour of her lips, she felt his tongue dip curiously into her 
mouth. Apparently finding the satin smootlmess of the inside of her lower lip compelling, he began a 
gentle sucking action, drawing her lip between his own, kneading it and licking it almost fervently. 

Catherine had been trying to maintain her equilibrium ever since Vincent began this tender 
exploration. She desperately clamped down on her reactions so that the surge of desire she was feeling 
would not frighten him away. But this last move of his - every sucking motion brought a corresponding 
shiver to her lower abdomen as she helplessly responded to his sensual onslaught. Unable to hold it back 
any longer, a low moan emanated from between her lips, and the sound began to bring Vincent back to 
his seuses again. As he raised his head once more, he regarded the woman before him with eyes befogged 
with a kind of innocent ardor. Befuddled, unsure of himself, he felt with sudden surety the effect his 
caresses and kisses were having on Catherine. He dropped his hand from her neck then, ashamed and 
embarrassed by what had passed between them. 

Catherine reached up to place her hand on the back of his neck, emulating the hold he had so 
recently had on her. Still caught up in the web of seusual intensity he had woven around her, she rose up 
slightly and burrowed beneath his chin, finding the sleek skin of his throat. She began caressing him with 
her lips, leaving an ardent trail of moist kisses upon his heated flesh. He knew he should stop her, but he 
couldn't seem to move - she was tantalizing him so with those unexpected kisses, with the heat and the 
moisture of her mouth, so recently tasted and enjoyed. So he knelt there unmoving, allowing her to do as 
she would, while his mind whirled and his body began to respond in a way he could not have predicted. 

Always before when being with her, he had borne a certain amount of sexual tension, but he had 
resolutely and savagely banished his body's reaction to it, subsuruing it by sheer force of will. Such 
feelings could never exist. .. could never come to fruition between them, and so he had subdued his body, 
banished the thoughts, forced himself to focus on the danger of such desires. But somehow, tonight he 
couldn't muster the willpower to overcome his body's reactions to Catherine's passionate incursion. 
Throwing back his head, he gave her freer access to the broad column of his neck, the thick muscles there 
twitching as she tickled and teased them with her teeth, her tongue, her lips. 

Completely undone, he hadn't the strength to deny her. Instead, he lifted his anus and reached 
out to pull her close. But this time, comfort wasn't what he had in mind. There was nothing mindful 
about the move - it was a totally unthinking act, designed to bring into closer proximity the one person 
in all the world he desired, craved, yearned for. All his life, he had been denied these feelings - denied 
them to himself, thinking that way lay madness, blood, death. As Catherine's mouth created a different 
reality for him, spasms of pure pleasure roared through his veins, heating his blood to a fevered 
intensity. 

Suddenly, reason overcame him. Wrenching himself away from that source of excruciating bliss, 
he looked at her in shock, his fingers digging uncomfortably into her upper anus. Catherine was nearly 
wild-eyed at the sudden cessation of intimacy. One moment she had been rapturously licking her way up 
to his earlobe, intent on capturing it between her teeth ... the next she was a foot away from him, being 
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held in a painful grip, shocked into sudden awareness of her surroUndings. 
''No!'' She tried to shake his hands away, fighting him. He dropped them quickly, afraid she'd be 

torn by his claws if he attempted to hold on. With a plaintive "No, Vincent!" she reached out, captured 
his face between her hands, and kissed him, hard. There was nothing subtle about the kiss. It conveyed 
everything - her desire, her insistence, her belief in the rightness of it. It shocked and stilled him, giving 
her a moment's respite to think. Their Bond shimmered with the aftermath of the rapture he had been 
feeling. This was what she wanted to nurture - not the fear, the denial ... but the enchantment of their 
loving this way. 

"Please, let me ... " she began, murmuring against his mouth. When he didn't move away, she 
kissed him again, but tenderly - a humble intercession. As she brushed her lips against his, he felt their 
quivering and knew it betrayed the strength of her emotions. She was holding back with great effort, her 
self-control asserting dominance over the blossoming of her passion. Captivated by the sensation of 
those succulent lips on his, he closed his eyes and allowed her to continue. Catherine pledged her 
adoration through a series of delicate, velvet kisses placed upon his mouth, his chin, his cheeks, his 
forehead, creating a vortex of desire which was drawing him down beyond rescue. She pressed joyous 
kisses upon him - eyelids, nose - until she made the slow journey back to his mouth, where she lingered 
hungrily, tasting him now with an unbridled delight which astonished him. But she did not force her 
advantage. Before her caresses could ignite a conflagration of need, she pulled away. 

Vincent opened his eyes and found her regarding him calmly, but with eyes which spoke to him 
of her desire. It was up to him now, he realized. She had not let him leave before, when he would have 
run in fear and shame from her. But now ... now she seemed willing to allow him to decide for both of 
them. What was it to be? He stared deeply into her shimmering eyes, sensing even without the evidence 
of their Bond all the love and pleading her heart contained. 

As if in a trance, Vincent bowed his head to hers, claiming her lips with a fervency which 
surprised them both. He kissed her again, then over and over, in a frenzy oftoo-Iongccontained need. 
Joyfully, Catherine responded, her eager mouth willingly offering up its secrets. He plumbed them, 
tasted them all. After a long while, the demand for air parted them, but only a bare inch. As they both 
breathed heavily, Vincent found his eyes straying to gaze in wonder at Catherine's supple neck. .. and 
lower, to the buttons of the pale silk blouse which graced her upper torso, concealing the even paler 
silkiness of the flesh hidden beneath it Ahnost unaware he was doing so, he raised his hand to the base 
of her throat, and he began to stroke her soft skin, running his fingers along the pulsing vein which 
betrayed her body's excitement as it throbbed with the hot blood of her desire ... desire for him. 

Without another thought, his fingers dropped to the neck of her blouse, and he began to finger the 
button there. It came untlone so easily ... as did the next one ... and the next. Slowly the scraps of silk 
parted and revealed what they had enclosed - her gleaming white skin. .. a delicate, lacy bra cupping twin 
treasures. Bewitched, he simply beheld her, beheld the slightly heaving chest, the taut nipples barely 
covered by the deep scoop of the bra. His mouth went dry. Just as he had never felt anything as soft as 
Catherine's lips, he had never beheld anything lovelier than this vision before him. He could not look 
away - even ifhe had wanted to. 

He reached out to caress the fair beauty before him. Tentatively, his fingers made contact with 
Catherine's collar bone. He swept them slowly towards her shoulder, pushing the blouse open a little 
wider as he did so; The slim lace strap of her bra intrigued him, and he rubbed one finger against it 
wonderingly, admiring the texture. But the texture of Catherine's bare skin was even more compelling, 
and he resumed his scrutiny by tenderly running the backs of his fingers across her chest and down into 
the cleft between her creamy white breasts. He could feel Catherine's response, the quivering inside her 
as well as the sudden goose-bumps which raised on her flesh. Seeking to warm her, he moved his hand 
over one round breast and cupped it, amazed at the weight and suppleness that greeted him. This was his 
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beloved's own sweet body he held in his hands - a part of her he had never thought to see, much less 
touch. And she welcomed his hand on her in this way, he knew it, felt it. 

Feeling her hands burrow under his, he began to pull his own away, but she stopped him, 
stroking the back of his hand reassuringly and pressing it back where it had been. She reached between 
her breasts to the clasp of her bra and made a small twisting motion. The bra fell open at her touch. He 
did lift his hand then, as it seemed clear she was going to remove the one remaining bit of fabric which 
stood between it and her bare flesh. 

Catherine grasped the edges of her bra where the clasp had been undone and with deliberate 
slowness, she pulled apart the lace to reveal her naked breasts to his wondering eyes. 

Her beauty stunned him. Her flesh intoxicated him. He could not move for a moment, he was so 
completely fascinated by the sight of her. He felt his hand being grasped again and the warm flesh of her 
bare breast was suddenly beneath his palm. He squeezed ever so gently, amazed as he felt her nipple 
tighten beneath his fingers. This was heaven! Tenderly, he stroked the fum, soft flesh. Catherine's eyes 
closed in bliss, and her head sank back as she luxuriated in the ecstasy of her beloved's touch. 

Vincent was intrigued by the darker flesh of her now taut nipple. He ran his thumb over it again 
and again, and was surprised at the response this elicited from Catherine. Her breath seemed to catch, 
and he saw the muscles of her abdomen begin to quiver. He was amazed that this smallest touch could 
have such an effect on her. But touch wasn't all he craved. The tantalizing nub beneath his thumb seemed 
to cry out for the warm moist cavern of his mouth. It seemed so cold and lonely, and he could give it 
such comfort, he knew. And with that thought, his mouth descended to capture and enfold it between his 
lips, then his tongue took over the stroking action of his thumb, that caress which had so pleased his 
beloved. As he grew more comfortable with his actions, he suckled harder, pulling her nipple deeper into 
his hot mouth. 

Catherine's womb clenched and she struggled to keep her need in check. Vincent was at her 
breast, suckling and nuzzling as she had always dreamed he someday might. But thi-s reality was more 
precious, more ful:filling than in her fantasies. Because his mouth, his tongue, were different from other 
men's, the effect of his attentions was unlike what she had anticipated. The unexpected friction of his 
raspy, agile tongue combined with the erotic pressure which his cleft lip afforded created an experience 
so unique it was as if this was happening to her for the first time. And his hands ... they never stopped 
moving over her breasts, stroking and rubbing and squeezing - tormenting her - until she felt herself 
unable to think a rational thought except for one - Yes! Yes! Yes! So she gave herself over to, gloried in, 
both the attention and the sensations, thrilled to her soul that Vincent felt comfortable enough, free 
enough, to share such intimacies. 

For a long time, Vincent engaged in this exquisite torture, fascinated as he was by the taste and 
texture of Catherine's flesh, and by her body's reaction to how he was loving her. Each time he felt a 
contraction or a flutter within her, he exulted. He was pleasuring her, banishing those dark emotions of 
earlier tonight, replacing them with joy and contentment and satisfaction. And the dark places in his own 
soul were being cast out as well- to be replaced with the light of Catherine's acceptance and love. 

Her hands clung to him, urging him on, and he breathlessly sought to comply. He moved back and 
forth in an agony of indecision, wondering which breast needed his attention more, which tasted sweeter, 
which nipple responded more delightfully to his tongue. It was a joyful conundrum. But gradually, he 
sensed that the limits of Catherine's control had been reached. She wanted so much more from him, 
although he sensed she wouldn't ask, not tonight. And much as he wanted to grant that unspoken 
request, much as he desired to catch her up in his arms and stride with her into the bedroom just a scant 
few feet from where they knelt... he couldn't. Despite his own raging need. Not now ... not yet. So, all 
unwilling, he relinquished her, pulled his hands away from their new-found home, and sat back on his 
heels, breathing heavily. 
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"Catherine ... " It was the first word he had spoken in so 100ig, the sudden sound, soft as it was, 
startled them both. She heard within it a strong measure of regret, but also a fInality. 

"It's all right, Vincent. I understand." She rose to her feet, ignoring the protest of muscles too 
long held in one position ... and her heart, which desperately wanted him to stay. He needed time to 
absorb this sudden change in their relationship, time to weigh it, examine it ... and reflect. She reached 
down a hand to help him to his feet Vincent smothered a smile as he imagine her trying to heave him up 
from his kneeling position, but he took her hand and allowed her to guide him up beside her. 

Looking deeply into her eyes, into her soul, he asked the question. "Do you?" 
Catherine smiled tenderly and nodded. With reluctant fIngers, she bent to the task of rearranging 

her clothing, and soon she was standing as she had been when he had first seen her, looking very 
business-like and unapproachable. Vincent appreciated her understanding more than he could express. 

Anxious to explain despite her apparent comprehension, he persisted. "It's ... not that I don't 
want .... " 

She shook her head. "Of course not. I do understand. You need time ... this is all so new ..... Don't 
worry, I'll be fIne." 

Her smile of encouragement tugged at his heart, for he knew how much she was suppressing her 
need. She was doing that for him. His love for her swelled within him, and he caught her up in a tender 
embrace, unable to tell her in words what this patience meant to him. 

. Suddenly, he knew he didn't want to be parted from her tonight. He wanted her close, wanted her 
to know he was nearby so she wouldn't begin to fear that he might regret what had happened between 
them tonight. If she did, he wanted her to be able to walk to his chamber and discuss it. And ifhe needed 
to talk ... he wanted her close for that, too. On a sudden impulse, he begged, "Come Below tonight? I 
know it's very late .... " 

Sensing his need and knowing it matched her own, she fInished his sentence for him. " ... But 
tomorrow is Saturday and I was planning to come Below then anyway?" 

He nodded, smiling, suddenly shy with her, and she laughed and hugged him hard. "You know I 
will. Give me a few minutes to change and I'll meet you at the threshold." 

Giving him one more quick squeeze, she turned and fairly ran back into her apartment, grabbing 
her overnight bag from under the bed as she began to tick off a mental list of what she wonld need while 
Below. Vincent stood at the French doors for a long moment, watching her, savoring the warm feeling in 
his heart ... and wondering just what he was doing. Then he shook himself, turned, and began his descent. 

~ 
Their journey through the deserted tunnels in the late evening quiet was more intimate 

than Catherine could ever have imagined that walk could be. They had strolled with arms 
around each other's waists, feeling the press of hip, thigh and calf as they hiked the uneven 
tunnelways, unable or unwilling to give up that closeness except only when the way demanded 
it - a gap to be jumped across, a narrow crevass to be negotiated. Far from cooling her blood, 

Catherine found the whole experience stimulating, and she arrived at the guest chamber entrance flushed 
with more than exertion. But resolutely she quelled her impulse to pull him inside after her. Now was 
not the time. 

Yet Vincent did enter the chamber ... to light the candles Which soon cast a cozy glow about the 
small room. Sensing her surprise to fInd the bed made up and her nightgown folded neatly on a nearby 
chair, he quickly explained, "The chamber was made ready earlier today in anticipation of your arrival, 
Catherine, so you should fInd all you need." He gazed longingly at her dear face, wondering how he had 
been so bold as to ask her Below tonight. It was well past midnight, and the common sense thing would 
have been for her to have remained Above to get a good night's rest before coming Below in the morning, 
as planned. But common sense had not played much of a role in his thinking tonight. 
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Rising on tiptoe, Catherine placed a soft kiss on Vincent's 'cheek, lingering only briefly to 
luxuriate in the so-recent freedom to do so. Murmuring a softly spoken "Thank you," she turned toward 
the bed. As she did so, he mumbled a quick "Good night" and left. 

As he walked on to his own chamber, Vincent's mind cast back to the past few hours. He was 
still in the grip of the enchantment of the evening, and his dazed brain could barely absorb the stunning 
emotional reversal of the night. When he went Above, Catherine's misery and pain were foremost in his 
mind ... and now, mere hours later, there was nothing but a haze of surprised pleasure where all that 
anguish had once been. Hers ... and his. 

~ 
The sentry's "all's well" tapped out at 2 a.m. Vincent heard it clearly, as he was still 

awake, visions of Catherine and how she looked ... tasted ... felt... making sleep an impossibility 
for him. His discomfort was not all physical, although his arousal was so intense it was 
painful. He also felt the vibrations of Catherine's sexual tension thrumming through their 
Bond, an exquisite agony of desire and yearning that shattered his composure. Trying to ignore 

it had been the useless striving of nearly an hour. He could sense that she was trying to mute the 
transmission of those sensual impulses, but she was having less luck than she imagined. Either that, or 
her hunger was so overwhelming that despite her best efforts, it broadcast itself at the level of a shout 
through the Bond. Yet she hadn't come to him. She was honoring the unspoken pact they had made 
when he had asked her Below - she knew he wasn't asking her to come to his bed, only to be near ... for 
comfort. So, no matter that she was in a torment of need, she would not impose that need upon him. 
Just as earlier tonight, she was willing to go through the pain alone, until he had come to her ... so now, he 
understood that she was prepared to wage this new battle alone ... unless, once again, he went to her .... 

Vincent threw the quilts off and began to pace his chamber. Barefoot, clad only in his 
nightclothes, he was impervious to the chill air in the tunnels as he sought to clarify the situation in his 
mind. He loved Catherine with his whole being, and he knew that she loved him. Their mutual desire 
could not be denied, not after what they had shared tonight. Whatever his objections or intentions before,. 
all the warnings and attempts to control his instincts, the imperative now was nearly overpowering -- to 
be with the woman he loved ... desired ... no matter the cost. But what was the cost? So far he hadn't hurt 
her as he had feared he might, that was true. But neither had they explored the realm of physical 
expression very far. What might happen as he truly loosened the bonds on his control? What began as a 
sharing of joy might end in tragedy. Was he prepared to risk everything they were to each other, 
everything they already had together, for the promise of physical :fulfillment? For the chance to show 
each other by touch all that words and looks could not adequately express? 

His vision clouded and he was again in the guest chamber, marveling at the subtle golden 
highlights cast by the candlegiow on Catherine's hair ... the creamy perfection of her skin ... and earlier ... 
how it felt beneath his hands ... and the warm, musky scent of her skin when he had held her, so receptive 
and unresisting, in his arms. 

Without stopping to pull on boots or a robe, Vincent strode from his chamber, intent on seeing 
Catherine. Perhaps he might gain a measure of peace by discussing these feelings with her ... or perhaps, 
by the time he arrived at the guest chamber, she would be asleep, and he could drink in that sweet repose 
until its essence calmed his spirit .... 

Catherine had tried without much success to calm the turbulent emotional storm raging 
within her heart. Vincent didn't need to feel her agitation, her excitement, her anticipation, her 
incredible gnawing need. Dampening her emotions as much as she was able, she sought the 
respite of sleep. She counted sheep, she counted backwards from a thousand, she tried 
relaxing each part of her body in turn. Yet she was still strung as taut as a high-tension wire 
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and as awake as before. Frustrated by more than an elusive sleep, ·she raised up and punched her pillow 
into submission. Plopping down on it again, she tried to get comfortable. No luck. Rising, she flung the 
covers aside and decided she was too warm to sleep well. Splashing cool water on her face from the basin 
by her bed didn't help appreciably, so she pulled off the warm tunnel gown she always wore on her rare 
overnight visits Below. That was better! Shivering slightly against the chill air, she dove under the covers 
and burrowed beneath them. Finally, she was comfortable. 

But then she began thinking back to the feel of Vincent's large calloused hands stroking her bare 
skin ... of his luscious lower lip, and how agile his tongue was ... of how he seem to know instinctively 
exactly how she liked to be caressed ... or was it the fact that he was touching her that made it more 
exciting than any other sexual encounter in her life? She had nearly ... nearly ... let herself go and given 
herself over to the raw physical release she craved ... and it hadn't been much more than petting! 

She was getting too warm again .... 
A soft rustle outside the chamber heralded a visitor. Catherine's head peeked over the edge of the 

comforter. A shadow by the entrance resolved itself into Vincent's welcome form. 
"Catherine?" The normally silkenhuskiness of his voice seemed a bit strained. "Are you awake?" 
Realizing she had taken her gown off and wasn't entirely "decent," she sat up ouly slightly, 

pulling the covers up to her shoulders. "Yes." 
Now that he was here, Vincent was unsure. What would Catherine think about him suddeuly 

appearing at her chamber entrance? He could feel her stress level rising and began to have second 
thoughts about remaining. Perhaps it would be best to wait until morning .... Reluctantly, he said, "If.. 
I'm disturbing you ... I apologize. I .... " 

"You're not disturbing me, Vincent. I'm ... a bit too ... wound up to sleep," she admitted wryly. 
Well, that much was true! 

He let out the breath he hadn't known he'd been holding. "As am I," he chuckled ruefully. 
Catherine thought fast. If he found out about her state of undress after he came in, he might 

become uncomfortable and feel he had to leave. Better to keep him out for the time it would take to get 
presentable. "Let me just put something on and you can come in," she called ill a loud whisper. Thillking . 
that would hold him at the door, Catherine quickly tossed the covers away and rose, reaching for the 
discarded nightgown. But in his agitation, Vincent hadn't understood precisely what her words implied. 
He had seen her throw a robe on over her nightwear before, or get a sweater before stepping out onto the 
balcony, and thinking that's all she meant, he stepped into the chamber. 

The sight that greeted him in the light from a single candleflame set his heart stuttering in his 
chest. Catherine ... his beautiful, magical Catherine ... gloriously naked, hair tousled, glowing golden in the 
shimmering incandescence. Her breasts swayed slightly ... evidence of that delicious heaviness he had 
known so briefly and had come to crave ... and in her hands she clutched ... her ... nightgown? 

Realizing belatedly what her invitation had actually meant, he lowered his head and murmured a 
hasty apology. Abjectly sorry he had intruded on her privacy, Vincent was ready to leave her to it. 
Suddeuly, a soft touch on his arm made him look up. Catherine stood before him, nightgown in hand, but 
this time it was draped to cover her in front. She held him rooted to the spot by ouly the lightest 
pressure of her hand. 

"Don't leave." 
He nodded numbly. 
As she turned to gather her gown up and drop it over her head, he glanced at the perfection of her 

retreating form - the dimples at the base of her spine, the gentle swell of her hips, the smooth, beckoning 
roundness of her bottom, her slim, shapely legs .... Groaning inwardly, Vincent closed his eyes and 
waited until Catherine told him it was safe to look again. 

"Vincent?" Her voice was muted in deference to the lateness of the hour, but it beckoned him 
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nonetheless. He opened his eyes and saw her sitting demurely on the edge of the bed, hands at her sides, 
her legs, crossed at the now-covered ankles, swinging gently. She was shaking her head, indicating she did 
not want another apology, and when she saw him looking at her, she patted the bed beside her. "Come. 
Sit down." 

He moved to her side and stood uncomfortably for a moment, gathering the courage to sit on her 
bed. She scooted back until she was leaning on the headboard, her knees drawn up to her chest, giving 
him more room, silently acknowledging his discomfort and taking whatever steps she could to aJleviate it. 
He sat, then leaned toward her, capturing one of her hands in both of his. Looking down at the slender 
fingers he held, stroking them gently, he murmured, "This has been ... a night of ... firsts." 

Laughing, she squeezed the hands holding hers. "It's been ... a wonderful night." 
Surprised, he looked up and saw that she was no longer laughing. She had meant those words 

seriously. Despite the anguish of the early evening, she truly felt this had been a wonderful night! And 
even his disturbingly premature entrance into her chamber hadn't diminished her assessment. He sighed. 
She was an amazing woman. 

"1.. I couldn't sleep, Catherine. I was hoping ... we might... talk." 
She regarded him solemnly for a moment. "Yes" was aJI she said in reply. 
Hesitantly, Vincent began trying to express the myriad emotions swirling through his heart. 

"Catherine ... what we ... shared .... I don't know how to explain .... " 
A sympathetic smile graced her face. "I was there, my love. You don't have to explain anything 

to me." She sat up, then knelt on the bed and reached out to him, enveloping him in a warm embrace. 
Grateful, Vincent returned the hug, holding Catherine tightly in his arms. An involuntary shiver 

ran through him as he recalled the image of her he had beheld, unclad and unashamed, just moments 
ago ... and now all that beauty was right under his palms ... just beneath the nightgown covering her. He 
tried to ignore the feelings that image compelled, and the enticing fragrance which surrounded him when 
she was near. It called so deeply to him, drew him, and it was all he could do, in his agitated state, to let 
her go when he felt her begin to withdraw. 

Catherine noted his shiver and came to a sudden decision, pulling back from him, then tugging up 
on the quilts beside her. She slid under the covers and lifted a corner invitingly. "You're cold. Come 
under here with me." At his disbelieving look, she added mischievously, "I promise not to bite! 
Seriously, it's too chilly to sit around in our nightclothes, and I don't want you to leave. You don't have 
to lie next to me - I'll move to the other end of the bed. We'll each have plenty of room." 

To show her good intentions, Catherine did just that- scooted over as far as she could, leaving 
more than half the bed empty. Still, Vincent hesitated. What would Father say about this? Well ... what 
would he have said about what happened earlier tonight! Blushing furiously, Vincent nonetheless stood 
and pulled back the covers enough to allow him access to the very corner of the bed. He laid down 
gingerly, then covered himself. He felt awkward, but Catherine was right - they each had plenty of room. 

After they lay there quietly for a time, Catherine ventured a question. "Why couldn't you sleep?" 
Vincent's lack of response spoke volumes. She decided to answer her question herself. "I think ... 

probably for the same reason I couldn't." He didn't need to acknowledge this for her to know that it was 
true. Her voice took on an adamant edge. "I hope ... I hope ... you aren't ... sorry for what happened. 
Because ... I'm not. I never could be." She took a deep breath and let it out in a heartfelt sigh. "It was ... 
beautiful." Vincent felt the corresponding emotional resonance through their Bond. She had, indeed, 
found it beautiful ... and found him beautiful ... and the feelings behind what they had shared, she found 
them beautiful as well. 

He felt her warm hand on his shoulder and, surprised, he flinched, but she did not pull·away. 
"Vincent... I love you. I welcome your touch. I understand that you need some time to assimilate 

all that happened tonight. That's OK. I just want you to know that ... that I'm here for you, whenever 
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you want me." 
Before she could remove her hand, he reached up and clasped it gently, bringing it to his lips. As 

he did so, she rolled over slightly to accommodate his movements. He pressed his lips reverently to her 
fingertips, then turned her hand and placed a fervent kiss upon her palm. As he lifted his face from her 
palm, her fingers curled, capturing his chin with the tips. He let go of her hand and she rolled over onto 
her stomach so that she was lying very close to his side, though their bodies still were not touching. 
With her hand now free, she brought her fingers to his face, slowly tracing the high cheekbones and 
eyebrow ridge, running them down tenderly against his furred nose, trailing them across the surprisingly 
soft pads of his upper lip and sweeping down to rub soothingly against his slightly trembling lower lip. 
Then she cupped his face with her hand and leaned farther toward him, until she could rest her cheek on 
his shoulder and press her body gently against his side. She relaxed her hand until her arm draped 
casually across his chest, and her fingers began to track lazily through his thick hair. Snuggling softly, she 
exhaled and closed her eyes, contentment seeping through her to dampen the shafts of surprise and 
apprehension which had shot through their Bond from Vincent when she had first touched him. 

He felt a gentle relaxation fall over him. He couldn't sleep - not while lying next to Catherine in 
her bed - but he did allow much of the tension to leave his body, and he breathed deeply for the first 
time in hours. Catherine also could not sleep, but lying next to the man she loved, being warmed by his 
closeness, filled her with a sense of peace she hadn't known since she was a child. lbis, she thought, was 
as close to heaven as one,woman could get on this earth. 

After a time, Vincent turned onto his side and, gathering his courage, he cradled Catherine against 
him. She seemed boneless, totally compliant, and he nestled closer, his arms drawing her into himself, 
cuddling her warmly. Catherine slipped one foot between Vincent's calves and gradually wrapped her 
lower leg around one of his. They lay like this for a long time, drinking in the warmth of each other's 
body, calming their disquieted spirits. Desire and need remained, but they were muffled by the 
sympathetic vibration of one soul reaching out to another in the quiet, silent night. 

The sentry's "all's well" had rung again before Catherine stirred. "Vincent?" she 
whispered. 

"Mmmm," was the relaxed response. 
"You're much better than a pilloW," she advised him. 
"Thank you," he replied solemnly. 
She didn't seem inclined to continue the conversation, so after a moment Vincent 

ventured, "Catherine?" 
"Mmmm," she replied. 
"You're much nicer to sleep next to than Devin was." 
A delicate snort was all the answer he got from her. 
She was much nicer than Devin ... warmer, softer, cuddlier ... more sensual. Vincent considered 

, that last. His body considered it as well. 
Catherine felt his hesitant, inquiring nuzzle against her forehead. She smiled in delight, then lifted 

her face to his. His soft kisses rained like a benediction upon her face. She accepted them gladly, 
gratefully, making no move to distract him from his purpose. When his mouth came at last to hers, she 
parted her lips and encouraged him to explore her there as he had done before. She doubted she'd ever get 
enough of the hot raspy pleasure of his tongue as it delved inside her mouth, tasting tentatively at first 
before becoming bolder, teasing her, tantalizing her. His kisses seemed to go on and on, drawing her 
deeper and deeper into a hazy universe where only his mouth on hers had any meaning. 

At some point, Vincent's kisses became tender once more, his tongue lapping gently at the soft 
flesh just inside her mouth. Catherine sensed that this was not a prelude to other intimacies, but another 
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instance of him moving forward a little, only to withdraw for a tiffie. And she couldn't bear that, not 
now. So before he could end this interlude, she wrested him back by the simple expedient of drawing his 
tongue further into her mouth and sucking gently. She could feel the surprise in him at this, her first 
aggressive move since he had begun to kiss her. But she also felt a kind of shy excitement through their 
Bond, and pressed her advantage by turning in his arms until she was positioned above him. Her arms 
slid up to cradle his head, and she held him firmly in place as she now began to explore him with the 
same enthusiasm he had recently exhibited. Those gleaming, deadly canines had always intrigued her - he 
rarely showed them, preferring not to reveal his differences to others, even to her. Now she slid her 
tongue rapaciously across them, behind them, again and again. His mouth was subtly different from other 
men's -not just his tongue, his teeth and his cleft upper lip, but even inside ... the roof of his mouth was 
ridged, and the flesh just inside of his upper lip was fascinating, much softer, more pliant than she 
expected. And his breath! It was spicy and delicious, just as he was. 

Vincent groaned softly at this intimate invasion, evidence of the growing excitement within him. 
His arms came up to clasp his beloved closely against his chest, and his hands began to stroke her back 
from shoulders to the dip at her waist. This stroking became more frantic the longer her loving assault 
continued. He wanted ... needed ... more. To touch her again, as before. To bury his face against her, to 
feel the supple, rounded warmth of her breasts against his cheek. And to taste her sweet flesh again ... 
those ripe nipples which responded so shyly to his nuzzling, tightening into peaks as ifto hide 
themselves from his probing tongue. 

Without conscious thought, his hands began to tug on Catherine's nightgown, gathering it up in 
his hands as he tried to get closer to that tender flesh he craved. When Catherine realized what he was 
doing, she shifted subtly to allow him to pull the gown up more easily. It eventually lay bunched at her 
waist, and she swiftly rose to her knees, pulled it deftly over her head, and tossed it aside. It slithered 
unnoticed to the floor of the chamber as she lay back down beside and slightly on top of Vincent. 

Stunned at what she had done, Vincent momentarily forgot that in his yearniilg it was he who had 
instigated the removal of her gown. He was flustered, taken aback by Catherine's bold action. But then 
his hands made contact with the warm exposed skin of her back and his arousal suddenly intensified
wildly. Ok .. God .. ! She felt like silken fIre beneath his hands. And she lay above him as if waiting ... 
waiting for him to decide which way he would go. He half rose in the bed, bringing her up with him as he 
did so. The struggle to decide - flee or stay? - was fIerce but brief. As she half-sat, half-lay beside him, 
he looked downat her naked splendor. Her breasts heaved slightly, a soft sheen of perspiration dappled 
her chest ... and a pink flush was spreading across it, even as he watched. His eyes devoured her 
hungrily ... and his decision was made. With a low rumbling growl, he reached for her again, turning as he 
did so, so that now she lay on her back on the bed beneath him. 

He was immobilized with indecision for a moment longer, but this time it was to decide what part 
of her he would taste next. That pale, slender column of her throat with the intriguing pulsepoint? Those 
delicate shoulders which cried out to be nibbled tenderly, sucked and nuzzled? Or the twin delicacies he 
had tasted earlier, so captivating, so bewitching, which seemed to beckon to him, begging to be loved, 
worshiped ... devoured? 

Through their Bond, Vincent felt the ache within his beloved - her breasts ... yes. In a sudden rush 
of inspiration, he thought of what she had done to his tongue - might she not also like the feel of her 
tender flesh drawn deep and tantalized in that same way? His mouth descended and captured one taut 
nipple, pulling it deeply into his mouth as she had taught him by her actions a moment ago. He moaned 
softly as he felt her enjoyment as a spearing shaft of pure euphoria which pierced their Bond. 

Catherine was undone by Vincent's boldness. She had taken a calculated risk with her ilightgown, 
aware that breaking his mood even momentarily might cause him to retreat. But she had won the bet with 
herself - that once he saw her naked, he would be induced to stay. Now, engrossed as he was in this 
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erotic spell they were weaving around each other, she hoped he would have no more reason to consider 
fleeing her side. No matter how far they'd go ... or not go ... tonight, she fervently hoped they ended the 
night together, safe in each other's arms. 

Vincent was lost in a timeless moment of rapture. Where before he had been somewhat tentative 
in loving Catherine this way, now he had no restraint. He suckled so strongly, pulled her into his hot, 
wet mouth so deeply, that each tug was echoed by a responding clutch in her deepest core. Though their 
Bond he could feel her pleasure and ... an odd tendril of ... triumph? But he spared no further thought to 
that puzzling element within their Bond - he wanted to concentrate instead on his five regular senses. 

Ecstasy warred with desire within Catherine. As much as she craved the intimacy Vincent was 
giving his ardent ''all'' to, she was desperate to give him a taste of the sensual delights he could experience 
at her caring hands. While he was getting a great deal of pleasure from his ministrations - his arousal was 
clearly and potently evident to her, pressed tightly as she was beneath him - most of this was for her 
benefit. She was determined that he encounter the limits of his own libido ... or at least start on that road. 
So, even as she moaned with the fever of his touch, his mouth ... she began to slide her arms across his 
back, tugging at his thermal nightshirt. Managing without difficulty to dislodge the tucked shirt from the 
sweatpants he wore, she slipped her hands beneath the soft cotton shirt and splayed her fingers against 
his back, grazing his skin gently with their tips. 

At her first touch on his bare skin, he had frozen against her, still, waiting. He knew she could 
feel the quivering tremor~ in his back muscles as his body reacted to her hands upon him there. But the 
last time he'd experienced such an intimate contact was when he was a small child, when Mary's 
comforting maternal strokes and pats had been his innocent ~troduction to the mysterious world of 
feminine touch. Since then, there had been no one ... nothing ... until his flesh was almost raw with the 
wanting of warm, soothing hands -a woman's hands. And this was so muchmore-the tender caress of 
his ... he could hardly frame the word even in his mind ... his lover. For the first time in his life, his body 
was being loved by another. 

,Catherine was stunned by his initial reaction to her touch upon his back - his very flesh seemed 
to tremble at it. Her eyes grew wet as she realized that for him, this was a moment of overwhelming 
intimacy - revealing himself to her, literally putting himself into her hands. Because no other woman had 
ever touched him in such a way. She couldn't imagine what the lack of such touch must have done to 
him. But no longer. She made a fierce promise to him - wordless, soundless, but no less fervent for that
that she would make up for all those desolate years, for all the nights he'd spent alone in his lonely bed, 
despairing of even the softest, kindest touch. 

She dug her fmgernails into the light, soft fur on his lower back until she encountered the tender 
warm flesh beneath. Stroking him gently, she ran her fingers up against the growth pattern of his fur, 
ruftling it, teasing it, baring the skin beneath briefly with her fingertips' passage. When she got to his 
shoulders, she reached up to pull him down closer to her, regretting not at all that this would mean the 
cessation of the recent and so devastating occupation of his hands and mouth. 

Dazed by the incredible feeling of his bare skin in contact with Catherine's agile fingers, Vincent 
felt a hard shudder course through his body. He had never ... never ... ever felt such bliss as this. What to 
another man might be a commonplace caress, only a pleasant diversion, was to Vincent a transporting 
event - a blissful ravishment of his private being which was almost too intimate to bear. It brought 
everything he was doing ... everything he was thinking ... to a stop. All he could focus on was Catherine's 
hands ... Catherine's delicate, supple fingers ... Catherine wanting to touch him in this way. 

She gloried in the feel of him - where his skin was bare, it was smooth and so velvety, never 
having been exposed to harsh weather or sun ... where he had fur (and it was fur - nothing so common as 
hair), it ranged from little more than a dusting to a lush, silky mat of softness reminiscent of a kitten's. 
She knew his forearms had a dense profusion of fur, and she could hardly wait to feel that luxurious 
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abundance against her bare skin. But for now, she reveled in the fascinating textures of his back. The 
rock-hard muscles made a delightful rippled obstacle course for her fingers ... and his fur was a delicious 
counterpoint of softness against that solid strength. 

As another tremor passed through him, Catherine murmured against his ear, "It's all right, 
beloved. It's only me, loving you." Gently she rocked him, cuddling him, stroking him, until she felt him 
relax into her touch. Then she rolled them both over, sliding her hands out from under him as she did so. 
As he lay before her, gazing into her eyes with an innocent vulnerability that made her heart break, she 
slowly slid his sleepshirt up his chest, nudging him out of his paralysis, asking him without words to 
assist her, just as she had earlier aided him. He wriggled enough to allow her to pull the shirt up to his 
neck, then raised his head and arms as she removed the garment. It joined her gown on the floor by the 
bed, as she tossed it aside without concern. 

Catherine could feel the heat of his blush as he lay with closed eyes, bare-chested to her scrutiny. 
But before she would allow her hungry eyes to gaze their fill upon him, she bent to kiss her love, 
pressing soft, moist adorations on his eyes and cheeks. She felt a trace of wetness on her lips and 
realized he was weeping quietly. Her heart plunged as she felt his intense discomfort and sensed that he 
was holding himself still only with great effort - again, he had the urge to flee. She had to do something 
to take his mind off of his unwarranted mortification .... And she thought she knew exactly how to do 
that. 

Stretching out full length above him, Catherine slowly lay flat against him. As her bare breasts 
brushed against his chest, his eyes opened wide in shock. She didn't give him time to get used to the 
sensation, however, moving closer until their naked flesh was pressed tightly together. She almost 
groaned with the ecstasy of it; she suspected he was speechless. Through the Bond, Catherine was 
pummeled by impressions bombarding her from seemingly every direction - amazement, shock, 
disbelief, hunger, desire, fascination, pleasure ... more feelings than she could comprehend roared through 
the Bond. But, as she'd hoped, he had left all embarrassment behind. 

Satisfied, she wriggled slightly against him, giving himjust a little more of what so clearly both 
excited and stnpefied him. His arms moved to wrap lightly around her, the calloused pads of his fingers 
resting tenderly against her back. Pleased that he was allowing her free rein, she decided to expand the 
scope of this exploration. Rubbing against him more sinuously, sensuously, her nipples became an 
assault force as she skinnished lovingly with him, breasts against chest. Catherine began to moan softly 
as she became caught up in her own erotic game. Her skin was so sensitized, the feel of her taut nipples 
against his hard-muscled chest was an exquisite ache, an almost-pain which nevertheless was exceedingly 
arousing. Vincent, too, was caught up in the enchantment, and he began to move tentatively in counter
rhythm to her, which had the effect of bringing their hips together, his still-clad arousal pressing hard 
against her moist cleft. 

Catherine gave an involuntary groan of pleasure at the feel of his manhood, aware of its heat and 
hardness as it throbbed within the confmes of his sweatpants. Wanting to touch him there - now! - she 
restrained herself, sure that she needed to make Vincent more comfortable with his nakedness before he 
would allow that part of his anatomy to be revealed. Instead, she lowered herself down the bed slightly, 
so that her mouth was against his chest. This had the delightful consequence of pressing Vincent's 
arousal against her belly, so she did not lose contact with him in that way. Ignoring for the moment the 
enormous enticement throbbing so insistently against her, she concentrated on the broad expanse of 
toned muscle and fur that was Vincent's chest. 

As she ran her fingers down the sides of his body, she traced his shape with her hands. Perfect ... 
he was perfect. Sleekly designed and beautifully executed, he was the image of masculine perfection, 
from the high, taut chest muscles to the well-defined, rippled abdomen, to the enticing slimming at the 
wrust where his bareness disappeared into his sweatpants. His skin was burnished a dusty bronze, 
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which puzzled her. A sudden mental picture made her smile to herself - Vincent in swim trunks, lying on 
a towel on the grass in Central Park, oblivious to stares as he basked in the sun's rays, working on his 
tan. Despite that fantasy, she concluded that this unusual skin tone was natural for him, and she shivered 
in delight as she wondered what other marvels awaited her discovery. 

Lying still beneath Catherine's questing hands, Vincent wondered at the odd expression on her 
face. A ripple of humor seemed to flit across their Bond, gone in a moment. The thought that she might 
find his body ... amusing ... began to filter into his stunned brain, dismaying him, but a moment later that 
thought was dispelled by a wave of pure lust which followed in the trail of Catherine's smile. Relaxing 
slightly, he concentrated on the feel of her hands ... her lovely, delicate hands .... 

She didn't know where to touch him first. Every part ofhim cried out to be claimed. Deciding to 
let her mouth do some of the work, she continued to stroke him - chest, sides and arms ... oh, yes, those 
incredible rock-hard biceps, she hadn't had quite enough of those just yet ... while she lowered her head 
to his chest, placing gently sucking kisses down his breastbone and across his stomach. 

The heat from her mouth was driving him to distraction. As she swept back up his chest, cool air 
hit those moist sections of skin and sent tiny shivers through him. But almost immediately the coolness 
turned again to heat, as the warmth cast by her body suffused him. He opened his eyes to gaze atthe 
incredible image before him - of his Catherine, his beautiful beloved ... naked and aroused ... engrossed in 
loving him. His eyes closed again in ecstasy as he held that image in his mind's eye. Her ripe breasts 
pressed close to him, her mouth trailing fire against his heated flesh .... 

As soon as Catherine reached his tawny pink paps, she became mesmerized - the few men she'd 
been intimate with before had had smallish uipples, rudimentary. But Vincent's, partially nested within a 
liberal sprinkling of satiny fur, were large and almost delicate-looking, in marked contrast to the firm 
muscles supporting them. Drawn to taste them, she licked lightly, causing the tips to tighten 
convulsively. Now she understood what attracted a man to a woman's breast - that delightful reaction to 
her tongue intrigued her, and she ached to take his nipple closely into her mouth and"tease it some more. 
With that thought came action, and before long she was hungrily nibbling and suckling, relishing the hard 
muscle beneath her lips which framed that delicious inch of flesh. 

The pull of Catherine's lips against his nipples drew incredible feelings from deep within, 
centered in Vincent's groin. She was more than tantalizing him, she was pulling him down into a well of 
erotic bliss he'd never thought to know. Each time she touched him, it was as if nothing could be more 
wonderful, as if the pinnacle of ecstasy was now his. Yet in the next moment, she would touch him in 
some new way, redefining the meaning of ecstasy on a different, wilder, higher plane. He could barely 
restrain himself now. His need to complete himself within her was so strong, so urgent. And suddenly, 
as if she'd read his mind; Catherine's head came up, a sultry, smoky look glowing from her eyes. 

In a husky murmur, she demanded, "Do you trust me, Vincent?" 
Distracted, he nodded once, his own voice barely a whisper. "With my life." 
She shook her head as ifunhappy with his response. "Right now, my love, I need more than that. 

Do you trust me with your body? And will you allow me to do 'something for you? Something that I've 
dreamed of doing for you for so long?" As she spoke, one of her hands drifted down to the waistband of 
his pants and lay there, waiting. 

Confused, uncertain, Vincent studied her face intently. His beloved was asking for an odd kind of 
trust ••.. But all he saw within her eyes and all he felt within her heart was an overwhelming love and 
desire. Surely he could trust her with all that he was. And the promise in her eyes was so compelling .... 
He reached out to cup her face between his palms and breathed a single word: "Yes." She rose up as his 
hands urged her to him, and they kissed deeply, languidly. Then Catherine smiled at him, whispered, "I 
love you," and began to trace a path of kisses down his neck, across his chest and stomach, coming to a 
stop where her hand lay just at his side, atop the band of his sweatpants. 
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Tugging the pants down just an inch, she uncovered his beily button. It lay coiled like a burnished 
shell upon the slight concavity of his taut stomach. Catherine dipped her tongue into that sweet recess, 
swirling it against the tender flesh within. An involuntary inhalation of breath at that touch made 
Vincent's stomach tighten and draw away from her slightly. She pressed her face full against his stomach 
then, dropping gentle kisses upon the lightly furred skin, reveling in the wannth of his flesh here, 
breathing in the aroma of his sex as his body's reaction to her became more and more apparent. She could 
feel the pressure of his arousal now -long, thick, pulsing hotly - along her throat as she scooted her 
body down so she could press closer to him. 

His stomach muscles quivered as she kissed him. He couldn't control the trembling either within 
or without wherever she touched him. God, he loved what her hands, her mouth were doing to him! 
Everywhere ... anywhere ... he would accept anything from her, as long as she didn't stop touching him. 
He didn't know how he'd lived so long without this rapture - it was as intoxicating as the strongest 
liquor, and he craved it now as if it were an addiction. More ... he needed more. A groan was tom from his 
throat, consisting of ouly her name. All his desire was in that utterance ... every unexpressed longing was 
captured in that one word ... that one thought... Catherine! 

Knowing he was ready now, Catherine drew down the waistband of his pants. Using both hands, 
she gently guided his hips up so she could slide the gannent down over them, past the delicious curve of 
muscled bottom she could only glimpse for now, down until she revealed his manhood - heavy, swollen 
with need, throbbing, impressive - to her hungry eyes. Dragging herself almost physically from that 
sight, she managed to remove his pants entirely, tossing them aside with undisguised impatience. Then 
she lay again by his side, now stroking his outer thigh, now running her fingers across his stomach, while 
the tremors passed through him again. He reminded her of a frightened bird, fluttering against her hand, 
except that he wanted to be here with her, she knew that He desperately wanted her here. 

The long length of his thigh, furred and heavily muscled, quivered and then tensed as she 
continued her caresses. Her face was inches from his arousal now ... so close ... so very close. Catherine's 
hand drifted up as her mouth descended, and both met at the apex of his erection. Her fingers twirled 
lightly around the head, then curled protectively around his shaft and slid down to grasp it fIrmly - her 
fingers scarcely meeting as she encircled him. With her tongue she lapped against the head of his arousal, 
the flesh there flushed a deep red, looking as hot as it felt against her tongue. She could feel his pulse 
pounding within the steely length in her hand, and she was just about to take him into her mouth when 
she felt a staying hand upon her shoulder. 

Without releasing her grip on him, she looked up to see his startled blue eyes fIxed upon her face. 
He was shaking his head no, almost ready to speak, when she hushed him. "I love you so much ... and 
you taste ... so good. Don't hold back, my love ... please?" Not waiting for a reply, she turned her face to 
his hand where it lay squeezing her shoulder almost convulsively and pressed a tender kiss upon it. She 
felt him ease his grip, and she rubbed her cheek against his fingers until he released her and turned his 
hand to cup her chin. His fmgers were trembling. She bent into his hand, kissing his palm and mouthing 
the words "I love you" into it. Then she turned her attention back to his enormous erection. Slowly, 
deliberately, she opened her mouth wide and took him in. 

The fIrst touch of her hot, wet tongue upon his most sensitive flesh nearly undid Vincent. He 
would have stopped her at that point except that in his shock he was rendered briefly immobile. He 
hadn't truly understood what she'd meant to do until this moment, and now that he realized what his 
beloved intended, his fears reasserted themselves. Grasping her shoulder, he hoped to stop her, to 
explain that this was ... too much. She couldn't want to love him in this way. Even in his most fevered 
dreams of her, he'd never allowed himself to even imagine her in such a submissive role. PleasUring him ... 
giving her mouth to him to ... to .... No ... he couldn't ... wouldn't form the thought. But as he began his 
protest, she'd let him know she was getting pleasure from this, too. And as she reassured him - with her 
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words, her actions, and through their Bond - he felt himself relax enough to reconsider. He thought of 
her, on her knees, holding him so ... intimately ... and how incredible it felt to be warmed by her soft, 
willing lips ... her supple tongue ... . 

He thought again of her words: she didn't want him to hold back ... Not to hold back was to ... let 
go. To ... let ... go?! Her meaning now clear, his mind spun crazily at the thought. No! He couldn't! But 
then her mouth captured him in a slow, persistent enticement, her tongue slithering around his shaft as 
she sucked him deeper and deeper into her ... and he thought he might just explode with the sheer 
exhilaration of it. 

Catherine wished she could draw him in totally, but his arousal was immense. She had to settle 
for taking the rest of him tightly in hand and loving him with both her mouth and her fingers. She let her 
free hand stroke the dense cluster of curls at the base of his shaft, slowly reaching lower until she could 
cup his scrotum. It was pulled tightly against his body, evidence of his fierce need for release. Resolved 
that he shouldn't have to wait any longer, she began to quicken her pace, urging him to give in to the 
primal instinct of his flesh. In response, he grew even larger, until she could barely keep her mouth 
around him, but still she urged him ... with her tongue, her teeth, with the insistent pressure of her fingers. 

At some point, thought became impossible, and Vincent gave himself over to the demanding 
mouth and hands of his beloved. She wanted this, wanted to love him in this way, and he was beyond 
any resistance, now anxious for her to continue this tender ravishment, to lead him where he would 
willingly go ... deeper, harder ... focused on the gathering contractions at the base of his shaft ... until... in 
one incredible spasm of pure bliss, his climax exploded upon and within him, a delirium of sensation 
which defied expectation or understanding. 

He had begun to move against her, as if desperate for the humid sanctuary she offered him, and 
she let him take over the rhythm of their movements, as he hurtled off the precipice from desire to 
completion, spiraling upward and outward in the ecstasy of the moment, climaxing hot and hard, filling 
her mouth with his seed. She held him close and tight, letting him carry her with him into the unknown, 
feeling their Bond open so that she was somehow there with him ... his excitement building to the precise 
moment of his release. It was. .. incredible! 

As he became rational once again, the bliss of his release was replaced by a spearing panic which 
lanced through him. In those last moments ... he had .. forgotten himself. He had allowed himself to lose 
control. And Catherine was so ... vulnerable. He frantically reached through their Bond to her very soul, 
desperate for reassurance that she was all right, that he hadn't hurt her, either physically-or in any other 
way. What he found was only a languid, lulling rapture of contentment... a shy pride ... and a glorious 
sense of joy. 

Catherine felt Vl:ncent's tension and soothed him with her mind, sending waves of comfort and 
happiness to him to surround his heart and reassure him that all was well, that she was fine, that nothing 
could be more perfect than the moment they had just shared. She felt him seize upon her emotions, an 
aIniost physical act within their Bond, as ifhe was desperate for confirmation. She opened to him fully, 
willing him to take the serenity andjoy from her heart into his own. Gradually, he seemed to be 
reassured, and when she felt him relax again, she gently releaSed her hold upon him and rose to lie beside 
him again, encircling his shoulders with her arms and urging him to lie against her. 

He came to her quickly, urgently, to burrow within her loving embrace and weep fierce tears of 
relief and joy. Nearly choking on his emotions, he whispered distractedly, "1... didn't know .... oh, 
Catherine .... " She held him tightly, letting him release the strain and tension which had built within him 
for so long ... the repression of a lifetime which could not be let go without a harsh, bitter, wrenching 
dismantling. She knew this was only the first breach of that wall, perhaps the most painful one, but 
certainly not the last. 

Gradually, the warmth of her body and her murmured assurances calmed him, and he pressed 
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closer, wishing he could merge fully with this woman who had given so unselfishly to him. He needed 
her so ... more than he'd ever needed her before. The walls of restraint had crumbled within him so 
completely that he felt himself utterly defenseless now. The merest breath of disfavor would devastate 
him, the tiniest hint of revulsion crumple his spirit beyond recovery. If she were to reject him now .... 
Fear built within him again, as he struggled to find the courage to ask her for the love he could no longer 
deny he craved with every fiber of his being. 

Catherine hugged him close, sensing the battle raging within her lover. He was like a new-born 
colt, trying to stand on wobbly legs, anxious to begin his life, but unsure of the next step. She felt a wave 
of pure compassion rise within her. Tenderly she urged him to lift his face to hers. His blue eyes 
shimmered amid his tears, filled with an almost palpable fear ... and overflowing with a passionate 
adoration. She stroked his face reverently, as if she were touching the finest crystal, knowing it to be , 
more precious than gold. His eyes shut in ecstatic relief at the tender love expressed through her touch. 
"Beloved, you are so beautiful. I love you so much ... I love touching you, looking at you ... pleasing 
you." 

His breath caught at her words. Tears spilled again from grateful eyes. Nothing had changed in her 
heart. What they had shared ... she had found it beautiful too. "Catherine .... " His voice was rougher than 
usual, huskier. "What you have given me .... " 

" .. .Is only a beginning, my love. We have so much else to share. I want to give you everything ... 
share ... everything." She let her eyelids drift shut as she tilted her head back, exposing her neck to him. 
Her need poured through their Bond like liquid fire, and he realized she craved his touch as much as he 
desired hers. 

Vincent's eyes fastened upon the pulsepoint at the base of her throat. He could see Catherine's 
lifeblood flowing within her, and the siren call of it pulled him down to taste her there. He felt a moan 
rise in her throat as his lips caressed her. Emboldened, he began to make love to her as he had never 
before allowed himself to do - with joy, with abandon, with his goal clear. Her reactions to his every 
touch moved him, encouraged him, inspired him. He explored her body with his mouth and hands in 
ways that shocked him with their brazenness, yet Catherine's need was as a torch guiding him through 
the night. She desired him ... craved these touches ... and his sensual nature blossomed under the warmth 
of her eager acceptance of his every loving offering. And as he loved her, tasted her, branded her with his 
hot, wet mouth ... his own desire mounted again until his need was as raging and demanding as hers. 

She was lying face down as he bent to her, holding her hips up slightly, her legs splayed, while he 
tongued her sweet cleft, drinking in her juices as if from some heavenly fruit. She never wanted him to 
stop ... but if he didn't, she was afraid she might have a heart attack from the sheer need of him. She 
yearned for completion.:; but with him. She tried to stop her panting, but her need was so great she could 
barely control her breathing. She had to make him understand the power he held over her, the force of the 
love which held them both in its thrall. He was everything to her - and to hold him inside of her now, to 
know that he had accepted her love, their destiny, was a rapture too deep for tears. 

As she felt another pulse of her hot essence flow from her, to be captured yet again upon her 
beloved's eager tongue, she groaned, "Do you see what you do to me, Vincent? How ready I am for 
you? Oh ... God ... Vincent! Don't make me wait any longer!" Barely able to speak coherently, undone to 
distraction by his fervent lovemaking, she begged again, "I need you ... please ... I need you ... inside 
me ... now!" All she could think of was what it would feel like for that thick, rigid shaft of his to sheath 
itself deep within her. Wild with desire, she moaned, "Please!" 

Vincent needed no further encouragement. Much as he wanted to continue his erotic explorations, 
he was aching with longing himself. Ifhe had needed relief earlier, when she had loved him with her 
mouth, now he yearned for the sweet merging of his flesh into hers with a rapaciousness which amazed 
him. He must have her, must possess her ... must be possessed by her. In a way which left no doubt, 
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which was a true joining, which would anchor him forever to a new life with her. 
He let his grip upon her hips go lax, and Catherine took her cue, turning so that she was on her 

back. She reached out to him then, opening her arms in a welcoming gesture he was quick to respond to. 
Eagerly he rose up, coming to rest on his knees and forearms above her. 

He stared deeply into her darkened eyes - so dilated with desire that almost no green showed 
within them. "I love you, Catherine," he whispered, then bent to kiss her, and she wrapped her arms and 
legs around him, drawing him down and into her. Without the slightest hesitation, he descended, feeling 
with surprised pleasure the slick warmth of her sleek sheath open to accept the broad tip of his shaft, 
engorged and throbbing hotly as it was. Deeper and deeper he sank into her welcoming womanhood, until 
he found himself completely encased within her sweet body, held firmly and tightly inside her. He 
stilled, stunned by the glorious moment when all of him was within her, when they were joined as . 
completely as possible. 

He tried to absorb the incredible experience of his body's first joining with Catherine's. He 
wanted never to leave this heaven he was in. To be encompassed by her moist hot depths ... to be 
clutched and drawn so deeply. That she wanted him here within her was an amazement, ajoy, a bliss so 
profound it was beyond thought. He wept then, hot tears of joy and desire mingled, coursing down his 
cheeks, splattering against the pillow. 

Catherine locked her heels together, pulling him even closer inside her, but she made no other 
move, allowing him to absorb this new reality that existed between them. And absorbing it herself - after 
all those long, desperate months of unassuaged desire, this culmination was sheer paradise, an ecstasy so 
profound that she truly felt an orgasm at this moment would only be the merest icing on an already 
perfect cake. She whispered over and over to him the one reassurance he would ever need: "I love you. 1 
love you so much .... " 

After a time, he felt her hips nudge his, almost imperceptibly. His body responded, pressing 
back, setting in motion a delicious friction which was torment and ecstasy combined: How many uights 
had he lain awake torturing himself with impossible fantasies of loving her in this way, never truly 
believing that she would find such a being as himself acceptable as a man, as a lover? And now, beyond 
all belief, his Catherine had made this place for him within her, had invited him inside - and it was far 
beyond mere acceptance, it was ravenous need, overwhelming desire. For him. For his body. For this act 
of intimacy which was now coming to such glorious fruition. 

Panting heavily, Vincent quelled his tears and looked into his beloved's face. Her eyes, too, were 
filled with tears, but her ecstatic smile made it clear that no pain or revulsion had caused them. He heard 
her urgent plea - a fiercely whispered, "Now!" 

That one word freed him from his distracted introspection. Time enough later to ponder the 
beauty of this moment. His own body was urgently demanding release, and within their Bond he felt a 
corresponding impatience as Catherine's body insisted, demanded ... more. 

Vincent began to move more powerfully, filling Catherine deeply with each thrust, then pulling 
back, only to plunge hard against her again, the tip of his erection invading to her womb. Catherine 
clutched him to her, desperate now to know the feeling of completion which she would share with him in 
full measure through their Bond. This was the gift she longed to give him: the knowledge that he could 
give her such a moment of pure bliss. 

His deep, powerful thrusts were building, growing more urgent, more insistent. Catherine's own 
pleasure was rising to meet his. The tension of imminent release was upon her almost before she was 
aware of it, and she fell over the edge of that precipice, hurtling deep into ecstasy, a cry of rapture 
escaping into the air. Her orgasm shattered Vincent's remaining control and he half-shouted, half-groaned 
her name as he exploded within her. Catherine felt the pulsing hot jets of semen as her beloved's body 
gave of its deepest essence to her, a sharing so intimate, so profound, that she was left breathless, 
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defenseless, shattered by the knowledge of what they had just shared. 
Rational thought left him for the merest moment as, lost in the sexual fulfillment he had so long 

desired, he hungrily clutched at each receding tendril of pleasure, anxious to prolong the feeling, to 
imprint it in his memory to be recalled a lifetime hence. And not just his own - Catherine's, as well. Her 
climax crackled through their Bond like a lightning flash, all power, energy and bright light, searing him 
with its brilliance, branding him with the knowledge that he had given her this sublime pleasure - he, 
with his body, had given her this longed-for consummation. With his body. With his own clawed, furred, 
densely muscled, fanged, imperfect form. Despite everything he was ... because of everything he 
was ... she desired him, gave herself to him ... willingly ... wantonly .... completely. It stonned him, that 
knowledge, that revelation. All that he was ... she loved all that he was! 

Collapsing against his beloved, Vincent searched their Bond for confirmation that what had 
happened between them held no pain or fear for Catherine, only the joyous rapture which he himself felt 
bursting from his soul. He found within it the echoes of his own heart's euphoria, his own body's 
shivers of delight. 

Catherine felt the Bond between them stretch, swell, intensify in ways she couldn't have 
imagined. With that expansion came a clearer, closer contact with her beloved's soul. What she felt - so 
much more than mere impressions of feelings now, but the whole tomultuous expanse of emotion within 
him - stonned her. She knew his rapture, felt the staggering array of sensation as he realized, amazed, that 
she really, truly, deeply, in every way ... and for always ... loved him ... all of him. 

"Catherine ... " A mere breath of sound fluttered past his lips, as Vincent began to try to find a 
way to express what was in his heart. 

"I know," she murmured against his neck. 
He rose slightly, leaning on his forearms, his lower torso still pressed firmly, intimately upon 

hers. Dazed, he responded, "You truly do." 
She smiled her delight. "You were worth the wait, Vincent." 
Amazed that, after all that had passed between them, he would be embarrassed by anything, she 

saw him blush furiously. He tilted his head down, giving her a shy glance and an even shier smile. "You 
overwhelm me, Catherine. Your love ... your desire ... your need .... To know that you come to me ... and 
that 1 can ... fulfill the hunger within you .... " 

"Only you, beloved." Her avowal was fierce, and he felt her tighten her legs around him as if to 
give support to her statement. That movement had the effect of reminding him that he was still lodged 
deep within her body. He was suddenly concerned that he should not be so greedy for the sensation of 
being held inside her, that he should let her rest. He began a reluctant withdrawal, but her legs tightened 
further and he felt her heels digging into his thighs, fighting his attempt to remove himself from within 
her. 

"Don't," she begged. 
He relaxed innnediately, content to accede to her request. 
Catherine's hands came up to capture his face, drawing him slowly down to where her mouth 

was waiting to claim him once again. Willingly he allowed himself to be led, willingly he allowed himself 
to drown in her kisses. Soft kisses, torrid kisses, searching kisses, comforting kisses ... they shared 
dozens, each unique, each special, each intensely satisfying. Before long, Catherine felt the hot pulsing 
within her as Vincent's body responded to hers - with each beat of his heart, it seemed, his arousal grew 
in size and power, until he was fully engorged yet again, hot and thick and hard ... so hard ... within her. 

She pulled away slightly, biting her lip in mock consternation. Shaking her head, she remarked, "I 
thought we might make it to breakfast... but it looks like something's ... come up." 

His eyes widened as he considered for the first time that his beloved's body might have ... other 
needs. "Are you hungry, Catherine?' 
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She nodded, her eyes smiling, and he caught the humor and the subtext of her look. He blushed 
again, then admitted, "So am I." 

"I know. You've made that fact... quite ... clear," she responded, and now she laughed aloud, 
throwing her arms about his neck and squeezing him. Rocking with laughter, she held him tightly. 
Vincent's answer - a rumbling chuckle - filled her with delight. 

After a moment, they quieted, the release oflailghter dampeuing only for a moment the intensity 
they felt. Staring into Vincent's eyes, Catherine placed the heels of her hands against his shoulders, 
gently urging him to turn. He obligingly rolled over, still holding her - careful to ensure they did not 
separate in the process. When she was lying atop him, she carefully moved her legs until she was 
kneeling astride him, his arousal held tightly deep within her. Leaning forward, she took his mouth in a 
devastatingly sensual, demanding kiss. Vincent lost his heart to her all over again as he realized that her 
passion for him had not been diminished one whit by their earlier lovemaking. She wanted him even more 
desperately now. 

His hands moved over her feverishly, stroking her everywhere, as her kisses deepened and 
lengthened. He couldn't stop touching her, his innately sensual nature fully freed after years of denial by 
the complete acceptance of Catherine's love, by the knowledge that she craved his caresses with a 
depthJess urgency. He settled his attention for a time upon her breasts, massaging her tender flesh, 
astounded to feel her press against his hands as if begging him for still more pressure. He gave it to her, 
cupping and tugging upon them even more firmly, teasing the tips until he wrested moans of pure carnal 
pleasure from her. She leaned upon his hands then, her own resting lightly upon his shoulders, so that 
her entire weight was upon his ardent palms, and she rubbed wantonly against them, inciting him, 

, fanning the flames of both his need and hers. After a time, she leaned back, sitting upright astride him 
once again, and her hips ground against his, starting a hypnotic, rhythmic rocking. 

Reaching down, he cupped her bottom, squeezing and rubbing those luscious curves, as he felt 
her begin to rock more insistently against him, the delicious friction increasing as he slid up and down 
within her slick depths, never leaving her completely, stimulating his already heated arousal still further. 
His breathing was harsh, heavy, filling the chamber with a hoarse, low growling of which he was entirely 
unaware, but which thrilled Catherine to the marrow. 

Catherine was a living flame, igniting his desires, fanning the raging firestorm of his need. She 
moved him beyond the physical, into some deep place where her body compelled him, someplace primal 
and fierce, someplace savage and unbridled. He let out a rumbling roar as the intensity of tho~e feelings 
swept through him, carrying him to heights he hadn't known existed. Within her, Catherine could feel his 
erection straining, growing hotter, harder, longer, and suddenly he grasped her hips and stilled her, taking 
all the movement upon Ilimself as he bucked forcefully against her, deep, powerful thrusts of pure, raw, 
dominant sexual primacy, astounding and overwhelming. 

His rumbling, growling panting changed, his breathing becoming hoarse groans of pure desire. His 
heart beating wildly, Vincent drove as deeply as he could, filling Catherine completely, again and again. 
Overcome by the indescribable feeling of being sheathed within her so tightly, so deeply, he could hold 
back no more, his pace growing more frantic as his control vanished and he was carried away by the 
instinctive rhythm of coupling which was as old as mankind. Catherine needed no further urging to 
climax hard and long, and her peaking pushed Vincent over the edge into an orgasmic cataclysm from 
which he thought he might never recover. His rational mind left him for a moment as, lost in the rapture 
and the sensation, he roared his ecstasy and" triumph to the universe. 

A short time later, Vincent opened his eyes to a fall of golden brown hair which was both tickling 
his nose and hiding the chamber from sight. As he brushed the damp tendrils back behind Catherine's ear, 
he noticed his hand was shaking, evidence - ifhe needed any - of how drained and spent he was. He 
smiled tremulously as he took in the sight before him. An exhausted Catherine lay with her head upon 
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his chest. Sometime after their mutual consummation, he must have slipped from within her, for she lay 
now fully against him, draped over him in a protective posture that moved him beyond words. 

"Beloved?" he murmured tenderly against her ear. 
"Mmmmmm," was the immediate reply. "I love it when you call me that." Languid eyes regarded 

his own as she lifted her head to look at him. "That was ... incredible!" 
A small voice in the back of his head made him ask for the reassurance he still needed. "Are you ... 

all right?" 
A sleepy chuckle rose in her throat and an erotic tremor shivered through their Bond at that 

moment. "Oh, no. I'm most definitely not 'all right.' 1 have never been further from merely 'all right' in 
my life!" 

One final assurance was needed. "That last time ... 1 lost all control... I .... " 
"Hush," she admonished him. "Trust me ... trust what you feel through our Bond. You were 

wonderful ... we were wonderful together." 
"Yes," he sighed, finally convinced. What he sensed from her, what had surrounded him within 

their Bond ... it had been as she'd said. He had almost not dared to hope that it was true ... but it was ... 
gloriously, amazingly, blissfully true! 

Catherine laughed again, a kind of rueful chuckle. 
"What?" 
She shook her head, a dazed expression on her face. "I was just thinking ... was it only a few 

hours ago, 1 was in such despair? And now ... look at me! I'm happier than I've ever been in my life ... 
more fulfilled emotionally ... and physically .... " She bent to kiss him soundly, lingeringly, then resumed 
speaking, " ... than 1 ever thought possible. Life is funny sometimes." She paused, then added 
thoughtfully, "Our life .... " 

"Our life?" He stared at her intently, as she spoke of his deepest desire. 
She nodded. "Our life ... together, Vincent.This begins our life. Tell me you believe it, too?" 
Solemnly, he whispered, "Yes. Our life begins now, Catherine." He lifted his head until he could 

reach her lips - those lips which had given him everything this night - and kissed all the doubts, all the 
fears, all the painful past away. 
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Catherine walked the length of the passageway with determination. Savage growls protested her 
approach, but her stride did not falter. The way was dimly lit by the torches held by those behind her, 
but the underlying darkness of these catacombs - a gloom that was as much spiritual as physical
pressed ever closer. Father had called this a forgotten place; Vincent, in his delirium, had come here to be 
forgotten. 

He'll strike at you. 

Father's words. Warranted, almost unarguably, by the sling around his left arm. It was just a few 
weeks ago that he'd been injured in the Maze, and now this fresh hurt. A hurt far worse than what had 
gone before, because Vincent was at its heart, and it would be Vincent who would suffer most once he 
came to his senses. 

Jfhe came to his senses. The effect of Par ace Is us's drug had not been known to last longer than 
four hours, and Vincent should have come down by now. Considering his superior physical make-up, 
she was astonished that he had succumbed so strongly at all. Yet this frenzy - and the snarls were 
growing perceptibly harsher the closer she came - surpassed that of any of the victims she had 
interviewed. As for those who had died .... 

He's not the Vincent we !mow. 

No, not the Vincent they knew. But still Vincent. Layers of ingrained behaviour - civilisation -
peeled away by Paracelsus, to reveal something ... quite different. But still Vincent. She had to believe 
that. Had to take this base Vincent to her heart and love him as best she could. As she had just told 
Father, she had no choice. 

He could kill you. 

Yes, he could. But that didn't mean he would. He could have killed Father, too, yet the old man 
lived. Catherine had seen firsthand the damage Vincent could inflict when fighting for his loved ones - the 
evisceration, the sheer butchery - and she didn't kid herself: Father had got offlightiy. A warning strike 
from a cornered being, meant to dissuade approach, not to kill. A similar blow would undoubtedly fell 
her, and she prayed it didn't come; not for her own sake, for she was beyond caring for her own safety ... 
except that her pain was his. 
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She was just a few feet from him now. All human resemblance had fled. He was crouched in the 
shadows, snarling viciously, muscles quivering and ready for the attack. Eyes glared, filled with a venom 
she could hardly believe was meant for her. What was he seeing? What phantasies maddened him so? 
Sweat was dripping from his forehead, and close proximity brought a blast of feverish heat. He was 
baring his teeth to an unprecedented extent, so much so that she almost feared he would dislocate his 
jaw; never had he appeared so bestial as at this moment, and she walked straight into his arms. 

At the contact, much of the teusion in his body seemed to fall away, although the heat that 
enveloped her was frightening. His chest heaved in a jerky rhythm, and as she pressed herself closer she 
could feel his heart thundering even faster than usual. It scared her deeply; many of the deaths attributed 
to the drug had been a result of heart failure. 

Yet already he seemed more lucid, clutching her to him and muttering her name. Maybe 
everything would be alright after all; perhaps Paracelsus would not be claiming another soul this day. 
When she thought of the wasted lives - Jimmy's in particular - she felt blessed that Vincent would not 
be included in their number. 

Behind her, she could sense hopeful murmuring and hesitant movement, but for the moment she 
ignored them. Vincent's hot face rested on top of her head, his panting breaths ruftling her hair, and she 
felt as though she would gladly stay that way forever. Flickering torchlight soon intruded on their 
embrace, however, and she pulled away a little, wanting to gauge his expression. 

The nearing flames glittered strangely in his eyes, which were focussed on her with almost 
desperate intensity. She saw with some confusion that his pupils were becoming more dilated rather than 
less - despite the light - and felt a frisson of fear for him. At her back, she could hear Father's uneven 
step and the crackle of Winslow's torch, and she wished acutely that they would stay away. Vincent 
was not alright, not by a long shot, and their presence might be hurtful to him. 

Even as she contemplated calling to them to stay back, a change came over Vincent. An 
expression of bafiled rage swept across his face, and she knew instinctiv(:ly that it was the flames more 
than anything that incited this fresh madness. As the fire glinted off his burnished mane, he reeled from 
it, drawing her back with him. He was bristling with agitation, and gripped her close once more; his 
snarling began anew, the savage sound making her skin ripple with gooseflesh. 

His family's advance halted abruptly; she heard Father urging the others back with a soft but 
imperative order. Vincent's growls grew louder, as if to drown out the sound of Father's voice;at the 
same time he thrust her behind him, shielding her body with his own. She wondered what hallucinogenic 
vision the drug had dreamt up. What was he protecting her from? 

Peeping around the cover of Vincent's body, she saw that Father was standing surprisingly close. 
His shrewd eyes seemed-to size up his son's protective stance, before he moved backwards with slow 
deliberation. It was not until he had reached the other end of the passage that his son dropped his guard 
at all, and that only to direct a low, admonitory growl at Catherine who was still trying to watch what 
was going on. 

Catherine took the gentle rebuke as it waS obviously intended, and fell behind him once more. If it 
comforted him to 'safegnard' her in this way, she would comply with his fever-induced wishes. She 
herself took some comfort from the fact that he had not struck at Father again, although she did not fool 
herself that Vincent was even close to well. 

They remained there, alone, for long minutes. She stroked his back soothingly, but there was a 
wary stillness about him almost as impenetrable as the darkness that surrounded them. She saw and 
heard nothing of the others; they had evidently fallen back a fair distance, although it was not far enough 
judging by Vincent's vigilance. He acquiesced to her touch, but gave a soft hiss when she spoke his name. 

Finally he shifted, straightening from his semi-crouch to turn and take her up in his arms. The 
sudden movement seemed even more effortless than usual, the adreualine - or something - still firing his 
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veins. She was glad to be held; the blackness around them gave he"r a profound sense of disorientation 
that only his presence could allay. He settled her with solicitous efficiency, his right arm tucked beneath 
her knees, his left supporting her upper body, and they set off suddenly before she had time to catch her 
breath. 

How he knew where to go, she could not imagine. The darkness pressed heavily, but he seemed 
immune to it, running without hesitation. With no visible bearings, the jolting movement made her a little 
nauseous; yet even as the feeling swept over her, his gait smoothed to accommodate. A gentle crooning 
murmured in his throat, barely audible over his remarkably soft footfalls, and she was struck by how 
well he could make himself understood, when all words but her name had gone. 

She slung her right arm around his neck, needing the closeness and stability. He was still 
outrageously hot, his soft skin steaming beneath the mane, and her fingers found his pulse chattering at 
an alarming rate. At her touch, its judder calmed somewhat, but not its pace. She raised her free hand to 
stroke his thundering heart, willing the drug-fever away before it killed him. 

Her anxiety prompted him to cradle her closer until her face was buried in his hair. The contact 
was ticklish and irresistible, and she breathed in his heady fragrance. Too heady, she thought in 
bewilderment ... only to realise he was covered in the drug. 

Nose twitching, lips quivering, she pulled away before the narcotic could gain a stranglehold. The 
immediate impression was like stinging nettles, making her eyes water; and when she wiped her face 
against his sweater, she discovered that the residue was buried in his clothing also. The substance was so 
fine that she couldn't feel it with her fmgers, but it made its presence known on her softer tissues with a 
burst of excruciating sensation. 

She reached for the cowl neck of her pullover, pulling it up to cover lier face. For the frrst time 
she felt him falter, jarring them both against the rock wall, and she knew it was in reaction to her distress. 
She rubbed at his neck, trying to allay his apprehension until he found his bearings once more. 

The painful tingling did not last long, and she kept the wool pressed close to her face to prevent 
further exposure, letting the material's texture ease her discomfort. She could feel the ground scrape at 
her feet, and realised he had dropped to his knees in his sudden disorientation. It seemed amazing how 
bound they were, even now when he should have felt most disconnected. 

She let the pullover drop a little and opened her teary eyes, wishing she could see him. Even as 
the desire entered her mind, his outline became apparent to her, just a vague shape in the gloom. The 
drug's phosphorescent properties were beating back the darkness; she could see plainly now that he was 
caked in the stuff, and that it lent him a glittery aura It was no wonder he moved so easily in this relative 
obscurity, for his hypersensitive eyes - perfect circles of obsidian, ringed with gold - were eating up the 
drug's meagre radiance and using it to light his way. 

Just feeling the steady weight of those fever-bright eyes gave her strength, and she shook offher 
dizziness. As if sensing her resolution, he rose once more to his feet and took off. 

The pace did not lessen, but she guessed they were travelling through some awkward sections of 
tunnel; he would hunch over her, making certain her head was protected, before easing them both through 
narrow splittings in the rock. More than once she felt the brush of stone, sometimes dry, sometimes 
dank, but never did he allow it to scrape her. The routes he chose were in some instances uneven and 
crude, with loose stones crunching underfoot, only to transform abruptly into well-trodden paths and 
gangways. All were unlit, but some of the passes bore the sheen of fungal or bacterial growth, which 
glinted off the damp rock walls. From the faint whiff of decay, she surmised that they were traversing 
the length of the catacombs proper; the age and vastness of the place stunned her. She speculated that 
Father and his commuuity were just the most recent inhabitants of ground that had witnessed the 
passing of centuries ... perhaps millenia. 

Even as she contemplated the sheer history of this place, they emerged into a large open space 
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where the wind fluttered through her hair. Mould cleaved to the willIs, giving the whole area a murky, 
grey-green patina. Countless stairs and doorways, with elusive, Escher-like angles, clung to the edge of a 
monstrous chasm in the rock. The walls bore a variety of bas-reliefs that doubtless marked the sites of 
tombs; she reached out her hand to trace the nearest carving, but the markings did not confonn to any 
language she recognised, and seemed to vibrate beneath her fingertips before she withdrew uneasily. 
Vincent gave a soft growl of warning. 

Wondering how much of what she saw and felt was reality, and how much was shadow, she 
burrowed deeper into her cowl neck and held stubbornly to Vincent's heat. He carried her down a rough 
flight of stairs before moving through a doorway; its dark aperture was enclosed by a stone lintel and 
jambs that reminded her vaguely of Stonehenge. Soon they were plunging back into blackness, winding 
through a series of rough-hewn, downward-leading shafts. 

Despite the depths they were travelling to, the air seemed remarkably clean, leaving a faint 
mineral taste in her mouth, even through her woollen pullover. Vincent's complete confidence in his 
direction communicated itself strongly to her, and she lay relaxed in his arms. Perhaps he wasn't well -
and perhaps she was a little light-headed and overheated herself-but she had to have faith that they 
would be okay. 

She felt as if they had been moving for days, although she suspected it was just a little over half 
an hour. Vincent had yet to show any sign of exhaustion, in spite of carrying her so far. This route was 
not as damp as some they had travelled, but there was still the occasional patch of phosphorescent 
growth to mark the way, and her nose told her there was fresh running water nearby. He coaxed her 
through a narrow cleft in the wall and bore her across a short stretch before lowering her quite suddenly 
to the ground. 

Not the ground, she realised, although her outstretched fingertips met grit and stone. No, he'd laid 
her down on a pallet of some kind, quite a large one. The blanket at her back was thick and musty, as 
though it had not been used in a while, but when she rolled to one side a faint scent rose from the 
material that reminded her of Vincent's bed. Burying her nose in the blanket, she was certain he had slept 
here, and the thought made her shiver. 

They were obviously far below the inhabited regions of the tunnels, in a secret place perhaps 
known only to Vincent ... and now her. In his urgency to escape the others - their intrusion, their 
flames - he had spirited them both to this lonely retreat beyond the catacombs. She couldn't guess how 
large the chamber was - it was too dark - but she sensed the area was small and enclosed. It made her 
think ofa lair. 

Propping her head on the heel of her hand, she surveyed the darkness, trying to locate Vincent. 
Her ears found him first;-as he rustled quietly nearby, before she caught the tell-tale gleam of the drug on 
his hair and clothes. Their eyes met - it was the only part of his body she could get a true fix on - and 
she trembled in the shadow of his intense scrutiny. 

She wondered what he was doing. Was he searching for a candle? It would not be an easy task, 
particularly since as far as she could tell he had not taken his eyes offher. Although she could see him 
only as a vague outline, his potent physical presence - size, scent, heat - was undeniable. There was a 
restless edge to his movements, the luminescent narcotic waterfall that covered him shifting uneasily in 
the darkness. Its incongruity held her enthralled. 

Until it fell away with a shocking suddenness, leaving only the dim sheen of his mane to float, 
disembodied, above her; the change was strange and frightening, and she thought she might be 
hallucinating. Bodiless, he approached her, and she wriggled back a little, legs tangling in the blanket, 
before a rock wall impeded her retreat. 

Fingers clamped around her wrist, and at the familiar contact her alarm subsided. It was Vincent; 
she would know his touch anywhere. Yet even as she calmed, a startling realisation swept over her: his 
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cloak of invisibility was in fact nakedness. 
The shock of discovery flared in her mind, and she could not contain an astonished gasp. Her 

pulse quickened, creating a roaring din in her ears. That he should make himself so vulnerable to her! And 
was it even Vincent who was the vulnerable one here? 

Callused fingertips stroked over her wrist where the pulse hammered relentlessly, whilst his 
thumb traced circles across her palm; his grip reduced her hand to almost doll-like proportions. The 
thundering in her ears slowed enough that she could hear him crooning softly; the hoarse sound was 
soothing, and contained an unmistakable note of entreaty. 

She was defenseless against this beguilement, her hand turning in his until they could clasp one 
another. Yet even as her eyes were drawn to the meeting of their hands, she was reminded anew of the 
poison running riot through his body; at this close range she could see the drug embedded deep in the fur 
of his fingers. 

God, what had Paracelsus done to him? She reflected anxiously on what was known of the 
drug ... precious danmed little. The lab boys thought it might be a psilocybin-derived component -like in 
magic mushrooms - that caused the hallucinations and the distortions in space/time perception so 
relished by the club crowds. Added to that was a cocaine-like kick to keep the central nervous system 
hopping, plus a few even nastier surprises. The chemical cocktail had largely defied analysis, but the 
results of excess consumption were clear: derangement, and all too often, death. 

None of which gave her much insight into Vincent's current condition; his aggression had eased, 
but he was clearly not himself, and she felt frightened for him. This loss of inhibition - taken now to 
such a literal extreme - was something for which she had prayed for months; its cause, however, was a 
thing she feared. Under the drug's sway he was acting in a manner foreign to him, which would 
undoubtedly occasion significant distress when - if - he recovered. She had to be strong for his sake. 

Tugging gently at her hand, though, she realised that he might be beyond her influence. His grip 
tightened perceptibly, not enough to hurt her, but sufficient to keep her immobile. She had nowhere to 
go; the rock at her back held firm, and Vincent seemed firmer still; he released a muted growl at her 
resistance, wordlessly expressive of his determination that she submit. 

Catherine was uncertain how to progress; she did not wish to exacerbate his agitated state in any 
way, yet felt hesitant to comply with an appeal made when he was intoxicated. The decision was clearly 
not hers, however, for as she lay passive before him, his hands found her waist and wrested her away 
from the wall recess. 

Left breathless by the sudden motion, she found herself hauled upright into a sitting position. His 
hands wound their way through her hair, and he pressed his face close to hers until brows touched and 
noses tickled. He was stHl hot and wet with the drug-fever, his breath searing through flared nostrils, his 
eyes fiery black pools. She waited for a kiss, but it did not come. 

Instead he eased her head back and grazed the line of her jaw with his teeth, the action both 
unstudied and sensual. A curl of desire twisted deep within her, and she tried to quash it, knowing that 
she must put an end to these long-for caresses; why did they have to come now, when he was out of his 
senses? The temptation to yield to him was so strong, yet she knew without a doubt that he would not 
choose this, that he would be horrified by his actions. She had to do what was right for Vincent, and 
disregard her own selfish wants. 

But she couldn't disregard him. He wouldn't allow it. Even now his mouth was discovering the 
fragile flesh beneath her ear, and tasting her stuttering pulse. The desire began spiralling once more in her 
belly, too strong for conscience. Claws tugged restlessly at the cowl neck that impeded his mouth, and 
she knew a like impatience for the barriers to come down; she fought the longing stubboruIy .. 

As if sensing her ambivalence - and she was certain he did sense it, despite the drug's influence
he sounded a deep-timbred growl into the crook of her neck before giving her a reproachful nip. It seemed 
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he would not be dictated to, would not feel daunted by reservations so at odds with what her body told 
him, what it had always told him. 

The catch of his teeth on her skin stiIled her in body and thought, and his chest emitted a low 
rumble of passionate approval before he released her, soothing the mild hurt with the rasp of his tongue. 
Her troubled spirits felt strangely eased by his almost peremptory actions; she'd never known him to 
take such an assertive attitude towards her, and no matter how unlike him it was, it stiIl satisfied some 
primitive need deep within her. She would have found such possessive forcefulness repugnant in another 
man; in Vincent, it beguiled her, because it affinned so much of the longing he usually kept smothered ... 
and because she trusted him. Even under the drug's influence she trusted him. 

He withdrew from her suddenly, and although she knew they must stop, she almost cried out in 
denial; the loss of his mouth left a bitter loneliness. His hands, however, found the fastening on her 
jacket, and she was soon tom between vexation and relief as he tugged the garment away from her body; 
it seemed that he had no thought of withdrawal at all. 

His efforts left her off-balance, and without the support of his hands, she feIl back on the pallet. 
Helplessly supine in the dark, she was reminded of when they first met, and how she would lie for hours 
on end, blind and scared, groping for a hand that would not meet hers. She reached out now, anxious for 
his touch, and felt his hand close about her own; how was it possible that she had ever flinched away 
from him? 

She wasn't flinching now; if she dared open her mouth, she might even start begging. Every good 
intention counted for nothing, it seemed; she felt utterly defeated by his hunger and her own. In this 
lonely place it felt as if the real world and all its worries were far away; their elemental need for one 
another was all that mattered. 

Almost as ifhe had been waiting for this realisation - this call- he feIl upon her, insinuating 
himself10w between her legs and pressing his face against her midriff with a sigh. The powerful expanse 
of his chest forced her thighs wide,and although he supported most of his weight on his arms, she still 
felt overwhelmed by his iron muscularity, and quivered at the thought of being covered by him. 

His hands fumbled at the bottom edge of her pullover, only to find the thin material of a tee-shirt, 
which he tugged impatiently from the confines of her trousers. He slowly pushed the clothes as one up 
the length of her torso, releasing a guttural purr of satisfaction as her bare flesh was revealed to him. She 
didn't need the urging of his steel grip to arch her body against him; the first touch of his bristled face 
upon her beIly left her writhing. 

The clothing caught at her chest, like a final warning. His hands were almost lost in great fistfuls 
of material, but she could feel the sharp claws of his thumbs trembling in the hot crease beneath her 
breasts, as if awaiting permission. Her body lifted into his touch - wordless sanction - and his 
thumbnails traced an electric path over her breasts as he shoved the clothing higher. 

The baring of her breasts seemed to paralyse him; she could feel him leaning over her, panting 
hotly against her skin. As for herself, she felt utterly vulnerable; her arms were raised high above her 
head, trapped by the fetters of her own clothes. 

With an animal groan, his head lowered to her breasts. She wondered if she might die from the 
bittersweet sensation of his bare flesh upon her own, from the brush of his hair across her naked body. 
She wondered if she might die ifhe didn't release her from her imprisoning clothing, so that she could 
hold him to her with both hands and never let him go. 

She wondered if she might die. 
He nuzzled her hard above her sternum, pressing her breasts together to embrace his face. She 

could feel his thumbs lifting her, his callused fingers supporting her, and a restraint that kept the barely
leashed violence from scoring her. She wondered ifhe would remember this, remember the way he stayed 
his claws, even under this starving, drug-fueIled provocation. She wasn't certain she would be able to 
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show a similar consideration, and was almost grateful for the clothing that hampered her; unbearably 
aroused, she could feel her own nails itching to claw at his back. 

He rubbed himself into the furrow between her breasts, then nudged insistently beneath them, 
soaking up her sweat on his tongue; the abrasive heat made her skin ripple. His mouth discovered one 
yearning nipple and surrounded it, suckling her hard until she had almost painfully peaked; when he 
released the bud, she sobbed at the cool touch of cavern air against her. He found her other nipple and 
embraced it in tum, framing the areola between his sharp incisors and rasping his tongue across the 
sensitive tip. Before freeing her, he eased the hippie into the cleft of his lip, giving her a uniquely heady 
kiss that sang like velvet through her veins. 

By the time he raised his head, she was whimpering, her thighs clasping his torso vehemently. As 
ifhe were just realising her predicament, he caught at the clothing that still bound her and eased it fully 
over her head and further up her arms. As more flesh was exposed, he followed it with his mouth, 
grazing his tongue along the cords and hollows of her neck, and murmuring incoherently into her 
underarms until she wanted to scream with ticklish delight. 

Even as he freed her arms from the clothing, she was more firmly bound by his own grip; he 
seemed to take intense pleasure in stroking the length of her arms and testing their strength. Riding higher 
up on her body, he let more and more of his weight rest upon her until his hips were wedged firmly 
between hers. When he f1nally drew her clothing from her hands and flung the garments away, he loomed 
over her at full stretch. She felt as ifhe were taking her measure, and hoped she was not wanting. 

But, oh, how she wanted! Her hips rocked furiously beneath his weight, her wrists struggling in 
his clasp. She rubbed her breasts into his thickly furred torso, wanting to cry at the thought that, but for 
Paracelsus' machinations, she might never have known this melting pleasure. It was a horrid, almost 
blasphemous notion - that she should be grateful to such a man, and for such a reason! - and it gave 
her pause. 

Vincent, however, would not admit delay. He released her hands and sank doWn the length of her 
body, leaving her quivering under the brush of his darkly falling hair. The unfastening of her trousers was 
accomplished in an instant, and he soon coaxed them - together with her panties - over her hips and 
down her shaking legs. A brief tussle ensued as he tried to remove everything, including her boots, at 
once, but soon she was naked beneath him in trembling welcome. 

With a tormented growl, he settled between her thighs once more, his mouth pressing fever-hot 
against her belly. Her heart lurching frantically, she buried one hand in his hair and forced the other to her 
mouth, whilst her legs searched for purchase on his body. Sensitive to her every craving, he took her 
knees and moved them over the iron support of his shoulders, until her toes could clench in the wild 
mane that grew halfway-down his back. 

She was keening now,a hungry, pleading sound that accompanied the helpless bucking of her 
hips. His hands took her buttocks in a steadying grip and his lips moved lower, eager to grant her body's 
demand; yet even as his bristles caught on her curls, she was coming in a molten rush, and the first hot 
huff of his breath against her open body was met with ecstasy. Just the thought o/him there . ... 

She bit back a scream, her teeth digging' painfuliyinto her wrist. She was dimly aware that her 
sudden climax was forcing his own, though there was nothing to tell her this except their bond, for he 
was utterly silent. She was also aware that he was not yet finished, that he would peak with her again 
and again, and that next time he would be inside her; even now his body was gathering itself for the revel, 
whilst her own cried out for more. 

And she was aware of something else. Revulsion. 
The feeling had little time to crystallise before he was leaning over her once more, his glittering, 

voracious eyes meeting hers. There was a mesmerising aspect in his gaze, and she stroked his cheek 
dreamily; he was as still as stone, yet hot and humming, and she was reminded of the bas-relief she had 
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touched in the catacombs. She waited to be filled by him, waited wtil time seemed suspended, and then 
she waited no more. 

Hours later, Vincent watched over her sleep. 
He could see very little of her, just the fall of her hair lit by glowing coals in the 

nearby brazier .. She was wrapped snug in a blanket - a clean blanket, he reminded 
himself grimly - and was facing away from him. 

He expected no less. 
He was abhorrent. 

Shoulders slumping with weariness, he waited patiently for a sign of stirring. Her rest was deep 
and dreamless, her body unnaturally still. He was to blame for this quiescence, for he had forced it upon 
her, manipulating their bond to his own purpose. Imposing his will. A despicable act of cowardice that 
he had never known he was capable of. 

And not the least of his transgressions. 
If only she would wake. Yet he dreaded it, dreaded the hatred and loathing in her eyes. And 

whatever her eyes told him would be magnified a thousand-fold by the bond, a punishment well 
deserved. 

He could remember some of it. Much was lost in the kaleidoscopic frenzy. Barriers, cages, 
wherever he turned. The inferno, the sickening wash of blood. Father. God, had he truly struck at 
Father? Surely that had been a dream ... yet the crack of bone still ricocheted in his ears. Nothing had 
made sense except Catherine. And even she had seemed strange, a pagan goddess beckoning him to make 
a fiery sacrifice. 

Not the Catherine he knew. 
It was only after she had walked into his arms that events crystallised in his mind. This was his 

Catherine. Vulnerable, beloved flesh and bone placed trustingly in his grasp. The dizzying sensations of 
paranoia and disorientation had fallen away, to be replaced by the familiar need to protect her. Her 

. presence strengthened him, her touch giving him purpose and will. Danger was all around; it was 
imperative that they not be separated. He wanted only to snatch her up and carry her away to a safe 
place, far from the flames that threatened them both. 

A safi place. He looked about him and shook his head in disgust. He knew this cavern well; it was 
one of the places he came to when he felt most drawn to her, when his defences were at their lowest ebb. 
No one else, not even Mouse, had seen this place before; it was his own dark secret, a refuge from her 
unwitting pull. And thiswas where he had brought her. 

He could not even tell himself that it had been an unconscious act. When all else had seemed 
perilously unknown, he had recognised her touch, both the physical sensation and the thread of sanity 
reaching across their tumultuous bond. He had even known her name, at least for a few moments. The 
name was soon gone, but the feelings it had invoked lingered; he had known a primitive need to claim her 
and keep her. 

That need was nothing new; it had been with him since the moment he had taken up her bleeding, 
battered body in the park Above. He had ignored the need steadfastly for almost a year now, smothering 
his every possessive instinct no matter how vehemently they had screamed. And instinct had been hard 
to ignore, for he felt in his bones that she was made for him, that she was his mate. Only his rational self, 
his conscience, kept instinct in check; and Paracelsus had loosed the tethers. 

Vincent groaned, unable to shake off the ache of foreboding. His actions had been unforgivable, 
his every weakness uncovered. Surely it must come to an end now, this dream of love; it could not 
survive such naked exposure of his darkness, his demons. The separation would be harder still now that 
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he had tasted of her, but he would take the punishment as his due: 
Almost in reaction to his distress, a tremor shook the stillness of their bond, and within a 

moment she was awake; he was relieved that she was able to throw off the unnatural sleep he had 
imposed, but steeled himself for what would come. She rolled over slowly, and he watched her brow 
furrow in confusion. The light from the brazier flickered across her face, and one small fist crept from 
under the blanket to knuckle at her eyes. 

"Vincent?" She called his name with soft hesitance, and his heart twisted at the sound. 
"Catherine. I'm here." His greeting was a hoarse whisper, and he trembled to see a smile crease 

her face. She peered in his direction but did not meet his eyes, and he realised that she could not see him. 
He stepped tentatively from the dark recess where he had stood watch over her. The cavern was 

small; just a few strides across the uneven ground would bring him to where she lay on his pallet. The 
bedding was placed on a low platform tucked into a wide niche in the rock wall, and he did not want to 
make her feel cornered or vulnerable. 

As he came within her sight, however, her smile widened. "Vincent, are you alright?" 
It humbled him. After all that he had put her through, her first concern was for him. "I... am well, 

Catherine." 
Her hand was shielding her eyes from the light, and he realised that its dim glow was bothering 

her. Nevertheless, she reached out for him, and he stepped closer to take her outstretched hand, helpless 
to deny her. She tugged imperatively and he obeyed the unspoken demand, kneeling at her side. 

"You are well, aren't you? Your pupils .... " Her voice drifted off as she examined his eyes; her 
own continued to blink owlishly. ''They seem to be contrac~ng okay, although I don't know if that 
proves anything. I can hardly see a thing myself, anyhow." She actually chuckled a little before raising 
their joined hands to his forehead. "Feels normal. Not hot at all." 

Even as she said the words, he felt his skin flush in contradiction. A swim in a nearby 
underground river had put an end to the drug-fever; he had stroked relentlessly through the frigid water 
for over an hour until the last of the poison had been sweated from his system. His body did not so 
easily forget Catherine. 

A blush was creeping into her own cheeks as her eyes adjusted to the light, and he realised that 
her gaze had dropped to his bare chest. He didn't know why she should stare so avidly; having dragged 
on some long thermal underwear, he was significantly more covered than he had been ... before. 

Before he had lit the brazier, to keep her warm as she slept. Dear God, he wasn't thinking at all. 
The drug, the exhaustion ... every last bit of sense had been wrung out of him. The near darkness had 
been as nothing to him, and all the while she had been struggling blind. His heedlessness appalled him. 

He stood abruptly, trying to spare her the sight of his body. After the intimacy ... before ... he 
felt as though he knew her by heart, and it had not occurred to him that she would not feel a like 
familiarity. In the grip of his delirium he had flaunted himself shamelessly before her, mistaking 
sightlessness for acceptance. Now she studied him for the first time, and he felt unbearably exposed. 

There was to be no reprieve either. "Catherine, I. .. forgive me." He gestured helplessly at his 
body, resisting the urge to tug at his thermals; they slung low beneath his hipbones, clinging close to his 
skin. "My clothes are all wet. They were covered in that ... substance ... and I had to get it off somehow. 
There's a river nearby. I just threw everything in ... your clothes too, I'm afraid. The pullover will 
probably shrink. I'm so sorry .... " He broke off, uncomfortably aware that he waS starting to babble, 
aware also that it wasn't really the clothes he was sorry about, but so much more. He turned away, 
conscious of her eyes on him, yet unable to meet them. 

When he had laid the sleep upon her - his only defence against the feverish hunger that was 
overwhelming them both - her naked vulnerability had given him such a sweet pang; all he could think 
was that he was an affront to such loveliness. It was his climax, of all things, that had allowed him to 
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shake off the greater part of the drug-mania; the strange scent ofl:iis own lust wreathed in the drug's 
poisonous fumes had been sickening. To think that such a thing had been allowed to touch her in any 
way; but for his precipitate desires, he could have been inside her, degrading her with that filth. Only 
then did he realise he was exuding the chemical odour from every pore, and that it was mingling 
obscenely with the scent of Catherine's body. 

He had flung himself away from her, feeling sanity return for the first time in hours ... and with it 
great surgings of guilt. What was he to do? He hadn't wanted to leave her alone, nor did he trust himself 
near her, with his body still taut with craving. Paramount in his mind had been the necessity to rid 
himself of the miasma clinging to him. Trying desperately not to touch her, or even look at her - knowing 
to do so would undermine his efforts - he had eased the semen-stained blanket from beneath her body 
before wrapping her tenderly in a clean one. It was then that she had turned in her sleep to face the wall, 
like an unconscious rebuke. He had sighed with remorse and dragged their clothes to the river, where
fighting exhaustion and fever - he had scoured his body with soap. When that did not remove the 
chemical fetidness, he had sweated it out by swimming long and hard in the icy darkness. He could not 
face her until he was clean. 

Unfortunately, he had succumbed to the frenzy of washing before it had even occurred to him 
that he no change of clothes; only by sheer luck had he returned to find an old pair of thermals in the 
battered sea trunk he kept in the cavern. There was a shirt in there as well, but he had put it aside for 
Catherine - thinking as much of his own sanity as her modesty - and now he wished he'd put it on 
anyhow. Right now the weight of her eyes on his naked, densely furred back was almost more than he 
could bear. What was she thinking? 

"Vincent?" The tentative touch of her hand on his back startled him, making him flinch. It was a 
measure ofhis abstraction that he had not her approach. 

"Don't touch me," he muttered, moving back into the shadows beyond her reach. 
"Vincent, don't be sorry." There was a note of pleading in her voice, and he knew she was not 

referring to the wet clothes either, any more than he. had been. Even with his back to her, he could tell 
that the smile had left her face; ifhe turned around he knew he would find her eyes filled with that soft 
sadness that never failed to disarm him. 

"I am sorry, Catherine. More than I can tell you." 
He heard her gulp a little. "1. . .1 don't want to hear that. But if you're going to apologise, I wish 

you would at least look at me." 
He turned slowly, his head hanging low. "I have never been so ashamed." Self-loathing lent an 

unintended harshness to his tone, and as he peered at her from beneath his tangled fringe, he could see her 
bottom lip quivering. 

"Oh, Vincent, why? Do you honestly think I would blame you for any of this? Do you think I 
even mind?" 

"/ mind!" he growled. "This loss of reason ... of dignity ... it shames me. And it hurts us both!" 
"Do I look hurt, Vincent? Do I?" She pulled herself up straight, queenly in her blanket and bare 

feet. "The only way you can cause me pain is by punishing yourselflike this." 
He reached out his hand and stroked furred knuckles across her cheek and down her proud neck. 

How could he make her see? "Your skin ... your soft skin, Catherine. It's covered in abrasions. Like a 
rash, wherever I touched you. It hurts me to know I put those marks on you ... and it hurts more to 
know that I enjoyed doing it." 

"That's not pain, Vincent. That's a pleasure." She tried to take his hand in her own, but he pulled 
away, avoiding her touch even as he longed to submit to it. "If you won't listen to me, then at least listen 
to our bond. It will tell you I'm not lying." 

He tried to concentrate on their connection, but it felt strange and tenuous, and he realised he had 
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been cutting himself off from her, too frightened to know the truth. Since that shattering climax they had 
shared, when he had felt such a helpless thrall to her body's demands, he had been pulling away. 
Guarding against the loss of control. .. the loss ofhimsel£ Terrified of hurting her in the extremity of 
passion. 

"What of Father?" he asked suddenly. "I struck him down. Broke his arm." Stating the fact 
baldly, he realised it was truth ... could even picture the scene in his mind in all its horrifYing detail, 
stripped of haziness. He collapsed to the ground, feeling overcome with sick regret. 

"Yes, you did." She dropped down beside him, her expression serious. "And he understood, 
Vincent. He's a doctor; I'm sure he could provide you with a list of your symptoms. I can do it myself, 
if you like; I've interviewed enough victims. Hallucinations. Delirium. Persecution complex. 
Hyperpyrexia. Tachycardia .... " 

"Stop!" he cried, not wanting to hear anymore of the litany. As if it made any of his actions 
forgivable .... 

"You were hot, Vincent. So hot you scared me. It felt like your skin might dissolve at my touch. 
And your heart .... " She reached outtentatively, as if she might stroke his chest, and he twisted away, 
unable to bear it. "I thought it might stop. And mine would have stopped soon after." 

"No!" 
"Yes." There was a conviction in her voice that he couldn't ignore. "I couldn't live without you, 

Vincent. Why do you think I came down to the catacombs? Father asked me, and I could tell he regretted 
the request as soon as he made it; he was thinking as a father, not as a doctor. But I came anyhow. 1 told 
him I had no choice. I wouldn't even want one." 

"You had a choice, Catherine. You could have left me alone. I wish you had." 
"Just like you leave me alone every time I'm in danger?" He glanced up at that, discovering a 

tenderness in her eyes. "Vincent, there's something very powerful at work between us. And I can't 
resist it, any more than you can." 

"Catherine, I snapped his bone with one swipe of my arm. Just think what I might have done to 
you." The thought of her, lying broken and bruised at his feet, made him reel with horror. 

She took his chin in her small hand, holding him gently. "Vincent, you were under the severest 
provocation today, and still you couldn't hurt me. Isn't that more than enough proof of your self
control?" 

More than enough proof She was sitting here before him, loving and vital, caressing him 
willingly. He opened himself up to the sensation, rubbing his cheek into her hand ... and felt a ghostly 
tingle in his own palm. 

They remained that way for several minutes, taking comfort in the connection. It was amazing 
how much strength her fragile touch lent him. One of the worst effects of the drug had been the 
disorientation, the sense of rupture from all he knew. She had dispelled the feeling just by walking into 
his arms. If only he had allowed himself to enter her body, he felt he would never have known alienation 
again. 

Such thoughts were dangerous. He stood in one fluid motion and moved to the trunk where he 
had left a pitcher of water. It came from the river, far upstream from where he had washed himself and 
their clothes, and it had a fresh, biting taste; he had already quenched himselfthoroughiy, long before 
she'd awakened. He brought the pitcher over to her and held it to her mouth. "Catherine, you're thirsty." 

She blinked at him and licked delicately at her lips. "How did you ... ?" She didn't finish the 
question - already guessing the answer - and instead let him feed her. He watched her throat move 
sinuo~sly with each swallow, and felt his own mouth dry in response. Once she had had enough, he 
sipped from the pitcher himself, his lips replacing the shadow of her own. 

Her eyes looked huge as she studied him, and a figment of her thoughts flashed in his mind; she 
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was remembering how he had suckled at her breasts. An unmistak:able yearning emanated from her that 
his own body immediately echoed, and he almost dropped the pitcher. 

Trying to cover his confusion, he put it on the ground and rose from his haunches, walking over 
to the brazier. "There's water warming here for you, Catherine." He wanted her to wash, but didn't 
know how to say so without offending her. She was undoubtedly unaware that she was covered in his 
scent, not just his own distinctive fragrance - which he was always secretly elated to find on her ~ but 
that strange chemical smell that had poured offhim in feverish waves. He had managed to rub it all over 
her in his fit of possessive fervour, and desperately wished it eradicated. 

There was also the strong scent of her arousal to tease his nostrils, and he wanted that gone too. 
It was an unbearable temptation after all that had happened, tearing his willpower to shreds. 

"All the amenities," she said from directly behind him, and he realised with a start that once more 
she had snuck up on him unawares. How could he be so attuned to her, and so distracted at the same 
time? 

"I'm sorry about ... well, all this," he said, motioning vaguely about him to their Spartan quarters. 
"Vincent, please stop apologising. I thought I'd gone to a great deal of trouble to convince you 

that our present situation is not your fault. If you want to blame someone, blame Paracelsus." 
"Paracelsus," he muttered. "I will have to deal with him." 
"We'll take care of him, Vincent ... the two of us. But please, just promise me you won't go after 

him alone." 
He stared down at the gently steaming kettle of water. His face was a warped reflection on the 

copper surface ... a cruel reminder of what Paracelsus had accomplished. "I caunot promise that, 
Catherine. I will not place you in danger. But I promise to be careful. Now that I know just how devious 
this man can be, I will be on my guard against his tricks." 

She sighed, and he felt the warm rush of air touch his back. "I suppose there's no immediate 
urgency. He's probably gone to ground." 

"I agree. And I will take care ofhim when the time comes." He could sense her gathering breath to . 
argue, and tried to distract her. "Would you like to bathe, Catherine? This water is more than warm 
enough now, and there's soap and a washcloth here." 

"A sponge bath?" He turned to fmd her looking about their confined quarters uncertainly. 
"Perhaps I should just wait until we return to the main tunnels." 

"It will be a while before we can dress. There's a natural ventilation shaft not far from here, and 
I've hung our clothes as best I can, but it will still take some time before they're wearable." 

"Oh." She looked endearingly flustered, and held her blanket in a death grip. "Well, I certainly 
don't relish prancing into Father's study in my present attire. And as for yours .... " She broke off with a 
light laugh. "I like the look myself, but Father might have an apoplectic fit." 

He had almost forgotten his state of undress. Father would indeed raise more than an eyebrow. 
"There's a clean shirt of mine which you can put on. It will probably reach your knees. But first ... " He 
pulled the kettle from the brazier, letting more golden light into the cavern, and continued, ". ~ .your bath 
water." 

She watched with a furrowed brow as he poured the water into a basin on the trunk, before 
looking at him askance. "Vincent? Is there some reason you want me to wash?" 

He stared at her impassively, even as he searched his brain for an excuse that would not reveal his 
shame. The truth would only disturb her ... perhaps disgust her. "I thought you mightbe more 
comfortable. I'll give you privacy.'" 

"No, don't leave! Please, I don't want to be alone. It's just that ... " Her voice trailed away as she 
sat down on the trunk, her hand swaying in the rising steam. He could feel the heat warming his own 
fingers, despite the distance between them; he could feel too the tumult of anxiety and embarrassment 
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growing within her, but could not guess its cause. With her eyes cast downward and the blanket wrapped 
around her, she looked absurdly young, like a child awaiting punishment with solemn resignation. 
"Vincent, do 1. .. repulse you?" 

He was astonished by the timid question. Repulse him? He loved her so much he ached with it. 
"How ... how could you even think such a thing?" 

"1. .. I don't know. After we .... " She bit her lip hard, and his own mouth twitched in response. 
"Afterwards, I sensed this - I don't know, revulsion - and I know it wasn't me. So it must have been 
you. And now you think I'm dirty, and you're trying to run away, and I don't understand!" 

"Oh no, Catherine, no!" he cried, shaken by her welling angnish. "It's nothing like that at all!" 
"Then tell me. Please?" 
He felt utterly wretched to have wounded her so. How strange that she should be pricked by the 

same sort of self-doubt that nagged at him, always. "Catherine, you're right. I did feel revulsion. But it 
was for myself, not you. Never you." Her face was still naked with distress, and he knew he had to try 
and explain, no matter how ignoble it might sound. "Paracelsus' drug ... it felt like a pestilence inside me. 
I reeked of it - it was seeping out of every pore, and I never even noticed, not until!.. .. " 

"Until you came." 
He flushed miserably at her words. "Yes, Once I could smell it, really smell it, it was like a slap 

in the face - and the drug started to lose its hold on me. All I could think of was getting away, getting it 
offme ... getting it off you." 

She looked thoughtful as she weighed his words, and her eyes followed the paths of rose 
stippling across her chest and disappearing beneath the blanket. "You made me sleep, didn't you? I. 
thought I passed out, but it was you." 

His skin crawled with shame. "It was the only way I could stop, Catherine. I couldn't stop 
myself, so I stopped you instead. I'm so sorry." 

She dipped her fmgertips into the hot water, and the sensation was like an electric shock, 
checking the flow of distraught words, the apologies. He reached for the pitcher and drew beside her to 
pour cool water into the basin. There was an angry circle of teeth marks at her wrist, and he felt a strong 
compulsion to lay his mouth on the hurt, to soothe it with his tongue. She looked up suddenly and 
caught the direction of his eyes. In a soft, calm voice she said, "There'll be a bruise." 

"Yes," he agreed. The colours were already forming. 
"I was trying not to scream. I've never felt so out of control." With a quirk of her mouth, she 

immersed her hand in the water, hiding the mark she'd made. "Still Daddy's little girl, I guess. So 
important to be a lady." 

Again, the astomShment. He had been so worried about his own loss of dignity; it hadn't 
occurred to him that she might fall prey to similar thoughts. Her passion had staggered him, strengthened 
him; how could she see it as reason for shame? He put the pitcher down and took up her hand, obeying 
his initial instinct. 

Water dripped from their fingers, piercing the silence as he brushed his lips gently over her tender 
skin. The gesture was almost courtly, and then his mouth opened to absorb the moisture onto his tongue, 
and it wasn't courtly at all, but primitive and possessive. 

Her pulse seemed to fill his mouth. He tried to fit his teeth to the impression made by her own, 
pressing until he felt the pang, then licking the soreness away. Her blood was rushing to meet the 
cadence of his own pulse, the bond drawing their bodies irrevocably into synch. He had meant only to 
comfort, but their mutual need transformed every touch - every breath - into seduction. 

Staring down into her eyes, he found them dilated with covetous import; reaching deep within 
himself to the place where she lived, he knew it was true. He couldn't let those eyes go. Turning her 
hand to lave at the heart of her palm, he held her midnight gaze stubbornly, and when her eyelids started 
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to slip his hold, he nipped at the delicate slope of skin between her thumb and forefmger, demanding her 
attention. 

Her eyes were wide and wondering, and the sigh of his name escaped her lips. He drew her index 
finger into his mouth and let her explore his tongue. It was flatter and more flexible than her own, and for 
the first time the difference did not disturb him; the speculation in her eyes was more than matched by 
the sparkle of ardour. She teased the ridged roof of his mouth and traced the savage outline of his 
incisors, until he was wild to drink her in deep; he suckled the water from each finger in turn, supplanting 
the moisture with his own. 

A smile creased her features, dreamy and disarming, and she took her fingers from his lips to 
touch her own. "Will you bathe me then?" she asked, a silky whisper that broke his reverie, and he saw 
that the blanket had fallen about her waist, released from her boneless grasp. 

"Catherine!" Had he truly thought he was tired? The sight of her simple surrender ignited him, 
and his answer was a ragged undertone, raw with wonder. "Catherine, I will." 

He breathed her in deeply, tasting the hunger, the molten emptiness. Overlaying that beauty was 
Paracelsus' poison. It was an affront, a heinous imposition. He groped for the washcloth and soaked it in 
the warm water. Squeezing out the excess wetness, he drew the cloth gently across her upraised face and 
over her hair. Her eyes drifted shut, but the dreamy smile remained; it felt like a benediction. 

It wasn't enough. He wanted more. Finding the cake of soap - still damp from his own bath - he 
lathered his hands in the basin. Then he laid them upon her ... and could not tell who trembled more. 

He held her throat in a light clasp; she was utterly relaxed, completely trusting. His fingers 
pressed into her nape whilst his thumbs traced the cords of her neck, forcing a hum of pleasure from her 
slack lips. Her head lolled, searching for support, and he stepped closer until her brow could rest against 
his hip bone. 

The contact dragged a harsh growl from him, but he massaged the delicate bones of her shoulders 
as though they were made of eggshells. Leaning over her, he scooped up handfuls or-water and sluiced 
the fme lines of her back; her small hands crept up to grip at his waist, tugging at the thermals, and he 
groaned as she cuddled into his pelvis. He was hopelessly aroused. 

Searching for something - anything - to distract him, his eyes found the beauty mark at the top 
of her spine. He remembered that he fIrst saw it just moments before she fIrst saw him. He had dreamt of 
it often, this small blemish that beckoned his touch, and wondered if she even knew it was there. Further 
down, off to one side, was the puckered scar of a bullet wound; the sight of it reminded him of how 
fragile and precious she was. Her life could have been snuffed out so easily. 

He fell to his knees before her, overwhelmed with a sense of urgency. Lathering up quickly, he 
cupped the gentle weight of her breasts, gasping as she arched into his hands. Her entire torso was 
mottled from the sandpaper caress of his cheeks, her nipples swollen and suppliant; he soaped and 
riused and coaxed her allover, his every touch accompanied by her soft keening. When he dragged the 
washcloth along the length of her arms, her muscles flexed hungrily, crying out to hold him ... echoing his 
own craving. 

He persuaded her to her feet, snatching the blanket away. She could barely stand of her own 
volition, and wound her hands into his mane for support; his own legs trembled in sympathy, and he 
was glad he was kneeling. Nestling into the buttermilk soft skin of her belly, he flicked his tongue over 
the mottled imprints he had left. She was exquisite, everything he had ever wanted. 

He boUnd his arms tight about her, listening as her body quickened. Her salty scent rose stronger, 
more demanding, and he could feel the marvellous pull and thrust of her inner muscles, almost like pain. 
Oh, she was fast, tilting at him, trying him, but he wouldn't let her have her way, not until they were 
together. 

Sobriety lent no moderation; he could only feel her all the more. He loosed his arms, and she was 
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swaying, then sliding, a silken fall along his body. She settled across his thighs, her head tossing in 
fennent, and he pressed it into the crook of his neck, where he could whisper into her ear, "Not yet, 
Catherine ... not without me." 

She sobbed, "No, never," and clutched at him. Her thighs were straining to span his, and he 
hooked his arms beneath them, draping her around his body to relieve her stress. "Never without you. 
But hurry!" she pleaded, and he was inside her now, with nothing to separate them. 

Ah, but she was tight, so hot and wet he wanted to dissolve in her embrace. He pushed up, and 
up again, heeding primal instinct until the two of them were so entangled he hardly knew what he was 
feeling. She met him with a power to match his own, sheltering and savaging him in tum, and it was so 
good, so good to just. .. let go. 

He took a fistful of her hair, pulling her back so that she must see him. ''Not ... Daddy's little 
girl," he gasped. "My woman, oh, my mate. Please, Catherine .... " He pressed his mouth to her hot 
brow, to her cheeks where tears of frustrated pleasure fell. "Say it. Say you're mine." 

"Yours, Vincent, yours," she whispered brokenly. 
He grounded himself deep inside her and let her have her way. "Scream, Catherine," he urged. 

"We're alone ... we're one ... now scream!" 
And she did in the end, even as he found his own ferociously silent release, melting inside her 

body. She screamed to shatter the silence of their cavern ... screamed to shake the catacombs. 
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T~e ot~er WOVVlQVI 
b~ JaVlice A. KeeVlaVi 

After some loo~iVlg, CcltllieriVle, 
I Viave decided tViat ~OIA are VlOt 
TVie womaVi ~OIA were tViis morVliVig. 
TVie reasoVis for tViis CDVlcllAsioVi are simple. 
I simpl~ cOlAld Vlot Viave overl()()~ed 
TVie goldeVi fire iVi ~olAr Viair, 
Or tVie wa~ ~olAr e~es blaze 50 greeVl, 
Or tVie wa~ ~olAr mOlAtVi I()()~ 50 ViIAVlgr~". 
For me? 
It is ratVier difficlAlt to believe, 
BlAt I caVi VlO IOViger deVl~ 
TVie trlAtVi of ~olAr desires. 
How cDIAld I, after tVie passioVi we sViared? 
How caVi I deVl~ it wVieVl, eveVl VI ow, 
I feel ~OIA r ViaVids IA POVI me, 
SearcViiVlg, 
DemaVldiVig. 
Now. 
AgaiVi. 
EveVl if I Viad tVie will to stop ~OIA, 
AVId ~olAr GllAestiVig ViaVlds, 
I cOlAld VlOt. 
TViis womaVi ~olA've become 
will VlOt Viear tVie word "VlO." 
TViis womaVi iVi m~ bed Vias appareVltl~ 
Tired of waitiVlg, 
As Viave I. 
I mlAst sa~ tViat, 
AltViolAgVi I've ~et to ~VlOW Vier completel 
I am GllAic~l~ becomiVig eVltViralled witVi 
TViis otVier womaVi ~olA've become. 
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flo JlL,re Clauc o~ ~aJcnlZSS 
..dI ContinuatiDn 0# C1Iu JOatduu: 

b'l Cluslra Xdwe 

A breath, a sigh, a touch, a word 
And then words cease. 

Yet it matters not, for in this silence 
Lies a perfect, gentle peace. 

In the twilight of my soul, in the 
Shadows a life such as mine require, 
Songs of you wrap round my heart 

To leave it over-brimming with desire. 
No more darkness, no m(Jre fear. 

On wings of cleansing tears 
Old phantoms pass. 

In that sweet moment, held safely 
Cradled in your arms, I am home 

At last. 
pak 

Striding across the threshold of his chamber, Vincent immediately yanked offhis drenched cloak, 
flung it in the general vicinity of the bed, and missed. When the garment hit the floor with a subdued 
thud, he eyed it for a moment with an expression of utter disdain, revulsion clearly visible in both the 
darkening blue of his eyes and the rigidity of his jaw-line. Snarling his displeasure and surrendering to a 
momentary flash of intense anger, he lifted a booted foot in the cloak's direction and gave it a fierce kick, 
propelling it even further away from him. Devil take the thing, it could rot where it lay for all he cared. 
The fetid odor of stagnant water and drying mud trapped within the confines of the material only served 
to remind him that he had very nearly lost Catherine earlier tonight. As though any sort of a reminder 
would ever be necessary. 

Shuddering deeply as mental images of the night's horrifying events persistently edged their way 
upward to a conscious level again, no matter how strongly he fought to repress them, he plunked down 
into the chair adjacent to his desk and struggled out of his soaked footwear. After hurling the boots in the 
same direction as the cloak, he undid the brass fastenings on his vest and yanked it off, followed by his 
sweater. Getting to his feet, he slid out of his mud-spattered trousers, and lastly, removed his damp 
socks. 

Chilled to the bone, not only from the lack of warmth in the chamber, but also from reliving 
tonight's occurrences over and over again in his mind, a shiver ran the length of his body. Pacing over to a 
large oak chiffonnier on the far side of the chamber and opening one of the lower drawers, he withdrew a 
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clean thennal undershirt, heavy cotton socks, a pair of well-worn but still serviceable dungarees, and 
hastily tugged everything on. 

He had nearly lost Catherine .... 

Placing his left hand to the center of his chest and blinking away the tears that simply refused to be 
contained for a moment longer, Vincent made his way unsteadily back to the chair by his desk. Sinking 
down into it, he tried unsuccessfully to take slow even breaths, hoping to alleviate the tight sensation 
that seemed to have clamped around his heart like tenacious, clawing fingers. But nothing he did seemed 
to help. Lowering his forehead into the palm of his right hand and inhaling as deeply as he could, he 
exhaled the breath gradually and fought to cease trembling, and at the same time tried desperately to coax 
his heart into a calmer rhythm. But it was no use. He was utterly overwhehned by a single thought: the 
threatened loss of the woman who had become the sum and substance of his earthly continuance. 

"Oh my Dearest," he groaned, openly distraught, "To lose you could not have been endured." 
Gulping rapidly several times in a vain effort to swallow the rather sizable lump in his throat, he 

focused on the desk. With a sudden, nearly overwhelming urgency to push back some of the darkness 
enfolding him, Vincent searched for the small container of matches always kept readily available. Finding 
them and hastily prying open the tin, he discovered that his hands were shaking so badly it took three 
attempts before the match caught and a soft luminescence was brought forth. After lighting a thin taper, 
he prudently set the used match into the cradle of a wrought-iron candleholder. 

Resting his head agaiust the back of the chair and swiping at his eyes, he growled his displeasure as 
tendrils of his still-damp hair clung to the nape of his neck, heightening the sensation of coldness already 
enveloping him. Turning his head slightly, to stare into the furthest comer of the room, he tried to keep 
his mind utterly void of thought, fighting desperately for a sense of inner tranquility, for quietude, for 
any semblance of composure the gods would deign to allow him right now. After roughly shoving his 
hair away from his shoulders and neck, Vincent curled his fingers around the arms of his chair. Exhaling 
once, then again, he fought to erase the image of his Beloved's limp fonn from his consciousness, but it 
was a futile effort. The perception of the woman he adored lying in his arms, so still, and not breathing, 
continued to strike against his mind, as well as his heart. 

Tonight, he had come so close - too close, to losing everything he cherished, forever, for always. If 
Catherine had left him to walk this earth alone, he would not have survived - this he knew. She was not 
merely a part of his soul or his existence, she was everything worth livingfor. And that was the simple 
unadorned truth of it. A truth that he must now fmd the courage to face completely, without any 
reservations. 

Tonigh~ the ebon wings of death had nearly claimed another victim 

Jerking upright in the chair, Vincent's gaze wandered for a moment before coming to rest on his 
journal. Hoping that to see the poisonous thoughts written down on paper would help to diminish their 
power over him, he reached for the slim book. Flipping it open to the next blank page and unscrewing the 
cap of his pen, all the while ignoring the trembling of his fmgers, he leaned forward on the desk. Taking a 
deep, cleansing breath, exhaling it, and trying with all of his strength to focus his thoughts, he began to 
write: 

This terrible night the center of my world was nearly torn away. Obsessed with Catherine, a man 
from the world above, who had been observing her for an unknown span of time, abducted her. Before I 
could reach her side, this deranged fiend, who shall never harm anyone else, drugged the woman I 
cherish more than lifo, confined her to the trunk of her automobile, and then propelled the vehicle into a 
small pond just beyond the city limits. 
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It was wholly through the strength of our Bond that I managed to find her in time - but dear God, 
only just barely. When I finally managed to extricate her limp body from the trunk, my Catherine wasn't 
breathing. In the space of a single heartbeat, Iftlt her go. I felt her go. Struggling to contain my terror as 
that brutal reality seized at my soul and in that same moment battling to tum aside a mounting sense of 
indescribable panic, I fought desperately to resuscitate her. But my attempts failed 

Then, as the last traces of our Bond faded to dying embers, and our connection slid toward 
nothingness, I thought Catherine was truly lost to me. Yet my heart refosed to accept the savagery of that 
truth. Never. Never! I couldn't let her go. I would not let her go. Using all of my force of will, every ounce 
of inner strength at my command, and with all of my love for her guiding me, I reached out for her 
through our Bond with my mind, my heart, with every part of my being, and I found her. I found her. 

Hesitating, Vincent lifted his head and stared into the shadows, trying to recall exactly what he had 
seen when his consciousness had rushed toward that unknown place. Had there been a light of some 
sort? A tunnel made of light? His mouth tightened grimly . Yes, that was it. Picking up a small cotton rag, 
he wiped off the nib of his pen and then refocused on the journal: 

I remember running in the direction of a tunnel that consisted entirely of nearly blinding light. 
There, I discovered my Beloved moving slowly into that light as well, toward two shadows, two people, 
who were standing there, seeming to be patiently waitingfor her to join them; to join them in a place filled 
only with death. I could not allow that to happen. Not to Catherine; never to Catherine! In that moment, 
that irifinitesimal span of time between one breath and the next, I vowed that if I couldn't save her I would 
join her there, in that place of the dead, gladly, willingly, for life without her would no longer be possible. 
I have faced the truth of that, at last. I cannot live without her. 

With his pen poised over what he'd just written, Vincent stared down at the closing sentence. 
Silently damning whatever gods had tried to rob him of his Beloved, his eyes narrowed, angrily as he 
drew the tip of his pen under the words: I cannot live without her. Sighing heavily and unconsciously 
allowing his shoulders to slump forward, he continued his written narrative: 

When Catherine was saftly home again, and her friends had departed, I met her there, on her 
balcony, our "vantage point" in her world, and embraced her as I never have before, for at that moment 
I truly realized that in holding her I held everything - everything. Still distraught over what she had 
endured, she asked for my strength, pleading to be held tightly, very tightly. How could I refose such an 
urgent request? Shaken to the center of my soul by what had nearly been irrevocably lost to me, I wanted 
nothing more than to hold my most precious treasure forever; to never let her go again. 

And then, we kissed Almost as though our very souls had reached out toward one another's and 
touched, desperately needing a sense of closeness, of reality, of life, our lips met as if there were no other 
choice. Perhaps there truly wasn't. Under ordinary circumstances, never would I have dared to allow 
such a thing to happen. Yet, at that moment, holding Catherine in my arms so tightly I could ftel her heart 
matching the cadence of mine, I could not, would not, deny her, or myself, such proof that she was alive, 
that she was saft, and with me. And as that single kiss, that one embrace, washed through me, it crept 
into my soul, and has changed me forever. 

Compelling my mind to regard what we had shared as merely a moment of emotional turmoil, 
which had suddenly crashed to the surface at a physical level, I literally ran from Catherine's presence. 
Insisting that she needed rest, I bid her a hasty farewell and quickly made my way below. Yet even here I 
cannot escape the memory of her scent, nor forget the feel of her small, trembling body pressed so closely 
to mine. Standing there, holding her in my arms, for the brieftst of moments Iftlt a nearly overpowering 
hunger rush through every part of my body, the ache as relentless in my rapidly pounding heart as it was 
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in my blood How I wanted to end the years of aloneness, for both ·of us, by crossing the threshold of my 
Beloved's apartment and surrendering all to passion. 

Then, as thoughts of making love with her nearly undid all of my good intentions, Ijled, knowing 
that to stay for even one more moment would have overridden my usual sense of prudence. Coward that I 
am, I left her to face her demons all alone. In these last hours, I have berated myself endlessly for 
deserting Catherine at such a time. How could I have done such a despicable thing? How could I have 
left her there, to come to terms with all that she had endured, without my assistance? Yet how could I have 
stayed with her when a part of me wanted to do so much more than merely comfort her? 

When our mouths touched, it had taken every bit of self-control I possess to stop there, to withdraw 
from Catherine's warmth, and to deny the impassioned fire she had kindled in my blood. If a single kiss 
could so easily nUllifY all of my carefolly erected emotional barriers, what would have happened if I 
sought more from her? I have tried to contain my reactions to the touch of her mouth on mine, to 
disregard the sensation, to negate it. In this I've failed How is it possible that I can still taste her warm 
breath on my tongue? 

In truth, when she kissed me I craved more, so much more. With a sensation of heat clutching at the 
center of my body, that part of me which is most male responded instantly, wanting more of this beautifol 
woman than I could ever have. A million such kisses would not have been enough, then, yet the one we 
shared was too much. I love her so. I need her desperately. Dear God, how I need her. How 1. .. 

" ... want her." Making no effort to contain the sob rising in his throat, Vrnbent clenched his right 
hand into a tensed fist. As he continued writing, his sharp nails broke through the skin on the palm, 
drawing blood, but he didn't seem to be aware of it. 

Even now, as I write these words, the desire to utterly possess Catherine sweeps through me much 
like an all-consumingjlame would, easily breaching all of my carefolly placed barriers. For these many 
months, when my need of her has nearly inundated me, I managed to control those emotions, burying all 
of my longings deeply within my soul; fighting them, constricting them as best I could. Tonight I 
discovered that neither my heart nor my body listens to my sense of reason as they always had in the past. 

Sitting here, in my chamber, with the taste of that single, sweetest of kisses still lingering on my lips, 
I realize that I have lost the struggle, as I know that the moment of surrender is at hand It would seem 
that all of my "possibilities" have come down to one of two choices: either I love Catherine as a man was 
meant to love a woman, or I turn away from her forever. And to withdraw from her now would truly 
destroy both of us. 

For so many seemingly endless years I've lived confined to an emotional prison of my own making. 
I thought that this was the way it would always be, the way it had to be -for such as L Finally, with 
Catherine's patience, love, and trust guiding me, I've come to believe that the only "prison" each of us 
faces is to walk through this world all alone. 

Fully aware that I don't deserve all that this extraordinary woman offers me so freely, that I could 
never deserve such gifts, I still want them as my own. The ache to lay claim to them, and to her, has 
become a living, breathing thing within me. In these last hours, my mind has seized on so many 
wondrous possibilities which I had presumed would forever remain beyond my reach. I know now that 
those dreams are merely waitingfor me to acknowledge them; to make Catherine's truth my truth as 
well. 

Yet; to free myself from the self-imposed constraints behind which I've always concealed my most 
intimate thoughts, and my heart, I must somehow find the path to her love without frightening her with the 
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depth of my longing. And to do that, in truth, she and I must discuss the sensations roiling through me. 
The realization that I must give voice to such things, at long last, is terrifYing, yet arousing in ways that 
simply cannot be defined in mere words. 

Although it took many months of soul-searching, some time ago I came to believe that I could never 
hurt the most treasured part of my life, at least not physically. For Catherine's protection I have always 
hidden my deeper emotions from her. To protect me, she has always done the same. Perhaps the only true 
way to rise above our innermost struggles, once and for all, is to cease protecting each other quite as 

much. 

Shall I take my beautifol Catherine by the hand and begin a wondrous journey none have ever taken 
before, knowing that we are something that has never been, nor ever will be again? There are three 
questions I have asked myself over and over for so many months: do we dare to reach out and claim 
what all lovers claim - the right to love without any restrictions? Has the moment come when we must 
face so many longed-for "impossibilities" and find a path leading through them, together? And if we do 
dare to explore physical love, will we emerge whole and triumphant at the conclusion of that most 
wondrous, yet terrifYing, of voyages? 

Contemplating the last sentence, Vincent's eyes glittered with newfound hope as he whispered, 
"Yes, we will. We must." Opening a small bottle of ink, he refilled his pen, and then continued: 

More than oizce this courageous lady has borne witness to the darkest regions of my innermost 
soul, and still she truly looks upon me as a man. Her courage honors me, humbles me, and shames me, 
for it's something I've never had. Now, I must find that courage within me. I must. The moment has 
come when I must finally admit to myself, and more importantly, admit to Catherine, one irrefotable 
truth - to exist without her is no longer an acceptable possibility. 

Yet how can I love her as I know she wishes to be loved, deserves to be loved, imd in doing that 
condemn her to a half-life, a life filled with shadows and secrets? Moreover, if I go to her and allow 
myself the splendor offolfilling her needs, and my own, what shall I do if, in the act of loving, she 
observes my nakedform and is repulsed by it? How could I survive that? Indeed, would I survive it? 

Suddenly, the memory of the look in Catherine's eyes the first time she'd seen him rose from 
within to taunt him anew. Coming up behind her unexpectedly that night, he had truly frightened her. 
Was it possible that a trace of apprehension regarding him sti11lay buried deeply within her 
subconscious even now? Indeed, was the woman he cherished still fearful of him, in any way? And did 
he actually want to delv~ any further for an answer to that particn1ar question at this moment, knowing 
that the wrong response would utterly consume him? Slamming the joumal shut, Vincent blinked away 
the tears glistening on his lower lashes. 

When he least expected it, and wasn't fully prepared to deal with it, a surge of carnal hunger 
suddenly ripped through him, the sensation so overpowering it left him struggling to pull air back into 
his lungs. Then, as a dancing haze of color began to pulse behind his tightly closed eyes, an intense 
throbbing seared through his body, pulling a cry of pure anguish from his throat as it exploded upward 
from his testes. Expanding and contracting, demanding both his acknowledgment and his capitulation, the 
intimate invasion converged to a point of merciless clutching heat at the crown of his rapidly stiffening 
phallus. 

No. Gritting his teeth and struggling to repress his most intimate needs, as he always did, he 
clenched his fingers tightly around the arms of the chair. No! Tossing his head wildly from side to side 
and growling his agony aloud, he fought against the rising desire with every ounce of strength that he had. 
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But this time it was no use. In that instant, all of his good intentions, his sense of caution, his tightly 
held control became as nothing. In a breath, the psychological impediments he had placed between 
himself and the woman he loved, for what he believed to be her own protection, crumbled like a castle 
built of sand against the force of a rising storm. 

At long last, he was forced to face the truth - a truth that had always been and would ever be. He 
wanted Catherine with a sense of desperation that was slowly· but steadily consuming him. Like a 
wildfire raging completely out of control, the urgency to attain physical release within her body heated 
his blood, swept through his veins, his bones, seemed to burn his skin, and then converged at the base of 
his scrotum. Tormenting him as he tried desperately to force his thoughts away from the immense 
erection straining mightily against the confines of his jeans, a devouring lust knifed through his body, 
outward and upward, relentless in intensity. 

Placing trembling hands to the front of his pants, Vincent eased the zipper halfway down, groaning 
deeply as some, but not nearly enough, of the agonizing pressure was relieved. With a compelling need to 
reduce the physical distress even more, he slid his right thumb under the single metal grommet at the 
waist of his denims, hastily unsnapped it, and unzipped the jeans completely. With no undergarments to 
impede him, for he never wore them, he reached in-between the soft folds of denim material and quickly 
eased his distended phallus free of all confinement. Clenching his jaw as his eyes closed and his head 
drifted back, he unleashed a full-throated growl as the coolness of the chamber air struck his overheated 
flesh. Yanking the jeans lower on his hips and pressing his left palm down firmly against his swollen 
length, he fought to drain the physical ache of its power. 

But the attempt was very much like fighting a fire with gasoline. The reality of touch against his 
rigid penis merely served to heighten the urgency to expel his seed. As feral desires swept through his 
veins, setting his blood aflame, and with his body no longer obeying the dictates of his mind, he moaned 
his agony aloud. When his pelvis instinctively arched upward, his fingers and the callused palm of his 
hand curved more firmly around the unyielding fuIlness, -and his moans altered to a series of raspy
throated whimpers. He had to end this agony, and there was only one way, now, to do that. One way .... 

Surrendering to the sensation of unconditional eroticism pounding through every part of him, the 
need to achieve ejaculation as insistent in his blood now as it was in his groin, he began stroking slowly 
up and down. In a purely reflex action his hand and clutching fingers fell into a natural rhythm, sweeping 
upward to the hotly pulsing crown of his penis, and then down again, to the thick base, harder, quicker, 
and then harder still. Yes ... yes .•. He ached for the release. He was being consumed by it. He would go 
mad without it. 

When he began to shake violently all over with the need to achieve orgasm, the promise of sexual 
fulfillment taunted Vincent as never before. Heightening every physical sensation, it aroused him 
completely, enticing him onward until he thought he would either dissolve or explode from the sheer 
force of it. 

In the past, self-stimulation had bjlen his only recourse at times of extreme stress, the act necessary 
purely for the sense of physical relief it afforded; the only kind of release he had always assumed would 
ever be available - to him. Never before had there ever been a woman's image, or the palpable closeness 
of one, associated with the urgency to expel his seed. Yet now, at this moment, as he began to lose 
himself uncondjtionally in the perceptions of virile sensuality evolving behind his tightly-closed eyes, 
the image of a feminine presence drifted upward to a conscious level, compelling him, tormenting him, 
plundering what remained of his self-control. 

And just that quickly, his hunger had a face, and a form - and a name. 
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Lost in the throes of his fust true sexual fantasy, Vincent reveled in it. For a heartbeat, an instant, 
his intellect denied obvious truths, and chose illusion instead. And that quickly, for just that moment, it 
wasn't his fingers stroking and flexing against his penis, it was Catherine's soft, warm lips. It was her 
mouth loving him, tasting him, encircling him. Suckling hungrily on the part of him that was most male, 
she took him deeper, deeper, bathing him with her tongue as he tangled his shaking fingers in her hair. 
Oh, how he needed to taste and touch every secret warm part of her body; to kiss her, to take her; to 
spill the liquid proof of his passion deeply within the lush, wet confines of her womb. 

And he wanted her hands allover him as well, showing him what it was to love without fear or 
restraint. Even though part ofhim remained apprehensive concerning the unexplored depths of his own 
passions, still he yearned to examine and make truth all of the wondrous possibilities of so many dreams; 
dreams which taunted him night after night, month after anguished month, in the solitude of his chamber. 

In his mind's eye, he could see a room lit in softly undulating light, and a magnificent bed. He lay 
naked on that bed, on silken sheets, holding his Beloved pressed to his chest. While he caressed her soft 
round breasts and hardening nipples with the pad of his thumb, his other hand strayed between her legs 
to stroke gently at the lush wetness there. Baring his teeth and growling in pleasnre as she stroked the 
full, rigid length of him, from the base of his testes upward to the distended tip, he parted his thighs to 
give her freer access to every hidden, hungry part of him. He trusted her. He loved her. He needed her .. 
And he needed this. 

As she bent over him, Catherine's tongue and devonring lips closed lovingly around the already 
dripping crown of his phallus, and then she took all ofhim almost painfully slowly into her mouth. 

"Yes," he whimpered excitedly, already tasting the completion at the back of his throat, "I need 
yonr mouth there ... there!" 

Arousing him beyond what could be borne, she began suckling faster, then faster still, until he 
thought he would snrely go quite wonderfully mad. Weaving trembling hands through her hair, nrging her. 
to remain as she was for one more moment, for one more heartbeat, he thrust upward once, then again. 
Ah yes, it was beginning, at last. At last ... He could actually feel the engorgement of semen snrging 
upward from the base of his testes, preparing to jettison onto her devonring tongue. Yes, he entreated 
silently, cupping his rigid flesh tighter and moving his hand faster and faster, wildly eager now to attain . 
climax, Take it ... take all of it ... now! 

''No! Not like this! Never like this!" 

But it was already-too late to stop the act of ejaculation, for it had gone far beyond his shouts of 
protest. Realizing that he had no choice, now, but to allow the release to evolve, Vincent immediately 
turned his mind inward, to a shadowed, secret place where Catherine's presence could no longer be seen 
or felt. Keeping his left forefinger and thumb curved tightly around the swollen crown of his penis, and 
sliding his cupped right hand into the correct position to receive and then contain the viscous flow, he 
stroked upward one more time, almost too forcefully. Preparing for the much-needed and long denied 
physical gratification, his body shuddered wildly as his jaw tensed, waiting ... waiting .... 

Finish it! Gritting his teeth in a vain attempt to suppress his moans of expectancy, his head drifted 
back and his pelvis arched from the chair, his massive upper body cnrling in on itself as an abundance of 
warm semen spnrted into the palm of his trembling hand. 

Wrenching his fingers away from the insistent throbbing that had tormented him to the point of 
utterly losing control, and clenching his left hand around the edge of the desk, Vincent bent his head. 
Allowing his long hair to fall forward until it covered his face and gasping for breath, he glanced down at 
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the rigid flesh still pounding between his thighs and growled his frustration. The orgasm hadn't helped in 
the least; he was still hard, still hungry, still .... 

Jolting forward in the chair, he reached out blindly for the cloth he'd wiped the pen with earlier. 
Locating it and carefully avoiding the inky edge of the material, he quickly wiped the evidence of his loss 
of restraint from his hands. Then, wrapping the bit of cloth around his phallus as best he could and 
clamping his knees tightly together, he trapped his still-dripping masculinity in-between trembling 
thighs. 

With sensations of humiliation and self-loathing ripping through his body like a double-edged 
sword, Vincent leaned forward on the desk. Burying his face against his crossed arms, he gulped back 
sobs, wanting to roar his anguish aloud until the chamber walls trembled from the sheer force of his cries. 
Fighting to regain control of his emotions, he knew that the sexual appetites thundering through every 
part ofhim like an enduring tempest would surely decimate him ifhe didn't learn to subdue them, and 
quickly. 

"Oh Catherine," he groaned, "What have we done? What have I done? If you could see me now, in 
such a state as this from one kiss, you'd know at once why I've never allowed such closeness between 
us before." Gazing up at the stone ceiling, he continued breathlessly, "Now that I've tasted your warm 
mouth, felt your breath melding with mine, how can I forget those astounding sensations and go back to 
living without them? In truth, I cannot forget them. Yet, how do I undo what has been done when I sit 
here alone in this chamber even now, craving more? Needing more. Hungering for more." 

With a hushed whimper that was part hopelessness and part shame, Vincent reached between his 
legs and carefully removed the scrap of cloth encircling his rock-hard flesh. After wiping off the traces of 
semen clinging to his scrotum and the hair on his upper thighs, he turned in his chair and reached toward 
the bed. Crumpling up the sodden bit of material, he shoved it far beneath the mattress, making a mental 
note to retrieve it later and dispose of it. 

Hastily refastening his dungarees as he bounded to his feet, he strode toward the darkest, 
furthermost comer of his chamber. Blending into the shadows there, he placed both of his hands on the 
nearest wall and rested his forehead against them. Curling his nails into the stones, he dug into them as 
hard as he could, ignoring the pain, praying that the coldness of solid rock would dispel some of the 
passion that seemed to be devouring him inch by inch, moment to moment, and heartbeat by heartbeat. 

"Fate is too cruel, Catherine," he whispered hoarsely, as though each word was tom from the 
innermost depths of his ~oul, " ... too unkind. Oh my Angel, how am I to turn aside these feelings rising 
in me when I love you so? When I need you so .... " 

Slumping against the wall and putting his left hand over his face, he began weeping bitterly, 
wondering how he was ever going to resolve this wondrous yet terrifYing turn of events, without losing 
both the woman he loved more than life and his mind as well? 

Vincent. 

At the sudden whisper of his name through the Bond, his head snapped up, his attention 
immediately focusing on the soft tendrils of his connection to the woman above. Catherine was awake, 
and although she was trying very hard to conceal what she was feeling, he could sense her restlessness, 
as well as her extreme apprehension. Alone up there, which was entirely his fault, she was trying to deal 
with perceptions of fear so overpowering they were almost palpable. And from the depths of her 
aloneness, her soul had cried out to his. 

After swiping at his tears, he eyed a small antique clock on the nearby mantle. Noting that it was 
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just a few minutes past three in the moriling, he came to the only conclusion possible: Catherine needed 
him, so he must go to her. The diverse emotions overwhelming him at the moment didn't matter. Nothing 
mattered, except her. 

Knowing full well that her sense of isolation must not be allowed to continue, Vincent walked. 
quickly tow~d the chiffonnier for the second time. Opening it and yanking out a heavy brown and black 
suede-patched cloak, he hurriedly settled the garment about his shoulders. Moving toward the bed, he 
shoved his feet into his still damp boots. After bending forward and tugging fIrmly on the upper part of 
the footwear, he stamped his feet hard on the floor until the unyielding leather fInally loosened the death
grip it seemed to have on his toes. 

Turning toward his desk and snatching a piece of vellum from between the pages of a book of 
poetry, he scribbled a hasty note on the scrap of paper and folded it in half. Scrawling Father on the 
front of it, he placed the dispatch on top of his joumal, where anyone entering the chamber would be 
sure to notice it. 

Once he had carefully extinguished the small candle on the desk, Vincent straightened and swiped 
the fIngers of his left hand through his unruly hair, tidying it as best he could. Squaring his shoulders 
resolutely, in an attempt to prepare himself both mentally and emotionally for whatever was to happen 
next, he turned on his heel. Uneasy, yet in that same moment greatly excited by possibilities he had 
never allowed himself to dare envision before, except in dreams, he sprinted from the chamber. 

After lighting the lamp on her desk and wrapping herself up tightly in the warmest quilt she 
owned, Catherine lowered herself to the floor of the shadowed living room. Sitting crpss-Iegged before 
the remnants of the small blaze she'd started in the fueplace two hours earlier, she stared glumly into the 
wavering flames, sipped her lukewarm tea, and took slow, even breaths, trying to compel her mind to 
cease tormenting her. The danger was past. The hellish night was at an end. She kept telling herself that 
she was safe now, truly safe. But, for whatever reasons, a part of her simply refused to accept that as 
fact. 

Earlier, when Vincent had held her in his arms, he'd whispered in an anguished voice that he'd 'felt 
her go.' A sudden shiver ran the length of her body. Dear God, as keenly attuned as he was to the 
rhythms of her heart, her every thought, her every breath - or lack of it, what must that moment have 
been like for him? And although she knew he hadn't meant to do it, his words had absolutely terrifIed 
her. Even now, hours later, the reality of knowing she had actually died still hung over her as an ominous 
cloud, causing her heart to pound so forcefully she could hear the swift thuds echoing in her ears. 

Knowing that she had to calm down, and quickly, before her uneasiness spilled over into the Bond, 
if it hadn't already, she reflected on that, frowning. Or had she unconsciously allowed herself to get into 
this state knowing that Vincent would sense it and come to her? Even though she didn't believe that to be 
true, it was possible. She wanted him here, with her, so badly the need had become a physical ache 
twisting in the pit of her stomach. She needed his strength, his understanding. She wanted him to 
reassure her that all was well. She wanted him to hold her again, to warm her with his body, to kiss her 
again, to take her into the bedroom.... • 

Okay lady, get a grip. Giving herself a hard niental shake, Catherine snuggled further down into the 
quilt Stop wanting what you damn well know you can't have, and be satisfied with what you've got. 
Sighing, she eased her head wearily from side to side, hoping to ease the knots clutching at the center of 
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her spine, but it didn't help. She was so tense she was half-surprised her body hadn't exploded into bits 
and floated up the chimney along with the smoke from the fireplace. 

Vincent loved her, this she knew. And he wanted her every bit as much as she wanted him. Being a 
woman, she could sense that even without their Bond. Earlier tonight they had come one step closer to 
the dream of being truly together. But then he'd stepped away from her, releasing her so suddenly she 
had nearly fallen, practically ordered her to get some rest, and hastily left her presence. Thinking about 
that, a tiny part of her smoldered with anger and tears gathered at the corners of her eyes. How could he 
have deserted her at the very moment she most needed him? 

As though her thoughts had taken physical form, a shadowed presence suddenly appeared just 
beyond the terrace doors. Then, there came an insistent tapping on one of the windowpanes, followed 
immediately by an urgent whisper of her name. "Catherine." 

Gathering the quilt around her, she quickly got to her feet. Running one hand through her 
disheveled hair and swiping at her damp eyes, Catherine paced hurriedly up the few steps into the dining 
area and opened the door leading out onto the balcony. 

Presuming that only an emergency would have brought Vincent back here again at this hour, unless 
the Bond had drawn him, she met his eyes a bit warily, praying that he hadn't come with news of illness, 
or worse. "Hi." 

"Hello," he intoned quietly, the sound of his voice a gentle loving whisper that seemed to settle in 
around her heart, and melt her to the knees. 

"I'm always happy to see you, but L .. I wasn't expecting you to return until this evening." When 
he merely looked at her, she frowned apprehensively. "Is anything wrong? Is Father iII, or .... " 

"AIl is well," he answered quickly, interrupting her in his haste to be reassuring. Glancing at the 
multicolored quilt wrapped around Catherine's slender s}lOulders, and then peering down at her bare feet, 
Vincent focused on her smaIl toes, which were just visible beneath the ruffled hem of her nightgown. 
Well aware of the dampness in the early morning air, he started to say something more, hesitated, cleared 
his throat, and then made a second attempt. Glancing at the sky before slowly bringing his gaze back to 
hers, he observed, "It's quite cool this morning, and I do believe it's going to begin raining again at any 
moment." 

"Yes," she agreed, mindful of the fact that he hadn't made the trip up here at this hour merely to 
discuss the weather. 

"May 1...." Taking her hand into his and curling their fingers together, the one she adored peered 
down shyly at her from beneath his wind-swept bangs. Slowly bringing her fingers up to his mouth, he 
kissed them with great tenderness. With all of the infinite love he felt for her engulfing him, he inquired 
softly, "My Dear, would it be permissible to continue this discussion in ... inside, where it's warmer?" 

My Dear? MomentariIy stunned by the request, as well as the kiss, and his completely unexpected 
use of such terms of affection, Catherine couldn't seem to find her voice. 

When she didn't answer, Vincent decided to take the iuitiative. Straightening to his full height, he 
took her firmly by the curve of the elbow, escorted her into the apartment, and tugged the door shut 
behind them with the toe of his left boot. 
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Feeling much more at ease in Catherine's charming home thin he thought he would ever be, Vincent 
settled himself as best he could on the small living room couch facing the dining area. Using his peripheral 
vision, he watched the woman who was far more precious to him than his own life as she checked the 
locks on the front door, and then busied herself hanging up his cloak. 

After carefully settling the heavy garment over one of the large hooks on a brass coat-rack, 
Catherine moved to the opposite end of the room and turned the small crystal lamp on top of her stereo 
cabinet to its; lowest setting. Then, her expression unmistakably resolute, she crossed the room a second 
time and unplugged her phone, before proceeding to pace back to the terrace doors. After quickly bolting 
them, she drew the pastel-colored drapes together with an air of obvious determination. 

For the few moments he sat watching her, Vincent's mouth was curved upward into the smallest of 
smiles. Was she locking the world out, he wondered, or perhaps hoping to lock him in? Hiding his 
expression by bending forward, he slid out of his boots and then held them aloft. Grimacing at their 
soiled appearance, he observed, "These are terribly spattered with mud." Peering around the room, he 
questioned softly, "Is there any spot in particular you wish me to set them, my Love?" 

Ifhe was trying to surprise her, he was doing a hell ofa good job of it. Trying to hide her 
astonishment, and failing utterly, Catherine reached out and quickly whisked the objects of discussion 
from his grasp. "I'll ... urn ... just put them near the terrace doors for now." 

"Thank you." 

Glancing over her right shoulder and catching the smile aimed in her direction, she beamed back at 
him. "You're welcome." 

Setting his boots down near the threshold of the balcony, Catherine turned, took a few steps 
forward and then hesitated, wondering if she should sit beside him, or opposite him, on the chair nearest 
the desk? 

That decision was taken out of her hands as Vincent gathered up two small pillows and propped 
them upright, which was obviously for her comfort. Taking his lead, she sat down on the edge of the 
couch and then gradually allowed her body to sink back agaiust the pillows. 

"Are you comfortable?" he inquired, the words a barely discemable rumble that seemed to 
intensifY as they moved upward from the depths of his throat. 

"Very," Catherine sighed, smiling up at him. "Are you?" 

Feeling as though his wildly thundering heart was about to burst, Vincent curled his right forearm 
around her slender shoulders. Drawing her closer, he bent forward and brushed his mouth gently over the 
side of her face. "I am now." 

Sensing that something quite wonderful was about to happen, Catherine burrowed happily into the 
warmth of his body. Almost certain that he'd finally made up his mind to move forward in their 
relationship, she tried very hard to contain her excitement, just in case she was wrong. Having to know, 
she closed her eyes and tried very hard to turn her mind inward, focusing on their Bond. She wasn't all 
that skilled at tuning in to his emoti~ns yet, but she was getting better and better at it as time passed. 

Fully aware, of course, of precisely what was happening, this time Vincent didn't place any of the 
usual obstacles in her path. Feeling her heart touch lightly upon his, he swallowed hard, left slightly 
dazed by the sensation of such an intimate, almost physical, caress. Yes, my Angel, what you are seeking 
is here, waiting/or you. Allowing her to continue her search, he kept absolutely still and fought to steady 
his breathing. Find the answers, Catherine. Find me. 
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Suddenly, Catherine sat up a bit straighter. Yes, there it was: An intense excitement was emanating 
from the Bond that she'd never sensed before, or rather had never been allowed to sense before. And 
something else resonated from deeply within their connection; something quite wondrous. Honing in on 
the emotional turmoil Vincent was making no effort to conceal, it was quite apparent that he wanted her 
very much, and he wanted her now. 

Snuggling back against his chest and listening to the rapid thudding of his heart, she waited eagerly 
for him to say the words he wanted - no, needed - to say, knowing that he had to say them, and hear 
himself say them, for the first time in his life. Lying in bed night after night, sobbing into her pillow and 
aching for him to end her isolation and frustration, she'd dreamt of this moment. And now those 
precious words could end her solitude, as well as his. Please say them, my Love? Please? 

As though his very soul had heard the silent entreaty of hers, as perhaps it truly had, he began, 
"The time has come .... " Hesitating and grunting softly when the words reminded him of the Walrus's 
Cabbages and Kings ode from Alice In Wonderland, Vincent peered down at his hands. Studying his 
clawed fingers as though they were strange unknown things he'd never seen before, he tried again. "If 
you're not too tired, there are ... things ... emotions ... you and I must discuss." 

"Yes, I know." Suddenly, she wasn't the least bit tired. Sitting up straighter, she gave him her full 
attention. 

As Vincent's head snapped up, his head tilted slightly to the left and disconcerted eyes searched 
hers. "You know?" 

"Dearest, I understand you perhaps a good deal more than you think I do." 

At that, his eyes slid away from hers again. Peering down at the couch, he seemed to examine it at 
great length. 

Aware of his sudden inner turmoil, and searching for words that would have to be expressed with a 
certain amount of delicacy, Catherine hesitated a moment. Praying that she wouldn't make him feel even 
more ill-at-ease, she continued, "Sensing your ... longing ... through the Bond, as you allowed me to only 
moments ago, how could I not understand what you're thinking, what you're feeling?" 

Still unable to meet her eyes, Vincent munnured apprehensively, "Was it wrong of me to pennit 
you ... that close, and in doing so have 1... frightened you, Catherine?" 

"Oh, you dear, sweet man .... " Shifting on the couch, she positioned her right forefinger just under 
the curve of his chin and gently urged his head up. Resting the palm of her hand on the left side of his 
face, just under his high-cheekbones, she used her fingertips to stroke the velvety-textured skin there, and 
smiled at him. "What you're feeling isn't wrong, and it doesn't frighten me. You must believe that, for 
it's the truth. To want to be with the one you love, in every way, is nonnal and natural. I have those 
feelings, too." 

Taking his first deep breath in several minutes, Vincent admitted, "Yes, 1... know ... you do." 

"I love you so very deeply, and I want you every bit as much as you want me." 

"Every ... every bit as much, my Catherine?" he stammered, hardly daring to believe the 
determination fully evident in her tone of voice. "Truly?" 

"Yes, Love, truly." 

Unable to conceal his relief, Vincent exhaled the breath he hadn't realized hewas holding. Capturing 
her left hand in his, he rubbed the pad of his thumb carefully back and forth over the silken flesh. "And 
will you ... If you ... What I want .... " Silently damning his ineptness at such a time, he released a . 
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disgruntled sigh and struggled to find the words eluding him. Takirig a deep breath and then exhaling it 
with great force, he began again. "What I won!d ask of you, I have no right to ask." 

"Yes, you do," she insisted. 

Shaking his head from side to side, he sighed, admitting, "This particn!ar question frightens me, for 
it is one I had thought never, ever, to acknowledge, much less express aloud." Keeping his head down, he 
went on, "Yet, the words mnst be spoken, if I can find the courage within me to actually say them." 

"Vincent, please don't be afraid of those words, not now, not ever again?" Moving even closer to 
him, Catherine placed her right hand on his shoulder, feeling the mnscles there tense for a moment, and 
then relax again as he accepted the touch. When his head slowly drifted up and eyes glowing with love 
and utter vnlnerability locked to hers, she smiled, her gray-green eyes shimmering with so much hope 
and desire it was as though she had actually reached out and touched his heart. "You know you can ask 
anything of me. Anything at all." Moving her hand to brush his bangs back from his eyes, she went on, 
"And once you give voice to what is trapped within your heart, I'll never let you take the words back 
again, you know." 

"I shall never want to take them back," Vincent replied, his tone of voice soft, yet firmly resolute. 
Placing his left hand at the curve of her hip, he hesitated for a moment, searching the Bond for the 
slightest trace of resistance - or fear. When only love and trust resonated from within that unique 
connection, he slipped his left hand inside of the quilt still encircling her slender frame. Slowly 
positioning his arm around Catherine's waist, he embraced her as tightly as he dared, and finally ... 
finally ... moved toward love. "While I stilI have the courage to give voice to what I'm feeling at this 
moment, you must know this .... " Lifting his trembling right hand, he lightly stroked her mouth with the 
pad of his forefinger, momentarily losing himself in the softness there, " ... for it's the truth. Through 
your devotion to me, your faith in me, and your absolute trust of me, the scars within the deepest 
reaches of my son! have begun to heal. In accepting me, and having the courage to love me, you have 
taken away the pain and the emptiness within my very son! forever, for always." 

Not entirely prepared for such candor, Catherine gnIped to ease a sudden dryness in her mouth 
before replying. "Thank you, Vincent." 

"It is I who must thank you." Eyes glistening with unshed tears claimed hers. "Dearest Catherine, 
only you have ever had the inner strength to see me as I am, for who and what I am, and had courage 
enough to look deeper; to find the man inside of this darkness in which I have existed for so very long. 
There are no words to repay such gifts, yet I must try to tell you all that is in my heart." 

Holding her silence, she gently kissed his fingers, which were still lingering at her mouth. 

Moving his hand to the nape of her neck, Vincent continued in a voice hoarse with desire, "The 
yearning, the hunger, to claim you, which engulfs me even now, at this moment, goes far beyond mere 
words. To have you as mine, and only mine, is a dream I've longed for, lived for, ached for, yet fought 
desperately to negate, believing that to bind your life to mine was an act of pure selfishness on my part" 
Inclining his head toward hers until their foreheads touched, he continued very softly, "Gradually, I came 
to realize that my life is already bound to yours. Our destiny to be forever one heart, one son!, was 
preordained on the night I found you, Catherine. I trnIy believe that at last, as you have always believed 
it. " 

"Yes." Sighing, she admitted, "Even at the beginning of our relationship, when I still had doubts, a 
part of me believed we were meant to be together - someday." 

"And that someday is ... now." Moistening his cleft upper lip with the tip of his tongue before 
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sliding it ever so slowly over the lower one, Vincent moved close~ still to the most precious part of his 
life. Gathering her into his arms, he gave her the world in a few whispered words. "Catherine, I love you 
with all that I am, with all I could ever become, and I need you, in ... every way. I want you as I have 
never wanted anything or anyone before in my life, nor ever will again." 

"As I want you. I love you so much." Leaning forward, she pressed her lips to his, the touch as 
light as butterfly wings stroking his flesh. Neither advancing nor retreating from the tender kiss, knowing 
that the choice to move forward any further tonight must, by necessity, be his to make, the woman he 
adored breathed the words into his mouth, giving him a pledge as eternal as time itself. "You are the 
missing part of my soul that I've been searching for, for such a long, long time. I adore you, and I 
promise that I'll never leave you. Never." 

Shuddering deeply, as though her pledge and the light touch of her lips had burned their way into 
his soul, Vincent pulled back ever so slightly. Meeting Catherine's luminous gaze, he opened the Bond 
almost completely, as never before, having to know for certain ifwhat he felt flowing outward from there 
was true; if it was real, or merely his own hunger being reflected back to him from the confines of his 
heart. 

Fully aware of the passion smoldering within the depths of her eyes, and allowing himself to truly 
acknowledge it for the fIrst time, he swallowed hard, fIghting for the words eluding him. "I. .. I want to 
lie naked in your arms, to feel your heart beating in tune with mine so badly, at times I thought to die of 
the ache. The need to warm myself in your love, and in your body ... is overwhelming." In that instant, 
knowing in the deepest part of who he was that she would refuse him nothing he would have, Vincent 
released the slight hold he still had over the Bond, his eyes blazing with barely restrained hunger. 
" ... And never-ending." 

Sending him all of her love in wave after wave ofhappmess, desire, and anticipation, Catherine 
wrapped both of her arms about his neck. Blinking away tears of joy, she declared adamantly, "And 
now you truly belong to me, as I belong to you." 

His response was spoken into her open mouth; his pledge one of eternal and absolute devotion. 
"For always," he groaned. "Oh Catherine, I love you. I love you so." 

Sliding his hands free of the quilt, Vincent brought them up to gently cradle her face. Shifting his 
body to close the slight distance still separating them, he held her focus and slowly, purposefully, bent 
forward and pressed his mouth to hers. Drawing back for a single beat of his heart and tilting his head 
slightly to the left, he leaned forward again to recapture her lips even more intimately, allowing his teeth 
and tongue to join the lo..ving assault. With no uncertainty in his touch, no hesitation, he kissed the 
woman he cherished ravenously, deeply, with an unbridled passion that laid bare the true extent of his 
ardor, as well as its voraciousness. 

As he continued moving his mouth over hers in a way that Catherine had always hoped he would 
one day, his tongue, warm and moist, searched longingly, determinedly, for hers. Freeing all of his power, 
all of his love, in that single kiss, the exceptionally shy man she worshiped claimed her utterly and 
forever as not only his soul-mate, but also as the sum and substance of everything that gave his existence 
purpose and direction. 

Responding to his insatiable hunger from the depths of her own, matching him touch for touch and 
taste for taste, Catherine sensed an-extraordinary warmth spreading through her, which in turn became a 
throbbing heat that seemed to extend outward from the center of her womb. Curling her fIngernails into 
the back of Vincent's thermal shirt and pressing her body even closer, she gripped him tightly, as though 
she would never let him go again. 
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Moving her tongue over his, and then sliding it slowly back imd forth along the inside of his mouth, 
she tasted Vincent as only she ever wonld. Savoring the feel of his powerful incisors grazing her skin, and 
wondering why that unique caress only seemed to intensify her desire to have him, she bit down 
delicately on the yielding flesh of his bottom lip, groaning as he did. Wanting more, so much more, she 
was desperate now to feel him inside of her, caressing her with every part of himself, taking her; to make 
him truly hers - ever hers. Tilting her head slightly, she took him deeper into the kiss, her devouring 
tongue gliding across his, tasting, teasing, enticing him beyond what could be endured. 

Plunged headlong into a rolling sea comprised of wave after wave of primitive emotions and 
extraordinary colors which seemed to swirl faster and faster until they exploded behind his closed eyes, 
the sensation left Vincent tingling all over and with his lungs bereft of air. Breaking the kiss suddenly, he 
threw back his head and gasped for breath as his upper body arched against hers. Curling his right arm 
completely around her waist, his left hand went to Catherine's breast. Hesitating, he searched the Bond 
and then her eyes, having to know for certain if what he wanted to do was acceptable. 

"Yes," she breathed. "Please .... " 

Gently easing the front of her loose cotton nightgown to one side and cradling the pliant warmth he 
found within in the palm of his hand, he moved the pad of his thumb agonizingly slowly back and forth 
against the taut bud of her nipple. When Catherine gasped his name and pressed forward, into the touch, 
he deepened the strokes, groaning thickly, "Oh, my Love, my Love, to caress you like this, to hold you 
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like this and feel your pleasure, awakens desires within me that are inconceivable ... indescribable." 

"Don't stop," she pleaded. "Never stop .... " Weaving die fingers of her right hand through his 
gloriously tangled hair, Catherine slid her other hand beneath his shirt and up over the sinewy expanse of 
his chest. Then, after sliding her fingers lower, over the quivering muscles of his stomach, she moved 
lower still. Brushing the palm of her hand against the outline of the finn erection fully evident through 
the material of his jeans, she curled her fingers inward, hungrily claiming that part ofhim as the thick 
expanse hardened even more, curving upward into her'touch. 

"Catherine!" Burrowing against her until his mouth rested just at the curve of her throat, Vincent 
gasped her name again and again, and the warmth of his breath and the clearly defined passion in his 
voice seemed to unravel her from the inside out. "Yes, touch me, please ... please touch me? I've yearned 
for this moment, ached for it, on so many desolate, lonely nights." 

Kissing the side of his face, she vowed, "And now, there'll be no more lonely nights for either of 
us." 

''No,'' he agreed, the word half-spoken and half-growled, ''Never again." Gliding his mouth over the 
base of her throat, he edged the tip of his tongue into the small hollow there and then sucked gently at 
the sweetly scented flesh. Nipping and tasting his way up along the slender curve of her right shoulder 
all the way to her ear, he rested the tip of his bristly nose against that shell-like appendage. After 
nuzzling gently at the pink-tinged lobe, he observed throatily, "Ah, Catherine, the taste of you, the scent 
of your skin, the way your body feels pressed to mine, are beyond every dream ever dreamt; beyond 
every long-hoped-for possibility; beyond ... everything." 

Whimpering as the pulsing ache within her altered to undulations of moist, shimmering heat, 
Catherine clung to him, no longer knowing where he began and she ended. He was fire. He was flame. He 
was everything. 

"Take me to bed," she pleaded thickly, the need to have the weight of his long, powerful body 
lying naked on top of hers, joined to hers, making her throat feel tight and dry. Placing her right hand to 
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the side of his face and urging his head up, she kept her left hand where it was. Continuing to stroke 
eagerly along the impressive swell of his erection, she kissed his eyelids, the bridge of his nose, and then 
rested her lips lightly upon his. "I need you inside of me, loving me." 

When Vincent's eyes met hers, the answer to her entreaty was there, in those impassioned depths. 
As he gathered her into his arms, quilt and all, and rose quickly to his feet, the blend of turquoise and 
silvery fire in his heated gaze seemed to pierce her to the soul. 

At the folding doors leading into Catherine's bedroom, Vincent hesitated with his left foot just over 
the threshold, uncertain of what he should do, or say, next. As eager as he was to delve into the infinite 
possibilities of making love to the beautiful woman he held in his arms, there were things that he knew 
should be expressed. At this most wondrous of moments, there was an abundance of thoughts and 
emotions that should be shared. But he couldn't seem to find the words. Secretly, he'd always prided 
himself on the fact that he knew the English language as well as any Oxford scholar, and perhaps better 
than most of them. But right now, knowing the depth of commitment about to be made in this room, all 
of the words of love, all of the time-honored phrases he had scrutiuized so often in poetic tomes, seemed 
to 'be stuck somewhere between his head' and his heart. He simply couldn't speak. And he couldn't seem 
to move as much as an inch from the spot he was standing on. His voice had failed him, his mind had 
failed him, and now it seemed his feet had joined the rebellion as well. How perfectly wonderful. 

Sensing her Beloved's inner turmoil and immediately understanding the source, Catherine placed 
one hand over Vincent's wildly pounding heart and leaned slightly away from him. When he seemed to 
grasp her intent and immediately set her to her feet, she rose on tiptoe to brush her mouth over his left 
cheek, murmuring, "I know you're a bit nervous, my Love, and there is no shame in that." Smiling up at 
him, she acknowledged, "I'm nervous, too." When Vincent opened his mouth to reply, then hesitated 
and proceeded to blink several times instead, she patted him on the forearm, promising, "I'll be right 
back." When he gulped rapidly and nodded his head slowly up and down, she slid out of the quilt and 
let it glide to the floor. 

Stepping quickly toward a highly polished chiffonuier, Catherine switched on a small Tiffany 
lamp, which cast a soft radiance over most of the room, and then bent forward and opened one of the 
lower bureau drawers. Laying aside,sheets of rose-scented tissue paper, she removed something from in
between them that made a hushed swishing sound as it unfolded. Draping the delicate-looking garment 
over one arm, she stepped into the bathroom and started to close the door. Half in and half out of the 
room, she glanced back at Vincent. "You ... won't leave?" 

Shimmering turquoise eyes met hers. "No," he replied huskily, his mouth curving upward in the 
smallest of smiles, "I won't leave." 

Blowing him a kiss on the tips of her fingers, she closed the door. 

Avidly watching Catherine's slender form until she disappeared from view, and standing exactly 
where she'd left him, Vincent placed the palm of his right hand to his chest and tried to breathe slowly in 
and out, fearing that his heart was truly about to burst. Silently thanking any and all gods for his lady's 
sympathetic understanding a moment earlier, he finally managed to cross the threshold. 

Eyeing the curtained double doors that led out onto the terrace, and noting that they were tightly 
shut, he moved toward them and opened one a few inches before continuing his perusal of the room. 
Examining a small boudoir chair covered indamask and strewn with painted roses in several shades of 
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blue, he nodded approvingly, appreciating the overall effect His lady had such enchanting perceptions of 
what constituted good taste. Continuing his scrutiny, he glanced at the nightstand and its contents - a 
slim book of verse, what appeared to be a brown leather journal of some sort, an alarm clock, and a water 
carafe that sparkled like fine crystal. 

Turning slightly to his left, Vincent noted several other fragile-looking household furnishings that 
made up the essence of Catherine's sleeping quarters, and then finally allowed his gaze to focus on the 
bed. Taking note of the quilted pale blue satin bedspread and the wealth of pillows in various sizes and 
colors, which reminded him of glittering gems, he smiled, wondering what it would be like to sleep amidst 
such opulence. 

If you have the courage to remain here, you 'Il find out soon enough, came a silent reminder from 
within his consciousness. 

Making no effort to stop his hands from trembling, knowing full well that it would be useless even 
to try right now, Vincent yanked offhis heavy cotton stockings and immediately noted the pleasant. 
sensation of the thick bedroom carpet lightly caressing the soles of his feet. Wriggling his toes up and 
down in the luxuriant weave, he sighed happily and proceeded to shrug out of his thermal shirt. After 
tossing his hair back, out of his eyes, and smoothing it with his fingers, he unsnapped his dungarees and 
using the utmost care not to catch his stiffened phallus on the teeth of the zipper, began to slide out of 
them. Then, thinking it might be more appropriate to remain partially clothed, at least for the time being, 
he re-zipped the jeans halfway, allowing the garment to ride loosely just at the outward curve of his 
hips. 

I thought that this moment would never come, but it has. Closing his eyes, he tried to envision the 
next few hours, but that only served to intensify his sense of physical urgency. Dear God, how I ache to 
lose myself within her. And find myself within her. 

With his heart seeming to pound in his ears, he eyed the bed a second time. Making his decision, he . 
took the few steps necessary, bent forward, eased the pillows aside, and turned back the covers. Being 
extremely careful not to snag the glossy fabric on his nails, he examined the delicate floral pattern 
imprinted on the sheets for a moment, and then ran his fingers along the edge of a pillow. Exhaling 
roughly, he imagined himself lying here, with Catherine beneath him, or perhaps on top of him, moving 
as he moved, their bodies fmding a perfect rhythm as they rode wave after wave oflimitless passion. In 
his mind's eye he could see their silhouettes so clearly; he could almost perceive the scent of erotic desire 
fully unleashed, permeating the air as their bodies met and melded again and again. He could all but hear 
the sounds of shared ecstasy as they joined at the peak of sexuality waiting to be fully explored. 

Fiercely aroused by the sexual imagery shinunering behind his eyes, Vincent bit down hard on the 
inside of his jaw in an effort to subdue an impassioned moan. As though it had a will of its own, his left 
hand slid down over the front of his dungarees until it brushed across the hardness pulsing just beneath 
the material, causing him to moan again. Pressing the palm of his hand into the stiffened flesh to the 
point of pain, he clenched his teeth against the urge to cry out. Refusing to surrender to the lust battling 
for control of his senses, he quickly yanked his hand away again and curled his trembling fingers into a 
clenched fist. Striding toward the shadows near the partially open French doors, he prayed that the utter 
blackness there would help him to feel a bit more at ease, as well as take his focus off of his intense state 
of arousal. . 

Becoming one with the shadows, he leaned back against the wall and tried very hard to remain 
utterly still. Inhaling and exhaling in carefully measured breaths, he fought to center himself, and also to 
rein in his thoughts as best he could, given the circumstances. Not knowing what else to do with his 
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hands, or at least anything that would bring him any sort of pleasUre right now, he folded his anns across 
his chest, hiding his claws, and stared expectantly at the bathroom door. 

In the bathroom, Catherine leaned back on the door for a moment, put one hand to the center of her 
chest, and tried very hard to remember exactly how to hold a rational thought in her head. Making a great 
effort to curb her excitement, she drew off her cotton nightgown and tossed it to the top of a small 
quilted hamper. After filling the sink with nearly scalding water, she hastily soaped and rinsed her face 
and then the rest of her body, toweled herself off, and then patted on a thin sheen of bath powder. 
Picking up a bottle filled with a golden liquid and removing the cap, she sprayed a few carefully 
measured drops of a perfume labeled Pheromone © into the air and quickly stepped under it. Jenny had 
given this to her for her birthday, remarking that the fragrance was "supposed" to entice men. She didn't 
know if that was true or not, but decided it couldn't hurt to wear a little, just in case. 

Retrieving a wide-handled brush, she bent forward and ran it through her hair until her scalp tingled. 
Straightening up and letting the shoulder-length tresses fall haphazardly into place, she reached for her 
nightgown. Lifting the lace-embroidered, ivory-toned silk gannent over her head, she slipped her anns 
through the straps and then let the gown slide down over her hips all the way to her ankles. Enjoying the 
softness of the material caressing her as it drifted along her body, she closed her eyes for a moment, 
sighing happily, and then turned toward the full length mirror on the back of the bathroom door. 

Studying her reflection circumspectly for a moment, Catherine ran the palms of her hands down 
over the nightgown, deciding that the overall effect was everything she'd hoped it would be, and more. 
Once she had adjusted the thin straps at the shoulders with fingers that simply refused to stop shaking, 
she buttoned the lace bodice over he~ breasts. She'd purchased this gown some months ago, but had 
never worn it, until now. Finally,jinally, after so many disappointments, after so many tear-filled nights 
tossing and turning in bed, unable to sleep, longing for him, the time had come when Vincent would be 
the one to see her dressed like this - and then hopefully he'd want to remove the nightgown himself. 
Wetting her lips with the tip of her tongue and shivering with anticipation, she took a deep breath, 
released it slowly, turned off the bathroom light, and reached for the doorknob. 

Stepping into the bedroom, Catherine quickly scanned the room and discovered Vincent, nude to 
the waist, standing in the shadows near the window. Although he was barely visible in the muted light, 
she could tell that his ey~s, those shimmering pools of blue, were focused ardently on her. He didn't 
move, nor did he say anything. He just stood there - waiting. As she neared him, he lowered his hands to 
his sides, making no effort to conceal the thick mat of reddish-gold curls on his chest. He was beyond 
that now, and she realized that he had become a willing captive of his own passions, as had she. Sensing 
a rush of physical aronsal penneating the Bond, and knowing that he could see her clearly, even in the 
shadowed light of the room, she smiled at him, silently acknowledging that from this moment there 
would be no turning back, no more denial, ever again, for either of them. 

Through the partially opened terrace door, thin shafts of moonlight seemed to encircle the man 
standing before her almost lovingly, creating an opaque luminescence which surrounded him, touching on 
his hair, caressing his wide shoulders, and then elongating as they slowly drifted down over his body. 
Studying him raptly, Catherine watched the strapped muscles of Vincent's broad chest expand and 
contract in a measured rhythm that was alinost hypnotic. His flowing hair was a wild tangle of honeyed 
gold about his face, his eyes blazing glints of turquoise that seared their way into the innennost recesses 
of her soul. Standing there motionless, unmistakably masculine, and utterly focused on her, for a moment 
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he resembled a radiant presence from another world, another time and place. He was glorious. He was 
primal- virility incarnate. And he was hers. 

Momentarily overcome by her almost ethereal appearance as she seemed to glide across the room 
toward him, Vincent's eyes drifted slowly over the ivory gown Catherine wore. She was so 
indescribably lovely it actually made his heart ache. Easing out of the shadows like a strip of ebony 
velvet being tom slowly away from its foundation, he stepped forward to meet her. 

"My Catherine," he whispered raggedly. For a moment he gazed at her in heart-stopping silence, 
hunger filling the deep pools of his eyes, and then opened his arms wide to enclose her within their 
muscled strength. "Such loveliness steals my breath. Your negligee is ... " Unable to find the word he 
wanted, he shook his head and allowed the sentence to trail off to silence. 

"I purchased it some months ago, Dearest, hoping that the time would come when I could wear it 
just for you." 

Managing to swallow the lump in his throat, he reached out and caressed the material very carefully 
with the pad of his left thumb. "It's ... lovely." Turquoise eyes examined the lacy bodice more closely 
for a moment, darkening hungrily before immediately moving upward again, to her face. Meeting her 
gaze, he observed quietly, "But, to my eyes, anything that you wear is lovely." 

"Thank you, Vincent." She smiled up at him. "If the gown brings you pleasure, I'm glad." 
Wrapping her arms around his waist, she kissed the exact center of his chest, then nuzzled deeply into 
the thick hair there, loving the scent of his body, the taste of him, the feel of him. Nothing had ever felt 
like this to her before. Enclosed within his powerful arms she felt safe, loved, protected, and knew that 
she would always feel this way whenever he embraced her. At that moment, she realized her happy life 
was truly about to begin. She had finally found her way home. 

Easing Catherine slightly from him, Vincent allowed his eyes to glide in a downward direction over 
her body, his impassioned gaze claiming every part of her, before pulling her close again almost roughly. 
"When you entered the room, you looked like an angel, standing there." Placing a gentle kiss to the side 
of her face, he continued quietly, "Indeed, you are an angel, my angel, and you are so very beautiful." 

Tilting her head back just far enough to study the extraordinarily unique face that made up the 
center of her world, Catherine drew the tips of her fingers over his slightly trembling lower lip. "So are 
you." 

Gently capturing her fingers between his teeth, Vincent impulsively drew them further into his 
mouth, causing an astorushed gasp to escape the depths of her throat. While he continued sucking avidly 
on her flesh, as though he had been ravenous for this taste for a very long time, his hands swept slowly 
around the curve of her hips, to converge at the base of her spine. Releasing her fingers and urging her 
closer, he began to slowly roll his pelvis against hers. Nuzzling his face against her hair, he sighed, "Oh, 
how I have longed for this." 

"So have I," Catherine replied softly. 

His breath came fust and shallow as she bent forward and began caressing him in ways he had 
always negated - until now. Letting her hands and mouth roam freely over his body, she left a trail of 
moist lingering kisses in the springy thatch that concealed the hard strength of his chest. When her mouth 
closed over one of the tiny bronzed paps hiding amidst the wealth of curls, he gasped loudly and arched 
into her touch. Reaching down and unzipping his dungarees very slowly, giving him every opportunity 
to stop her, which he didn't, Catherine slipped her hand inside, treasuring the excited growls that seemed 
to leap from Vincent's throat as he eagerly pushed the jeans down over his hips. Lifting one foot, he 
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kicked them out of the way. Trembling before her, utterly nude, and utterly vulnerable, he awaited her 
judgment 

Trailing her fmgertips over his penis, Catherine's breathing sped as the rigid flesh lifted slightly and 
then curved away from his body, as though proud of its fiercely aroused state, and waiting desperately 
for her touch. Giving him what he hungered for, she caressed him gently, murmuring, "Dh, Vincent, how 
can you not know how very beautiful you are?" 

His flesh was aflame, filling her with a pulsing heat that answered his; that drew his. He groaned 
softly at her touch, tangled his hands into her hair, and pulled her even more firmly against him. Urgently 
seeking her mouth, their tongues began a frenzied search that seemed to go on forever, leaving both of 
them hungry for more - so much more. After so many empty nights there would never be enough such 
kisses to satisfY either of them ever again. 

Catherine felt as though she was falling into a blaze of shimmering silver, a glistening haze that took 
her breath and nearly stopped her heart. Lost in the textures and taste of Vincent' s mouth, she floated, 
powerless to do anything else but cling to him. Her consciousness reached out for one fmal rational 
thought and missed, flinging her headlong into the lushness of his kiss. 

While his mouth devoured her, Vincent's left hand gathered up the hem of her gown and drew it 
upward over her gently undulating hips. Groans of pleasure came from both of them in unison as his 
fingers urgently clasped her naked buttocks. Lifting her onto her toes, he pressed her lower body 
insistently toward the upward curve of his erection and continued to gently knead her flesh, his large 
callused palm covering her almost completely. 

Through the thin material of Catherine's gown, he could feel the hardening tips of her breasts 
brushing against his bare chest, kindling a throbbing pleasure which seemed to be scorching him from the 
inside out. His arousal strained toward her, his pelvis thrusting forward as hers did, mirroring the act of 
love. Suddenly, urgently, he had to have her naked body pressed to his. Releasing her for a moment and 
reaching out, he hooked his thumbs under the straps of her gown and eased them down. As the garment 
puddled at her feet with a silken sigh, their bodies melded togeth(S again instantly, surrendering 
completely to long-denied sexual appetites. 

Deepening the kiss, Catherine lifted one leg and moved the inside of her bare thigh against the 
outside of his in a sensual, deliberately enticing motion. , 

"Yes," he groaned, loving her touch, aching for it. "Do that again ... again .... " 
Swaying back against the wall and bringing her with him, Vincent thought he would surely die of 

the liquid fire blazing through him. It was as though every part of his body flowed outward toward hers, 
begging for the completion only her soft flesh could give. His need of this extraordinary woman was all 
encompassing, all consuming. 

Ahnost as though she'd read his thoughts, Catherine dug her fingers into the solid muscle of his 
right forearm. "Vincent," she whimpered, her warm breath sending convulsive waves of heat straight to 
his groin, "I need you. Please ... please .... " 

"Soon," he promised. "Very soon." 

Enticing him onward by curling her small hand around his phallus as far as she could, her fingertips 
not quite meeting at the thick base, she began a gentle stroking motion, moving upward to the swollen 
crown and then down again, to the thick base. Sliding upward once more, her thumb glided along his 
pulsing flesh until it rubbed gently against the puckered breach at the velvet-soft tip. 
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At that touch, Vincent growled low in his throat and covered her hand with his. Meeting her eyes, 
sharing this pleasure with her in the only way possible for him right now, he drew her gaze downward, 
to follow the movement of their joined hands stroking in unison against his stiffened penis. Suddenly, as 
his manhood expanded even more, filling to capacity with hot blood, the reality of watching her fingers 
clutching at the very core of him was too much - and not nearly enough. Pressing his lower body into her 
touch, he arched his pelvis, groaning, "I want ... I need .... " 

"Yes, Love?" Hearing such vulnerability in his voice she wanted to weep, Catherine lifted her hand 
and curled her fingers into his hairy chest. "Tell me?" 

Unable to look directly at her, the one she adored bent his head until his face was concealed within 
a veil of burnished gold. Taking her hand into his and turning it palm up, he lapped at it delicately with 
the tip of his tongue, causing her to gasp in both surprise and delight. 

Panting open-mouthed and making no effort to restrain it, Vincent edged her fingers slowly down 
over the tensed muscles of his belly to the aching hardness beneath, which curved upward as though 
waiting desperately for an unknown and longed-for caress. "I need ... your mouth ... there." Gradually 
tilting his head back until their eyes met, he questioned shyly, "Is the request ... offensive ... to you, in 
any way?" When her only answer was to glance at the bed, he released a shaky breath. "Yes ... oh please, 
yes." 

Taking her mouth again with such force his teeth rasped along hers, the kiss heightening their 
combined sense of absolute wantonness, he slowly urged her backward until her calves hit the side of the 
mattress. As she sank back on the sheets, he followed her doWn, carefully shifting his weight so that he 
wouldn't land directly on top of her. Although she was remarkably strong-willed, his Catherine was also 
petite and delicately boned. Earlier, on his way above, he had promised himself emphatically that no part 
ofhim would harm her if, or when, they loved. 

When Vincent lowered himself to rest lightly against her, Catherine embraced him tightly and urged 
him closer, wanting to keep him here, just as he was, forever. 

Protesting the position, he started to ease away. "I'm far too heavy .... " 
"No, you're not." Weaving her fingers through his hair, she met his eyes, her expression resolute, 

yet oh, so loving. "Even though you'll sense it, I promise to tell you instantly if I'm ever the least bit 
uncomfortable." The look in her eyes grew even more determined. "Please?" 

Allowing his body to relax completely, Vincent nuzzled closer to her, sighing, "Thou art my most 
precious treasure." . 

Instantly, as supple flesh pressed up fully against solid burnished muscle, their bodies began rolling 
over and over, fully joined from breast to thigh. Intent on finding a position that provided the maximum 
amount of physical contact, hips rose and fell, hands and mouths caressed intimately, which drew shared 
groans of pleasure that rose higher and higher, filling the room. Stroking, tasting, kissing, touching each 
other in all of the ways only dreamt of until this moment, the lovers continued moving together in a 
sensual fusion of arms and legs, teeth and tongues, urgently seeking, finding - and claiming. 

Vincent's mouth and frantically probing tongue seemed to be everywhere. Feasting on the woman 
he cherished with a ravaging urgency that would not, could not, be held in check any longer, he began to 
cover Catherine's slender body with moist, fiercely gentle kisses. Sliding upward, he pressed his mouth 
to the hardened tips of her breasts. When she gasped his name and her fingers dug into his forearms, he 
curled his lips around the darkened areolas in ever-diminishing circles, tonguing one, and then the other, 
before finally resting his downy cheek against the warm valley in between. Although he wasn't a 
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practiced lover, he knew what he wanted - he knew what he needed. And from within the Bond, her 
response to his every caress gave him the confidence to enhance her pleasure as he took his own. 

Having to see what he'd accomplished, he raised on his elbows and peered down. Avidly 
scrutinizing her nipples, and the pattern of rose-tinged wetness his mouth and raspy tongue had forged 
there, he sighed, very pleased with his efforts. Bending forward again to capture one taut areola into his 
mouth a second time, he wrapped his long arms around Catherine's waist. Moaning deep in his throat, he 
began suckling thirstily, until she thought she'd lose her mind. And when he finally released her, tossing 
his hair back, away from his eyes, and panting heavily to force air into his lungs, she knew he had taken 
with him some small part of her she could never reclaim, nor did she want to. 

As Vincent raised his head to stndy her face, she bent toward him and ran her tongue along the 
length of his throat, causing a convulsive shudder to jolt through him. Pressing into the touch, he 
wondered how had he managed to survive for so many months without being loved by this exquisite 
woman in this way? Or indeed, had he truly been alive before? Wanting to plunge the swollen rigidity of 
his manhood into Catherine's inner warmth there and then, he forced the thought away, for now. Aware 
that their first joining would, by necessity, rush to a somewhat hurried conclusion, he barely restrained 
the throbbing ache that seemed to have converged just below his belly. Sitting back on his haunches, he 
allowed his eyes the satisfaction of painstakingly inspecting each and every inch of his Beloved's nude 
body for the first time. Filling his eyes with the heavenly sight of delicate pink flesh, gently rounded 
hips, and all of the rosy peaks and valleys that had been laid bare only for him, he whispered huskily, 
"So beautiful." 

Seeming to agree fully with that observation, suddenly, from within his consciousness, came a 
growled, Yes, she is, andfrom this moment on she belongs to both of us. 

Then, as an unwanted and unwelcome essence drifted upward from the shadowed regions of 
Vincent's mind, this time the feral part ofhim he'd aly<ays despised, the other presence that would 
always be with him, seemed almost complacent. In that wondrous instant he finally understood that the 
primal inner self he had always feared, and had never trusted, cherished Catherine, too, and wanted her 
every bit as much as he did. 

Tensing for a moment, unable to trust what he was sensing, he waited for the less-than-civilized 
part of his psyche to rise to the surface, stripping him of his humanity as it always had in the past. But 
this time nothing resonated from within but a deep tranquility and capitulation: He knew then that his 
first perception was true: the wilder side of his nature yeamed to become a part of Catherine as well. 
Facing that truth, and coIning to terms with it, he took a shuddering breath. Yes, being who and what he 
was, he was unique, he was 'different.' Yet, fmally and forever, he knew in the deepest part of his being 
that he was a man; no more than that - but never less. 

As he exhaled slowly, Vincent felt the isolated darkness in which he had spent most of his life 
diffuse like wisps of candle-smoke, leaving him with a sudden sensation of light-headedness. And in an 
instant, a heartbeat, there was no more darkness in any part of him; not in his mind, not in his heart - nor 
in his soul. His initial reaction was that he must share the joy of this sudden newfound freedom with his 
Beloved, but he hesitated. Now wasn't the time for such an intense discussion. Later, perhaps. His eyes 
narrowed to slits. Much, much later. 

Stndying Vincent, noting the pensive expression in his eyes, and wondering where he had drifted 
off to, and why, Catherine felt her heart begin pounding much too fast. Had he changed his mind about 
making love? An irrepressible shiver ran the length of her body. Ifhe had decided to wait, she'd try very 
hard to accept his decision and come to terms with whatever explanation he gave her, ifhe gave her one 
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at all. But inside, a part of her would simply shrivel up and die. Running her hands up and down his 
tensed forearms she questioned worriedly, "What's ... wrong?" 

''Nothing, my Love." Blinking away tears, he smiled down at her. ''Nothing at all." 

Brushing his mass of tangled hair away from his face, she searched his eyes. "For a moment, I 
thought I'd ... lost you." 

"That will never happen." Pinning her with a fiercely resolute look, he shook his head from side to 
side. ''Never. Never. You could never lose me, Dearest; we could never lose each other. Not now, not 
ever again." 

Leaning forward and eagerly continuing what he'd been doing moments earlier, Vincent pressed his 
mouth to the taut flesh of Catherine's abdomen, wetting it with kisses, finding every line of her, from the 
curve of her haunch to the gentle swell of her breasts, absolutely enchanting - as well as captivating. Her 
voice, her body, her courageous spirit, were to him a sensuons fusion of siren songs he would never get 
enough of. 

His large hand found its way to the warmth of Catherine's inner thighs and she gasped in pleasure, 
drawing one knee up and opening her legs to give him freer access. Teasing her lovingly, he brnshed the 
tips of his fingers slowly back and forth against her waiting flesh, drawing ever closer before pulling 
away again. Wanting more, she lifted her hips off of the bed, angling her body toward him and begging 
silently for his touch. Yielding to the urgency of her unspoken need, his probing fingers found the wet, 
slick softness between her thighs. When she cried his name he delved deeply, but carefully, into that 
heated division until her whimpered moans of rapture breached the utter stillness of the room. 

Clinging tightly to Vincent and straining upward, into his touch, the hard magnificence of his taut 
frame seemed to encompass her. While his muscled thighs and powerful torso held her body a willing 
captive, the length of his rigid staJk pressed into her, his thickly-haired scrotum bumping delectably up 
against the humid division of her backside each time lie shifted position. Moving with an innate grace 
that belied his size, suddenly his right hand came up to embrace her firmly at the hips. All the while, the 
long seductive fingers of his left hand continued their hypnotic stroking, moving upward across her 
breasts, then her taut belly, before sliding downward again to rest the palm of his hand against the very 
core of her femininity. 

Growling throatily as his own need for release nearly shattered his hard-won and- extremely 
tenuous control, Vincent withdrew his fingers and brought them hungrily to his mouth. Watching him, as 
she knew he wanted herto, Catherine thought she would surely faint at the raw sensuality clearly visible 
in the radiant blue eyes staring back at her. 

As they continuing gazing fervently at each other, their eyes locked in an eternal, intimate covenant 
that needed no words, time seemed to shift, reality receded, contracting until it contained only the 
breathless beating of a single shared heart. From this moment nothing and no one would ever separate 
them again. The fiercely determined look in Vincent's eyes, and the adamancy of the emotions emanating 
from within the Bond vowed silently that even death couldn't part them now; that even there they 
would find each other. Perceiving the truth of his unspoken declaration, the tears of joy in Catherine's 
eyes told him that she believed him without question. From this moment they belonged to each other 
throughout eternity, and perhaps even beyond it. 

After licking at the fragrant succulence coating his clawed hand from its visceral probing within her 
body, Vincent moaned and lowered his fingers toward her again, ravenous for more. To be free, at last, to 
touch this beguiling woman in this way, to experience a taste and scent he'd thought never to know, 
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humbled him, and aroused him beyond what could be endured. 

Not wanting him to leave her a second time, when she was so close to reaching orgasm, Catherine 
tightened her inner muscles around his fingers as they began to slowly renew their exploration of her 
inner heat. Moving feverishly beneath him, she implored, "I need you! Please don't stop!" 

Clinging to him with every ounce of her strength and lifting her body toward him in a pulsing, 
rhythmic motion, she rocked against his hand as he silently acknowledged her need. Deepening his touch, 
stroking faster, and then excruciatingly slower, he then withdrew almost entirely, until just the pads of 
his fingers brushed tantalizingly, erotically, against her. Suddenly rising to his knees and lifting his body 
over hers, Vincent began to rock his pelvis urgently against hers. As he did, the crown of his penis 
pressed fully into the dripping cleft of her vulva, causing her to arch toward him, crying out his name 
again and again. 

Although he wasn't inside of her as yet, the broad crest of his manhood continued pressing 
upward, the rhythm his body settling into one of seduction that personified the act of physical love. The 
reality of the immense knob of his already-dripping masculinity nestled rigidly against her created a 
wondrous pulsing sensation Catherine simply didn't have the will to resist. Unable to help herself, she 
began to move frantically against him. Seeking the friction she needed so desperately, she begged him 
with clutching fmgers and breathless cries to stay precisely where he was. Inexperienced as he was in 
lovemaking, but infinitely empathic to her every need, Vincent continued moving with her, faster and 
then faster still. 

"Yes," she sobbed, "Stay there ... right there!" The inner throbbing began as tiny explosions of 
heat, which crashed outward until they reached a thundering climax. Burying her face against his chest, 
she stifled an agonized scream as her tightly coiled need for release unraveled in a pulsating spiral of 
redemption. 

In the same moment she reached completion, from somewhere far away Catherine heard the sounds 
of his pleasure, matching her own as he slid down over her stomach and buried his face between her 
thighs. Unaware of the imprints her nails were leaving on his skin, her fingers clutched his shoulders 
tightly until her inner spasms lessened and her breathing slowed. Finally, she opened her eyes and the 
room seemed to float around her, holding her suspended in waves of dancing light. 

When Catherine's gasps offulfillment were replaced by a series of throaty sighs, Vincent lifted 
over her again. Wrapping his arms tightly around her, he thrust his tongue deeply into her mouth. 
Feasting rapaciously on.!he warmth and wetness there, he tried to relax his grip on her, but he simply 
couldn't. Arousing him almost beyond control, her cries of release had very nearly induced his. It had 
taken every bit of strength at his command to resist that siren call. And exactly how he had managed to 
resist it he knew he would never fully understand. "Mine," he growled, holding her almost too tightly. 
"You are mine .. .. " 

"Forever; for always." Moving the tips of her fingers over his face, Catherine shivered against him 
as the last sparks of her climax flared brightly for a moment before winking out. "That was 
extraordinary. I wasn't expecting ... I've never .... " Hesitating, she blushed and nibbled at her bottom lip. 

Waiting patiently for her to continue, Vincent tilted his head and peered down at her. When she 
couldn't seem to find the words she wanted, he urged, "You've never ... ?" 

eyes. 
"Found such total satisfaction in ... t-that way ... b-before," she stammered, unable to meet his 

Secretly delighted that it was he who had brought the woman he loved such a moment, Vincent 
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tried to disregard the urgent pounding between his thighs. But it was no use. Having heard the sounds of 
Catherine's pleasure, he needed to have that as his own, and he needed to have it now. 

Seeming to sense his distress, to hear it, or perhaps even feel it, she kissed him deeply. Using the 
tips of her fingers she urged him to roll onto his back. "And now .... " Letting whatever she'd been about 
to say trail off to silence, she captured one of the thick bed pillows in her fingers. Gently coaxing his 
hips up, she slid the cushion under his fIrm buttocks. 

"And now?" Vincent echoed expectantly, his eyes shards of azure flame in the shadowed room. 

"You've brought me such joy, Dearest. Please allow me to give some of it back?" 

When he nodded his head and his eyes bored into hers, the look there one of excited anticipation, 
slowly, seductively, she began running her hands over the corded strength of his long legs. As each 
powerfully defined muscle there tensed and released, she could feel the sinewy flesh ripple tautly 
beneath her fingers. Tugging her long hair over her right shoulder, she moved over him, bent her head, and 
lowered herself between his thighs. 

When Catherine's mouth began moving steadily, inexorably downward, Vincent instinctively drew 
his knees up and parted his legs, his hips already undulating in the primal tremors of physical love. 
When his heightened sense of arousal caused a deep shudder to roll through his body, he slid his feet 
further apart before allowing his legs to sink back to the bed. Clenching his teeth and closing his eyes, he 
waited, utterly vulnerable in his need, and so innocently trusting. 

Seized to the soul by the reality of his Beloved's teeth nipping at the thick hair on his legs, and the 
wet heat of her tongue lapping delicately at the pliant flesh of his inner thighs, Vincent's entire frame 
went momentarily rigid. Then, as her lips, tongue, and fmgers found their way to his most private part, 
his lower body arched upward, the corded muscles of his neck bUnching and straining as he fought 
against the scream gathering at the back of his throat. 

For an instant, a heartbeat, the memory of self-stimulation in his chamber earlier nearly urmerved 
him. Then, as now, the woman he cherished was loving him with her mouth. But what had happened 
before, in his solitude, had merely been an 'act'; an urgent release simply for the sake of release, and 
nothing more. This was very, very different. This was passion shared, and fulfIlled. And just that 
quickly he fully reaIized the vast difference between the two. 

Opening his eyes and glancing down, he watched as Cathenne's lustrous hair spread over his thighs 
like a curtain of silken thread. Clutching his penis gently in her right hand, her tongue began to leave a 
trail of sweet flame that ignited every part of his body. Never before in his life, even in his most erotic 
dreams, had he imagined such carnal delights would be made known to him. Growling deeply, a chesty 
rumble that ouly served to intensify her excitement, and his, he thought he would lose consciousness if 
she didn't stop her loving torment, and he also knew that he would surely die if she did. Tensing his 
buttocks and rolling his pelvis up and down, his voice ragged, not his own, he begged her to let him 
fInish. His senses reeled and he knew he was at the edge of release. 

But the ultimate pleasure was yet to be. 

"Not yet, Love," Catherine whispered. "But soon, I promise." Gently kneading Vincent's heavily 
laden scrotum with the palm of her left hand, she nuzzled the tip of her nose into the lush thatch of 
copper-tinged curls just below his belly, loving the strong masculine scent that fIlled her nostrils, and left 
her just a bit light-headed. After curling her tongue around the wide base of his distended penis, she 
licked her way deliciously slowly up and down both sides of it. 
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"Yes," Vincent sobbed, curling his body toward her. 

Moving upward again, to the distended crown, which was already weeping drops of seminal fluid, 
and greedily capturing the liquid on the tip of her tongue, she caressed his length one more time before 
taking him into her mouth. As she began suckling strongly on him, she felt a moment of joyous triumph 
as he arched completely off of the bed, entreating hoarsely, "Catherine, let me ... I'm nearly there! 
Please ... please, let me!" 

With his eyes seized shut and his head thrashing wildly from side to side, Vincent gripped the 
sheets beneath him in shaking fists. As his hips increased their undulating rhythm, driving upward harder 
and faster toward the warmth of her devouring mouth, his heart began to pound fiercely. He could hear 
the blood rushing in his ears, and behind his tightly closed eyes there was a haze of undulating colors that 
whirled and pulsed, coalescing for a moment into a red and purple haze before separating and spiraling 
outward in shards of incandescent light. 

Ah! He could feel it beginning. He ached for it, begged for it; he craved it with every part of his 
being. He'd lose his mind if it didn't happen soon! 

Suddenly, as all of the fluid in his body seemed to fuse into throbbing jolts of flame at the base of his 
scrotum, he implored breathlessly, "Don't leave me! Oh, it feels so good, I need it desperately, and I'm 
so close now ... so close!" 

At that most intimate, impassioned of entreaties, Catherine relaxed her throat and tried to accept 
more of him, which was difficult due to his immense size. She had known, somehow, that he'd be quite a 
bit larger than other men. But then, he wasn't other men; he was Vincent, and he was unique unto 
himself. Feeling a sudden creamy liquid seeping from her vagina and trickling down the division of her 
thighs, she expelled a shuddering moan. The sounds she made as her teeth and tongue glided over the 
pulsating width and length of him, and the grunts of excitement he was making no effort to control, were 
driving her crazy! She knew how much Vincent needed this climax, and how much he deserved it. She 
also knew the amount of restraint it had taken on his part earlier tonight to make sure that she was 
brought to orgaSm first, before finally allowing himself the pleasure of meeting his own physical 
urgencies. 

"Help me! Touch me!" 

Acknowledging Vincent's cries by returning her entire focus to where it was most needed, she 
began to knead the pliant sac containing his sperm. Using the pads of her fingers, she gently stroked the 
weighty orbs and then squeezed them lightly - which produced exactly the lusty results she was hoping 
for. 

"Yes, there, right there," he groaned. "Please, don't stop, Catherine, not now, not yet. ... " Reaching 
out to keep her exactly where she was, Vincent gripped the curve of her shoulder in the trembling fingers 
of his right hand and entwined his left almost roughly into her tousled hair. Feeling his ejaculation 
beginning, he quickly shifted the palm of his hand to the back of her head, drawing her toward him as a 
frenzied growl seemed to work its way upward from the depths of his belly. 

Pressing her lips more firmly to the cuff of his pulsing organ and hoarsely imploring her to quicken 
the pace, he thrust upward once, then again, wanting to bury his steely length completely in the lush 
heat of her mouth. "Faster ... harder .... " Loosening all restraint and needing her to suckle him with 
greater force and speed, he gasped, "Take me deeper! Yes, yes, like that.. .. Oh, God, I can feel it 
beginning! Hold me ... hold me!" 

When she did what he asked of her by gripping him firmly by the trembling muscles of his 

125 



buttocks, Vincent arched toward her mouth again in a desperate shuddering stroke. Feeling the semen 
spurting upward from the base of his phallus, he fought to retain some semblance of control, but the 
extraordinary moment spun him completely beyond conscious thought. Riding higher and higher on 
shuddering waves of pure ecstasy, enraptured cries escaped him, unearthly, ideally explicit of the nearly 
agonizing exultation of orgasm. Arching off of the bed and abandoning himself utterly to carnal appetites 
for the first time in his life, his mind, his control, his body, every part of his being, exploded outward. 
Held intimately in the oral embrace of his best beloved, he lunged upward one last time, in a single 
unyielding roll of his pelvis that filled the back of Catherine's throat with the thick salty-sweet essence 
of his pleasure. 

Immediately lifting her body over his and kissing him deeply, she held Vincent tightly as a series of 
deep tremors rippled through his body. Licking away the tears that had gathered at the outer curves of 
his high cheekbones, she murmured, "Oh, my precious, precious angel." 

"Oh, my Love .... " Finally regaining the ability to verbalize his thoughts, he nuzzled against her, 
breathing the words into her mouth. "Never before, even in my wildest imaginings, could I have 
conceived of a moment of such absolute rapture." 

Shifting to lay beside him on the pillow, she smiled up at the beautiful face she adored, knowing 
that if she were ever parted from him again she would die of a soul-deep emptiness. "I'm so happy that 
it was me who gave you such pleasure." 

"Pleasure?" Vincent echoed, unable to contain the quiet chuckle that bubbled up from the depths of 
his throat, followed by a lingering sigh. "What you just ... did ... went far beyond mere pleasure." Putting 
his hand to the side of her face, he studied her intently for a moment before continuing, "You caunot 
know what it does to me to taste the most intimate part of myself on your lips." Shimmering blue eyes 
continued to hold her focus. "And to have the intimate scent of you in my nostrils, and on my tongue, is 
something I had thought never to know, never to have." 

"I've dreamt of sharing such a moment with you for a very long time." 

"Have you?" A slight smile touched at the edges of his mouth. "It would seem that besides sharing 
a uuique Bond, we share our dreams as well, my Rose." 

Deciding instantly that she liked that particular uickname more than a little bit, Catherine licked 
daintily at the beads of perspiration dotting his brow. After bringing the taste into her mouth, she 
observed, "There's a catch phrase I heard once, in a movie, that states, 'Sometimes the wanting is more 
delicious than the having;''' 

As his shoulders began shaking up and down Vincent chuckled again, his eyes sparkling with 
amusement. "Here and now, at this moment, in this bed, I believe that adage to be entirely false." 

"Yes, it certainly is." Snuggling down against his chest, Catherine sighed contentedly. Stifling a 
sudden yawn by nuzzling into his shoulder, her lashes fluttered against her lower lids. Wrapping the 
fingers of her left hand into Vincent's hairy chest, she murmured something even his keen ears couldn't 
quite decipher as her eyes drifted shut. 

. Feeling her joy and serenity wrap around his heart, bringing with it an unexpected warmth that 
tingled as it wafted slowly through each and every part of his body, Vincent peered down ather and 
smiled. Perceiving her weariness and understanding it, for it mirrored his own, he gently brushed 
Catherine's tousled hair back from her face with the pads of his fingers. After placing a tender kiss to the 
crown of her head, he settled himself more comfortably on the bed. 
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"Ah .... " Taking great pleasure in·the knowledge that he was' finally free to hold this exquisite 
creature in his arms, as he had dreamt of doing for so long a time, a joyous rumble curled upward in his 
throat, and was expelled as quiet laughter before he could contain it. Then, as Catherine murmured his 
name and rolled over onto her left hip, he moved closer and spooned his body carefully against the 
yielding flesh of her gently rounded rump. 

Burying the tip of his nose into a delicately-scented pillow, enjoying the exhilarating feel of her 
supple flesh pressed so intimately to the rough texture of his, and the whisper of silk sheets as they 
glided over his lower body, Vincent closed his eyes. He wouldn't fall asleep, this he knew. But he could 
rest for a few moments, embracing what he held most dear on this earth in his arms, and allow his body 
time to renew itself for .... 

Stealing languidly, delicately, over the two forms entwined on the bed, the Bond enfolded them 
completely. Joined together, at last, as one soul, in a rare and perfect moment when time stood still, 
where you could experience an eternity in the mirrored beating of two blissful hearts, the lovers slept. 

Coming slowly awake to the sensation of stiffened flesh pushing against her bottom, Catherine 
stretched her arms over her head and arched backwards. Hmm, what a perfectly wonderfol way for him to 
say good morning. When she shifted her lower body slightly, gently capturing the silky-soft tip of 
Vincent's erection in the division of her buttocks, she was rewarded with a grunt of surprise, followed 
by a husky whisper of her name. Reaching behind her to place an affectionate pat to his hairy knee, she 
sighed happily. "How did you get to be such an extraordinary lover so quickly?" 

Nuzzling the woman he adored on the nape of her slender neck, Vincent tried to restrict the smile 
threatening to inundate him, but failed. Rather glad that he was situated behind her at the moment, for her 
words of praise had brought a fierce blush to his face, he questioned softly, "Am ... I?" 

"Uh huh." Rolling over to face him and kissing the massive forearm embracing her, Catherine went 
on, "But that's as it should be, because you're an extraordinary man." Brushing strands of coppery gold 
hair away from his eyes, she studied him for a moment, loving him so much that just looking at him stole 
her breath and caused her heart to do some rather strange dances. "Do you have any idea how much I 
love you?" 

Eyes shimmering with tenderness and devotion, among other things, searched hers. "As much I 
have loved you, Catherine, from the moment you fust spoke my name." 

Having awakened only moments earlier, fully aroused, and desperately in need of her loving 
tenderness, he pulled her closer. Drawing the tip of his tongue along the length of her shoulder, he tasted 
and licked his way up to the outer curve of her ear. When she relaxed completely against him, as though 
her body had suddenly gone utterly boneless, he nuzzled his mouth into her hair, announcing huskily, "I 
need you." 

A wealth of gooseflesh peppered her skin as his warm breath and the rocking motion of his lower 
body instantly rekindled the fire they had started earlier. In response to his plea, she began to kiss and 
taste him everywhere. Sliding lower, she licked and nipped her way across his thighs, and then his taut 
belly, until her tongue found its way to the secret recesses of his navel, causing a convulsive shiver and a 
deep moan of pleasure to vibrate through him. ./ 

Moving in a downward direction very slowly, she continued to taste and tease, nip and lick, kissing 
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and gliding her tongue over every single inch ofhim that she could reach, knowing, of course, that the 
pace she'd set would drive him wild. Dropping a wealth of moist kisses to the thick hair gathered just 
below Vincent's belly, she breathed in his strongly masculine scent, her nostrils twitching as she was 
reminded of a perfect blend of mulled wine and candle-smoke. 

Sensing that the fragrance of his body was as unique as he himself was, and that only she would 
ever have such intimate knowledge of him, Catherine smiled a secret woman's smile. Mine. Every part of 
this magnificent being, from his big hairy fiet, to his shiny long hair, to his beautifol face, his 
extraordinary eyes, his great heart, and his innermost soul, is mine! Reaching around his left hip, she slid 
her forefinger along the tensed division of Vincent's bottom. Caught completely off-guard, the muscles 
there clenched as he gasped in surprise. Ab, so he was just a bit ticklish there, was he? She would 
remember. Testing his patience, she scraped her nail down the humid cleft of his muscled rump all the 
way to the base of his scrotum. 

At such an intimate caress, a blend of desire and out-and-out lust compelled Vincent to move. 
Rocking to his knees, he pulled Catherine up into a fierce embrace. Beginning to love her first with his 
mouth, he tasted his way across the warm flesh of her right shoulder, and then along the small concave at 
the lower curve of her throat. Drawing his lips and tongue over the delicate pulsing there, he sucked 
gently for a moment before continuing his journey. Stroking and caressing, he moved his large hands over 
her, first to the backs of her legs, then upward to trace his nails lightly against her rounded bottom, the 
gentle slope of her hips, her firm belly, and finally to her bosom. 

With the delicious scent of her womanliness filling his nostrils, he was determined to experience all 
of the treasures Catherine so freely offered to him. Easing slightly away and exhaling a rough breath 
before leaning forward again, he brushed his mouth back and forth along the soft undersides of her 
breasts. At the feel of her nipple hardening beneath his gently probing fmgers, Vincent growled, "I long 
to taste you again, if you would ... allow it." Waiting expectantly, eyes awash with a feral innocence 
locked to hers. 

Allowing their Bond to acknowledge his rumbling entreaty, Catherine leaned back in his embrace, 
her eyes glowing silvery green in the muted light. 

"Oh, my Love, my life, how 1 have hungered for more .... " Cupping her left breast firmly, but ever 
so gently, in his trembling hand, he brought it to his mouth. Capturing her tightly erect nipple between 
his lips, the motion one of ravenous yearning, he bent slightly forward and enclosed the puckered nub 
within the soft flesh of his cleft upper lip. 

"That feels extraordinary," Catherine purred, arching toward him. "Please don't stop." 

Pushing forward just a bit more, until the softly bristled pads of his upper lip separated, exposing 
the thin ridge of highly sensitive cartilage beneath, he moaned at the sensation. Wanting more of this 
tender joining, and losing himself in the sweet flame ripping through every part of him, he thrust the tip 
of his tongue against her and then began to suckle deeply. Taking his fill, he gorged himself on her 
sweetness. Ab, her scent was exquisite; the taste far beyond his wildest imaginings. 

"Vincent!" Crying out as his loving assault took her breath and induced a gliding warmth to surge 
outward from the depths of her womb, Catherine wove her fingers through his hair, clinging to him with 
all of her strength. 

Placing one hand under her buttocks, he lifted her easily into his lap as he continued tasting and 
teasing, discovering through their Bond what caress most pleased her, as well as what brought the most 
pleasure to him. Keeping his mouth at her breast, he slid the fingers of his left hand between their tightly 
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pressed bodies. Sensitive to her every need, he began to stroke the tight button of flesh concealed just 
within the lips of her vulva. Gently pinching the throbbing skin between his thumb and forefinger, he 
tightened his embrace as she cried out and rolled her hips desperately against his hand. 

Acting purely on instinct, he captured the spicy-scented liquid spilling from Catherine's feminine 
core on his fingers and quickly spread the slick coating just inside the delicate folds of her vulva, readying 
her body to receive his. Acutely aware of her size, so delicate, so small in comparison to the length and. 
width of his, he needed her inner chamber to be wet, very wet. His erection was immense, filled to 
bursting with the fierce intensity of . his need, and he didn't want to cause her even the slightest measure 
of discomfort as he united their flesh in the act of consummation. 

He desired this woman with a raging, insatiable hunger that was ahnost frightening. Lifting his head, 
he kissed Catherine deeply, drew back, met her eyes for a moment, a heartbeat, and then kissed her again, 
even more forcefully, their tongues moving together in an erotic, measured rhythm - her mouth the 
magnet to his metal. 

Finally releasing her, Vincent grazed his teeth along the curve of her throat. After nipping gently at 
the flesh there, he kissed the tiny love-bite, his voice thick with yearning, "I have waited a lifetime to 
lose myself within you. Knowing that at long last all of my desires will be fulfilled, the hunger pounding 
through me obscures all concept of anything else but having you above me at last, you beneath me, you 
surrounding me." 

Swept away by his impassioned words and the depth of sexual arousal so clearly evident in the 
tone of his voice, Catherine began to move her hands over his body. First her fingers kneaded the taut, 
hard muscles of his shoulders, then his chest, and then crept lower, to the very heart of the man himself. 
Rubbing the pahn of her hand over the coarse hair of his groin, she splayed her fingers wide, trying to 
caress as much of him as she possibly could. 

"Hnun, yes .... " Unable to resist, he pressed upward into the touch. Exposing the sinewy colurun 
of his neck, he let his head drift back and then shook it ahnost violently, causing his flowing tresses to 
glide over the width of his broad shoulders and halfway down his back. There was a look of barely 
harnessed wildness about him now, as though the past, with all of its pain and denial, had ceased to exist, 
leaving him free to love as he wanted to love, as he deserved to love. 

Turning the color of turbulent blue smoke as he suddenly sat back on his heels and stared at 
Catherine, Vincent's eyes seemed to darken and then narrow to brilliant points of light as they locked to 
hers, causing her breath 10 catch in her throat. "And now, Beloved, open your soul to me, as I share 
mine, and all that I am, with you." 

Illuminating his features, the delicate glow radiating from the bedroom lamp mingled with the shafts 
of moonlight glancing off of the bed, turning his face and form a burnished, fiery amber. Reaching out and 
urgently pressing Catherine back to the bed, he settled himself between her thighs. Lifting her knees, he 
coaxed them even further apart, moving ever closer to a feminine scent that drew him, enslaved him, and 
utterly vanquished him. 

With a last lingering caress to his stiffened shaft, Catherine stretched her hand out and captured one 
of the bed-pillows between her fingers. Qmckly settling the plump fabric under her buttocks, she held 
out her arms to him, longing for him to fill their emptiness. "Show me how much you want me, how 
much you love me." 

Eagerly moving over her, he placed his legs at the outer curve of her hips. His right hand went to 
her breast as she ran her fingers up and down the trembling muscles of his thighs. He bent his head to 
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kiss her and she opened her legs, wrapping them around his hips as far as she could. 

Pausing just at the petal-soft entrance of her inner chamber, Vincent peered down at the woman he 
adored, his penetrating gaze conveying the extent of his need. Searching Catherine's eyes and finding 
only love and acceptance there, he grasped his stiffened flesh in his trembling left hand. Using his thumb 
to quickly spread the wetness gathered at the puckered tip completely around the broad head and jutting 
outer rim, he groaned at the sensation Knowing that one urgent upward stroke of his fingers would 
immediately push him over the edge of ejaculation, he tumed his mind away from the thought. Self
stimulation wasn't what he wanted, nor what he needed - not anymore. 

Sliding upward over Catherine's firm belly until his phallus rested just at the threshold of her 
vulva, he afforded her an openly hungered look, vowing softly, "And now, the shadows and the sunshine 
shall truly become one." Excruciatingly slowly, deliberately, inch by agouizing inch, he entered her, and 
sensations that could have been painful evaporated instantly, dissolving into pleasure at the innate 
gentility of his first thrust. 

Vincent's thick erection slid easily within the confines of Catherine's heated flesh because she was 
so wet, and because that part of him had always been meant to dwell within her. Thrusting again,and 
then again, a thunderous growl curled upward in his throat as he buried himself deeply in her pulsing 
heat. Tensing above her and forcing his body to hold the position, he whimpered softly, the sound both 
ferocious and wondrous. For a precious heartbeat neither one of them moved nor spoke, sharing a 
moment of utmost joy in the feel of that most intimate connection, and silently acknowledging the reality 
of what was yet to come. 

Then, instinctively finding which motion best suited him and pleased her as well, Vincent began to 
move again. Drawing Catherine with him, he kept the friction where she needed it most. Oh God, the 
sensation ... the sensation. It was as though he had been born for this rhythm, and his body had finally 
been allowed to remember it. The slightest movement his Beloved made beneath him was a primal song 
of seduction, calling to him from the depths of her soul- and dispossessing him of his. 

Rol1ing his hips down and in, he began to make sounds in the back of his throat that only she 
would ever hear; beautifully seductive sounds - the sounds of sensually exquisite lovemaking. Watching 
him, hearing him, feeling him, pUlled Catherine steadily towards the edge of release. Reaching up to 
enclose his face in the palms of her hands, she urged, "Vincent, please look at me?" 

With his head thrown back and his eyes seized shut, he gasped for air, his body glistening with 
perspiration, radiating a _heat that had turned his skin the color of copper flame. Making a supreme 
effort, he opened his eyes to meet her passion-filled gaze. "My beautiful Catherine," he half-groaned, 
half-growled, quickening the pace. "Are you ... ready?" he asked, his voice hoarse, rough, almost primal 
in his need. 

Answering him with her body, she arched against him and dug her nails into his rolling buttocks. 
When he began to move faster and harder, Vincent's long-suppressed passion became a living thing 
within her. Breathing, growing, expanding with a life ofits own, it filled every empty, hungry part of her 
body. When he suddenly changed the angle of his thrusts, she welcomed him with sobs of joy and an 
instinctive tightening of her inner muscles, causing them to groan in unison as he embedded himself in her 
to the base of his scrotum. Seeking her womb, the center of her soul, as though begging to join it to his, 
he slipped his large hands under her buttocks and lifted her toward his desperately rolling hips, trying to 
go even deeper. 

Embracing him without and within, Catherine's arms wound tightly around his neck, her hands 
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tangling in the wildness of his hair. Urging his head down, she whispered into his open mouth, "We were 
made for this, Vincent... together. .. always .... " Whatever else she'd been about to say was imprisoned 
in her throat as he began to thrust faster. 

"Oh, my Love, yes ... yes .... " he moaned in reply. 

Seeking to heighten her pleasure, and his own, he lifted Catherine completely into his arms. 
Reaching around the curves of her hips, he urgently eased her buttocks further apart, causing his penis to 
sink within her another precious inch, and then another. Trembling mightily in his need, he set his hands 
at her shoulders and bent her qnickly back to the mattress. Clasping her around the ankles and hurriedly 
positioning her trembling thighs to rest at the outer curve of his hips, he kept his right leg pressed close 
to her and rose on his left knee. Plunging deeply within her, growling throatily, and then expelling 
forceful grunts as he achieved full penetration, he loved this absolutely, needed it beyond anything
beyond everything. 

Wanting to extend the moment for as long as he possibly could, Vincent made a tremendous effort 
to restrain the undulating motions of his pelvis. Peering down at Catherine through eyes that had 
darkened with a fusion of trust, love, and fiercely explosive desire, he bit down hard on his lower lip, 
fighting desperately against an instinctive urge to thrust. But it was an effort in futility. Her body sang to 
his, called to his, and his was compelled to answer. Rocking forward again, he began moving within her in 
tightly spiraling circles, loving the slick, wet noises their bodies made as they rose and fell. Moment to 
moment his sexual excitement intensified, becoming one of utter carnality, until there was nothing else 
that mattered but this reality, this span of time, and this woman. 

They clung desperately to each other, moving together in perfect harmony, each curve and valley of 
their joined bodies moving perfectly, deliciously, as a single entity, no longer able to tell where one ended 
and the other began - and no longer caring. More and more frantically they moved, devouring each other 
with lush, hungry kisses, their arms and legs an erotic tangle of heated flesh. His breathing harsh and fast 
now, and thrusting harder and deeper into her with each roll of his hips, the weight of Vincent's body 
pounded hers down into the mattress until she couldn't go on. 

"Vincent!" In the same moment that Catherine screamed his name, the quivering muscles of her 
silken chamber began a rapid series of intense spasms. Clinging to him, she rose and fell, soaring upward 
to the very edge of completion, before falling away again. Moaning at the feel of the glorious presence 
moving deeply within her, the one she loved lifted her toward an impossible peak of orgasm with every 
downward lunge of his pelvis. "Please ... please," she entreated. Weeping softly as her body began to 
unravel in an endless explosion of moist heat, she arched upward to meet his thrusts. "Give it to me ... all 
of it. .. all of it!" 

"Yes!" he gasped. "Soon now ... very soon." Catherine's warm, wet flesh pulsed around him, 
driving him to the edge of ejaculation. The sensations were indescribable, incredible, an agony that 
shivered and shimmered to a white-hot pleasure; an ecstasy so fiercely demanding it pounded almost 
painfully inside of him. He wanted never to leave her, longing to be joined to her in this way through 
eternity and beyond. 

Then, suddenly, a fiery luminescence seemed to explode behind his eyes. Driven beyond the power 
of verbal expression as the need for release took him unconditionally, body, mind, and soul, Vincent 
quickly slid his hands under Catherine's shoulders and gripped her tightly, as though some small part of 
his subconscious still feared she would leave him, or stop him, before he could finish. As his hands 
tightened around her, hushed growls of satisfaction erupted from his throat. 
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Unexpectedly, from within his mind came a voice that was his, yet not entirely his, commanding, 
Stop, now, before you ... before we, .. hurt her. But his body and his heart negated the demand. No. I 
won't hurt her. Even at the height of passion, I know that I could never hurt her. And I will not leave her, 
not now, not yet! 

When deep rumbles seemed to burst from his chest with each forceful roll of his pelvis, Catherine 
knew that Vincent was at the end of his patience, the edge of his pleasure, and that his ejaculation would 
be both forceful and very soon. Seeking to make it as gratifying for him as she possibly could, she 
crossed her ankles tightly around his quivering buttocks, urging, "Just let it happen." 

And when he found his voice, the words seemed to come from somewhere far off in the distance, 
more growled than spoken. "Catherine ... Catherine, I never want this to end, but I can't stop moving!" 

Rising to meet each frenzied downward surge of Vincent's pelvis, she rolled her hips in perfect 
symmetry to his. He felt so good, so solid as he surged within her, and so wildly aroused. As her inner 
sheath suddenly clenched around his rigid shaft and a series of impassioned grunts announced his 
readiness, she dug her fingers into his tensed bottom. Clinging to him, Catherine wept his name over and 
over again as each pounding lunge of his massive frame took her higher and higher, farther and faster. 
Climaxing so hard the release robbed her of breath, the creamy warmth of her satisfaction pulsed and 
pulled at his unyielding length. 

Hissing his rapture through clenched teeth, savoring the sensation of his Beloved's completion in 
every facet of his being, Vincent flung his head back, his eyes snapping shut as her wet heat first 
baptized and then devoured him. Yes, this is what he'd sought, her fulfillment before his. Then, 
suddenly, beyond reason, beyond logic, and beyond control, an insatiable lust that transcended anything 
he'd ever known existed swept through him. Building moment to moment, it seized at the center of his 
scrotum. Expanding outward like fingers of white-hot flame, the pressure increased, taking with it all that 
remained of restraint. Now, was his time. 

Begrudging the loss of contact, but needing a moment to center himself before the ultimate loving 
invasion, he eased all but the immense knob of his erection out of Catherine's still convulsing womb. 
Looking down to where they were joined, he made no effort to conceal the excited growls exploding from 
between his teeth. Vanquished by the sight of his wide shaft glistening with her wetness, the sensual 
mingling of his own tight pubic curls to those of honeyed brown, and the reality of his pelvis locked 
firmly to her much smaller one, Vincent shuddered uncontrollably and immediately eased forward again. 
Stroking slowly up and down, he made no attempt to stifle the grunts erupting from his throat with each 
breath he expelled, thinking to surely lose his mind at the feel of her body taking him deeper and deeper. 
This felt good, it felt right. And this time he wouldn't be left with feelings of anguish, hollow inside, and 
disgnsted with himself. Not this time. Savoring the delectable sounds their bodies made as he rolled his 
hips, a look of desperation laced with one of wantouness came into his eyes. He was close now, so very 
close. Pushing into the impending releaSe with every part of himself, he jerked straight up on the palms 
of his hands and began pumping furiously. Then, snapping his pelvis down hard, he began to stroke 
more and more urgently once, then again, and a third and final time, sobbing, "Hold me! Tighter! 
Tighter!" 

Deeply within, Catherine felt him expand even more, filling every empty hungry part of her. 
Gripping him around the hips, she curled her fingers into Vincent's swaying buttocks as he rocked harder 
and faster above her, each downward lunge of his pelvis pushing her legs wider apart, each frenzied 
rotation of his hips more primal than the one before, more carnal, more demanding. 

Keeping a rhythm that he knew would induce ejaculation, he increased the pace even more. Tossing 
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his hair out of his eyes, Vincent bit down hard on his lower lip. Letting his head drop forward, he 
surrendered to a power more potent than anything he'd ever experienced. Feeling his testes lift and then 
tighten closer to his body, he cried his joy aloud, knowing that his journey into rapture would begin any 
moment now. Just one more stroke ... just one ... just .... 

Suddenly, the muscles of his shoulders bunched and his spine arched fiercely. When he groaned 
Catherine's name, the sound transformed into a bellow of expectation as the need to achieve ejaculation 
intensified, consuming him in a torrent of heat. At the base of his testes he could feel the semen spurting 
upward, desperately seeking to end their heated pilgrimage within the loving confines of her womb. 
Instinctively curling his hips down and in, he began to take short, agonizingly slow strokes, OJie, and 
then a second, and finally a third. 

Oh the pleasure, the pleasure! The shared intimacy of such a moment was intensely gratifYing; an 
exquisite perfection that he wanted never to end And yet he knew it must end - before it could begin 
again. 

Quickly sliding the fingers of his left hand under Catherine's quivering bottom, Vincent urged her 
slender body up to meet the almost frenzied undulations of his. Firmly encircling her shoulders with the 
tensed muscle of his right forearm, on his fourth thrust he set his teeth against the wildly pulsing vein at 
the outer curve of her throat. Drawing the warm flesh there into his mouth, he snapped his pelvis inward 
one last time, growling his ecstasy as his phallus expelled its creamy essence in a pulsating, frenzied 
release. 

Moments later, as his masculinity betrayed him by beginning to slide out of its honeyed refuge, 
Vincent clenched his inner muscles, but it was already too late. Grunting his displeasure, he gulped 
rapidly a few times as warm fluid, both his and Catherine's, dripped onto the curve of his upper thigh. 

At that same moment, Catherine sighed, hating the sudden sensation of inner emptiness. Then, she. 
smiled. Oh well, there was always tomorrow, and the next day, and the next .... 

Finally getting some of the strength back in his lower body, Vincent shifted his weight to lay beside 
her. Still taking deep breaths to relieve the pressure in his lungs, he used his right hand to slowly roll his 
lady over to face him. Pulling her up against his chest and embracing her tightly, he exhaled a sigh of utter 
tranquility. To have her slender body pressed firmly to the length of his in such a way felt ... 
wonderful ... perfect... miraculous. 

Trying to find a sllghtly more comfortable position, Catherine had brought her leg up over his hip, 
taking enormous pleasure in rubbing against the hard muscles of his upper thigh. Wrapping her arms 
around him as far as she could, she cuddled even closer to the only safe haven she would ever want, or 
need. "Hmm, I could stay just like this forever." 

"As could I," he replied in a voice still husky with passion. Cupping her buttocks in the palm of 
his left hand, Vincent sighed contentedly. "You and I may spend quite a bit of our lives in this 
maguificent bed, my Love." 

"I wouldn't mind that at all. Would you?" 
"Not in the least." 
"And in yours as well from time to time - I hope?" 
Imagining the two of them in his chamber, in his bed, with the gentle radiance of candlelight drifting 

over their undulating bodies as he took her again and again, in so many ways, Vincent's eyes flashed with 
instantly rekindled desire. "Oh, most definitely." 
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"That's a promise I'll hold you to." Tilting her head back, she smiled up at him, "Hi, you." 
"Hello." Holding her focus, the look in his eyes one of shyness mingled with exhaustion, 

sensuality, and joy, her momentarily sated lover returned her smile with one that seemed to hover just on 
the threshold of an out-and-out grin. Then, reflecting on how assertive he'd been moments earlier, the 
expression on Vincent's face altered to one of utmost concern. Running his hand slowly up and down 
Catherine's buttocks before resting his palm on her lower back, he eased slightly away from her. After 
meticulously scanning her body, he asked hesitantly, "Are you ... all right?" 

, "Of course I am." Reaching out to embrace him, she dropped a nibbling kiss to the center of his 
beautifully bristled nose. "Why wouldn't I be?" 

Not quite meeting her eyes, he observed quietly, "I... I was much too forceful as we loved. If 
I' hurt· " ve... you, III any way .... 

"Vincent," she interrupted quickly, before his mind could seize on the thought and worry it to 
death, "I'm fine, really I am." 

Focusing on a tiny love-bite on the left side of Catherine's throat, he exhaled a shuddering breath. 
Silently calling himself every contemptible name he could think of ofthand and condemning the 
indisputable evidence of his ardor, he gently positioned the pad of his left forefinger over the mark, 
unable to bear the sight of it. Uncertain of what the actual limitations were regarding acceptable sexual 
conduct, and fearing what her reaction might possibly be to what he'd done, he entreated solemnly, 
"Dearest, please forgive me?" 

Peering up at him, the question was in her eyes. 

"My teeth have ... bruised your skin." Forcing himself to maintain eye contact with her, he shook 
his head from side to side. "You must believe that 1. .. I never meant for such an app!llling thing to 
happen." 

"Vincent, of course I believe you, and you've done nothing wrong." 
"I most certainly have," he insisted. 
"No, you haven't." Stretching languidly, and wincing to herself as a few muscles here and there 

seemed to begrudge the movement, Catherine's gaze locked to his. "When people make love, sometimes, 
at the height of passion, things can get a bit wild." 

"A bit wild?" he echoed, thinking he must have heard her incorrectly. "Surely not. .. wild, my 
Love?" 

"Yes, especially at-the beginning of the relationship. And that's okay; it's expected." Holding his 
focus, she declared adamantly, "You must trust me on this." 

At her words, a vast heaviness seemed to lift away from his heart. "Very well." 

"And I hope my mark stays there forever." Tilting her head back and suddenly noticing the deep 
abrasions her nails had left on his upper arm, Catherine pulled a face. Reaching out to stroke the 
scratches gently, she observed, "And what I've done to you is a lot worse than a tiny bruise." 

Eyeing the marks, Vincent hunched his shoulders. "A part of the rite of passage, I would assume." 
When she blushed furiously and fell forward on his chest, overcome by a sudden fit of giggles, he 
embraced her tightly, declaring, "A few minor scrapes are truly of no consequence." 

Got him, Sitting up straight and seizing the curve of his chin between her thumb and forefinger, 
Catherine shook it gently back and forth. As she gestured to her throat, eyes filled with obvioUs 
determination locked to his. "And neither is this." 
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Realizing from her tone of voice that she simply would not be swayed one single inch in this 
matter, Vincent nodded his head and slowly allowed his tensed frame to resume its relaxed state. 

Reaching around the curve of his hip, Catherine patted him on his deliciously rounded rump. "By 
the way, not counting being scratched nearly to death by someone's treacherous nails, how are you 
feeling?" 

Not answering for a moment, he searched his mind for an appropriate response. But the only word 
that was readily available wasn't all that poetic. But it was highly descriptive. Trying very hard to keep 
his amusement to himself, he lowered his mouth towards hers, whispering, "Slaked." 

"What?" Catherine questioned, her eyes going very wide. 

"You asked how I'm feeling, and I do believe the term I just used is the proper one, my Dear, under 
the circumstances," Vincent asserted, barely able to contain his laughter at the astonished look in her 
eyes. 

"And I thought I knew you so well." Putting her right hand just under his ribcage, she wriggled her 
fingers back and forth. Tickling him mercilessly until he let out a yelp of protest, she accused, "You are a 
devil!" 

Capturing her energetic little fingers, he brought them to his mouth, kissed them, and stared down 
at her, his eyes pools oflapis in the shadowed light. "Perhaps I am." Drawing her down to the bed, he 
continued throatily, "Or at least his equal." 

Arching an eyebrow in his direction as his phallus expanded once more, until the broad tip of it 
pushed against her navel, Catherine ran her forefinger along its length and then gently stroked the pulsing 
vein on the underside. Smiling mischievously she observed, "It would seem that you have a rather large 
'problem', my Love." 

"Oh, I don't have a problem." Easing his long leg over her and settling between her thighs, Vincent 
placed his callused palms to the sides of her face. His gaze one of impassioned expectancy, .he afforded 
her a slightly rognish grin. "But you do." 

It's been said that for every dream, there is a sacrifice. Perhaps that's true. Yet, 

for every sacrifice there is a dream folfilled. The heart is an organ of fire. So when its 

flames consume you, breathe them in. 

pak 
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Glorious Completion 
b'y Angelicjue van het Kaar 

For the first time 
You hold me 
Reall'y tight, 

Allowing ,Yourself 
To move closer 
T owardslove, 

Bringing down the walls 
You've built 

Around ,Yourself. 

when we're pressing 
closer, 

The strong, 
Yet subtle motions 

of ,Your powerful bod,Y, 
Stir storm,Y emotions 

In m'y longing soul, 
Filling the empt,Y gaps, 

I've hidden 
For so long. 
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Passion is building 

Rapidl'y 
And strong. 

Till the glorious moment, 
when time 

15 standing still 
And all that we are 

Is blending together 
Into an overwhelming storm 

of beautiful, 

Flashing lights 
And sonorous, 
Rumbling echos. 

Then blissful satisfaction 
when our heart's desire 

15 finall'y fulfilled. 

For the first time 

In m'y life 
I know I've found 

Completion. 
For 'your essence, 

Now vibrating 
Strong within me, 

15 filling me 
with deep content 
And pure delight. 

Rest now, m'y love, 

Sleep peacefull'y 
Within the shelter 

. of m'y arms. 
Safe within our Bond 

We will cherish . 

E:ver'y moment 
of our life. 
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rTria{ by Pire 
by fT'eri 

Note:This story takesplace at the end o/the second season, six weeks after Vincent's nightmare in the 
catacombs. 

Prelude 
Deep, deep in the bowels of the earth he'd waited. The master's magic had miraculously saved 

his life, when all hope seemed gone. He had heard the witch's voice in the background telling the master 
to leave him, that it was useless to even make the attempt. But the master had not abandoned him, and 
now his slavish devotion to him was increased tenfold over what it once had been. Not that there had 
ever been any other choice for him, nor would he have made use of such a choice had it been presented. 
His life was a simple one; do as he was told and food was provided, and occasionally something more 
interesting, obtained from uptop and stealthily bundled below for his and the others' amusement. Not 
often, true, but when the master contrived that, life was perfect. 

Sometimes the master sent him to accomplish the deed, sometimes another, but he almost always 
accompanied whoever he sent to some remote, dark spot above, then waited, instructing them in simple 
terms they could understand. Must be quiet. Must not be seen. He would press the smelly rag to the 
woman's face - don't breathe it yourself, the master warned - until the struggles stopped, then together 
they would sneak back to where it was safe and warm, far away from those open places that confused 
him. There were too many people there, soft though they were, and they dressed so strangely, moving to· 
a purpose he could not comprehend. They would head for home, far below even the others he recognized 
as more closely related to himself and his life, though still there were too many, the few that there were. 
They were worse than those uptop, the master had warned, more dangerous than the rest. Don't be seen 
by them especially. Getting past them and their sentries was the most difficult part of all, but they 
always had. The master was clever, smarter than all of them. 

And then the fun would begin. 
Yes, his life was-simple, but it was all he knew, all he had ever known, and that was all right with 

him. Anything more would be too difficult for him to understand anyway. But there were things he did 
understand by necessity. Following orders was not an optional thing, and despite his size and strength, 
he never thought to question those orders, not when they came from him or his witch. The master 
brooded more these days, was sharper in his barked orders, quicker with the lash when things did not go 
as he expected. It had been quieter than usual for almost a year, ever since the big one had spoiled the 
master's fun and taken his prize. 

He would have been terribly disappointed himself had he not had other things on his mind. 
Much of that time he didn't remember at all, in fact, but he'd never forgotten the girl. She was tender 
and delicate, and so very different than the others they caught uptop in alleys and on dark street comers. 
When he was once more able to look back on those days there were only two thoughts in his mind; how 
he wanted that tender one back, and how he wanted the big one dead. When the master had come to him 
with his latest plan, simple though he was, he understood instantly and eagerly awaited his orders. 
Finally he would get his chance. 

137 



That thought sustained him through the tense traverses of the upper levels. He could smell the 
scent of the big one there, and proceeded even more cautiously than usual, the master's warnings now 
augmented by his own, nearly deadly first-hand experience. Into the darkness of the park he crept, and 
from there through a circuitous route that brought him to the vaguely familiar place he'd been once 
before, high up, that height strange and unusual to one who had lived his whole life below, beneath solid 
rock and comforting stone. Just as before, he'd taken her by surprise, with few struggles or sounds. And 
just as before he made his way below, the light weight of her slung over his shoulder. Be very careful of 
the others, the master had warned, more stringent than usual, especially him. Ifhe caught them, it would 
all be over, he said. And he had known that to be true, for the master would not accompany him this 
time, would not be there to save him should the big one catch him in his rage. He had actually been 
frightened during those hours maneuvering silently around the boundaries of their world, and that was a 
telling thing, for very little frightened him. Once he was below the upper levels, but still safely distant 
from his master and the lash, he let his free hand wander over her unconscious form. Oh yes, just as he 
remembered, tender and delicate. 

He was going to enjoy this .... 

* * * * * 

Catherine woke abruptly, the painful throbbing in her head pounding out a rhythm that would 
not be iguored. Her vision was somewhat hazy as she looked about, groggy and confused. Dim, torch
induced light and rock walls told her instantly that she was below, in the tunnels. Only when she realized 
that she was viewing both through iron bars, spaced approxirilately five inches apart, did she realize that 
this was not the below of Father's making. 

Memories dropped into place and she gasped as the awful implications washed over her. Erlich, 
Paracelsus had called him, she remembered that clearly. He had taken her before, and there wasn't a 
doubt in her mind that the same had occurred once more, fleeting though her glimpse ofhim had been 
before she'd been overwhelmed by the chloroform-soaked cloth. He was supposed to be dead, should 
have been dead, based on the severity of his wounds after the battle with Vincent. No, he shouldn't be 
alive, but thinking on that now was a useless waste of energy. Slowly she got to her feet, pulling herself 
up along those same bars, noting the solid strength of them as she did. Her head swam dizzily , and she 
closed her eyes for a moment and leaned her forehead against the metal, letting the coolness of it mitigate 
the nausea she felt as a residual effect of the drug. 

When she opened her eyes· once more, it was to gaze out into the surrounding area. She 
recognized it at once as the same place he'd brought her before, though the bars hadn't been there then. 
Just a foot beyond them, the floor fell away to a circular pit, approximately twenty feet deep and thirty 
feet across. That was where Vincent and Erlich had fought almost a year ago. Across the way, on the 
other side of the pit, a natural step of rocks led to a separate, shallow ledge, slightly higher than floor 
level. She recognized that place as well- she had been bound to that wall, a fiery pyre ignited beneath . 
her. Her eyes traveled upward expecting to find another ledge, just above that place. Yes, there it was. 
She saw the dark entrance in the fold of rocks and remembered how she had heard Vincent's voice when 
Paracelsus had led him there. The sight of him had been abrupt when he'd jumped into the pit to search 
for her. He had found not only her, but a larger menace as well, one he would have to best first, before he 
could get to her. For Erlich was larger than Vincent, as amazing as that seemed. Taller by a head and 
broader of chest, he had a simple-minded intelligence which left ample room for brute strength and the 
use of it without a qualm. For a moment, as the fire kindled beneath her, she had despaired, fearing that 
all was lost, that they would die and their dream with them, left sadly unfulfilled. 

But they hadn't and neither had their dream.Oh; there was sadness, great and wide, both below 
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and above, at the untimely and tragic death of a beloved family member. Winslow had died, Vincent said, 
so that their love could-live. She'dfeltthen; and- still did-to this day; a great weight of responsibility for 
that death. She'd sworn to herself that nothing like that would ever happen again, but here she was once 
more, and the groggy waking from the drug had ensured that there had been no hold placed on their bond. 
Vincent had to know now, ifhe hadn't before, that she was below and in danger. She didn't try to mute 
the bond at that thought, though, remembering the look of anxiety on Vincent's face as he' dasked her 
about it during their rafting trip back through the vast caverns. He'd admired her strength and courage in 
making such a decision, but his fear had been impossible to ignore. If something had happened to her and 
he hadn't been able to help, not even been able to make the attempt, it would have killed him. She knew 
thatnow, and knew, too, how shortsighted her decision had been; noble though its intent; 

A clanging sound startled her reverie. The hollow boom sounded near, yet muftled, coming from 
somewhere behind her, somewhere behind the rock wall. She turned to more closely inspect her prison. 
The ledge she stood on was ahnost too large to be referred to as such. Its length was wider than the pit 
below, thirty-five feet, perhaps more, and approximately twenty feet deep; It curved behind herin an 
are, following the natural shape of the rock wall which had been chiseled out to accommodate the 
purpose it was meant for. The floor was man-made, that much was clear, the rock separated into large, 
square stones. The front lip of the prison ran in a straight line, ending a foot beyond the bars and 
dropping down from there to the pit below. 'Fheenclosure was actually a series of cages, five all total, 
constructed of various barred walls, only one of which, the straight one running along the outer edge of 
the shelf, was shared by them all. There was one other shared wall, however it was not composed of 
bars, but was instead simply the carved wall of rock at her back which enclosed the whole space. The 
remaining bars which broke that space up into five separate cages were spaced-at regular intervals; 
leading from the back rock wall, to the front, shared line of bars. 

Each cage was rectangular in shape, narrow and long at approximately seven feet wide and 
twenty feet deep. Hers was the central one, with bars on either side. On either side 6fher two additional 
spaces waited, each one the same size as her own, but otherwise empty, and beyond those lay two 
others, of approximately the same shape and size. Access to the cages was obvious; two tunnel openings 
were carved at each end of the curved rock wall, allowing entrance by either end of the enclosure, at the 
two outer cages. Solid metal doors were in place near each door, one raised above its opening, the other 
lowered to cover what obviously lay beyond; Both had a set of pulleys above; and Catherine had no 
doubt that once lowered, as one of them now was, those doors would present a difficult if not 
impossible barrier to escape. 

Right now, the one's open status was irrelevant to her. She could reach neither, restrained as she 
was in the central- section; Itwasn't immediately clear how she had gotten there, however, no obvious 
disruption of the barred walls indicated doors of any type which would allow someone to move from 
one cage to another. However upon closer inspection, she saw that the side bars were buried deep in the 
rock floor and the ceiling above her as well, in what appeared to be drilled holes. These bars, though 
appearing extremely strong and well: anchored; probably were capable of being raised and lowered by 
some mechanical means, probably similar to the pulleys above each of the two outer doors, though those 
particular devices were not evident within the enclosed space. Maybe they were above the {:eiling, on the 
floor overhead. She peered upward; but could discern nothing which would answer that question, and for 
the moment put it aside. It was irrelevant, really. Obviously she had-been moved from outside this place 
to the central cage, and it seemed equally clear that there must be some access-way, invisible though it 
looked at the moment, which linked all five cages together and led to the two outer doors. Therefore there 
had to be four sets of doors closed between her and those final exits, two on either side. 

If she was right in her speculation, then with some or all of the doors open, some or all of the 
thirty-five by twenty-foot space would be accessible to her. Right now the doors were closed, and she 
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was constrained to the seven- by twenty-foot space at the center: which was completely empty except 
for the bare, much-worn mattress thrown on the floor along the back wall upon which she'd woken up. 
It filled almost the full width of the cage in back, and that was all there was. There was nothing at all in 
the other cages. 

She couldn't see it, but the rock entrances both led to a tunnel passageway which curved around 
the enclosure, behind it, following the arch of its line to the very center. Somewhere just behind the rock 
wall of her cage area they met at a third path which led straight back, away from this place. At that 
three-way junction metal doors, like the two used in the prison interior, hovered above each opening. 
Only two stood open now, the sound she'd heard that of the primary exit door, shut just a minute ago. 
A minute later another clang heralded the shutting of a second door and Catherine turned, startled, to 
stare at the back wall of her own cage, the sound coming somewhere from that vicinity, behind the rock, 
and slightly to one side. She instinctively turned to her left, staring at the open door two cages down in 
that direction, waiting with a growing sense of expectation. A moment later and without a sound, a dark 
figure ducked through the opening. Unfolding his length, Catherine gasped and ran toward him, stopped 
by the bars a few feet away. 

"Vincent!" she called out softly, eagerly. She was unable to control the relief she felt at his 
sudden appearance, anxious though she was now about both their fates. They were together, and 
together they were far stronger than they ever were apart. That gave her hope. 

"Catherine!" 
His cautious pace ended as he ran to her, but he was stopped as well, by the bars which enclosed 

the far space he now occupied. Another cage stood between them, separating them. He had a long reach, 
but hers was less, and try as they might, their fingers could not touch when both strained anxiously 
through their respective bars and across the seven foot intervening space. Vincent growled in frustration, 
then turned in a flash to inspect the door behind him once more. Catherine read his intention, but at that 
exact instant the pulleys were loosed and the metal covering fell into place with a heavy, scraping clang, 
effectively blocking his exit. They were both trapped now, he in the far space, she in the center, with a 
third cage between them, holding them apart. The two spaces to her other side remained empty, the far 
opening of rock covered by its metal door. 

"So we meet again" 
They both turned to stare across to the space on the other side of the pit, to another, albeit 

smaller shelf at- approximately the same level as their own. 
"Paracelsus," Vincent muttered darkly, almost to himself. 
"The very same," came back the sardonic reply. "Did you think you had bested me, Vincent? 

Did you think that I was-gone for good,.dead or licking my wounds somewhere, never to be seen again?" 
His lip curled up in a sneer, the effect magnified by the ominous gold mask covering almost one full side 
of his face. ''No, I am not so easily vanquished. I have resources even you would fmd difficult to 
discover, more difficult yet to control." 

"Spare us your explanations," Vincent interrupted, a growl in his voice. "It's me you want, and 
now you have me. Let Catherine go." 

"Let her go?" Paracelsus spoke then paused, as if seriously considering the suggestion. "Tell me, 
my dear," he said, directing his next words to her, "could you find your way back if! did?" He paused 
again, as if waiting for her response. 

Catherine bit her lip, knowing she should support Vincent in his efforts no matter much how 
everything in her cried out against such a thing, that he would be in a better position to succeed against 
their rival without her to worry about. Apparently no reply was required, however, when an instant 
later the older man answered his own question. 

''No, I don't think she could, my son." 

140 



"Don't call me that!" 
The words were almost a snarl, and glancing sideways, Catherine saw Vincent pressed tautly to 

the bars, his hand reaching out as though he wished John Pater's neck were within its grasp. 
"And you're mistaken in thinking it's you that 1 want," the other continued on, calmly ignoring 

the outburst. "Oh, once that was true, but 1 know now that it's too late for you to suit my purposes. 
All those years with Jacob have made you soft and weak. 1 do need you, however, to provide the means 
to my ends," he added enigmatically. "You ... and her," he said, nodding toward the woman in the center 
cage. 

Vincent's snarl escalated to a loud growl and he strained harder against the bars in response to 
those words. 

"Yes, 1 see that you understand. Catherine, however, looks somewhat confused. Should 1 clarify 
the situation for her?" 

Vincent's growls grew louder, and Catherine swung her gaze from one to the other, puzzlement 
plain in her expression. 

"Once he was mine," the older man said, directing his words to her again. "I found him, 1 nurtured 
and cared for him, but he was stolen away by Jacob Wells, fool that he was and still is. 1 would have 
raised him to realize his full potential, brought out the skills and strengths so unique to him, but instead 
he was pampered and coddled, raised with the other tunnel brats to think himself no different than they, 
puny, insignificant beings that they are." 

"Father raised me to be a thinking, reasoning man!" Vincent inteJjected, his voice full offury. 
"He loved me and taught me everything 1 know. lowe him my life and more." 

"Yes, weak and soft," the old man reiterated, a sneer "still in his voice. ''No, you are no good to 
me as you are, and you're too old to change now - I've finally accepted that. What 1 could have made of 
you as a child can still be done, however, with another, with your child," he said, pausing a moment to 
smile at the shocked look of horror slowly dawning upon her face. "Yours and Catherine's." 

''No!'' Vincent howled, hands grasping the bars in a futile attempt to rend them apart. ''Never, 
Paracelsus, never!" 

''Never is a long time, Vincent. I'm a patient man, but 1 don't believe I'll have to make much use 
of that virtue in this instance." Turning aside, he grasped a lever set in a series of similar devices, all on 
the wall behind him. 

Far to the other side of the ledge, at the end of the cages on her other side, the metal door slid up 
to reveal the dark opening in the rock wall beyond. A rumbling, menacing growl, low and soft, could be 
heard first, followed by the sight of a large, pale figure as he ducked to clear the entrance. When he finally 
stood upright his face could be clearly seen - Erlich. Of even greater concern to them both, beyond the 
fact of his continued existence when at least Vincent still thought him dead, was the fact that he was 
completely naked and fully aroused. He was a very intimidating sight, taller and broader than Vincent, 
just as she'd speculated on a few minutes since. As to the rest, well it was impossible for her to judge, 
given the non-existent status of that part of hers and Vincent's relationship, but Erlich was huge in every 
way, she discovered, her eyes pinned with consternation upon his genitals. His fully erect penis bobbed 
heavily as he moved. 

Catherine stood frozen in shock, staring at him in horror as she pressed back against the far wall 
of her cage, but Vincent was suddeuly enraged to a frenzy, beating furiously against his own interior bars 
in the direction of the far cage where the other was currently restricted. The sounds he made escalated to 
snarling roars, frothing saliva spilling from sharp incisors now in plain view, making the menace of the 
other sound paltry by comparison. He strained through the bars in a feverish attempt to reach the giant 
there, but the other stayed wisely away on the other side of the cage between them, taunting him from 
the safety of his outer cage while eyeing the small woman beside him with a drooling grin of ferocious 
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teeth. 
"A gift for you, my dear," the older man replied politely, a smile of enjoyment curving his lips as 

he watched the wrath of his other prisoner unfold. 
Catherine turned, ignoring the monster waiting in the far cage, to reach through her bars toward 

Vincent once more, imploring him with her voice, eyes and the urgent demand of their bond, trying 
desperately to calm him out of his sudden, raging fury. 

"Look at me, Vincent, look at me!" she entreated fiercely. 
It took a while, but finally she got through to him. Though the ferocious warrior didn't retreat 

completely, the rational side was able to reassert itself enough so that he could moderate his instinctive 
rage with a modicum of cold logic. His breath rasped quickly, his chest rising and falling with a frantic, 
frightening motion, but the inhuman sounds issuing from his throat diminished as his gaze turned to hers, 
obeying her command. Their eyes met and in his she read such rage and such terror that any other would 
have flinched away. She tried to move closer, desperately needing to touch him. The bond flooded 
through her suddenly, and her eyes widened as she realized that he had consciously initiated the opening 
of that channel to her, needing to touch her as well, the bond their only outlet now, physically separated 
as they were. The emotions filling him both frightened and reassured her in their frenzy. If anything 
could be done to prevent what that other's threatening presence implied, Vincent would do it, of that she 
was certain. 

"I believe you remember Erlich?" Paracelsus' voice dropped into the sudden silence, politely 
calm, as though he were reintroducing old friends. A sardonic chuckle followed, however, belying any 
civil intent. 

With one last, menacing look at the threat in the far cage, and assured of his containment, Vincent 
turned to the open ledge once more, grasping the bars to stare directly at the older man. His own voice, 
when it emerged, was raspy and hoarse, as though speech were physically difficult for him in this 
transition state, poised as he was between the light and the dark halves of his personality. 

"You cannot do this, Paracelsus. This is beyond even you." 
"Is it, Vincent? That's an interesting assumption, deserving of some thought. I'm going to give 

you something to think about as well. In five minutes I'm going to open two barred walls, thus linking an 
outer cage to the center one, to yours, my dear," he said, nodding to her in acknowledgment. His 
attention returned instantly, however, to Vincent, speaking his next sentence to him directly. "Whether 
that outer cage is yours or Erlich's is completely up to you and Catherine. The choice will be yours 
alone. You see, it appears you're right; I'm not a totally unreasonable man." 

Vincent turned instantly and impatiently grasped the bars which separated him from Catherine, 
his choice plain. 

"Not so fast," the cold voice intoned. "That would be far too easy. Naked we come into the 
world," he recited, then deviated from the original with his own ending, "and only naked shall you go on. 
Both of you." 

They gasped in shock over his words, as their meaning became clear. 
"Erlich has already met my conditions, as you can clearly see." He nodded toward the other, and 

both Catherine and Vincent turned with reluctant horror to observe him as well. He paced along the bars 
connecting his cage to the next one, growling lowly, his hot gaze pinned lasciviously upon her. He 
showed no sign of discomfort or embarrassment over his naked, turnescent state, and it was apparent 
that he was both anxious and ready to proceed, heedless of the presence or absence of any others. 

Catherine hadn't a doubt in her mind that should the bars between herself and that one be 
opened; the very worst would occur. She would defend herself as best she could, of course, but she had 
little of use with her against such an opponent, even had her head still not been reeling with the after
effects of the chloroform. Vincent himself, with his unique attributes of defense, had succeeded only 
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with great effort. The fate that awaited her at Erlich's hands was too gruesome to contemplate, and made 
all the worse by the knowledge that should such a thing occur, Vincent would be there to see it all, unable 
to save her. It would kill him, and she would rather die than have him endure such a thing. Now that was 
something that she might possibly be able to contrive ... 

No. Could anything be worse than that for Vincent? And truthfully, she was not willing to die for 
such a dubious virtue, as painful as the alternative was. No, she reiterated to herself frrmIy, there was 
only one acceptable option for either of them, as difficult as that would be for him - they must accede to 
Paracelsus' demands. They would be together then, not separated like this, and possibilities always 
existed when they were together. 

"You have five minutes." 
Catherine turned to Paracelsus in shock, noting that he now held his pocket watch in one hand. 

Everything disappeared around her for a moment but the sight of him, so casually implementing such evil 
intent. Blood rushed through her head as a furious anger built, filling her ears until she heard nothing else 
but the frightening whorl of it through her neck. Suddenly the silence disappeared, and she was 
overwhelmed by the fierce, challenging clamor of the men on either side. There were growls before her 
and growls behind, the sounds Vincent made growing to an ominous intensity, fueled by both the menace 
to her other side and her own building rage through their bond. She turned back to him and found him 
matching the other's movements with a threatening, stalking stride. He paced back and forth along his 
own barred enclosure, step for step with Erlich, his eyes burning with a feverish intensity which she had 
never before seen with such frightening clarity. His suarling growls sent a clear, menacing message; 'touch 
her and you die. ' But Catherine knew that despite these actions, unless the bars could be breached, it 
was nothing more than useless posturing. Reaching through them once more, she called out to him. 

''Vincent, Vincent!" 
She had to repeat herself several times before his attention could be drawn from the man on her 

other side, but fmally he stopped in front of her and grasped the bars to stare directly at her. His chest 
heaved with panting breaths and rough, rumbling growls, the sounds vibrating through his throat to 
emerge from his open mouth, past deadly incisors now clearly exposed. They echoed off the rocky walls 
surrounding them to combine with the other's fainter, more human growls. The result was an eerie wail 
in the pit below, as if they fought there once more, as they had a year ago. 

"I need you to be here, with me, Vincent. Please, do what he asks." 
"Good, girl. You have some sense in you, I see," Paracelsus commented dryly, adding, almost as 

an afterthought, "Four minutes." 
She wanted to kill him, and it took everything in her not to turn on him with a vehement tirade, 

stopped only by the kno-wledge that it would accomplish nothing and waste precious time. Instead she 
kept her gaze focused on Vincent, trying to reach past the terror and rage, to the logical, thinking mind 
which was also there, albeit now swamped by those darker, primal emotions which were almost 
overwhelming in their severity. 

"Please, Vincent, you have to listen to me. There isn't much time." 
He growled again, louder, distracted for a moment by the movement of Erlich behind her, and she 

grew desperate, terrified that he would not be able to understand the urgency of their need in his chaotic 
state. Her stillness ended in an instant as she started to strip off her own clothing, remembering that 
Paracelsus' ultimatum had applied to them both and hoping that the shock of her actions would awaken 
him to the immediacy of their danger. Her sweater and T-shirt flew off quickly, followed by tennis shoes 
and stockings. The leggings followed, then finally, .with only a barely noticeable pause, she stripped off 
her panties and bra, dropping them upon the pile of outer garments at her feet. Vincent watched her 
wide-eyed with shocked amazement, but Erlich's louder growls of excitement caught his attention 
immediately. His eyes narrowed abruptly with an intense ferocity that frightened her, and he threw his 

143 



head back to let loose a full, reverberating roar, the threat there inipossible to miss. Catherine spared Ii 
glance behind her for one moment, and was terrified by the sight that waited. The giant's arousal had 
only increased, and he now pounded against his bars, snarling to be let in. 

"Over the edge, my dear," Paracelsus said, pointing down to the pit with one finger. "Three 
minutes," he added, glancing back at his pocket watch once more. 

She didn't waste time arguing, grabbing the pile of clothing and tossing them, one by one, through 
the bars and down into the pit below. When she was finished she turned back toward Vincent. He paced 
furiously, in a frenzy, his eyes shifting continuously between her and the menacing figure on her other 
side while haunting growls, snarls and roars filled the chamber. 

"Vincent, please!" She glanced behind her once more, the specter of the threat residing there 
impossible to ignore. "Please, Vincent, if you don't hurry, Paracelsus will let him in." 

His howls of rage increased then, and strangely enough she was reassured. Now she knew that he 
not only heard her, but understood her words. There was still hope, though time was running out. 

Just then, as ifhe'd heard her thoughts, Paracelsus spoke again, "Two minutes." 
"There's no time, Vincent, please, do it now. I need you here!" 
The fear and urgency in her voice and through their bond reached him easily; she felt it herself, 

the connection between them open and raw in its intensity. With a final, anguished howl, he tore his 
cloak from his shoulders and tossed it between the bars. It sailed like a great, black, winged creature 
before disappearing into the pit. The furious snarls were constant now, but he didn't pause, tearing at 
the intricate ties, buckles and corded wraps of his clothing in a rage. The leather ties of his vest were too 
much for his shaking fingers to handle, and he ripped them apart, throwing the garment through the rails. 
He didn't even try to unbutton his shirt, and the round metal disks flew in all directions as he tore it 
open. He pulled his thermal shirt over his head, taking the tom outer shirt with it, and threw both from 
him fiercely until his chest was bare, but despite the rapid progress made, Catherine wondered if the 
numerous layers and archaic fastenings still left could be managed in the time that reinained, and whether 
Paracelsus would actually hold them to the strict recitation of time as he intoned it. 

"One minute," he said, his words reinforcing her fears. 
"Hurry, Vincent, hurry!" she cried. 
With a snarling cry he tore the knee lacings from his boots, pulled them off and tossed them into 

the pit. The fastenings of his trousers were undone in an instant and they were quickly stripped down 
his legs and thrown aside as well. With a roar of pain and anger he turned to beat against the bars in 
Paracelsus' direction, his chest heaving with the emotional strain filling him. 

"Excellent." 
The older man spoke softly now, but Catherine heard him clearly. 
"And just in time, too, I might add." He ignored the fierce howls coming from his adversary, and 

turned to pull one lever, then another. 
A scraping sound filled the air as the two barred walls which separated Catherine from Vincent 

slid upward, turning the three cages on that half of the prison space into one open area essentially 
twenty-foot square in size. Vincent ducked through the gates while they were only half-opened, a 
snarling roar ripped from his throat. He didn't stop when he encountered her, but thrust her protectively 
behind him and rushed forward to grasp the bars on the far side of her enclosure, his frenzy increased by 
the nearer proximity to Erlich. He gnashed his teeth and howled in fury, straining between the bars, his 
claws fully extended in a desperate attempt to reach him. 

, Erlich beat his breast and bellowed fiercely, but backed away from the bars, sufficiently wary of 
the menace beyond. The big one's nails were as deadly as his teeth, he needed no reminder of that. He 
threw his head back and howled, enraged. The girl was supposed to be his! 

"Not now, my friend, not yet. Perhaps another time, perhaps soon." 
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Paracelsus spoke softly, but the giant heard and understood. He pounded his fists against the 
bars once more, but then ceased and backed away, his eyes pinned hotly on the naked woman so close, 
yet out of reach. Vincent snarled his wrath at the retreating form, and though the other locked eyes with 
him for a moment, as if eager for a repeat encounter with his foe, he finally left the cage, disappearing 
into the yawning blackness of the door beyond. 

"Very good, Vincent. I must admit that I wasn't completely certain as to what you would do 
under these circumstances. It appears love is indeed stronger than fear." 

Vincent shifted his attention to the man on the other side of the chamber in an instant, his primal 
self still fully at the forefront. He threw himself against the front bars with a force that made Catherine 
gasp in pain, the sensations he felt alive in her through their bond. The figure beyond only smiled, then 
reached back to engage another lever. Both Vincent and Catherine turned as one of the sets of bars so 
recently opened began to lower once more. It was the barred wall to the furthest cage, the one which 
Vincent had been enclosed in, which connected to one of the exterior doors, and was already more than 
half-way down. Catherine glanced back at Vincent, wondering what he would do. For a moment it looked 
as if he would make a dash toward it, but instead he reached forward and grabbed her, pulling her close, 
away from the second set of bars on the intermediate cage, in case it should engage as well. She could 
read his determination that they not be separated again, and breathed a heavy sigh of relief. The gate 
scraped softly as the bars lowered once more into the holes drilled in the floor, sinking at least a foot into 
that solid depth. The second set of bars stayed open, and finally Vincent released her to pace back and 
forth along the front bars of their cage, his eyes pinned continuously on Paracelsus on the far ledge. The 
space they were enclosed in was bigger than each had been in before, but smaller than a moment ago. It 
was still rectangular in shape about fourteen feet wide and tWenty feet deep. 

Catherine glanced at Vincent once more and saw that he was too immersed in those dark emotions 
to speak right now. She moved toward the bars, trying not to interfere with his pacing motion, 
determined to at least try to dissuade John Pater from his plans, desperately searchfug for the best way 
to reach through to one as far gone as he. 

"I know you're a logical man, so even you must know that this won't work, you know it won't." 
"Do I?" 
"Even if such a thing were possible, do you really think you could keep us captive here for so 

long a period of time? That Vincent won't find a way out, or the others come for us? Vincent knew 
where I was, so others there probably do, too. The sentries will have noticed something. And even if 
they didn't, when both of us are found to be missing, they'll have to consider that we're somewhere 
below. They'll come looking for us, you know that." 

"Perhaps," he cOllceded. "But! have sentries of my own. You didn't think Erlich was the only 
one, did you?" He chuckled at her naivete. "Who can say what the future brings? You may escape, then 
again, others uptop, like that friend of yours before, may die in the attempt." 

At those words, Vincent stopped his pacing and slannned against the bars again, roaring out his 
pain and rage at the reminder of Winslow's death, and at the man who had been the true cause of it. 

Paracelsus chuckled again at the futility of his actions before speaking once more. "Either way, 
I'm willing to take that chance. You see, my dear, I have very little to lose regardless of the outcome, and 
much to gain." 

"Please, John, I'm begging you, don't do this to him." 
"My name is not John," he said, the polite civility of his voice replaced now with a cold wrath all 

the more deadly for its quiet intonation. "Who I once was is gone now, taken from me by that fool, 
Jacob Wells. I am what I am, thanks to him, and I will make him pay. What I lost, he willlose~ He will 
grieve as I did, he will know my pain. Do you understand?" 

Catherine stared at him, aghast. She hadn't thought, in the final analysis, that he was really 
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capable of carrying forth such a plan, but now she knew that she was wrong, dead wrong. Vincent 
apparently knew it too, for Paracelsus' words had obviously gotten through to him as well. He pushed 
her back and moved to stand between her and the bars. His whole body shook, she could see that clearly, 
and she knew he struggled furiously to bring the other, more rational side of himself back, that his 
strength and rage would do no good now, with no physical foe to engage. He needed to think, to speak. 
She felt his struggle so clearly. A deep well of sympathy filled her and surrounded them both, and within 
that she tried to calm her thoughts, hoping that her efforts in turn would help calm his own. A moment 
later he drew in a deep, shuddering t>reath, and she felt a measure of control slide into place. 

"Paracelsus," he called, his voice raspy and hoarse, "If you want to repay Father's theft, then do 
it with me." 

"And what will I gain by that?" Paracelsus queried. "Will you live here below, among my other 
simple ones, never to see your love again? Will you obey my orders without question, hunt for me, kill 
for me, whether below or above?" 

Vincent actually recoiled in horror at the thought of such a thing, leaning back until he touched 
her. Her hands came up to bracket his ribs, and she felt there the trembling of his body and the violent 
pounding of his heart. 

"You know I will not. But I will die, not for you, but for her, and Father will grieve for me, as 
you once did. Find cousolation in that." 

"No, Vincent!" Her hands moved now, leaving his ribs to slide around his body, holding him to 
her with a desperate strength. 

"So you will die, will you, Vincent? I think that if you do, she will follow shortly. Am I right, 
my dear?" he asked, addressing his question to the woman behind him. 

She didn't speak, but her arms tightened around him and she pressed her body closer, shaking 
with terror over what he proposed. 

"If you choose death, I think you choose it for the both of you. Are you wining to do that?" 
"No!" Vincent responded without a moment's hesitation, his denial fierce and absolute. 
"I thought not," the other replied. "Then you will stay here, together. As you can see the 

accommodatious are somewhat spare at the moment, but that will change with time, if you obey the 
few ... requests ... I have." He smiled as he chose that word over the more obvious one. He turned then 
and engaged yet another lever, and another set of bars began to slide upward. 

Vincent and Catherine turned toward the sound, and they all watched as the outer cage where 
Erlich had once been was now opened to connect to the intermediate cage by the elimination of the 
intervening bars. A figure appeared in the entrance of the rock door, left open since Erlich's exit. It was 
Tamara She gestured to-the darkened interior and two servants entered at her bidding. Both were males, 
both large and hulking. They kept their eyes down, moving swiftly. One carried two pails by their 
handles, the other a large tray with a covered lid. They set them down just beyond the drilled holes 
where the bars had been, then retreated silently. Paracelsus-must have re-engaged the lever once more, 
because the bars began their slide downward immediately, and when they were locked into the rock floor 
again, the pails and tray were within the small space directly next to Vincent and Catherine's cage. 
Tamara stayed a moment longer, scanning the two figures in the cage beyond. 

"I really think you got the better deal, my dear," she finally said, addressing Catherine. "Erlich is 
perhaps better equipped, though I doubt by much." Her eyes perused Vincent's naked midsection 
speculatively. "Still, I doubt you would find him to be a very considerate lover, all things considered. 
Most of his ... guests ... aren't of much use to the others once he's through with them," she said with-a 
smirk. Turning, she disappeared into the darkness and the metal door slid shut, both exits now blocked 
by a double barrier of bars and doors, a formidable obstacle to escape. 

"Tamara is perhaps less discrete than I, but I believe she is correct in her assessment overall," 
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Paracelsus added politely. 
Both prisoners turned at the sound of his voice, but remained silent. They watched him engage 

yet another lever, then the bars of their cage opened on one side until the space containing the supplies 
just delivered was connected to their own. Only the outer two cages were closed off to them, and beyond 
them, seven feet from the bars that contained them, stood their only hope for escape, dim though that 
prospect seemed at the moment. Their new cage, composed of the previous, middle three, was ahnost 
square in shape, about twenty feet in both directions, and it was actually close to the size of Vincent's 
chamber, but there the similarities ended. There was no worn but warm rug beneath their feet, no antique 
furniture and finishings of polished wood and brass, no mellow glow from numerous candles scattered 
about them, no knickknacks and bric-a-brac collected over the course of thirty-some years' inhabitance, 
no books to read, no cozy bed or quilted covers. There was only the threadbare mattress tossed 
haphazardly on the floor, two pails and a tray. The entire area ofledges, enclosure and pit was lit by 
three torches. Two rested outside of their prison, along the rocky wall and well out of reach, and the 
third sat in a niche on the shelf where Paracelsus now stood. The light from all three reached them 
somewhat, but none was withiIi the'space itself, and the reflected light was fairly dim, blessedly leaving 
some shadowed areas to the back of their prison. 

Catherine's curiosity and thirst finally overcame her, and she went to the pails hoping that one 
contained water, her head still throbbing from the chloroform. Sure enough, one pail did contain what 
appeared to be water, with a ladle resting in it. Just as she reached for it, Vincent grasped her arm and 
pulled her back. He dipped his finger in, sniffed it, then sucked upon the wetness there, and after a 
moment's consideration nodded to her. Her arms trembled weakly as she raised the filled ladle, and 
suddeuly it was taken from her hands. He held it for her as she drank thirstily. The water was excellent, 
cold and crisp, taken no doubt from one of the many underground river sources. He must have read her 
need, for he filled it again when she was through, and yet again after that, until finally she sighed, her 
thirst quenched. Only then did he take a long draught for himself. With barely a glance at the other pail, 
he turned to the tray, crouching beside it and lifting its lid to inspect the contents. A large loaf of bread 
and around wheel of hard, yellow cheese rested there. He tore offa piece of bread, broke a hunk of 
cheese off from the wheel and handed both to her, then did the same for himself. She thought she might 
not be able to eat, but at the first sensation of food in her stomach, found herself suddenly ravenous. 
They ate silently, their food disappearing quickly. 

"Our resources here are limited, as you well know," Paracelsus said dryly. "The selection is, 
unfortunately, meager, but the quantity will prove to be sufficient, I dare say." . 

They turned their attention back to him now, fortified by the food and water. 
"We need blankets, Paracelsus. Catherine's not used to the cold temperatures below," Vincent 

said, his voice still not quite his own. 
, "Neither are yon, Vincent, at least not in this condition," he replied with a chuckle. "Eventually, 

but not yet," he finally answered the other's question. 
Just then another figure entered through the dark opening to his left, and all eyes focused there, 

the conversation halted. Tamara. 
"Still talking, I see," she said dryly. "You are far too patient, Paracelsus." 
"Now, now, let's not rehash this yet again, Tamara. I have my reasons, as you well know," he 

replied. Turning to his prisoners, he addressed them once more. "Are you familiar with the old European 
custom of a family member, often the mother or father, ensuring consummation on a couple's wedding 
night by actually being physically present?" 

Catherine's eyes widened in shock, and suddenly she saw red, a bloody haze sweeping over her 
vision in an instant as Vincent let out a roar and slammed the bars with all his might. He was cast 
instantly into the dark side of his psyche by that implied threat, but without a complete transition, the 
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rational side still present, as evidenced by the hoarse name cried out in rage in the midst of that roar, 
"Paracelsus!" Catherine heard it with her ears and felt it with the bond, the physical and emotional ties 
so closely interlinked now they were almost indistinguishable. She might have been the one who cried 
out in anguish, sharing his emotions completely. 

"Yes, I see that you are," Paracelsus chuckled. "Tamara will be your witness," he said, gesturing 
her towards a chair near the entryway, hidden in shadows. He ignored Vincent's continued snarls and the 
loud banging of the bars as he mindlessly tried to rend them from their moorings, instead moving toward 
the back of the shelf and toward a hand-carved ledge. It was almost impossible to see, cast into its own 
shadows by the positioning of the torch, resting outwards away, further along the wall. 

In a moment a smaller light flared, illuminating a niche of the ledge and the candle sitting upon it. 
It was large, and appeared to have markings on it. Catherine gasped, recognizing it as one of Rebecca's 
creations, the twenty-four-hour candle which marked time in many of the chambers, eliminating the need 
for a mechanical device for such a chore. Batteries and electricity were not things taken for granted 
below. 

"Yes, we do sometimes ... liberate ... what we need from the community above ns. Again, a matter 
of resources," Paracelsus replied to her unspoken thoughts. 

Vincent heard and understood as well, his rage suddenly increased at the thought ofParacelsus or 
Erlich or any of the others' stealthy presence among them, of the danger they had been in, the danger the 
children had been in; all unknowing. His roar now was both of fury and distress, and all the more 
powerful for that emotional combination. 

Paracelsus pinned his gaze on him with sardonic pleasure, nodding as he spoke, "Exactly. But 
enough of these pleasantries. I have work to do, and you two"have much to talk about." He glanced at the 
newly lit candle, drawing the others' attention there as well. "You have twenty-four hours." He directed 
his comments to Vincent now. "If you do as I command, Catherine will have her blankets. If you do not, 
Erlich will replace you, it's as simple as that." Ignoring Vincent's howl of rage, Paracelsus disappeared 
into the darkness of the tunnels beyond, his chuckle echoing eerily behind him. 

Tamara sat quietly, barely visible in the shadows, knitting. Catherine stared, aghast, a fleeting 
similarity to Mary seen in that calm activity, though she was sure that whatever this one made, it was 
for an evil intent. Vincent was enraged by that sight as well, snarling toward her and slamming his fists 
against the bars. Catherine moved toward him and slipped beneath his upraised hands, wrapping her 
arms around him to press her body close. 

"Stop, Vincent, stop!" she implored. 
At the touch of her body against his own, he paused, staring down at her until their eyes locked. 

His were stormy and fierce"in their wrath, hers intense and determined as she sought to reach him 
through those dark emotions. He drew in a shuddering breath, his whole body trembling, then wrapped 
his arms around her, pulling her closer yet with a low growl of anguish. He turned so that the sight of her 
was blocked from Tamara's view by his own broad back, moving them both toward the shadowed area 
to the back of their enclosure. He deposited her on the mattr~ss, then dragged both her and it to the far 
comer, against one set of bars, until they were hidden in shadows as much as possible. He sank to the 
ground beside it then, his knees drawn up, arms wrapped around them tight, and pressed his face down 
to them and his back to the cold rock wall at the back of their prison. 

She stayed still, knOwing he was trying to exert the rational side of himself, to banish the primal 
one, seeing it in his intense concentration as he rocked back and forth in place, feeling it through the 
chaotic maelstrom of their bond. It took a while, perhaps thirty minutes, and all that time she waited 
silently, sending him calming, soothing waves of comfort through the bond, extremely grateful it was 
open enough to allow her that luxury now, when they needed it most. During that time she couldn't help 
but watch him, finally letting her eyes fill with the sight ofhlin, naked before her. She had seen him 
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clearly, of course, in the hour past, but they were under such extreme emotional distress then that neither 
had the time or ability to focus on that aspect, and she'd been grateful for that, knowing how self
conscious and appalled he must feel over this enforced exposure of his physical self. She felt it herself, 
and knew his anguish had to be tenfold over her own, considering the intense sensitivity he had in this 
particular area Still, now that Paracelsus was gone, and despite Tamara's continued presence, she had to 
look at him, had to take in the awe-inspiring sight of him. Even hunched over as he was, his physical 
presence was overwhelming. And the images from before, not consciously noted at the time, flooded her 
now. Images ofhim stalking about their cage, his muscles tense and flexing with violent energy, his chest 
rising and falling with the accelerated heartbeat caused by rushing adrenaline. She tried not to think of the 
rest, tried not to think of that part ofhim which she'd wondered about for so long, of how she'd 
envisioned him in her dreams by night and day, of how he looked and how he was in her fantasies of 
them together, but it was impossible. He was so beautiful, so primal and sensual, his body an amber gold 
beacon, pulsing with naked power. He was magnificent, and he drew her to him like a moth to a flame, 
impossible to resist. 

Her thoughts were interrupted as she felt his control reassert itself, felt it flow through him in a 
shuddering, engulfing wave. She recognized the difference immediately, turning away from those other 
distracting thoughts to focus on the immediate situation at hand. 

"Vincent?" she whispered. 
His face was still pressed tight to his knees, hair falling to either side to block her view, but 

slowly he turned his head until she could see his eyes glittering darkly in the shadows. With a heavy sigh 
he responded, confirming what she had felt a moment since. 

"Water," he said hoarsely, his voice weak and raspy."" 
She started in surprise, then moved immediately from the mattress to fetch the pail. She knelt 

before him and held the ladle by both its handle and bowl while he drank greedily, refilling it for him 
many times over until he pushed it away, his thirst quenched. She waited beside him until he gestured 
toward the mattress once more. 

"You'll catch cold, Catherine," he rasped. 
"So will you," she whispered in reply. But he shook his head, not meeting her eyes, and she 

sighed with resignation, moving back to where she had been before. They were silent for a few minutes, 
but finally Catherine spoke; "We need to talk about this, Vincent." 

"I know," he murmured, his voice almost inaudible to her ears. 
He went no further, however, and finally she went on. "How did you find me? Do the others 

know where we are?" 
He sighed before answering, and there was a sense of relief there that the other conversation, the 

one both dreaded, was delayed for yet a bit. 
"You struggled, and then lost consciousness. 1 felt it, the slow, dizzy sensation in-between. 1 was 

below the lower levels, scouting some new passageways, and hurried toward the home tunnels. When I 
reached the first pipe access, I sent a warning to the sentries. Extras were sent out to the more remote, 
less-used sites instantly. It was at one of these that you were spotted. When 1 got to that spot, you were 
already gone, but I was able to follow." 

"HoW?" she interrupted, curious as to the methods used to track someone through such a rocky 
terrain. 

He paused for a moment," as if loath to answer, but finally did, his eyes dropping away from hers 
as he spoke; "Your scent, and his. His was vaguely familiar, yours ... I would know it anywhere," he 
reluctantly admitted, as if unable to stop himself. 

She nodded, understanding completely. She already knew how sensitive his sense of smell was, 
and she knew, too, how he loved to nuzzle her hair, searching out her scent when they sat together, 
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reading or talking. He thought she didn't know, but she always had. She loved that he allowed himself to 
indulge in such a thing, bordering as it did on the edges of sensuality. 

"What about the others?" she asked, repeating the second part to her earlier question. 
"They know where you were, Catherine, but not where we are now. I wouldn't let the sentries 

corne with, I couldn't, not after Winslow." He covered his eyes as he spoke, and Catherine could hear 
both sorrow and fear there, sorrow for what had corne before, and fear that he might have made the 
wrong choice in this instance, right though it had seemed at the time. 

"Shh, it's all right. You did exactly whatI would have done," she whispered soothingly. "If 
something were to happen to anyone else .... " She paused, swallowing hard, remembering their friend, and 
the ultimate sacrifice he'd made in their name. "I couldn't live with it, Vincent, and neither could you. I 
know we're going to get out of here. I know we'll find a way. It's only a matter of time." 

She meant to reassure him, but her last words held a second, darker meaning, reverberating 
between them both as he repeated that final word softly, almost as ifto himself. 

"TiIne .... " 
"Yes," she whispered in response, knowing that this was their most pressing concern at the 

moment, knowing they needed to address it, and soon. She glanced across the pit. Tamara still sat there, 
almost unmoving, absorbed in her work. The candle appeared much the same as before, the time passed 
so far too short to be visible in its changing length. It would happen soon enough, though, and the 
consequences waiting once that occurred were too awful to contemplate. Finally Catherine knew they 
could delay their talk no longer. 

"Vincent, you know there is no doubt in my mind, don't you? I chose you long ago, long before 
this. That choice has never wavered, it never will," she insisted. 

He whimpered in response, burying his face against his knees once more. 
"Catherine," he whispered, his voice muffled beneath long locks of tangled hair, "I need to tell 

you something, something I couldn't tell you before. I had a dream, a nightmare .... " . 
She paused, surprised by his unexpected words. "When?" 
"Six weeks ago, when I was ill." 
She considered his words. As far as both Father and Peter could tell, he'd suffered some sort of 

emotional breakdown. For days he'd hidden it, not revealing the terrible hallucinations he'd had until well 
after the fact, when he was well on the road to recovery. He'd thought he'd killed Paracelsus, that vision 
made all the worse by the disguise he'd worn as Father. Only when he could no longer distinguish 
between fantasy and reality had he finally slipped away to hide far below, in the catacombs. His final 
anguish had taken place there, and the whole community had finally been made aware of the desperate 
danger he'd been in. She had gone to him then, and found him in his rage. He hadn't hurt her, of course 
not, she'd known he never could, but his fear at such a possibility had overwhelmed him entirely and 
he'd collapsed at her feet, consciousness retreating completely. Father and the others came quickly after 
that, and in no time he was bundled to his chamber, a careful watch set over him by the whole 
community, each one doing their part to ensure his safe recovery. Many came and went, taking their 
turns with little tasks and chores, needing to see for themselves that he was all right, but Catherine 
remained as a constant, sharing his chamber and caring for him night and day over the week that 
followed. Father and Mary, too, were never far and with them often. He'd tossed and turned in his 
delirium, consumed with terrible nightmares made obvious by the anguish and grief in his face, and the 
moaning cries of his voice. Afterwards, he refused to speak of it, saying only that it was over, done. 
He'd recovered quickly, so she had not pressed him, knowing how the mere mention of it distressed him. 
Now he wanted to tell her, and somehow it had to do with the events unfolding, of that she was certain. 
She waited silently, her breath painful and sharp, heart pounding. He felt it, she knew, when he lifted his 
head and their eyes met, his commiserating with hers, telling her he felt her fear, but making no move to 
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mitigate it, as though preparing her for more. 
"Tell me," she said simply, using the words she'd heard so often from both the father and son. 
He hesitated a moment, then finally began to speak. "I dreamed that something happened ... 

between us ... in the catacombs." 
"Something happened?" she asked, her brow furrowed. 
He nodded, but added nothing more, waiting. 
"You couldn't have dreamed you hurt me, Vincent?" Her voice, though still pitched low, now 

held an element of outraged disbelief He shook his head in response, but amazingly enough she noted a 
sense of heat over the bond, and knew he was disturbed by that reference in some way. 

"Something happened between us," she reiterated, almost to herself, "and you didn't hurt me .... " 
She stopped abruptly, noting the heat increase over their bond as he buried his face in his knees once 
more. "Vincent, did we make love?" she asked quietly. He didn't respond for a moment, and when he 
finally did it was with a barely perceptible nod of his head, still resting upon upraised knees. 

"We made love," she breathed. 
He nodded again, but this time he raised his head and allowed his anguished eyes to meet her 

own. Her heart ached at the sight she saw there, a vast sorrow that swept through him and filled their 
bond, devastating in its impact. 

"Please, Vincent, don't tell me it wasn't beautiful," she implored, letting him feel how impossible 
such a thing was for her to believe. 

"I don't know, Catherine," he said, a fresh wave of sorrow and grief filling him, "that part is lost 
to me. In the dream 1 ouly know of it because you tell me, long after," he whispered, his voice hoarse 
with the memories of that vision. "I don't think 1 hurt yon, but how could it have been beautiful and 1 
not remember it?" he asked, incredulously. He shook his head before continuing on, "Whatever it was, 
what happened afterwards was terriJYing," he said, his agitation growing. 

"Tell me," she insisted, more urgently now. 
"You were taken from me, Catherine, by an evil man, not Paracelsus, someone none of us knew, 

someone from above. He wanted something from yon, something to do with your job. The bond was lost 
to me, muted almost to non-existence. Once 1 almost found you, but he managed to keep you from me. 
He knew of my existence then, and once he made that counection he was determined to keep you for a 
new purpose." 

Now she was confused. "Connection? What do you mean? Do you mean that he knew about our 
bond? That he wanted you?" 

"I don't think he knew about our bond, but he wanted me, yes. More than me, though, he 
wanted you, wanted whnt you carried .... " His words trailed off reluctantly at the end, his voice low and 
hoarse, and filled with pain. 

"What 1 carried," she repeated, a sense of shocked stillness filling her. "Vincent," she asked, 
amazement in her voice, "was 1 pregnant?" 

He nodded again, and she could feel deep shame now joining those other chaotic sensations in 
their bond. 

"He kept me because he knew you were the father," she said, comprehension sweeping over her. 
"He wanted the baby because he was yours!" 

"Yes," he moaned lowly, unable to withhold the stream of emotions now tumbling through them 
both, 'Just as Paracelsus now desires such a child." 

"What happened, Vincent, tell me!" she cried, needing to know that all had ended well, that their 
child had survived. 

"He kept you for months on end, and when you delivered our son, he took him from you. 1 
found you then, after the birth, but he was already gone, our child with him." 
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She gasped in dismay, and he hurried on to assure her of their son's ultimate rescue. 
"I found him, Catherine, shortly after that, and brought him below," he replied soothingly, 

finding nothing irrational in her fear over something which had never occurred. It had been all too real to 
him at the time to take lightly, even now ... Especially now. 

She sighed in relief, amazed at how her emotions were so caught up in this fictional account. 
"Then we were together, safe," she whispered, overwhelmed by the sensations his story inspired. He 
was silent then, and she felt that darker turmoil at the forefront once more. Over and above the churning 
mix, she felt a despair and grief so deep she almost wept with their painful intensity. 

"Vincent?" 
"He was with me, Catherine, but you were not. 1 couldn't save you, I couldn't .... " He stopped 

then, tears streaming down his cheeks until he was engulfed in silent sobs. 
She caught her breath as the implications of what he said came home. This explained what she'd 

felt from him over their bond as he slept in his chamber, immersed in that dark dream, it explained the 
grief-etched lines in his face, the anguish of his cries. With a low moan she slipped from the mattress to 
kneel beside him on the cold stone, wrapping her arms around him and pulling him toward her. He didn't 
resist. He turned and wrapped his arms around her, drawing her closer, his hold so tight it was almost 
painful. His face came to rest between the hollow of her breasts. Her heartbeat tripped out a faster than 
normal pulse, but it was there, telling him she was alive, with him and safe, at least for now, and instead 
of drawing away, as every rational instinct clamored for him to do, he pressed closer yet, nuzzling his 
cheek more firmly against her to absorb that comforting rhythm into himself She felt the crystal between 
her breasts slip between them. She hadn't given it up, just as he'd left the leather thong and pouch in 
place about his own neck, her ivory rose safely tucked withiIi. She wondered ifParacelsus had noticed 
and let it go, or simply thought it irrelevant? Either way, the knowledge that both remained renewed 
hope within her now. 

"Shh, shh, it's all right, I'm here, I'm here," she whispered soothingly, rocking him against her in 
a fiercely protective hold. 

"It was awful, Catherine, there was no consolation for me, none, not even the child. I wanted to 
be strong for him, I knew that's what you would want, but it was impossible, no matter how hard I 
tried. Without you there is nothing, nothing!" 

He whispered urgently, but the words were even softer than usual, muffled as they were against 
her chest. She heard them clearly, though, felt them vibrate upon her flesh as though to nestle within her 
heart, and the faster cadence there increased even more in response. Tears spilled down her own cheeks 
at the thought of the pain he'd endured, no matter how short that time had been, and she held him closer 
yet. 

"The dream was my worst fears come to life," he finished, sobs still shaking his frame. 
"Mine too," she murmured, filled with a sorrow that made her heart ache. 
He pulled back at her words, looking up at her, confused. "Yours ... ?" he asked, hesitantly, his 

eyes'red-rimmed and wet with tears. 
Further questions went unspoken, but she could read them easily. Had she, too, been afraid that 

dire consequences awaited them should they ignore the barriers he'd so carefully constructed around 
themselves and their relationship? She'd always denied such a thing in the past, and try as he might to 
convince her to accept that heartfelt fear, he found himself disconcerted now to think that her own 
feelings on this issue had perhaps not been so very far from his own. He was further disconcerted, 
though, when her reply brought forth a very different rationale. 

"That you would be alone again." She stroked his hair and pulled him back against her'bosom 
with a fierce, maternal hold, and in his shocked confusion he let her. "When I think about that, it's too 
much to bear," she whispered, her voice heartbreaking in its sorrow. "I couldn't live without you, 
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Vincent, not anymore, and I know you feel the same way about me. We have to accept that and move 
forward. You said so yourself, we either move towards love or away. Your nightmare was just that, your 
subconscious mind bringing out your worst fears, making you face them. That's what dreams are for, 
Vincent, to purge those fears." 

He shook against her, a louder sob escaping. "What if it' s not, Catherine, what if it' s a warning? 
I've had prophetic dreams before, and the similarities to now .... " He couldn't finish, shuddering against 
her and holding her tighter yet, as ifhe were afraid she were about to be tom from him. 

"Shh, shh .... " she murmured. The shivers that engulfed her now were due to more than just the 
emotions of the moment. The stone was cold beneath her and at her back, seeping through to the marrow 
of her bones. "Please, Vincent, it's cold here, move over with me." 

She scooted backward, tugging him toward her, and after a moment's hesitation, he moved with 
her, needing to keep her close. Once upon the mattress he turned her until they lay on their sides, facing 
each other, some distance from the rock wall behind them, but far enough back to be immersed in as 
much of the shadowy area residing there as possible. She felt the conflict in him, the need to keep her 
wann while yet preserving what little modesty he had left, in the way his knees curved upward, keeping 
her from the fullness of that intimate contact while yet allowing them to touch at various points, his 
body heat flowing slowing to hers through them. He had maneuvered them so that his broad back 
blocked Tamara's view from her and one ann now rested loosely across her waist, his hand stroking 
along her back to dispel the chill there. They rested silently for a few moments, each thinking about what 
he'd last said, about the potential for his dream to have prophetic impact. . 

Catherine reviewed the similarities between the nightmare then, as he'd disclosed it to her, and 
what was happening now, reluctantly admitting to herself that it was an amazing coincidence at the very 
least. She had been taken by a dangerous enemy, and he declared he wanted a child by her, one fathered 
by Vincent, for his own evil ends. He had manipulated them both into a situation where it was at least 
possible, whether feasible or not. The thought that such a thing could be done through force was almost 
too ludicrous for words, though. Even were there not the whole issue of conception to deal with, of 
whether it was possible between them, the logistics of it boggled the mind. Did Paracelsus really think 
that he could hold her below, without a struggle from herself, Vincent and the sister community just 
above them, throughout a full pregnancy? He was mad, there was no other rational answer for his 
behavior. And yet he could still do significant damage in his madness, that much was clear, had already 
done so in the events contrived and carried out thus far. At the thought of that, of what Vincent had 
already been put through, of the terror and rage and humiliation, she groaned softly, shaking in her 
distress. She tugged on his upper ann, silently begging him to hold her tighter. He was unable to resist 
her need, his ann closing about her to draw her nearer. That proximity, the feel of his naked body, the 
tingling, luxurious sensation of soft downy hair rubbing against her skin, brought her back to the practical 
matter of their dilemma. 

"We need to figure out how to get out of here, Vincent, preferably before the others come for us." 
"Yes," he whispered in agreement, glad to be focusing on that aspect of their situation. 
She leaned forward until her forehead touched his and whispered softly, to ensure that the sound 

would not carry across the hollowed chamber. Rocks bounced echoes well, as the whispering gallery had 
proved to everyone below. 

"Somehow we need to be in the outer cage area when the metal door is open." 
"Yes," he conceded, again. "They'll bring in food and water, and other things, eventually, 

probably daily, and remove things the same way. They'll have to enter through one of the outer doors, 
probably that one," he said, shifting his head slightly to one side to indicate the door where Tamara had 
stood a short while ago!"They'll close the inner bars first, then open the far ones, set the food in that 
space and then leave, before they open the inner bars again." 
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The scenario he sketched out was sound, and Catherine was in complete agreement that it would 
happen that way. It was what she would do, though she found it impossible to imagine herself in such a 
position as Paracelsus and Tamara now occupied. Still, knowing how it would be, and using that insight 
to develop an escape plan were two very different things. 

"One or both of us has to be in that outer cage before that happens, or during it, to get out and 
trigger the other levers." 

"Me, Catherine," he said resolutely. He didn't need to explain why such a choice was necessary, 
and she nodded silently. 

"HoW?" she asked softly. 
He was silent, and that told her much. After a minute, she spoke again, this time with 

considerable hesitancy, aware of how what she had to say would affect him. 
"If we pass Paracelsus' deadline, we may have a window of opportunity. You'll be in the outer 

cage, and there might ... " 
"No!" 
His reply was so fierce and instantaneous she jumped, startled. Despite that, she realized that his 

intensity was as much that of the bond as his voice, and that the sound he'd made was still in a whisper, 
probably - hopefully - unheard by Tamara. 

"Vincent, it might be the only way," she began, only to be cut off once more. 
"No!" Although his tone was softer this time, it held no less urgency than before. "You saw him, 

Catherine! He would hurt you .... " 
His voice trailed away, and she felt shame engulfing him, felt it clearly through their bond. He 

couldn't help but think that he posed no less a danger to her than did that monster. He thought himself 
the same! 

"Vincent, no! You're not the same, you're not!" 
He stopped her once more, this time with a finger to her lips. She felt his sorrow pushed aside 

and heard resignation in his voice when next he spoke. He ignored her words, moving past them to the 
outcome he saw, and its futility. 

"If that were to happen, if! were there," he nodded outward to that spot once more, "and you 
were here, with him," the word was almost a snarl, "I could not think of getting out, only of getting back 
in, to you." 

She stroked his arm in understanding. "Then how?" she asked, resignation in her own voice as 
well. 

He shrugged again, but finally replied, "We'll find a way." . 
"If we don't choose that scenario, then at least we're not under the gun for time," she finally 

noted, accepting his decision, a part of her extremely grateful that such a sacrifice would not be needed. 
"What do you mean?" he whispered. 
"If we were to try and use that option, we would have to be ready to act in just under twenty

four hours. There woUld be no room for error. This way we'll have more time to plan, to get whatever 
we might need, if at all possible, perhaps even to recruit an ally among those here." 

He nodded, though she read his dubious thoughts on that last statement, but she could tell he still 
hadn't seen the logical conclusion of such a choice, of the only alternative which remained to them in 
rejecting that option. Or maybe he had, and was simply too overwhelmed with those implications to 
admit to them yet. But they were rwming out of time, and that had to be addressed, no matter how 
horrendous such a discussion would be. 

"We don't have much choice left to us, Vincent .... " 
He was looking downward, avoiding her gaze, when she finally finished her thought. 
"We have to do what he asks ... or at least make her think we have." 
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She felt a shiver of hope quiver through their bond an instlint before he glanced up, pinning her 
gaze with his own, his eyes dark and intense. 

"Is that possible?" he asked, his voice as intense as his gaze. 
"Maybe," she whispered, thinking it through. "She's way over there, and there are shadows 

here," she speculated, almost as if to herself. "But it won't be easy," she added warily. 
"Tell me how," he said fiercely, the opportunity to avoid the awful alternative overwhelming his 

habitual shyness for once. The thought of what remained, the physical consummation of their love when 
he had not yet come to the conclusion that it was possible at all between them, was too difficult to 
contemplate under normal conditions, much less under this forced and public confinement. 

"We can use the shadows and our bodies to hide certain things," she said, blushing hotly and 
averting her gaze, "but she'll be watching for that, and we'll have to distract her with other things." 

"What?" he whispered, his voice low and raspy once more. 
She felt heat sweeping over their bond and knew how difficult it was for him to discuss this with 

her. Trying to keep her voice neutral and calm, she replied, "Our emotional responses, the ... sounds ... 
we make, all the other audible and visual cues we can use to keep her from guessing," she said, the words 
drawn reluctantly from her. Pretending to make love to him was something she had never, ever 
considered in any of her numerous fantasies or daydreams of him, but under the circumstances, it was a 
far more acceptable option than the alternative they were now presented with. Though both had been 
avoiding the other's eyes during this intensely painful discussion, she sought his out now, holding his 
gaze with her own for her next words. "You'll have to kiss me, Vincent, at the very least. She'll know in 
an instant if you don't." . 

He stared at her, his eyes wide with chaotic emotions; but after a momentary hesitation he 
nodded, telling her silently that he would do whatever it took. To prove that unspoken affirmation, he 
leaned forward slowly, his eyes never leaving hers, and touched his lips to hers softly, initiating a gentle 
kiss between them, the tender caress both soothing and comforting. When he drew back he found her 
own eyes hazy with surprised delight, and that surprised him as well. He stared into the green depths 
and found renewed courage there, leaning in to kiss her again. His lips pressed more fmnly to hers this 
time, and the contact lasted a bit longer than before. When he moved back again he knew that the 
emotions in his eyes now mirrored her own. 

"When?" she murmured, her gaze searching out the answer in his face. 
His eyes dropped down to her lips, to the fullness waiting there, the moisture-tinged flesh which 

he had finally tasted. ''Now,'' he whispered. ' 
Their eyes met once more and she read his resolution, her lips parting with a gasping mewl. 

Now .... 
He leaned in toward her again, then stopped, his lips an inch from her own, to whisper against 

them, the sound buzzing in her head with delicious vibrations, "You'll have to show me, Catherine. Lead 
and I will follow." His lips closed over hers then, and the kiss was as. before, sweet and tender. 

She felt a growing urgency in their bond, though, a sense of desperation. She couldn't tell whether 
it came from him or her. It was irrelevant, really, for they both felt it, felt driven to push back the 
horrible reality surrounding them. His lips felt so good against hers, the bottom one soft and silky, the 
top one altogether different, yet no less so, in its own unique way. She moaned softly and turned, angling 
her lips to his. He started in surprise, and she took advantage of that startled state, licking her tongue 
lightly along the parted opening. He gasped, stunned into a frozen stillness. She traced his lips tenderly 
with her own, but when she flicked the tip of her tongue into the hidden cleft of his upper lip he groaned 
and collapsed against her, wrapping his arms more tightly about her shivering body. He turned his head, 
seeking an even better angle, and then pulled her closer, pressing his lips more tightly to her own. They 
groaned again, louder, together, and she cried out when his knee nudged her thighs. She didn't know if it 
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was done intentionally or by accident, and didn't wait to find out," sliding her leg overtop of his and 
hooking a heel behind his knee, pressing inward. He groaned, and after a momentary hesitation pulled her 
closer yet, until his thigh lay between her own. He pressed upward, moaning softly, and she knew it was 
from the sensation of creamy warmth he found there, at the apex of her thighs. 

She rested against him intimately now, and felt his erection surge against her belly in response, 
tight and hard and full. He was very big, but despite the similarities, her response to him was the exact 
opposite of what it had been to Erlich. Her body suddenly ached to have him in her, hot and hard and 
demanding, possessing her completely. And yet despite that craving, she was not unaware of how this 
had to be affecting him. Part of her was full of sympathy for him, for having what should have been 
beautiful forced upon them in such an awful way, but another part was grateful- there would be very 
little to pretend to now. She only hoped she could keep her head, and manage that as planned. At this 
exact moment, she was both embarrassed and ashamed to admit to herself that she could easily, if given 
the chance, ignore Tamara's presence altogether and throw herself wholeheartedly into the lovemaking 
she had craved for so long. The feel of his naked body against hers, their intimate touches and kisses, 
completely lacking until this day, overwhelmed her every sense. How she wanted him! 

Her feelings were far too strong to be hidden now, and the bond revealed them to him in an 
instant. He groaned loudly, as if awaking from some dream, the physical and emotional sensations of her 
rushing over him and flinging him back to the realm he had occupied before, solitary and alone. Pulling 
away from her abruptly, he scooted back to sit beside the bars of their cage, some feet from her, then 
shifted until he faced the bars, his back to Tamara at that angle. His knees were drawn up tight to his 
body, as they had been before, when he sat on the cold stone floor, and just as they had then, his arms 
were wrapped around them, as though to protect himself from her sight. His chest rose and fell rapidly, 
his breath panting harshly. 

She moved to kneel beside him, reaching out to stroke tentatively against his heaving back. 
"I'm sorry, Catherine," he whispered. 
She could tell how appalled he was by his behavior, considering how much was at stake. 
"1 don't know what I was thinking of," he said, his voice breaking. 
"Shh, shh, it's all right, it will be all right," she murmured soothingly. 
Using her peripheral vision, she glanced toward Tamara, and noted that though her fingers still 

worked the needles without pause, her eyes were now directed toward them. Her mind flew, and fmally 
she came to the conclusion that his response perhaps played well to the other woman's expectations. It 
was apparent that both she and Paracelsus knew of his fears in this regard, just as they knew that the 
two of them had never before made love, though she had no idea how they knew. She tried not to think 
about that, images oncelnore brought to mind of them and the others skn1king about the home tunnels 
and their inhabitants. At any rate, it seemed very likely that Tamara would have expected something like 
this, especially under these conditions. And besides, he was in the perfect position now to carry out 
their plan with the least chance of exposure. She leaned in closer, resting her head on his shoulder as she 
continued to stroke his back. Her face was hidden by the fall of his hair, and she nsed that blind to hide 
her whispered words to him, telling him'what she herself had just realized. "It's all right, Vincent, stay 
where you are, it's perfect."_ 

He tried not to respond, but through their bond she felt his growing anxiety mixing with the 
desire that had almost overwhehned him a moment ago. 

"Kiss me again," she murmUred softly, nuzzling his ear as she spoke. 
He shuddered in her arms, but turned his head, his mouth tentatively meeting hers. The kiss 

started out as the fIrst one had, sweet and innocent, but blossomed quickly to where they had just ended, 
their passion impossible to contain once their lips were allowed access to each other. He groaned, and 
released the tight hold on his knees, one arm sweeping around her waist to pull her closer. She nestled 
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against his side, her breasts melting against his muscled ribs, her aims circling his chest, back and 
shoulders until her hands clutched convulsively at him. No acting was required here. Finally she released 
him with one hand and slipped it down until it rested on his upraised knees, stroking lightly, telling him 
silently what she needed him to do. She felt his physical resistance and a flare of heat over their bond, 
but the first disappeared after a moment, and despite the continued presence of the second, his legs 
slipped down slowly until they were crossed before him, no room between himself and the bars to 
unfold their long length. Amidst the passion and need, anxiety and fear still resided, and she felt them rise 
up at this move, to the point where she thought he might panic and break away from her yet again. She 
moved quickly then, slipping one leg over his thighs to settle herself upon his lap, kneeling astride him. 
She pulled herself against him, until his throbbing erection was pressed tight between their bellies, then 
kissed him again, swallowing his gasp of dismay into her own hungry mouth. This kiss was still 
relatively innocent, and yet she had never been so aroused in her life. When it ended, they both gasped, 
this time for air, and she used that moment to bury her face in the long fall of his hair once more. 

"It's all right, Vincent," she whispered soothingly, "It's all right." 
"Oh, Catherine," he groaned. Ibis time she thought Tamara might have heard, but that was all 

right, too, all things considered. 
Slowly she began to undulate her loins against his, hips rising and falling in an erotic, rhythmic 

pattern. Within three strokes she felt her flesh parted by his hot length, felt the rigid staff nestled tightly 
between, its silky skin powered by a steely hard core that massaged her aching center. Liquid honey 
drizzled over him and he groaned again, unable to contain that sound, his head thrown back in ecstasy. 
She rose up on her knees, and his eyes opened, staring up at her with adoration and awe and fear, all of 
them mixed to the point where she wasn't sure he could tell them apart any more. Her hands slid up 
until they cupped his jaw, thumbs stroking gently along his bristled chin. She held him like that, their 
gazes locked, then slowly lowered her mouth to his. Just before their lips met, his eyes drifted closed, 
and she felt a soft growl of passion rumbling from his mouth to hers before she was lost once more in his 
sensual kiss. His hands opened and closed frantically on her back, but then abruptly left her to grasp the . 
bars just behind her. 

He was still afraid he'd hurt her, and though she recognized it for what it was, for the moment 
she let it go, knowing they had to focus on this moment, that the outcome was too important for them to 
risk. Ibis next part, she knew, would be the most difficult one to pull off. She drew back from their 
kiss, but held his gaze tight with her own, one hand sliding away from his face to slip down his throat 
and over his chest, between their bodies. His panting breath began to increase, growing even more hoarse 
and uneven. His mouth dropped open and he couldn't stop a moaning cry when her fingers brushed over 
his abdomen and down his belly, off to one side and just inches from his surging erection, hoping that 
from behind it would look as though she now held him in her hand. There, that was the response she 
wanted Tamara to hear. 

Catherine moved more purposefully now, and let her head fall backward slowly, her eyes drifting 
closed, her face taking on an expression of fierce concentration. She kept her hand between them, 
maintaining that subterfuge, and moved her hips slowly, stroking herself against him to get more of the 
response Tamara expected. She imagined how it would be, how he would feel entering her, so thick and 
hard and long. The image filled her until it was almost real, her face registering the emotions that went 
with such a possession. She felt so tight and hot, her body tense with need. She knew that would work 
against them, if they were actually to engage in intercourse at this moment, but her arousal would help 
compensate, of that she was certain. She had never felt this way, the core of her womanhood so slick and 
hot and throbbing. It ached with an emptiness that cried out to be filled. She could imagine it all too 
easily, the broad tumescent head pressing against her. She knew how it would feel, grimacing with an 
urgent need as her hips twisted against him. Yes, it would be like that. She groaned again as she 
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envisioned that first incursion of his body into hers, sinking lower' down, imagining how it would feel as 
he began to penetrate the hidden depths of her body, the thick, steely flesh impaling her deeper and 
deeper, inch by inch by inch, until he could go no further. Yes, right there. She groaned again, twisting her 
hips once more, feeling it all and wanting more, despite the limitations which surely must exist. In her 
mind she took all ofhim in, the pleasure so intense it bordered on pain. A desperate compulsion filled 
her for that fulfillment, a need that surpassed all others. 

Vincent's mouth dropped open and panting breaths gusted hot and strong against her face. His 
eyes stayed pinned there as she eased downward, inch by inch, deeper into his lap. Through their bond 
he felt it all, felt her mind create a reality that was unbelievable to him. He felt what she did, and it was 
almost as ifhe were inside her hot depths. Her wanton expression and the motions of her body against 
him, combined with her escalating visions in their bond, were drawing him out of himself, his primal half 
surging to the forefront slowly but surely, the rational man retreating under each swamping wave of 
passion and need. Suddenly his hands released the bars and grasped at her once more. One gripped her 
hip, his arm wrapped around her waist and slung low, while the other rested, elbow to fingers, along her 
spine, his hand cupping the back of her head to hold her possessively. When she gave a final writhing 
wriggle and settled deeply into his lap, he was overcome. His hand closed in her hair, grasping the silken 
strands to tug her head backward. Her eyes closed and her mouth dropped open, leaving her face 
intensely erotic and vulnerable as he stared down at her. He held her like that, scanning her features with 
awe for some minutes, then with a snarling growl dipped down to cover her mouth with his own, his 
tongue thrusting deep within in a desperate motion, unconsciously mimicking the primal joining so 
craved by them both. 

Her whimpering moan was mufiled by his invading kiss, but her hands grasped him by the 
shoulders and back, holding him closer and tighter. Suddenly she felt herself turned, a dizzying wave 
sweeping over her as their surroundings spun by. Before she knew it she found herself on her back, her 
feet almost against the rock wall at the back of the cage, with his weight heavy upon"her. Oh, god, he felt 
so good! 

But even as that thought consumed her she worried about what Tamara might see. The older 
woman was out of her range of vision in this position, somewhere behind them both. Her hands flew 
around his ribcage to rest upon his upper chest, hoping that her arms would impede any glimpse Tamara 
might otherwise have between their bodies. Just in time, too, for a moment later Vincent rose up to kneel 
on his haunches, between her thighs, opening a slight space between them which might have unmasked 
their deceit had she not been quicker. This was it, she realized, her mind reeling with chaotic images as 
she desperately tried to maintain some semblance of rational thought amidst the maelstrom their bond 
had become. Their behavior now would have to be extremely convincing if they were to fool the woman 
across the way. She drew her legs up until they crossed behind his waist, holding him tightly to her as 
her fingers stroked over his heaving breast. She noted his racing heartbeat as she did, her own so fierce 
she could almost hear it, the pulse of hot blood so strong she felt her own and his, in the artery of her 
neck, and against her belly, where his erection surged strongly against her. His hips moved, stroking the 
fullness of his manhood against her core, and she cried out, the sensation almost too much to bear in her 
open, vulnerable state. Suddenly one of his hands reached between them to grasp both of her own by the 
wrists, tugging them overhead. Desperate to cover what might now be exposed, she arched her back up 
with a whimper. His upper body weight was supported almost entirely now by the hand which held 
hers as he knelt between her legs, and his other hand moved beneath her as the space opened up at the 
small of her back, gripping her tight and pulling her higher, until her taut nipples tipped upward, tight 
and full, as ifbegging for his kiss. He stared down at her, a rumbling snarl building in his throat, then 
dipped down to catch one aching bud with his teeth, holding her tight until his lips could close upon her 
securely. He drew her whole areola into his mouth and sucked fiercely, and between her legs turbulent 
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convulsions began to build. They clenched at nothing, her whole body protesting that emptiness as she 
moaned and writhed beneath him. Another stroke of his throbbing erection shuddered along her flesh, and 
suddenly she gasped as the round head was pressed no longer to her belly, but instead at the pulsing gate 
of her sex. She drew in a gasping breath, then released it abruptly as he drove hard against her, burying 
his full length within her in one fierce, uncompromising thrust. 

It was everything she'd imagined a moment ago, and more. His iron-hard thickness filled her 
completely, the sudden penetration almost painful in its abrupt completion. But beyond the pain was a 
pleasure that was past enduring. She screamed and arched upward, flung immediately to an explosive 
orgasm so intense she lost touch with everything around her for a few minutes, feeling only his body 
within her own. He held nothing back, pressing himself firmly into her and holding himself still as 
pulsing jets of seed burst from his surging sex to coat the very entrance to her womb. Her silky sheath 
convulsed about him in a frenzy, and not a second separated his climax from her own, a rushing roar 
released to echo about the chamber with her own cries, the mingled sounds that of pure passion. Finally, 
her muscles failing her, she collapsed beneath him and he fell forward, his face buried in the curve of her 
neck, her hands still held over her head while his other clutched convulsively at the curve of her hip, his 
arm wrapped tight about her waist. Only then did he begin to pump his loins against hers, milking the 
last drops of hot, viscous liquid into her. She groaned weakly as his steely length retreated only to fill her 
once more, jolting her trembling body over and over again. Little by little his motions slowed, then 
stilled. Afterwards, neither would remember a stopping point, their exhausted bodies easing into a deep 
slumber even as his last strokes massaged her inside, even as her body caressed and held him in an 
intimate, velvet grip. Darkness surrounded them and they surrendered to it gratefully, willingly, holding 
each other close, their bodies still joined. 

* * * * * 

A scraping sound woke him abruptly, and Vincent flew to his feet, facing the source of that 
sound. The inside bars were lowering once more, and even as they did, the metal door on the rock wall a 
cage beyond began to open. A large man entered through that door, and Vincent recognized him as the 
one who had carried the tray earlier. In his arms he now bore what looked like a quilt, with a brass basin 
sitting atop it. He stood by silently, waiting for the inner bars to close, then the outer bars began to 
open. Before they had reached ceiling height, he ducked beneath and set the items upon the floor, then 
quickly retreated. Within seconds of his exit, the status of the doors and bars reversed themselves again, 
until the outer bars and metal door were shut once more, and the inner bars opened. 

His concentration no longer focused on the retreating figure, Vincent glanced across to the 
opposite ledge, just in time to see Tamara leaving it via the dark opening in a fold of rock. He turned back 
to the new items sitting within their cage and went to inspect them more closely. The basin was nothing 
more than that, a deep wide bowl containing a rag. He gave those two only a cursory glance, retrieved the 
quilted blanket with relief, then turned back to the mattress and froze in shock at the sight which awaited 
him there. Catherine lay on her back, naked and asleep, her slumber undisturbed by their visitor. One leg 
was outstretched, the other bent upward and out at the knee, an open space there that begged for his 
presence. Images filled him and he began to shake as memories of those recent events swept over him. 
What had he done?! He groaned, burying his face into the quilted mass in an effort to mufile the sound, 
his eyes squeezed tightly shut. When he raised his head, tears streamed down his cheeks and a haunted, 
grief-filled panic showed clearly in his eyes. With faltering steps and trembling hands he moved forward 
and shook the quilt out over her recumbent form. She never woke. He backed up slowly, his eyes still 
pinned upon her face, until his back was pressed tight to the bars behind him. Slowly he sank down to 
sit upon the cold stone, his knees drawn up tight, arms wrapped around them. He lowered his face to 
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press it to his knees, muffling the sounds of desperation that roiled within, clamoring to get out. He 
whimpered, clutching his legs tighter, and felt the boundaries between his mind begin to blur, felt sanity 
begin to slip away, leaving him naked and raw in grief and despair. 

An hour passed, and with each moment he grew more desperate, unable to resolve the terrible 
conflict within. The cold at his back was more than matched by an expanding internal chill, part physical, 
part emotional. Nothing left, nothing left, his benumbed mind repeated over and over again. A sound, too 
soft to be heard by anyone with less than his extremely sensitive hearing, caught his attention in an 
instant. For the first time in that hour he looked outward from the resting spot of his knees, within the 
curtain of his hair, his head cocked toward the greater expanse of space waiting beyond the straight bars 
which lined their enclosure. He listened intently, for a moment his grief and fear pushed back. There it 
was again. 

He stood slowly, silently, and glided toward the bars. Peering over the edge into the pit, he 
inspected the surroundings there, and finally, just beneath him and somewhat back, pressed against the 
inward curving wall of rock below, he spotted two figures, standing absolutely still. One was dressed in 
the more typical tunnel clothing he was accustomed to, while the other wore military fatigues of some 
sort. Both wore dark beige caps on their heads. Both sets of clothing were in shades of brown and gray, 
also typical of the traditional tunnel garb, but even more effective in the other's design, which was 
composed of a sandstone background, with random, mottled streaks of various darker shades, from olive 
drab to gray, splattered over it. He almost disappeared against the rock, a small part within Vincent 
noted with admiration. The smaller figure carried a cross-bow and even though he looked down on them 
from above, in a particularly difficult position, he knew it was Jamie. The other held a bowie knife, and 
by that and the clothing, he recognized him by default; it had" to be James. 

James was a new member of their community, his case evaluated and approved just four weeks 
ago. He hadn't been able to play more than an observer's part in those council sessions, still weak from 
his illness, but Catherine had played a major role, researching his background from the public records at 
her disposal, and talking with the man himself, then serving as his secondary sponsor. Her actions during. 
those sessions had made him so proud. It was almost as if she were a part of them, a member of the 
governing body which provided the central support for their world below. Now and then, as he watched 
the proceedings, and her preliminary preparations for them, he hadn't been able to stop the vision which 
placed her soundly in his world, a full and permanent member. Those dreams had been too wonderful for 
words, but the pain he'd felt each time he had to return to reality hurt all the more for the futile hope 
they represented, and each time he had put them aside, seeing them as nothing more than a beautiful but 
impossible dream. 

James had been it Gulf War veteran who had experienced numerous medical problems since his 
return. There was much talk of possible exposure to biochemical weapons while in the Gulf, but 
ultimately the talk had done nothing to solve his problem. His ability to work on a daily, consistent 
schedule was reduced, causing him to first leave the military, and then slowly to retreat from much of the 
rest of life as well. Cullen had first befriended the homeless young man he'd found in the park one day, 
and little by little, as his story became known below, others had gone to see him, assessing his situation 
themselves, which resulted in the council review and approval. The invitation had been made and 
accepted gratefully, with shocked surprise and amazement. He had done well below, the unstructured 
but close-knit community providing him with the support he needed. So far he was still learning where 
his place might be there, but he had filled several training positions with a high degree of success, 
probably due to the disciplined nature of his career.in the military. He had been in what was commonly 
referred to as a special forces operation. Delta Squadron, they called his particular group above, though it 
was one of many. Vincent had always been a scholar of history, and that was rife with military conflicts 
of every sort. Though his preference was for the era of the Middle Ages in general, he had studied recent 
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military history as well, and so was aware of the role such speciai forces played in modern-day military 
tactics. Navy Seals, Rangers, Delta Squadron, these were among the elite special forces whose success 
rate far surpassed that of any other in the joint military efforts since their inception in the middle of the 
century. 

He stared down at them, silent and unmoving, but within him a spark of hope now burned. 
Scratching lightly with one nail upon the iron bars, he wasn't surprised when James abruptly looked 
upward, though Jamie missed that signal, continuing to scan the open pit before her. There was a 
momentary look of surprise in the other's eyes at what he saw, but that disappeared in a moment, a look 
of firm, disciplined resolve replacing it once again. Vincent nodded to the ledge across the way, toward 
the dark opening there, and the set of levers, then pointed down toward the clothing still strewn there, 
and back toward the lip of their own shelf. All of this communication was accomplished in complete 
silence, in less than five seconds. James nodded, then turned to whisper soundlessly to Jamie, who 
started and looked up. Vincent had anticipated this, moving back a few feet so that she couldn't see him, 
but sliding a hand outward to assure her of his presence. He waited with bated breath, calculations and 
plans ruuning through his mind in a jumbled frenzy. Below he heard a scrambling sound, louder than the 
previous ones, but hopefully still quiet enough not to catch the ears of the guards who no doubt stood 
nearby. A moment later a bundle thudded quietly upon the ledge,just against the iron bars of their cage. 
He reached through and unrolled his cloak to find the remainder of their clothing within, pulling them 
through the bars quickly. He tugged on his pants before returning to the bars once more, this time to find 
both Jamie and James standing ready below, looking up to him for instructions. He scanned their 
surroundings once more, pointed to them both, then to the lower entrance, where they had obvionsly 
come in. He traced an upward path in the air to show the way to the ledge above, then pointed to the 
levers once more, finally raising three fingers to indicate three minutes. James nodded in understanding, 
then gestured with a slight motion of his head toward his companion, indicating that she should stay 
behind him. He headed toward the door, circling the perimeter of the chamber to keep tight to the rock 
wall for camouflage, and in a moment they were gone. 

Only when they'd left the area did Vincent turn toward Catherine. He shook her awake urgently, 
one hand on her shoulder, the other over her mouth. Her eyes opened wide in a flash, but he was able to 
muftle the startled sound she hadn't been able to stop in her surprise. He handed her clothing to her, and 
leaned in to whisper against her ear, "Jamie and James are here. Get dressed quickly - we have less than 
three minutes." , 

Her eyes widened further in amazement, but she nodded her understanding and he took his hand 
away. She threw the quilt aside, and if she wondered where it came from, she didn't waste any time 
asking questions. Nor did she ask how they had gotten their clothes back, immediately beginning to pull 
them on silently. He did the same, his attention directed outward, straining to hear any sound which 
might indicate that their plans had been discovered. The feelings of pain, grief, despair and lost hope 
were still there, but they would have to be dealt with later, when there was time for such a thing. Right 
now the only objective was to get Catherine and their rescuers safely away. There was at least hope for 
that, if for nothing else. 

Catherine's clothing, stretchy sports wear with no fastenings of any sort, except for the lacings 
on her shoes, slid on easily and she was dressed quickly. Vincent's numerous layers, with their many 
clasps, buckles, buttons and ties, were more complex, especially given the heightened state of aggression 
he had never really retreated from since their captivity, and which had only been increased once the 
opportuuity for their escape had been presented. Some of the ties and buttons had been torn and lost in 
their original undoing, and others were either too flimsy or too unnecessary to deal with under their 
current time constraint. Subsequently, though he fiuished dressing almost as quickly as she, his clothes 
were in a considerable state of disarray, especially for him. They were looser than normal and generally 
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untucked - something he never allowed under normal circumstances. His shirt was simply thrown on, 
revealing the thermal shirt beneath in its entirety, and since it had a v-neck cut, a lush thatch of amber 
chest hair was now exposed. There were no leather wraps left to close the fabric at his wrists, a 
precaution used by most below to keep out the chill, and by Vincent in particular as an added protection 
against exposing what he considered to be his differences to the community at large. If those thoughts 
were present in any way now, he ruthlessly ignored them, thinking only of the situation at hand and 
what might need to be done to get them all out of it-alive. The sleeves of both shirts, lying loose against 
the backs of his hands, were both an. irritant and an unacceptable risk with the potential danger ahead of 
them, and he quickly pushed both up his forearms, rolling the looser outer fabric in the stretchy weave of 
his thermal shirt sleeves. 

Within two minutes they were done and he tugged her gently back to the comer of their bars, in 
the shadowed back of their cage, his eyes locked to the ledge across the way. A few seconds later, just as 
he finished counting down the three minutes, Jamie and James entered the ledge from the dark opening in 
the rock surface. They glanced across to the prisoners and Vincent moved forward out of the shadows to 
sweep a finger across the bank of levers, mdicating that all of them should be raised immediately. The 
two turned, and then both began to lift the levers, until all nine were engaged. The silence of their . 
encounter to date disappeared in an instant as four sets of bars and five sets of metal doors, two inside 
and three in the outer passage, began their ascent. Vincent gripped Catherine's hand and even before the 
first set of bars was half-way up tugged her behind him as he ducked beneath. They cleared the second 
set of bars an instant later, and then dashed through the rocky opening now yawning before them. They 
were out of the cage, but not yet free, as a bellowing, wordless cry sounded, alerting the guards to their 
escape. 

Vincent maneuvered them both through the darkened passageway quickly, his senses tuned to a 
fine degree in all directions. Adrenaline surged through him and his breathing escalated to compensate for 
the increased oxygen required by his racing heart. The arteries of his body expanded,· allowing for a 
faster, thicker flow of blood, and it throbbed through his body in a rush, the sound audible to his 
sensitive ears as it rumbled through his chest, head and groin, filling his limbs with a surge of 
superoxygenated energy. The rumbling in his chest couldn't be completely contained there, a low but 
constant growl vibrating upward to escape through clenched teeth. The fight-or-flee mechanism was fully 
in place now, and his aggression level climbed even higher as he realized that he would have to do both, . 
getting the others to safety while perhaps encountering and dealing with several deadly threats in the 
process. James was not a large man, of only average height and slender build, but Vincent remembered 
what he had read of the training required of special forces operatives, and thought that perhaps in this 
case looks could be deceiving. He desperately hoped so, at any rate. 

Despite the danger surrounding them, and the adrenaline filling him, his thought process was 
amazingly coherent. Everything was stream1ined now, distilled down to its most basic form, all 
unnecessary components left aside. Get Catherine out alive, get the others out alive. That was all there 
was. He scanned the tunnel before him constantly as he went, looking for any shifting of shadows or . 
rock which might indicate the presence of a threat. The pupils in his eyes had become even more 
responsive than normal, expanding until they almost filled his iris completely, the blue there swallowed 
completely by a black which rivaled their surrounding darkness. They gathered every bit of light they 
could and even in this inky gloom he could discern outlines of rock, thanks to the reflected light from the 
torch far distant in the chamber left behind, and to some other as-yet-unseen source an equal distance 
before them. They reached the three-way junction in seconds, and with only a cursory glance to his left, 
down the passage which he had first entered upon arriving at this spot, he turned right, moving into the 
major tunnel which led away from their prison and toward the access to the other ledge. He had to find 
James and Jamie quickly. His pupils expanded dramatically at this spot, a torch now seen about fifty 
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yards straight ahead. 
The tunnel was now visible to Catherine in a dim, low light, everything about her nothing more 

than shades of gray, however it was completely illuminated to Vincent, all shapes, shadows and colors 
exposed in their entirety. The space before them appeared empty for as far as she could see, but Vincent 
moved more cautiously now, aware of the many side paths which hooked up to this main passageway. 
One ofParacelsus' henchmen might be waiting in any of them, and at least one led to the other ledge, 
where their rescuers had been a minute ago. 

His eyes swept to the left and right continuously, scanning the numerous side tunnels they 
encountered, and suddeuly he paused, peering down one particular path to their right. Catherine could 
see very little there, no light apparent down its length, but Vincent could discern some of what was 
within, and felt sure that was due not only to the torch in front of them, along the main passageway, but 
also to some other light at some point distant, down this side path. No other side tunnel had shown any 
such sign. He sniffed the air cautiously, finding mixed scents of many who had been there recently. He 
recognized both Erlich's and Paracelsus' scent among others not identifiable, though at least one was 
clearly that of a woman, and most definitely not Catherine. Gripping her hand tighter he turned down 
that path, moving slower yet, unfamiliar with the layout of this path, yet somehow sure that it led to 
where Jamie and James were. His pupils expanded once more as the torch light of the main passageway 
was left behind them. Once again the passage consisted of nothing more than rocky shapes, more shadow 
than form. They were perhaps fifty yards down the dark length when those shadows began to resolve 
themselves. There was a light somewhere ahead. Another side tunnel opened abruptly to their right, and 
the light source was suddenly visible, a torch resting in a wall niche thirty yards down. The sudden 
presence of the bright light irritated his eyes, but within one rapid blink his pupils had adjusted to the 
appropriate level, the space before them now completely visible to him without any uncomfortable glare 
from the bright torch. It took Catherine longer to make that same adjustment, though glare had never been 
an issue for her. The tunnel was visible to her now as well, but in a fairly low level of light. The area 
immediately before and after the torch was well lit to her eyes, but the space beyond that, both where 
they stood and at the other end, was still dim and shadowy. 

Vincent froze suddenly, his arm held across her chest as she bumped up along his side. He 
pushed her back and the low growl from his throat suddenly increased in volume. She stared at him for a 
moment, then turned her attention forward with dread, in the direction he watched. Something was out 
there, something coming toward them. She backed up a step, giving him space. The bond remained open 
to her to an amazing degree, as it had been ever since Vincent's arrival in their shared prison. She had felt 
the vacillating swings he'd endured, the razor's edge between the dark side and light, upon which he'd 
balanced for most of the-recent hours. She'd felt that balance shift in favor of the protective warrior once 
again, a moment ago, her own body's responses shifting somewhat to match it, though certainly not to 
the degree of change he experienced. And she felt that shift yet again, now, moving him further away 
from the rational man she was allowed to see, to the other he tried so desperately to keep hidden from 
her. Adrenaline pumped through him and she felt a corresponding sense of urgency and expectation, 
mingled amazingly enough with a degree of anticipation and excitement that momentarily confused her. 

All those sensations flooded her through their bond, and when they did, she suddenly recognized 
them for what they were, the preparatory stages, both biochemical and psychological in nature, which, 
when coupled with his atypical physical attributes, made him so efficient at defense. He would do what 
he had to do, and not back down, not unless some other form of escape presented itself. Everything 
would fall before him, or he himself would fall, in his determined resolve to get her and the others safely 
away. Nothing else mattered, nothing. She felt it all, and her breathing intensified to match his· 
respiratory rate. On top of that internal response, she felt the deep expansion and contraction oflungs 
that were not her own. She felt the surging rush of adrenaline and blood, felt it pumping furiously 
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through a body that had to be his. She gasped as she felt massive muscles, incredibly strong, flex in 
preparation, felt tendons grown taut, and a swelling pressure at her fingertips. Her hands clenched and 
unclenched helplessly in response as she stood waiting, balanced lightly on the balls of both feet, in the 
open-stanced defense position Isaac had taught her. No matter what happened, she and Vincent would 
meet their dangers together, she was as detennined of that as he was in his own objectives. 

The bond communicated that to him easily, of course, and he glanced back at her, momentarily 
taking his eyes away from the advancing threat. His were wide with shocked surprise and dismay, and 
she met them with detennination, telling him through their bond that she would share his fate, whatever 
that was. A moment later she felt a fine-tuned adjustment take place, felt the balance shift minutely back 
to allow a bit more of the rational man to share the more dominant primal nature now at the forefront of 
his psyche. She gasped as she realized that that deep, primal part of himself had consciously made that 
modification, recognizing that a higher degree of strategic thought might be required to get her to safety 
considering her sudden obstinacy in this regard. As willing as he was to die for her, he would not allow 
her own sacrifice. That was out of the question. 

The adjustment made, he turned back to face whatever approached, and a moment later that 
figure appeared, emerging out of yet another side passage to the right, ten yards beyond where the torch 
sat Erlich. Vincent's rumbling growl erupted to a snarling roar of challenge and rage, and the giant 
bellowed back in fury. Catherine was thrust back further with a strong hand and then Vincent moved 
forward, advancing toward his deadly foe even as the other moved toward him. Catherine hesitated a 
moment, then followed in Vincent's footsteps, staying a good ten feet behind him so as not to impede 
his motions, but determined that should he falter, she would be there to do whatever she could, no matter 
how slight. She shared Vincent's rage, and· not only through their bond, but of her own internal making. 
Some irrational, primal side of her felt that she could kill him with her bare hands, if given the 
opportunity. She wouldn't hesitate to try, that much was certain, not if Vincent's life were at stake. 

The two primary antagonists were just ten feet apart, five feet to either side of the torch, when 
suddenly Erlich stopped his advance and gasped, startled. A hand appeared around his neck from behind, 
jerking his head to the side, and before Erlich could react further, another swept up, knife in hand, to slice 
deeply across the carotid artery just beneath his ear. Blood spurted out in a gushing fountain and the 
giant's hands came up to cup over it, as if that action could stem the flow oflife-force now draining from 
him. His eyes widened in shock, then began to glaze over as he sank to his knees, finally falling lifeless to 
the tunnel floor. Catherine watched, contradictory feelings of horror and satisfaction filling her, while 
Vincent's clenched fist and arm swung out to slam into the rock wall beside them. Another roar escaped 
him and this one contained a satisfaction which matched her own, but also some frustration. She 
understood completely, "her gaze drawn to his tense back with sympathy. She stepped forward and 
stroked a hand soothingly against it, and though he flinched at the first touch of her frogers, he didn't 
move away. 

When she looked forward once more, she found James and Jamie standing there. Jamie's 
expression was much like her own, but James' face was guarded and unreadable. He wiped the bloodied 
knife on his pants leg and reached back for Jamie's hand, tugging her forward. They stepped over the 
fallen foe and hurried forward. Vincent reacted as quickly, taking her hand and turning. They formed a 
line and moved fast, without a word spoken, retreating toward the main passageway once more, Vincent 
at the front, James behind, the women guarded protectively within. Turning left at the other side tunnel, 
they never paused in their traverse. There were no other side paths here, and Vincent could obviously 
see well enough to know that no additional threat waited in the immediate space before them. A light 
ahead grew brighter as they approached the main tunnel. Vincent's head swung to the left, to check the 
status of the main tunnel on that side, then turned right, leading them quickly down that path. It was 
well lit here, the torch bright and strong, and they moved a hundred yards further before encountering 
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any obstacle. 
When it came, both Vincent and Catherine recognized him as one of the two which had brought 

supplies into their prison, led by Tamru;a. He wasn't quite as big as Erlich had been, but he was big 
enough, and snarling with rage. He carried a blade, shorter than a sword, but longer than a knife, and 
appeared more than ready to use it. Vincent roared and rushed forward to meet the foe without pause. 
Catherine watched with shocked horror as the machete-like blade swung up and began its downward 
motion. It was stopped almost at its zenith by Vincent's left hand, which flew up to grip the other's 
wrist, pushing it back to hold it tight and high. His right hand swung up simultaneously, slashing down 
an instant later to rip through the soft flesh of his enemy's throat. It finished its motion and continued 
downward, catching the menace by the back of the knee and flipping him up and back to the tunnel floor. 
There was no resistance there, a gurgling sound all that was left as oxygen and blood escaped through the 
massive openings in his neck. The blade clattered out of his lifeless hand, but Vincent ignored it, reaching 
back with his left hand to pull her forward. It was allover in less than ten seconds. They jumped over 
the figure now:filling the floor of the tunnel in the same order they'd been in before, and continued on 
forward. James swooped low as he passed, grabbing the fallen blade and tucking it into the woven belt at 
his waist, his own more serviceable knife held ever at the ready. Only Catherine was weaponless, 
Jamie's cross-bow still held in tight if trembling fingers. A cry of rage wailed behind them; "Vincent!," 
and three of the four recognized the voice as that of Par ace Is us. They didn't turn back, hurrying forward, 
the sound trailing away to nothingness until at last all was silent. 

* * * * * 

Paracelsus' deepest lair was a good eight hours' journey and many levels down from the home 
tunnels. Most of that time was due not to the actual distance, but to the difficult traverses required to 
maneuver to that hidden spot. You had to move slowly and cautiously, many traps waiting to spring 
into effect upon the unwary. Erlich had appeared via such a mechanism, his surprise attack resulting in 
Wiuslow's death. Vincent had found the lair once before, and Paracelsus had used that knowledge to 
draw him there again, with the same bait. He hadn't anticipated that there was one now ensconced in 
those tunnels above who might be able to track through such an intricate terrain. James' skills, combined 
with Jamie's, were sufficient to accomplish that goal, or so Vincent speculated to himself as he led the 
others back the way they'd come. He knew, too, that this lair was only one of several, that Paracelsus 
had other spots, far closer to the surface, from which to work his evil. This one, however, was the one 
least likely to be disturbed, though things had gone terribly awry there not once, but twice, much to the 
older man's dismay, iftlie sound of his final cry had been any indicator. 

Focusing on John Pater's thought process kept one small part of his mind occupied, trying to 
puzzle out the details, while the rest was finnly in place guiding the others to safety. The ability to think 
in this way was something he'd long grown accustomed to. It had been of tremendous help when, as a 
youth and then teenager, his iusatiable curiosity had led him to tackle far more subjects of study than 
any of the rest of his peers willingly chose to take on at any given time. There was a second benefit to 
this skill right now; by concentrating on those two things, he conld forestall, at least for a while, thinking 
about what had occurred just hours ago, back in that cage. Ifhe thought about that he would be of no use 
to Catherine and the others, and far too much was at stake for him to allow such a thing to happen. 
There would be time for that later, time enough to view the end of all things. And he had no doubt that 
such an end was coming, though he ruthlessly pushed that awareness back as well, knowing that now 
was not the time, that Catherine needed him for this one last thing, iffor nothing else. 

And so he led the others unopposed in an eerie silence for two hours, never pausing, all of their 
senses on a heightened state of alert. Two knew, and the others now suspected, that Paracelsus' 
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boundaries ranged farther than they had previously supposed. All watched their surroundings closely, 
ready should another threat appear. He moved at a moderately fast pace for himself, and knew that it 
was a hardship for the others, though luckily all three were in good physical shape. Stopping on this side 
of the river would be a mistake, he felt it in his bones, and was determined to get them across that barrier 
as quickly as possible. One thought regarding that body of water plagued him as they went, but those 

. questions went unspoken. He was certain that all would be explained in good time, besides, there was no 
time now for talk. On they went, and though he rarely looked back, he knew by the sounds behind him 
how each of the other three were faring, constantly aware of their progress. Catherine's situation was 
especially clear to him, the bond feeding him her status continuously. Her strength and stamina were 
excellent - astonishing under the circumstances - and he knew that she would make it at the pace he'd 
set, but beyond that there was nothing there, as though she'd blocked offher deepest emotional 
responses from the bond. That didn't surprise him at all, and only by focusing on the objectives at hand 
could he stop the despair within from spiraling out of control. 

Finally, almost three hours after they'd escaped their prison, they arrived at the place he sought. 
He spotted the raft immediately, though it was anchored in a spot other than he'd left it. He tested its 
sea-worthiness, and decided that it could handle the four of them together, then gestured to James to 
settle Catherine and Jamie on board. He knew that he would balance their load to assure a safe crossing, 
and while this was accomplished, he kept watch on the shore, ready for any threat. None appeared, and 
when James whispered his name, he scanned the rocky walls once more, then nodded to himself, 
satisfied they were alone, before turning to board the craft himself. James pushed offwith one pole, and 
in minutes the current caught them, pulling them toward the center of the river. Another pole lay on the 
wooden surface, but before he bent to retrieve it, Vincent swUng the cloak from his shoulders and 
dropped it down between the two women who sat at the center of the platform. 

"Keep warm," he whispered, his voice a husky rasp, directed to both equally. 
Catherine took the garment up, slipped it about her shoulders, then edged closer to Jamie, 

wrapping the far edge around her as well. The two sat huddled in silence, watching the retreating 
shoreline to ensure that none followed them, though how they would do so without another such 
vessel- and none was in sight - was beyond them all. Vincent moved toward the front, until his weight 
balanced out James', then added his strength to the other's. In no time at all they were at the river's 
center, and then only guidance was needed as they let the current do the physical labor. Only then did he 
look over toward the other man, and asked the question which had been on his mind for over an hour. 

"You used this raft to cross the river, but it was here, on the opposite side from where you came. 
I left it there," he said, pointing to another spot on the retreating shoreline, some distance from where 
they'd found it amoment ago. "How did you do it?" 

"Jamie told me there was a river, very cold and very fast, that we would have to cross. She told 
me about the raft, too, and that you had probably taken it across and left it on the other side." He tugged 
his jacket aside to reveal a black, neoprene covering. 

Though Vincent had never before ~en such a garment in rea1life, he had seen pictures, and 
recognized it instantly as a wet suit, nodding in understanding even before the other finished his 
explanation. 

"I swam across and brought the raft back." 
Vincent's eyes met his, then turned downward to encompass Jamie .in his gaze as well. "We ... 

I .... " 
"We," Catherine corrected firmly, knowing :where his halting words were going. 
"We don't know how to thank you," he whispered, accepting her modification, but not meeting 

her eyes. "If anything had happened to either of you, though .... " 
"We couldn't not come, Vincent. You would have done the same thing for us, anyone from home 

166 



would have. We take care of our family, you know that," Jamie fUushed, holding his gaze with her own. 
Finally he nodded, acknowledging the truth of her words and accepting them gratefully. 
The remainder of their crossing was accomplished in silence, the eerie blackness of the 

underground cavern the river flowed through too dark at times to reveal much of their surroundings. 
They trusted to the current, though, and to Vincent's preternatural vision, and within about thirty 
minutes he began to maneuver the craft towards the left bank. James followed his lead instantly, and 
soon they were moored alongside the opposite shore. It took only two to manhandle the raft out of the 
water and to the rocky path running beside the river, but all four worked together, none willing to let the 
others toil alone. When they were through, Vincent led them down the path, but stopped a few hundred 
yards later, turning toward a small opening in the rocky wall, with a whispered "Wait," as he did. Light 
flared from that opening a moment later, and then he emerged, a lantern held before him. 

"This is one of our deepest waystations. There's dried food here, and canteens. The river water 
is cold, but drinkable. We should resupply and move on quickly. We're still too close to Paracelsus." 

They all nodded in agreement, then ducked into the small chamber. Beef jerky was the only food 
available, and they took several packages, stuffing them into their pockets while Vincent filled four 
canteens from the river outside. As they left the chamber he was waiting, handing each a container of 
water as they emerged. They strung them across their shoulders, arranged themselves in the order they'd 
been in before, and waited for his next instructions. 

"We'll travel for two more hours, then stop to rest. We should reach the home tunnels in three 
more after that. Can you make it?" he asked the group at large. As one they nodded, and in a moment he 
had turned to lead them on. 

Though all of them felt somewhat more secure, both Jamie and Vincent remembered what had 
occurred on this side of the river not so very long ago. Erlich was dead now, as was another of 
Paracelsus' henchmen, but there were others, no doubt, and Paracelsus may have been able to rally his 
resources once more, though that seemed unlikely. Hopefully his troops were in too· much disarray, at 
least for the time being, to accomplish any further evil at this time. It was likely, however, that there 
were secret passageways they knew nothing about littered along this route, and they watched warily, 
ever on the lookout for the sudden appearance of a new threat. 

An hour into their trek they reached an enclosed chamber, a large, circular space along their 
passageway which opened before them. The tunnel continued on through an opening at the opposite 
side, some thirty feet distant. A rock cairn rose from the smooth floor at one curved edge, and Vincent 
and Jamie paused beside it, exchanging sad glances before crouching down to touch the rough-hewn 
stone. 

"Wiuslow died here," Vincent finally acknowledged, turning to look up at Catherine. He knew, 
painful though the memory of that event was for her, that she had grieved over all that happened as a 
result of her abduction. Her eyes widened with shocked surprise, then tears filled them and trailed down 
her cheeks. She sank to the ground beside the burial site and wept, her face pressed to the cold stone. 
Vincent reached out with a hesitant hand, then finally stroked gently along her trembling shoulders and 
back, his touch so light she almost didn't feel it. They stayed there for half an hour, Jamie, Vincent and 
Catherine each deep in thought over their old friend, while James stood guard over them, the newest 
tunnel member taking care of his family. 

Finally Vincent stirred, then turned to the others. "We need to stop soon, but not here," he said, 
looking sadly down at the resting place of his fallen friend. "Paracelsus has access to this place." 

Jamie was silent, the image of Erlich rising out of the mist suddenly fresh in her mind, but James 
nodded. "Jamie told me. We left our packs further ahead, a little less than an hour from here. She thought 
it might be a safe place, but I think we'd better reassess it once we get there." 

Vincent sighed, and nodded in agreement. "Yes. At least there's pipe access near there - I can get 

167 



a message to Father to have security increased immediately. Come, the sooner we go, the sooner you can 
rest." He spoke to them all, but his eyes stayed for a moment longer on Catherine, as she knelt beside the 
rock cairn, slipping away only when she rose with a sigh and turned toward him. He stooped to rest his 
palm against the rock once more. "Good-bye, old friend," he whispered. A moment later he rose and the 
others fell in line behind him. They left the chamber quickly, and soon were making good time, the path 
before them smoother, and less inclined. But he knew what lay ahead, and spent some time trying to 
determine an acceptable alternate route. There was one, but it added considerable time to their journey, 
and right now he desperately wanted to reach the home tunnels, both to get them all to safety, but also 
to warn the others. Ultimately he held off on any decision, leading them straight onward, until they 
reached a fork in the tunnels, one path curving to the left, the other to their right. 

"Which way do we take?" Catherine asked, glancing in both directions. 
James and Jamie exchanged worried glances, while Vincent answered. 
"This way leads home," he said, pointing to the left. "But it's a circuitous route and will add 

several hours on to our journey if we take it." 
"And this way?" she said, scanning the path to the right. 
"That will n()t get us there at all, unfortunately," he sighed. 
"Danm it, stop treating me like I'm made of glass!" she burst out angrily, surprising them all with 

her vehemence. Only Vincent knew the true source of her exasperation, and he turned away so the others 
wonldn't see the distress her words caused him. "Just tell me what we're going to do and I'll do it," she 
insisted. 

He looked upward and she followed the direction of his gaze to encounter a third path, straight 
up. There was no way to climb such a direct ascent, and the only access way was clear, a rope hanging at 
the center of the small circular opening which ended just two feet above them. The width of the opening 
would accommodate only one person at a time. 

"How far up?" she asked, trying to discern a stopping point, though unable to peer through the 
darkness there to find it. 

"Forty feet, perhaps forty-five," he replied quietly. 
"It's not too hard, Catherine," Jamie inteJjected. "I've done it before." 
Catherine glanced over to the younger woman, then nodded. "Okay, let's go." 
"Are you sure?" Vincent asked, probing their bond to assess her strength. Strangely enough he 

encountered only a few aches and pains, and only a moderate amount of weariness, amazing considering 
how little sleep she'd had recently, and the traumatic events of the past two days. 

"I'mjine, Vincent," she stressed, her eyes meeting his directly, a subtle, second communication 
there that the others missed, but he did not. She felt his distress over their bond and saw it in his eyes, 
knowing he didn't really believe her, but finally he nodded, accepting a part of it, at least. 

"You go first, James. Do you know which exit to take?" 
The other nodded, then jumped up to grasp the rope and begin his ascent, wasting no time in talk. 
"Be careful, Jamie," Vincent said, indicating that she was next before he bent down to cup his 

hands for her use. She slung her crossbow across her back, placed one foot in the palm of his hands then 
sprang up, catching the rope and beginning her climb. She moved quickly and surely, and in no time she 
was a good distance above them. 

"I'm out," a masculine voice called down, informing them of his success. 
Vincent waited a moment longer, staring up at Jamie's retreating figure, until it abruptly 

disappeared. 
"Jamie, too," the same voice came back again. 
Vincent nodded, as if to himself, then looked over toward Catherine. She stood waiting calmly. 

"Are you ready?" he asked, trying not to disclose his anxiety. He would be right behind her, and if she 
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fell he would either catch her or at least break her fall. The chance for injury was really very slight, all 
things considered, he told himself, but that didn't do much to relieve his apprehension. 

"I said I'm fine, Vincent, and I meant it," she said, stepping up to him to stare directly into his 
eyes, trying hard to hold them with her own. This time he couldn't turn away, and in them she read yet 
again of his conflict, sighing with dismay. "We need to go. We have to stay together," she said, logic 
working where emotions had not. 

"Yes, we need to go," he repeated, nodding. He cupped his hands again and she stepped into 
them, then sprang up, light as a feather. She caught the rope with her first try, and he watched her 
anxiously, waiting until she was ten feet above him before hooking the lantern to his belt and jumping up 
to catch the rope himself. He wanted to stay as close to her as possible during their ascent, but not so 
close as to interfere with her ability to climb safely. He maintained that ten foot separation, staring up at 
her the whole way, willing her safely upwards. Through the bond he never felt her falter, but only when 
she stopped and two sets of hands reached out to pull her through the exit did he breathe again. Seconds 
later he stepped through the opening as well, sighing with relief to find all three safely waiting. 

"We're not far now," he said, his fears diminished somewhat by their new position. Paracelsus 
no doubt had access to this place, as he did to many others, but his henchmen obviously hadn't come 
this way, and if they followed at all, they were either directly behind them, where he would have 
warning of their approach, or on that other route, hours away. He pulled the rope up so that access 
could be gained by this side only, then indicated that James should take the lead this time. When 
Catherine and Jamie moved to take their previous positions, his hand reached out to grip her arm lightly, 
stopping Catherine's movement forward. Jamie noted that, and after only a momentary pause, moved 
into position behind James, leaving Catherine the third spot, with Vincent directly behind her. They 
moved out quickly, everyone now eager to reach the spot where the packs had been left. The pipes were 
near to there, and that meant home was not far off. That thought comforted them all. 

The second part of their journey was as silent as the first, this time not so much through the 
sense of urgency and fear which had filled them during the hours after their escape, but rather for lack of . 
breath. James moved at a pace somewhere between a fast walk and a jog, and everyone kept up, anxious 
to reach their next stop. Rest was in sight. They were well rewarded for their discipline when James 
stopped abruptly, forty-five minutes later, turning to duck through a small opening to their left. It was 
no new path, but rather a small, enclosed chamber of naturally hollowed rock. The others followed and 
found two packs there, with bedrolls attached. Vincent scanned the enclosure, noting that no other access 
was possible except through the one opening, and nodded. 

"Keep watch," he said, "I'm going to contact Father." 
The others nodded, and he turned to leave. At the exit he paused, finally turning back hesitantly. 

"The pipes are only ten minutes away. Are you too tired to come with me, Catherine?" he asked. 
She easily read the conflict in his voice and eyes. He wanted her to rest, and yet he was afraid to 

leave her, regardless of their relatively safe location and the presence of the other two. Jamie and James 
pretended they didn't hear, busying themselves with their packs. 

"I'm not too tired," she replied, immediately moving to his side. 
He nodded, then turned to leave. Outside he gestured her before him, and she knew he did that 

not only to protect her should anything come up behind them, but also so that she could set the pace. 
"It's straight ahead," he said. 
She nodded, then took up the half-walking, half-jogging stride James had set before, a sudden 

surge of energy filling her at the thought of the pipes so close by. In five minutes he called out to her, 
halting her progress. She turned back to him and found to her surprise that she had passed the very thing 
they'd been looking for, the dark metal rod exposed through a chunk of cut pipe, barely visible in the 
shadowed rock. Tucked behind it, between the stone wall and the pipe itself, rested another, thinner 
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cylinder of metal, and Vincent took that and tapped out a rapid message. He waited a moment, then 
repeated the pattern, and suddenly they had a response, a fainter message tapped out in reply. He 
followed with a longer message, and she knew he was explaining the danger, the need for increased 
security at further outposts, and with doubled sentries. She was sure she knew exactly what he was 
saying, even though she couldn't follow the tapped code whatsoever. A response came back, and it was 
over in minutes. He tucked the metal rod behind the thicker pipe then gestured her back the way they'd 
come, positioning himself in the lead this time. 

"Vincent, wait," she called, standing still to catch his attention. 
He turned back, a look of trepidation on his face, then slowly approached her again. 
"Catherine, we should get back quickly, before Jamie and James begin to worry," he said, trying 

to forestall the conversation he knew waited. 
"You're right. But we have to talk about this eventually, Vincent," she insisted, reluctantly 

moving forward to meet him. The truth was his argument had made a dramatic impact. She had no 
intention of putting their two friends through any more anxiety than necessary. 

He nodded, his face tight and tense, then turned and led her onward. Though he set a somewhat 
slower pace than before, they made it back to the small chamber in less than ten minutes. 

When they ducked through the low opening, they found four bedrolls unrolled, the cozy space lit 
by several candles, set in naturally occurring niches in the rocky wall. Jamie and James each sat upon one 
unrolled set of blankets, boots and jackets thrown off, munching on beef jerky, their canteens sitting 
nearby. But Jamie jumped up when they arrived, her eagerness only now betraying the concern she felt. 

"Did you reach them? Is everything all right?" she asked quickly. 
Vincent circled her shoulders and pulled her close, taking the rare opportunity to comfort the 

young girl who more often than not saw such behavior as a sign that she was considered weak, and so 
rarely ever indulged in it. "Yes, I reached them, and everything is fine. Nothing unusual has occurred, and 
if it does before we return, I think they'll be well prepared. I don't believe we have anything to worry 
about for the time being, though. It's very unlikely that anyone is ahead of us, and certainly Paracelsus 
himself is far behind." 

She nodded, circling her arms around his broad back and burying her face against his shoulder for 
a moment, relieved at his assessment. She didn't stay long, though, shaking herself out of that weak 
moment, then returning to her bedroll with a jaunty stride, as if to prove to all that she could handle 
whatever needed to be done, that they could count on her, as indeed they all had, on more than one 
occasion. 

"We brought extra blankets," she said, pointing out the other two bedrolls before settling back on 
her own. 

"Get some sleep, everyone, I'll stand watch outside," Vincent replied, scooping up his blankets 
and heading toward the exit. This time it was James who jumped to his feet. 

"Let me take the first shift, Vincent," he said, moving to intercept the bigger man. 
Vincent shook his head and James stopped abruptly, correctly reading the resolution in his eyes. 

"I'll wake you later if I'm tired," he finally conceded, reading the stubborn set of his friend's jaw. 
Finally James nodded, returning to his own pallet. 

Catherine stood where she had been since entering the chamber, wanting to follow him, but 
worried that now was not the time. How could they have this discussion with others so close? Could she 
possibly do so without becoming emotional? Could he? This wasn't the time, she realized, though her 
heart ached to know of the guilt and distress he still felt, and at her own inability to alleviate it. Still, 
what was, was, and there was nothing to be done about it, at least not tonight. She sighed and turned to 
the remaining pallet, kicked offher shoes and dropped down upon it. Vincent paused for a moment, then 
turned toward her, but when she tried to meet his eyes, his own slid away, confirming her thoughts with 
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his evasive gaze. She sighed again, resigned to the fact that this would not be resolved, nor even 
discussed, until tomorrow at the very least. Taking up her canteen, she unscrewed the lid and took a 
deep drink. The water was icy cold, cleansing her throat of the dust and dryness of these uninhabited 
tunnels. Settling back against the stone wall, she watched him leave, his own blankets in hand, and 
wished, not for the first time, that they might someday share the cozy warmth of a bed together. That 
thought brought an image abruptly to mind, of them lying naked upon the threadbare mattress. There 
were no quilted blankets there, no flannel sheets, no plump pillows, but despite that they had shared 
their warmth. Oh yes, they had done that and more. She shook that image out of her mind, determined 
not to add to his turmoil, then wrapped herself within the blankets. Though she thought she might have 
trouble resting, in minutes she was fast asleep, exhausted by the events of the last few days. No dreams 
disturbed her slumber, and therefore none disturbed him. 

Vincent fought his own demons, though, staring into the blackness where nothing waited, while 
behind his eyelids images fought to get out, images ofhim and Catherine together in that cage. They 
would come upon him suddenly, a flash oflips meeting, lightly, sweetly, replaced an instant later with 
an image that disturbed him deeply, ofhim crouching over her, his body holding her captive between 
muscled arms and taut thighs. He had taken her mouth completely with that kiss, the demanding thrust 
of his tongue a forerunner to what would happen just moments later. In the midst of that memory he 
heard her moan, a mewling gasp, mufiled against his lips. He wondered now if she'd been trying to make 
him stop and at that horrendous thought buried his head against his knees and groaned as that image 
burned his mind, no way to undo it. The visions scrolled on and on. They plagued him for five hours, 
and finally, when he could stand it no longer, he woke the others, telling them it was time to leave. 

They set off in much the same fashion as they'd arrived just hours before, with no fanfare and 
few words. Despite Jamie's protest, Vincent strapped on the pack she had carried down, and in no time 
they had left the area, the small chamber they'd slept in showing no trace of their presence. Their pace 
was not quite as fast as before, but it was aggressive, by mutual if silent assent. All of them were anxious 
to reach the home tunnels as quickly as possible. Their determination paid off, the time flying by as they 
focused on the rocky path before them. That terrain, so similar and yet ever-changing as shadows 
bounced off the uneven stone, was almost hypnotic, leading them onward with little conscious thought 
required. 

* * * * * 

In less than three hours they were stopped abruptly as a voice called out. Two sentries emerged 
from a hiding spot not in use just three short days ago, and greeted them warmly, obviously relieved to 
find them all safe and sound. Vincent questioned one about the changes made as the other sent a message 
of their arrival via the pipes nearby, then the four travelers were on their way once more. Several more 
sentries were encountered as they maneuvered their way through the outer perimeter, and fifteen minutes 
later, when they reached the inner hub, James stopped, informing them that he was going to check all the 
guard posts. Vincent noddt<d his approval, telling him he'djoin him shortly, and only hesitated for a 
moment when Jamie informed him that she'd go along as well, before nodding to her, too. The two took 
off together, and Vincent led Catherine quickly toward Father's study, now just yards away. When they 
entered the chamber they found Father mounting th.e stairs, eager to greet them. 

"Thank god you're all safe," he said, hugging his son, and then Catherine as they moved down the 
steps and into the main area of his study. 

Vincent nodded, his hand still upon his father's shoulder in a comforting touch. Only Catherine 
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recognized the meaning behind that ambiguous, silent response. 
"Father, I must join Jamie and James, to check the security of the perimeter. It shouldn't take 

long, two hours at most." 
"Yes, I knew you would need to see for yourself that the measures we've taken are adequate. 

Go, I'll take care of Catherine." 
Vincent turned toward her then and pulled her aside, his words for her alone. "Catherine, I need 

you to promise me that you won't attempt to leave the hub, that you'll stay here, close to Father, until I 
return." For the first time since their escape his eyes met and held hers firmly. "Promise me," he insisted. 

She nodded, then finally whispered her assent, "I promise." 
Vincent kept his gaze pinned to hers for a moment longer, then finally nodded and turned toward 

the stairs, intent upon leaving. He paused beside his father once more, however, and spoke softly, 
"Don't let her leave the tunnels, Father. Keep her close." 

Amidst the softness of the words, there was an intensity that spoke volumes, and Jacob's eyes 
widened with confusion and dismay. Glancing back toward Catherine, he could read nothing in her face, 
and returning his gaze toward his son, he suddenly took in his atypical appearance. His clothes were 
straightened a bit over what they had been before, but the missing ties of his vest and buttons on his 
shirt meant they gapped untidily, and the sleeves of his outer and thermal shirts were rolled up to form 
rough cuffs, exposing several inches of his wrist and beyond. All of this was simply unheard offor his 
son. He nodded, dazed, and Vincent turned on his heel, gone from the chamber in an instant, his cloak 
sweeping out behind him in his wake. 

Father turned toward Catherine, silently perusing her as she moved restlessly about the chamber. 
"What happened, Catherine?" he asked quietly. 

"Paracelsus had one of his men take me, just as he did before," she replied woodenly. "I can't 
believe I let it happen again." This time a tinge of bitterness crept into her voice. "Thank god no one was 
hurt this time," she continued, Jamie and James uppermost in her thoughts. 

Father moved toward her and laid a comforting hand upon her shoulder. "You can't blame 
yourself, my dear. How could you·possibly have anticipated such a thing? And even if you had, what 
could you do against John and his men?" He shook his head. "No, you are not to blame, he is," the older 
man said with sudden vehemence. He looked at her again, his eyes narrowing in thought. Finally, noting 
the determined set of her jaw, he decided that she would say no more. "Come, you must be hungry. 
William has prepared a large kettle of stew, hearty but quick fare when we're on a heightened state of 
alert." 

He led her out the chamber exit, through his own side tunnel, then a short way down the main 
passageway, until they arrived at the communal dining room. He ate a bowl of stew, his second this day, 
while she consumed almost three, but she was conspicuously silent, focusing on the food before her. 
When they were through he led her back to his chambers, where she again began to pace restlessly about 
the room. The path she followed was a familiar one, a circular pattern in the rug worn long ago by 
another, larger set of shoes. He sat down at his desk and began to riffle through the maps there which 
described the inner and outer boundaries of their world, but surreptitiously, out of the corner of his eye, 
he kept a close watch on her, the intensity of his son's command ringing in his ears. 

A little more than two hours after he'd left, Vincent returned. Jacob jumped to his feet, intensely 
relieved to see him back. Catherine's restless pacing had not ceased during the last hour and a half, and he 
didn't think he could take much more of it amidst the complete silence she'd wrapped herself within. 
Something had obviously occurred below which she had no intention of sharing with him, and his all-too
understandable fears for their community were joined with an intense paternal anxiety over what this 
undisclosed thing was, knowing that what affected her had to affect his son. 

"Everything's fine," Vincent answered their unspoken questions as he moved quickly down the 
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stairs. "Catherine, you haven't had much sleep, you should rest now," he said. 
She nodded, her eyes tired. "I'd like a bath first. I'm a mess." 
His face flamed bright red, and he looked away, murmuring hoarsely, "Of course." 
Dismay filled her as she realized her mistake. She hadn't stopped to think how he would 

interpret such a statement, given the events of their captivity. She tried to think of something to say to 
make him understand that she hadn't meant that, could never mean that, but it was impossible. Father 
was standing near and Vincent was not yet ready to hear her, that much was plain. She sighed, a painful 
ache in her chest, then turned to leave Father's study. 

"Go that way, Catherine," Vincent said, indicating the shortcut which lay on the other side of the 
smaller bedchamber attached to Father's study. Though it she would come to the bathing chamber 
Father shared with his son, and down the path beyond it, she would reach Vincent's chamber, where he 
kept several items of tunnel wear for her use when she stayed below. "There are clothes for you in the 
top draw of my wardrobe," he said; reiterating that information now. 

She hesitated a moment more, not wanting to leave him like this, but finally turned and left the 
way he pointed, knowing there was nothing she could do just now . 

. There was silence between father and son for some minutes as they waited for her to go, but 
when Jacob was sure that she was out of hearing, he turned toward his son and spoke. "What 
happened?" 

Vincent began to pace, following the same path Catherine had taken during the last hour, as silent 
as she had been in that same pursuit. 

"Tell me," Jacob implored, trying to·catch his attention once more when it was apparent that it 
was turned inward now, reviewing the events of the last few· days. 

Vincent stopped abruptly, turned to stare at him, then turned away to begin his pacing once 
more. "Father, I need Catherine to stay with us here below for a while, for two weeks, perhaps three or 
four." 

"What?!" 
He nodded, confirming his statement without adding further explanation, as his father's question 

so clearly demanded. 
Jacob decided to try another tack. "Vincent, are you worried that Paracelsus will attempt to take 

her again? Could he think to accomplish such a thing again so soon? Even he cannot be so foolish .... " 
"Paracelsus is mad!" Vincent interrupted, roiling anger suddeuly apparent in both the tone of his 

voice and the intense motions as he moved about the room. "He will stop at nothing," he hissed in 
outrage. 

Jacob stared at IDs son, amazed and dismayed. Finally he stepped in front of the forward motion 
of his path, and grabbed his arm, trying to catch his attention. "Stop, Vincent, please! I need you to talk 
to me. I need to know what sort of danger we're in, you know that." 

Vincent'~ eyes were glazed, but at his father's insistent questions, and the hold on his arm 
anchoring him, they began to clear, leaving an anguished, tense look there that shook Jacob to the core. 
"Please, Vincent, sit down and talk to me," he pleaded. 

Finally Vincent nodded, then moved to a chair at the center table and dropped within it, as ifhe'd 
run out of energy. 

"Six weeks ago, when I was ill, I had a dream, Father, a nightmare." 
Jacob nodded, remembering the muttered cries and fevered writhings while Vincent lay 

unconscious in his bed for days on end after they'd brought him up from the catacombs. He wouldn't 
speak of that dream after, not until now. Jacob was silent, waiting for him to continue, but inside a dread 
began to build. 

"In it Catherine came for me in the catacombs, and something happened there, between us .... " 
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He waited, staring down at the table as Jacob considered hls words. 
"Something happened?" he asked, just as Catherine had. 
Vincent nodded. 
"What ... Ob," he said, realization suddenly filling him. 
"Yes," Vincent muttered, his voice muffled against the black folds of his cloak as he stared 

downward. 
"In my dream, as 1 began to recover, she went above again, and resumed her life there. Our bond 

was not restored, though, and her presence was silent within me." 
Jacob heard a catch in his son's voice at that disclosure, and understood completely how that 

must have been devastating to him, accustomed as he was to feeling her with him always. 
"And there were gaps in my memory," he continued. "Familiar things were suddenly unfamiliar. 

For a while 1 couldn't remember her name, Father!" he said, his voice filled with pain and disbelief. "I 
didn't know ... never remembered what had occurred in the catacombs, not until she told me, months 
later .... " he said, his voice trailing away. Suddenly he shook himself, leaving that memory to continue on 
where he had left off. 

"A week after she went back above, she was abducted," he said, pain and anger filling his voice 
once more. "1 searched and searched, but without the bond 1 couldn't fmd her," he cried, looking up to 
meet his father's eyes at last. 

"Of course you did, Vincent," he said, reaching out to cover the other's shaking hands as he 
twisted them together on the table in front of him. "You would never stop, we all know that. And you 
did find her, finally, didn't you? You must have, if she told you about ... that ... months later," he said. 

"Yes, 1 found her," he said, his voice bitter with outrage and grief. "I found her twice. The first 
time she was able to send a message over the pipes. 1 almost reached her, but he was able to escape, 
taking Catherine with him. They had security cameras in the building where she was held, and he saw 
me. After that, his objective in holding her changed." 

The words were twisted and harsh, his anger and pain almost overwhelming them both now. 
Jacob was frightened. For his son to respond to a dream in such a way, especially one long over, had to 
have deep implications now. He thought on what had been told so far, and finally saw the connection. 

"He held Catherine to draw you, just as Paracelsus did," he guessed, dawning realizatipn in his 
voice. 

"Yes, in part," his son replied, his tone suddenly guarded. 
"In part?" Jacob asked, confusion wrinkling his brow. "What do you mean?" 
"Gabriel wanted what 1 was capable of, but he thought there was another way to obtain that, . 

without attempting to control the menace 1 represented. Paracelsus has come to the same conclusion," he 
said bitterly. 

"How?" Jacob continued, intrigued by the story, despite his growing fears. 
"Catherine hadn't told me, and 1 didn't remember what had happened in the catacombs, but there 

were repercussious from that night, and Gabriel was aware of the result, if not the origin." 
His words were obscure, and he sat silent, not adding any more. It didn't take Jacob long to reach 

the correct conclusion - there was really only one logical one which fit. 
"Catherine was pregnant," he said, appalled by the very thought of such an occurrence, the 

magnitude of its meaning overwhelming him. 
"Yes." 
"And her captor - Gabriel? - wanted the child after he had determined that you must be the 

father." He waited for Vincent's confirming nod before continuing on. "But you Said you found her 
twice. How did you fmd her again, and what happened then?" 

Vincent flinched and swallowed hard, pressing his hands to his eyes as though to shut out the 
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vision he saw there. "1 felt something, something odd. It was through our bond, but not really Catherine. 
Later 1 realized that what I'd felt was our son's heartbeat as he was born." Tears slipped down his 
cheeks as they escaped beneath the palms of his hands. "I followed it to the roof of a building, where 
Gabriel escaped in front of my eyes, in a helicopter. The sensation was there, above me, and 1 thought it 
was Catherine, but when 1 turned 1 found her climbing the rooftop ladder. She was pale and weak, 
wearing a hospital gown covered with blood. She told me then that we had a son, that Gabriel had taken 
him, that 1 must find him .... " 

He stopped then, overwhehned with grief. He laid his head down upon crossed arms on the table 
and sobs shook his frame. Jacob swallowed hard, afraid to ask the next question, afraid of his son's 
response. 

"Did you find him finally, you and Catherine?" he whispered. 
"/ found him, yes. 1 brought him below where he was safe." 
His words shook Jacob, for Catherine was mentioned nowhere in them. 
"And Catherine?" he asked, needing to hear it all. 
An anguished moan was mufiled against the crossed arms beneath him, giving Jacob his answer. 

That explained the grief-filled cries and moans as Vincent was consumed in his delirium. He would never 
survive such a thing in reality, that much was certain now, and he shuddered in terror, fervently glad that 
it had only been a dream. Vincent had to be convinced of that as well, however, since he was still so 
affected by those visions. 

"Vincent, 1 understand your response to this, but believe me, nothing happened in the catacombs. 
Catherine went in ahead of us, but we were only a minute behind. You were unconscious on the floor, 
and she sat beside you, holding your head in her lap. Nothing happened," he reiterated finnly. 

"Nothing happened then, Father," Vincent said, raising his tear-filled eyes to meet his own. 
Jacob gasped, and knew in a minute what had happened below during their captivity which 

Catherine would not disclose. So that was it. Somehow, during their confinement, they had crossed all 
boundaries Vincent had set between them. Probably it had started out as nothing more than a comforting . 
touch, Jacob thought, seeing the logic in it all. And of course it had progressed to its eminently logical 
conclusion. How could it not, considering the depth of their emotional attachment? 

He couldn't know that though he'd reached the right conclusion, the means to that end had been 
intentionally set, a devious, evil ploy, planned from the very beginning. The end, however, was the same, 
and his assessment of the events thereafter was essentially correct. 

So that was why he needed Catherine to stay below, Jacob realized abruptly. Paracelsus very 
likely knew about what had happened. Would he be watching Catherine for signs of pregnancy now, . 
anxious to regain the special son he had lost more than thirty years ago? Yes, John was capable of such a 
thing, Jacob knew that well, and Vincent's vehement response of his madness only confirmed that 
speculation. Despite the unIikeliness of such an outcome, Vincent needed to reassure himself that 
Catherine was not pregnant before he could dismiss his nightmare as nothing more than that. Until then, 
he would assume there were premonitory overtones there, and with good cause, for prophetic dreams 
had occurred to his son before, and been borne out to some degree, though it had happened, to the best of 
his knowledge, only twice before in his life. So, this was what had to be. He could see no other course of 
action which would be acceptable to his son in light of the recent events and that dreadful dream of six 
weeks ago. He accepted it in a moment, knowing that Vincent would hear of nothing else. 

"Will Catherine stay?" he asked, jumping past all those details and getting down to the final 
questions. 

"She must. I'm going to talk to her about it now," he replied, looking toward the back of the 
study, in the direction she'd disappeared over half an hour ago. 

"All right. I'll have Mary prepare the guest chamber for her," he said, resigned to the fact that 
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so.meho.w, despite the o.bstacles, Vincent wo.uld ensure that she stayed. He was relieved, ho.wever, when 
Vincent agreed to. that suggested arrangement, a small part o.fhim fearful that the o.ne breach already 
made wo.uld po.rtend an end to. all such attempts in the future. He had half expected, given the extreme 
state o.fVincent's fears, that he wo.uld want her in his o.wn chamber, where he co.uld keep a co.nstant vigil 
o.ver her. If that had been so., then this two. week stay might very well risk a permanence that had 
hereto.fo.re no.t been serio.usly co.nsidered. That tho.ught sho.uld have shaken him, but instead he felt a 
glimmer o.fho.pe spring up at the idea. Vincent had been so. fragile emo.tio.nally since his illness, and even 
befo.re, he had seen the signs o.f that gro.wing. It was wo.rse when Catherine was above, a calm assurance 
filling him when she was with him, belo.w. He had seen that clearly, and wo.ndered no.w if the actual 
so.lutio.n to their problem wasn't much mo.re basic, tho.ugh dramatically life-altering, than they no.w 
discussed. No., that was fo.o.lish thinking, he admo.nished himself. Catherine living belo.w? Sharing a life 
with Vincent? Was it possible they co.uld do. such a thing, perhaps even have children to.gether? Was 
such a thing really po.ssible? These tho.ughts were new to. him. He had never allo.wed their co.nsideratio.n 
befo.re, but suddenly the ideas, tho.ugh still far-fetched, were intriguing, drawing new speculatio.n fro.m 
him which led to. paths never befo.re envisio.ned. He was stilllo.st in tho.se labyrinths when Vincent left 
him, heading to.ward his own chamber and the difficult discussio.n which awaited him there. 

"Catherine?" 
His vo.ice was tentative and so.ft, calling o.ut to. her fro.m o.utside the do.o.rway. She had just drawn 

o.n her ro.be, and belted it no.w, befo.re respo.nding. 
"Come in." 
He appeared a mo.ment later, a silent presence leaning against the ro.ck arch o.fthe entrance. The 

ho.o.d o.fhis clo.ak was pulled o.ver his head, hiding his face from her, as he had o.nly o.nce befo.re, when 
she'd first seen him, almo.st three years ago.. Igno.ring the surge o.fpain in her chest at that sight, she 
gestured him in - it was his chamber, after all- but he stayed where he was, a go.o.d ten feet separating 
them. He was silent, staring do.wn at his feet fo.r so.me time, standing co.mpletely still. When he finally 
spo.ke, she had to. lean fo.rward to. hear the wo.rds. She knew their co.ntent, tho.ugh, by mo.re than so.und, 
their bo.nd filled with an ago.nizing pain which came fro.m him. 

"There's no.thing I can say, no.thing I can do. to. ever make things right again, I kno.w that," he 
whispered ho.arsely, his vo.ice aching. 

"Please, Vincent, do.n't.. .. " 
He sho.o.k his head, sto.pping her wo.rds. 
"Y o.u trusted me, Catherine, and I betrayed yo.u. I betrayed us. I wo.uld give anything to. change 

things, but I can't, I never can." 
He lo.o.ked up at her at last, and tears sprang to. her eyes as she watched his o.wn falL 
"I have no. right to. ask anything o.fyo.u, no.t any mo.re, but I have to.. I need yo.u to. do. so.mething 

fo.r me, Catherine, o.ne last thing." 
"Anything, Vincent," she said, her thro.at aching, trying desperately to. co.nvince him that he was 

wro.ng, so wro.ng. 
"I need yo.u to. be here, belo.w, fo.r a while, fo.r two. weeks, perhaps mo.re. I kno.w what a hardship 

this will be for yo.u, but I'm begging yo.u, Catherine, please." 
She stared at him, her eyes wide with co.nstematio.n. 
"Why?" 
He lo.o.ked do.wn o.nce mo.re, and thro.ugh their bo.nd she felt such emo.tio.nal turmo.il she was 

sho.cked he had stayed. 
"It's extremely unlikely that such a thing co.uld happen .... " The wo.rds were o.bscure, and he 

stammered as he spoke them, the sentence finally trailing o.ff, until he drew a deep breath and finished it. 
"But I need to. kno.w fo.r sure that it hasn't." 
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She wrinkled her brow, trying to determine exactly what it was he needed to know. 
"It shouldn't take much more than two weeks, perhaps even less," he said, lifting his eyes to hers 

once more. In them she read shame and sorrow, pain and regret, and finally she understood. 
"You need to know whether or not I'm pregnant," she said flatly. 
He nodded, unable to speak. 
She stared at him, her eyes unreadable, then finally nodded. "I'll stay. I need paper and a pen." 
His eyes closed briefly, and through their bond she felt a huge wave of relief sweep through him. 

He moved into the room then, and set paper and pen on the circular table before her. She sat down in his 
chair and after a moment's thought began to compose a very briefletter. 

Attention: D.A. Moreno and Asst. D.A. Maxwell 

I regret to inform you that for personal reasons I must submit my resignation, effictive immediately. 

Catherine Chandler 

This first, short memo was set aside, and a second one begun. 

Dear Joe, 

I'm sorry to have to do this to you, but for personal reasons, I have to have some time off, 
immediately, two weeks at least, and possibly more. I wish I could explain, but I can't. I know I've said 
similar things to you in the past, and I'm sorry to have to do it again. Please believe that I'm safe and 
well even though I can't tell you where I am right now. I've asked Peter Alcott to deliver these letters for 
me. He can ensure that any messages reach me. !fit's not possible to give me this time off, I'll 
understand I'm including a letter of resignation for Moreno in case that's necessary. Please know that 
having you for a friend has meant more to me than I can say. No matter which course you have to take 
now, that will never change. 

Cathy 

She set this one aside as well, and began the third and last of her letters. 

Dear Peter, 

I can't explain right now, but I need to stay below for a while, perhaps 2 or 3 weeks. Would you 
deliver the enclosed two letters to Joe Maxwell at my office? He'll know what to do with them. I told him 
you would know how to reach me, ifhe needed to send a message, but of course he shouldn't know 
anything more than that. Be carefol if you come below - if Joe's worried enough, he may try to have you 
followed 

Cathy 

She stacked all three sheets together, then folded them twice, handing them to Vincent who 
waited nearby. "These need to go to Peter. He'll get them to Joe," she said; knowing he would 
understand. 

He nodded and slipped the papers into his pocket. "Thank you, Catherine," he said. 
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In his words and voice she read a humble gratitude, and wished she could convince him how 
misplaced it was. But he wouldn't listen any more than he would about the events in the cage. It was 
impossible. She sighed instead, and asked, "Where will I stay?" trying hard not to look at the big bed in 
the corner. 

"The guest chamber near here, but it's not ready yet. Sleep here for now." 
"I can't take your bed, Vincent," she said stubbornly, even though she wanted to do exactly that. 
"It's barely past noon. I won't sleep until evening at least. Rest now, and I'll wake you later 

when the guest chamber is ready." 
Finally she nodded, then turned to slip her robe off and lay it over the foot of the bed. While she 

pulled the covers back she glanced over her shoulder toward him to say goodnight. He was already gone. 
Catherine tossed and turned, low moans and whimpers drawn from her to echo about the 

otherwise silent chamber. Though she had been exhausted, sleep had not come quickly. She had been 
very effective at it during the hours of their return trek to the hub, but now that the immediate danger 
appeared to be over it seemed that she could no longer control the images and sounds of their time in the 
cage. Pictures and emotions flashed into her mind, filling their bond, and then melted away into mist, 
replaced immediately with another wave. They were not sensations of danger and fear, nor were they 
images ofParacelsus, Erlich or Tamara. No, what she saw and felt now was the antithesis of that, 
feelings ofwarrnth and love and desire combining with visions of Vincent, passion-filled, willing and 
eager to love her. She fought these images constantly, trying to protect him from their assault, but when 
sleep finally overtook her, she lost her hold completely. The dreams came then, and her subconscious 
had no intention of denying them. They were lush and rich, erotic and sensual. She wanted him so badly, 
and over and over again she relived the fleeting sensation ofhim filling her, taking her utterly, that 
physical moment so intensely overwhelming that she felt each dream repetition anew, felt her slender 
body jolted with his strength and desire, crying out in her sleep at the aching pleasure of each lusty 
penetration. 

Their bond was connected and strong, and throughout the day, as Vincent worked with the . 
security team to ensure the community's safety, those sensations swept through him, filling him with 
agitatiori and dismay. Her thoughts cried out to him over and over again, 'Oh, yes, more, please more ... ' 
that message seemingly impossible to misinterpret. And yet despite that, he found it absolutely 
impossible to accept, stubbornly denying its meaning, believing it was all created within, a work of the 
twisted machinations of his own mind, caused by the release of his perverse longing for her. That longing 
was quickly becoming ungovernable now that he had had a taste of that forbidden fruit, stolen from her, 
not given, he reminded himself with bitter tears. Even as he had to seek out quiet, sheltered spots 
throughout the day to let the strongest waves complete their course, he denied it all, blaming himself 
always for the reprehensible urges which linked him to that single, dreadful moment, that unforgivable 
act which spelled the ruin of all his hopes and dreams. He had to exert all his control during those times, 
but even then, after successfully withstanding the onslaught, he would fmd himself on his knees in some 
abandoned side tunnel, gasping for breath, thick groans echoing about him, his body aching and hard. 

As it began, so it continued. They passed their time together in silence, one unwilling to hear 
what the other had to say, the other finally giving up all attempts. Vincent was never far from her, but it 
was not a comfortable closeness, not like it used to be. He watched over her, guarded her constantly, but 
he wasn't with her. After that first day, appalled by the betrayal of her body, she clamped down tightly 
on the images which beat at her subconscious, desperate not to add any more to the burden he already 
bore. For the most part she was successful, but in the deepest hours of sleep, those visions returned to 
haunt them both. They never spoke of them, acting as though they'd never happened, though each knew 
better. In this way seven days passed. Seven days of tense silence and anxious waiting. She tried to fill 
this time as best she could, helping Mary and Rebecca and the others below with the many tasks 
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required to keep their community going, especially on their current state of heightened alert. In this way 
the time passed, every hour of silence between them like a knife in her heart. 

* * * * * 

The perimeter was clear as far as he could tell. There had been no incursion into their world since 
their return seven days ago, but he was taking no chances. The increased sentry level had been 
maintained and at least once a day, sometimes twice, he prowled the outer boundaries of the home 
tunnels, checking for any sign of intruders. Leaving Catherine alone during that time had been very 
difficult to do, but he was never far, and he had never closed their connection to her since he'd first found 
her in Paracelsus' trap, needing to know where she was and how she was feeling at any given time. It 
was past eleven now, and there was very little activity anywhere, most of his friends and family sleeping 
or at least tucked warmly into their chambers for the night. He sighed wearily, thinking ofKanin. He had 
left himjust five minutes ago, encountering himjust as he'd been relieved from sentry duty. They'd 
walked together for a short while, until reaching the side tunnel which led to his and Olivia's chamber. 
By now he would be cozily ensconced with his wife and son, probably enjoying a hot cup of tea while 
discussing the day's events with her. 

Rounding a comer, deep in thought, he looked up suddeuly to find James and Jamie locked in a 
tight embrace. They were kissing passionately. Her arms were about his neck, and one of his hands held 
her close, his arm slung around her waist to grip her hip, while the other,disappeared between them, into 
the folds of her jacket. He flushed a deep red, stopping abruptly at the very instant they realized they 
weren't alone. They flew apart, gasping for breath. 

"Vincent!" Jamie cried, appalled. 
"I'm sorry," he began, his stammering words overlapping her own. 
He stood frozen for a moment as silence descended, then muttered another terse apology and fled 

past them. In minutes he had left the little-used side tunnel and was on his way into the heart of the hub, , 
breathing a silent prayer of thanks. When Jamie had first found her way to the tunnels at fourteen, he 
thought of her as one of the children, the cocky facade hiding a frightened little girl. Time had changed 
that. She grew confident and strong with the loving support of her tunnel family, and now she was one 
of their primary protectors. Rather than a child, he saw her now as a younger sister. Never before, 
though, had it been so forcibly pressed upon him that she was no longer a child, but instead a young 
woman. He'd missed seeing that change occur, just as he had with Laura, his own burgeoning relationship 
with Catherine blinding him somewhat to those changes which occur incrementally when in a family 
environment. So, James-and Jamie. When he thought about it, it made perfect sense. They weren't far 
apart in age, and by both temperament and inclination they were a perfect match. He was glad they had 
found each other, glad they appeared on their way toward a form of happiness that seemed so elusive to 
Catherine and himself. 

He sighed again, his footsteps slowing once more. Catherine was here, below, but her presence 
represented such an extreme contradiction of emotions for him that he could barely stand to think on it. 
Suddeuly, through their bond, he felt an abrupt change in her mood. Where before she had been calm and 
almost resigned, now she was filled with sorrow and grief. He stood still, frozen in place, the feelings 
sweeping through him almost devastating in their intensity, then took off at a run, his heart racing in his 
chest. In ten minutes he reached the interior hub, and minutes after that he arrived at the guest chamber, 
halting abruptly, just outside the entrance. He focused intently on their bond, feeling her within, the 
emotions he sensed before still present, but now muted somewhat. 

"Catherine?" he called out softly. 
There was no reply and he stood frozen with indecision. Should he go in? He couldn't bear to 
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stand by while she was in pain, and yet some part of him feared that he was the cause of that pain. This 
was the type of response he had expected from her after their escape from captivity, and its absence 
only led him to suspect that she had pushed it down deep, trying to protect him. That it should emerge 
now didn't surprise him at all. If his assessment were true, then he was the last person she would wish 
to see, and rightly so. His stillness ended abruptly as he began to pace anxiously outside her chamber, 
wondering what he should do. He had just decided to go get Mary when Catherine stepped through the 
chamber exit, dressed in the clothes she'd been abducted in. Her eyes were red with recently shed tears. 
He stared at her for a moment, speechless and dismayed. 

"You can take me above, Vincent. I'm not pregnant," she said, her tone wooden and flat. 
He let out the breath he hadn't known he was holding, expelling a huge surge of relief along with 

it, but suddenly the exhilaration of the moment vanished abruptly. She wasn't pregnant. That was a good 
thing, he told himself, trying to regain the initial excitement he'd felt, an excellent thing. The nightmare 
had been nothing more than that, a bad dream whose time was long past. There would be no tortuous 
wonderings about what such a union might bring forth on either of their parts, and Catherine wouldn't 
have the added burden of dealing with a pregnancy who's conception had to be so very abhorrent to her. 
Yes, this was excellent news, he repeated to himself, trying to reinforce what he knew had to be true. 
And yet strangely enough he could not maintain the happiness such news should bring, a restlessness of 
spirit now hovering over him. It couldn't be from him, and yet it was as unlikely to be from her. Where 
then? He looked more closely at her face, scanning the tear-stained, pale cheeks, the wan expression and 
sad eyes. Searching the bond he still felt some residual dregs of those distressing emotions he'd sensed 
from her on his return to the tunnels. The restlessness, though, was not among those emotions, and 
finally he couldn't ignore the obvious fact that they originated in himself, though he couldn't imagine 
why he would feel such a thing now, of all times. His thoughts were short-circuited, however, as she 
moved past him toward the main tunnel. 

He stared after her, for a second unmoving, then turned to join her, walking half a step behind her, 
to her left, silent. What could he say? That he was sorry? Sorry for what had happened nine days ago? 
They'd already been through that. Touching on it once more would only bring her more pain, of that he 
was certain. Sorry that she wasn't pregnant? How in the world could he say such a thing, when the 
prospect of such an event would have been distressing in the extreme to her under any conditions, much 
less the ones they had found themselves in. No, he could say neither of those things, and yet he knew his 
silence pained her in a way he couldn't define. This news was what they'd been waiting for. His 
nightmare of the catacombs could be put behind them both, though he was sure she could never forget 
her own uightmare in that cage. Perhaps that's why he felt as he did. Maybe some perverse part of 
himself thought that had she been pregnant, they ultimately would have had to deal with that time, to 
come to some resolution, no matter how painful, and :finally, perhaps, move forward. Now such a thing 
was no longer necessary, nor was it ever likely to be, he suddenly realized. The implications of that 
thought sent his heart plwnmeting. She was going above now. Nothing was the same between them, and 
it never would be again. What was done could never be undone. How could they ever move beyond such 
a thing? Impossible, unthinkable. Sorrow and grief filled him, heavy and dark. It was over. 

Those thoughts consumed him until the weight of them was almost unbearable. There was a haze 
covering his eyes, and suddenly he bumped up against her. He looked about in confusion and found that 
they had reached the threshold to her apartment, the fifteen minute walk passed in complete silence, as 
though in the blink of an eye. She turned to him, as if she might speak. He waited, praying she would, 
but she didn't. Her lips quivered and he instinctively stepped forward, asifto comfort her, but then 
froze once more, afraid to touch her. The look on her face was almost his undoing. There was such 
sorrow there, such a pleading look, as if begging him for something. What? There was nothing he could 
do and nothing he could say. With one last look, she turned to leave him, then suddenly stopped and 
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came back. She stared up at him and he was speechless, held by the sorrow in her eyes, swallowing hard 
to hold back sudden tears. 

"Vincent, I have to tell you something, though I know you aren't ready to hear it." 
He shook his head and stepped back, bumping up against the rock wall behind him. She moved 

forward to fill the space between them, her arms slipping around his waist so that he would have to pull 
away from her ifhe insisted upon leaving. He didn't, suddenly unable to move. She leaned in and buried 
her face against his neck, hiding within the golden fall of his hair. He gasped when he felt her lips move, 
their silken touch directly upon his ear; "A part of your nightmare is my deepest dream. Even if it wasn't 
meant to be right now, I'll never stop dreaming of it, never. " 

He stood stock still, shocked, a part ofhim unable to reconcile the meaning of her words, though 
the deep, dark part of himself understood instantly, a visceral surge of primal satisfaction and pride 
welling up in him like a tide. 

He stayed where he was as she climbed the ladder. Stayed motionless while she repositioned the 
boxes on the other side of the secret door and made her way to the elevator in the sub-basement. Stayed 
silent and still as she ascended eighteen stories up. Even after it was clear that she was in her apartment, 
safe and sound, he stood unmoving, staring into the haze oflight where she'd disappeared. Finally, ten 
minutes later, he turned and began his solitary journey back to the home tunnels. He fought a rising sense 
of desperation within. His vision blurred and he winced when he bumped into a rocky outcropping 
which he'd instinctively maneuvered around since he was a child. He stopped, looking back the way he'd 
come, then forward once more. Ahead was where he belonged. He stared in that direction, imagining the 
scene which had always brought him such comfort in the past; his cozy chamber, warm with the amber 
glow of candles, well-worn and well-loved books waiting to be read, his journal, the soft leather of its 
cover like warm butter, the ivory pages a delicate invitation to disclose thoughts too private for ears or 
eyes other than his own. That picture was as it had always been, and yet there was no comfort in it now. 
That chamber was empty, lifeless, cold. He sank back against the cold stone, staring· outward, unseeing, 
then slid down to the ground. Drawing his knees up tight to his chest, he pressed his forehead tight to 
their hard surfaces and crossed his arms protectiv~ly over top of his he.ad, as though to close himself in, 
or perhaps to close his thoughts out. The silence was deafening, nothing left to cover the sorrow that 
surged through their bond It built within him until there was no containing it, and finally he threw his 
head back and roared out in pain and grief, tears streaming down his face. He stayed there all night, 
caught between her world and his own, unable to move forward, unable to go back, a prisoner now more 
than he ever had been in Paracelsus' cage, when Catherine had been with him. 

* * * * * 

Vincent paced the tunnel below her apartment, his actions restless and choppy as he stopped to 
stare up the ladder with each pass near the light. It had been three days since she'd gone above, three 
days where he hadn't been able to see her, to talk to her, to have her close. Three days in which he had 
been totally useless to their world below. He was worried and he was frightened, for the bond was now 
muted and dim, a dull echo of what it had been before. But it was still there, thank god, and only that 
knowledge kept him from going to her, some part ofhim still fearing the nightmare of the catacombs and 
its deadly content. No, the bond was not missing, he told himself, trying to calm the rising tide of fear 
and panic, but something was definitely wrong. It was so quiet, so still, as though she had retreated from 
the world around her, as though she silently observed it all, letting it pass by without contention. This 
wasn't normal, wasn't right. Finally, with a muffled curse he turned and headed for the nearest sentry 
post at a run .. 

Peter maneuvered through the narrow aisles of the D.A.'s office, bumping into people too busy 
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for more than a perfunctory 'excuse me,' 'pardon me,' or 'sorry;" as they passed. Finally he spotted 
Cathy's desk across the way and headed for it with a determined sigh of relief. That relief began to 
dissipate as he approached close enough to see that its surface was spotless, completely empty of files, 
notes or anything else which might indicate that there was work in progress there. He paused, suddenly 
worried, and tried to think of what to do next. 

"Peter!" a voice cried out, catching his attention. 
He turned and found Joe Maxwell moving toward him, and with a determined shake pasted a 

false smile on his lips. 
"Do you have a message from Cathy? Is everything all right?" the other demanded, worried 

concern evident in his furrowed brow. 
"Yes, everything's fine," he lied smoothly. "I was nearby for a meeting, and thought I'd check in 

to see if you had any messages for her." 
Joe shook his head no, then suddenly nodded. "Yes. Tell her we're swamped here and we conld 

sure use her help. Tell her we .... Tell her I miss her," he finally said, the words soft and heartfelt. 
Peter nodded, reaching out to clasp the younger man on the shonlder, assuring him that he wonld 

deliver the message, then turning to leave. Joe cared for her, that much was plain. He had the potential to 
make an excellent helper, he thought suddenly. But that would have to wait. Right now he had to try and 
find her. She obviously had never been back to work since she'd returned three days ago, and if she . 
wasn't at home, then he was going to have to tell Vincent that his worries had been well-founded after 
all. They might even need to request the help of the man he had just lied to, but he'd cross that bridge 
when they came to it. 

Peter had barely tapped out the entrance code when the door slid open and the bars were pushed 
wide. Vincent stepped through immediately, seemingly unconcerned about standing so close to the park 
exit in broad daylight. 

"Tell me," he said, no further explanation necessary, his voice tense. 
"Cathy hasn't been to her office," the other said quickly, flinching at the look of panic that began . 

to fill the younger man's eyes. "Joe thinks she's still here, below, at least he thinks she's still wherever it 
was she implied she'd be," he amended awkwardly. 

"Did you check her apartment?" 
"Yes, I called but no one answered. I went there too. The bellman buzzed her and even though 

there was no response, he let me in - thank god he recognized me as a friend of hers. I knocked over and 
over, Vincent, and called to her. If she's there, she's not answering. Maybe she went to Nancy's for a 
few days?" 

Vincent shook his head abruptly. "I would be able to tell if she were as far from the city as 
Westport. No, she's in the city, close by." He stared outward toward the park, momentariIy lost in 
thought as he tried to determine what to do next. Fina1Iy his gaze cleared and he took in the sight of his 
waiting friend once more. "Please try notto worry; Peter, I'm sure she's just taking a few days off to 
reorganize her life above before she goes back to work," he ·said, not wanting to worry him unnecessarily. 

('I'll go to her apartment as soon as it's dark - I can get inside from the balcony, I'm sure she'll be home 
by then," he said, trying to convince himself as much the man standing beside him. 

"When you find her, you'll let me know, won't you?" the other said, worried despite Vincent's 
efforts to gloss over the result of his search this day. 

"Yes, of course I will," Vincent replied. "DOlI't worry, Peter, please. I'm sure everything's fine," 
he told him. 

Once again Vincent paced the dusty path below the ladder at the threshold to her apartment. 
This time, though, he had a purpose, and anxiously waited for the earliest moment to put it into effect. 
It was full sununer, and that meant darkness fell late. Already it was past eight-thirty, but it would be 
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another halfhour yet until it was safely dark. He waited five minutes, then five minutes more, growing 
increasingly restless. After another five he muttered a muftled oath and swung up the ladder, an immense 
shadow dispersing the light that leaked down from the sub-basement above, around the gaps of the door. 
He listened closely, and finally determined there was no one there. Only then did he push the door open, 
moving the heavy boxes that rested behind it with little effort. Stepping through the opening, he swung it 
closed and repositioned the boxes once more, all without a sound, before heading for the elevator. He 
pressed the call button, then hid behind a comer. When the elevator arrived a moment later it was empty. 
He moved into it quickly, pressed the button for the eighteenth floor, then reached up and pushed the 
emergency panel aside on the ceiling above him. Before the elevator reached the lobby level he was 
standing in the dark space above it, the panel securely back in place, no evidence of his presence there for 
anyone to see. 

No one got on the elevator, so his ride up was undisturbed. In moments the metal ceiling 
approached, and a second before the top of the elevator butted up against it he stepped off the roof of 
the car and onto a thin ledge to the side, feeling the motion of it continue on, sliding past him as it 
slowed, then finally stopped at the high end of its journey. Beside him was an emergency access hatch, 
and he swung it open and stepped through, breathing a sigh of surprised delight as he found the night sky 
stililurninous with shades of pink and dusky purple. Sunset wasn't over yet, and this was a sight he 
rarely saw. He stared about the wide expanse for a moment, but couldn't really enjoy it, moving quickly 
toward the edge of the building to the side that looked out over the eastern expanse of the park. The view 
from this west-side apartment was spectacular, but he had no time to enjoy it this night, peering down 
over the side to ensure that no one saw him before swinging his legs over and making the short climb to 
Catherine's balcony. 

He jumped down the last ten feet, directly onto the concrete there, and immediately went to the 
French doors of her living room, peering in. The room was dark and undisturbed, and yet something 
within him, be it the bond or his own intuition, told him that she was there. He moved to the other set of 
doors and scanned her bedroom. The bed was freshly made and the bathroom door stood open, no lights 
lit within. Here, as in the living room before, there was no sign that anyone was home. 

Finally he opened the leather pouch which rested against his chest. He removed the contents 
there and paused for a moment, gently stroking the ivory petals of her rose reverently before replacing it 
in its safe place once more. A key remained in his palm, and he used it now to unlock the door, opening 
it silently and moving into the darkened apartment. He searched the bedroom thoroughly, without a 
sound, and found it just as it looked, empty. A cursory glance into the bathroom showed it to be empty 
as well. Moving from there he entered the main area of her apartment, then stopped, stunned. He hadn't 
been able to see her, positioned as the small couch was, with its back to the balcony doors, but now he 
found her lying there, her knees drawn up, eyes closed, apparently sleeping. He gasped and went to her, 
kneeling on the floor beside her and softly calling her name as his hand rose to rest lightly on her 
shoulder. 

"Catherine?" 
Her eyes opened slowly, her expression guarded and unreadable, but that changed in a minute, as' 

worried concern filled their wary depths. She sat up abruptly and swung her feet down to the floor, her 
hands clasped together tensely in her lap. 

"Is something wrong below? Is everyone all right?" she asked, obvious·worry in her voice. 
At last. Her worried concern came through, a hiccup in their bond. Her response was more muted 

than normal, but still stronger than what he'd felt from her during the last three days, relieving him 
considerably. 

"Everything is fme below, it's you I'm worried about, Catherine," he said, his voice husky and 
low. 
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The guarded expression returned, and the emotions she'd felt a moment before disappeared, the 
bond again growing silent. 

"I'm fine," she said dully, not meeting his eyes. 
He waited silently for a moment, unsure of what to say, knowing that he'd lost all rights he might 

once have had, but desperately concerned about her, and unable to leave her in such a state. 
"Peter went to your office today. He spoke with Joe." 
Her eyes widened again. "Joe?" 
Vincent nodded. 
"He didn't tell him 1 was above, did he?" she asked, suddenly agitated. 
He shook his head quickly to reassure her. ''No, he realized you hadn't been there and told him 

he just wanted to stop by and see if there were any messages for you. Joe doesn't know." 
She sighed, her agitation calming in an instant. "Good." 
"You're not ready to go back yet?" he asked hesitantly. 
She didn't answer at fIrst, finally looking down then away before replying. ''No, not yet." 
"Can you tell me why?" he asked gently. 
She glanced at him for a moment before looking away once more, and he drew in a gasping breath 

with shock. There had been nothing tentative or vacant in this look. She was angry, angry with him! Of 
course she was, he told himself, cringing as the memory washed through him again. Of course she was 
angry with him. After what he'd done, how could she feel anything but anger and pain and betrayal. He 
jerked to his feet and stepped abruptly back, stopping only when he bumped up against the edge of her 
coffee table. He stepped around it quickly, moving to the other side until he stood before the couch 
across from hers, trying to give her the comfort of distance, something he himself needed as well. He 
sankdown upon it and they sat across from each other, six feet separating them. His head dropped down 
until it was buried in his hands and his hair fell forward, a thick curtain that hid him further. 

"1 know you're angry, Catherine. You have every right to be. 1 know you cali never forgive me," 
he said, his words muftled. "1 don't deserve it and 1 don't expect it." 

"Stop it!" 
His head rose abruptly and he stared at her, a shocked look on his face at the fIerce vehemence of 

her words. 
"I'm angry because you won't listen to me, not because of what happened! I've tried to tell you 

that over and over again, but you won't hear it! 1 deserve to be heard, Vincent. What 1 have to say, what 
1 think and feel matters!" 

He drew in a gasping breath, his heart racing. "How can you think that 1 don't know that? 1 feel 
what you feel, Catherine. I'm aware of it constantly, every minute of every day .... " . 

She snorted, "Yes, 1 know you're aware of it, but you have an amazing capacity for 
misinterpreting what you don't want to know. You won't listen to me, Vincent!" she repeated, 
emphasizing that word and all it meant. 

He stared open-mouthed at her, aghast, the tips of his sharp incisors glittering in the darkness. 
Finally his mouth clicked shut. "Tell me," he said hoarsely, sitting perfectly still. 

She shook her head, looking down, deep in thought, then her eyes rose to meet his once more. 
"There are so many things 1 need to say, 1 don't know where to begin." 

He was silent, waiting for her to go on, determined to stay and listen to all she had to say, no 
matter how much the words might distress him. 

Finally she drew in a deep breath, and began. "More than anything else, Vincent, you need to 
know one thing, because it has never changed - never! - and it never will, whether you believe me·or 
not." He started, as ifhe would speak, but she went on, forestalling his words. "1 love you." 

He whimpered, wrapping his arms around himself as though to protect himself from the force of 
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those words, from the fall he was sure awaited. 
"I love you, Vincent," she repeated firmly, leaning forward to stare intently into his eyes. 
"No," he whispered, shaking his head in denial, his gaze dropping down, away from hers. He slid 

off the couch and onto the floor, drawing his knees up and wrapping his arms protectively about them, 
as though to close himself off from her physically as well as emotionally. "You can't. Not anymore, not 
after thaL .. " 

"Yes, I do!" she insisted. 
He groaned and buried his face in his hands once more, unable to look at her. "Please, Catherine, 

don't!" he cried, his voice rough and hoarse with emotional distress. 
"Don't what, Vincent?" she asked, confusion and fear plain in her own. 
But he didn't answer, hiding himself from her with a growing anxiety she could clearly feel 

through their bond. His eyes refused to meet hers. 
"Tell me," she insisted, her voice rising slightly. 
"Don't look at me," he finally answered, the words muftled. "I can't bear it." 
Tears sprang to her eyes at his confession. "Oh, Vincent," she whispered, her heart breaking at 

the pain she felt from him over their bond. Slowly then, she slid down to the floor until her position 
matched his. They sat across from each other, each one leaning against their separate couches, their knees 
drawn up tight, held there by the edges of the coffee table that stood between them like a bulwark. 

"What happened was my fault, Vincent, not yours." 
His head rose at that, and he shook it fiercely, his eyes wide, rejecting her claim. 
"Yes," she insisted, interrupting him before he could speak. "It was. You said you'd listen to me, 

Vincent," she reminded him gently, and he closed his mouth, looking intensely vulnerable, every line of 
his body, every expressive feature ofhis face telling her of his agitation and fear. She sighed, thinking 
about how this could be explained, and finally went on. "When I said we could try to fool Tamara, I 
knew it was going to be difficult, maybe even impossible. Women above .... " She stopped, her face 
suddenly beet red. 

Her own discomfort helped soften his distress somewhat, as his natural inclination to support 
her in times of need surged abruptly into place. Curiosity played a part as well, as it always did with 
him, though he was unlikely to consciously recognize or admit to that factor in the midst of the more 
chaotic emotions filling them both. He waited silently, but now his eyes met hers, giving her the strength 
she needed to continue. 

"It's not uncommon for women above to pretend when they're ... you know," she trailed off, 
obviously uncomfortable. He looked confused, and she sighed. "Not to pretend physically, the way we 
were, but emotionally, at the end, to fake an emotional response if they can't ... you know," she ended 
again, meeting his gaze intently, willing him to understand. Comprehension suddenly dawned, and 
though it was too dark for her to see the flush in his own face, she felt it in a wave of heat over their 
bond. 

"I understand," he whispered, looking down and away for a moment to gather his composure 
before meeting her eyes again. 

"Because of that, I knew she would scrutinize our emotional responses closely. I thought we 
needed to be especially convincing in that regard to keep her from focusing too much on our ... physical 
behavior." She felt heat flame in her cheeks once more, and she knew he couldn't have missed it through 
their bond, and most likely could even see it with his acute vision, even in the darkened room they now 
sat in. He nodded, indicating he understood, but otherwise remained silent. 

"So I tried to make our physical motions and our emotional responses as real as possible," she 
continued on, the blush still warming her face considerably. "I pictured it in my mind." Her flush 
intensified at revealing such an intimate thing. "And before I knew it, with that image inside, and you 
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holding me, I couldn't tell the difference anymore. It was as though the images in my head were 
converted to physical sensations. I felt it all so strongly, and 1 know you had to too, that the bond had to 
be communicating my emotional response to you." 

He stared at her intently, his eyes wide, and nodded once, curtly. 
"That had to be difficult for you, confusing. I could feel your emotions. They were so primal, so 

raw. You were so close to that other side you normally keep hidden. You had to be, to protect me .... " 
He groaned loudly and buried his head in his arms once more, interrupting her mid-sentence. 
"What, Vincent, tell me," she insisted. 
"I didn't protect you. I'm the one who hurt you. Me!" 
"No! Don't say that. It's not true. You didn't hurt me, you didn't!".she said fiercely. 
He shook his head wildly, his hair flying about his knees, making it clear he didn't believe her. 

She stared at him in dismay, wondering how she could convince him. 
"Why do you think that, Vincent? Why do you think you hurt me?" she finally asked gently. 
He whimpered, the sound muflled against his knees, and hugged himself tighter. 
"Please, Vincent, talk to me," she begged him. 
"Because I felt it," he said abruptly, as though the words were tom from him. "I felt it through 

. our bond, and I felt it physically, too. I felt your resistance, but 1 didn't stop, I couldn't stop!" His voice 
rose as the sentence reached its conclusion, and with those final words he flung his head up so that she 
could see his tear-stained face, taut with tension, as though he faced a firing squad and deserved what 
was to come. 

Their eyes locked and held, and suddenly silence engnifed them, as if that emotional outburst had 
stunned them both. Her mind scrolled furiously over the events of that hour. They were indelibly 
recorded in her memory, and every detail played itself out for her quickly now. She knew the instant he 
spoke of, the sudden moment when her dream images had become real, when his body had penetrated 
hers, taking her completely by surprise. She had been so aroused by the emotional and physical content 
surrounding them up to that moment, despite Tamara's presence, but she hadn't been prepared for that, 
not completely. That was the resistance he spoke of. There had been no emotional resistance, she was . 
certain of that. She'd wanted him for far too long for there to be anything but eager acceptance within her 
should he finally make the choice she had so long ago. But there had been surprise, and a momentary 
physical resistance, her body not expecting the abrupt presence of his, especially in such a complete and 
all-encompassing wave. And he was right, there had been a brief twinge of pain, she couldn't deny that. 
He was big, and she wasn't completely ready. The pain had ended quickly though, her body recognizing 
his instinctively. It responded to match his needs in an instant, accommodating and welcoming him with 
a joyous acceptance. 'I11e end result, just seconds after that swift penetration, had to have made that 
clear. Still, it was apparent that it was the resistance and pain that he remembered now, all the rest 
pushed aside by the uncompromising knowledge that he'd hurt her. 

"What you felt from me then was nothing, Vincent, the tiuiest bit of discomfort," she said. He 
shook his head, moaning. "Yes!" she insisted. "You know what happened the very next moment. How 
can you think I was hurt when 1 felt that?" she asked. But it was as ifhe heard nothing after that first 
sentence, rocking back and forth with agitation. She sighed, knowing how difficult it would be for him to 
move past the thought that he'd hurt her. Perhaps he needed to look at the whole situation from another 
perspective. 

"Vincent, if we had continued to pretend, and not fooled Tamara, what would you have done?" 
He looked up at her abruptly, his brow furrowed by her unexpected question. 
"Would you have let Paracelsus replace you with Erlich?" she asked bluntly. 
''No!'' he cried, appalled by the thought of such a thing. 
''No? Then you would have made love to me in order to prevent such a thing?" 
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Heat flared over their bond once more, and she knew his face was flushed with that warmth. 
"It wouldn't have happened like it did, not like that .... " he began, the words trailing off in 

confusion. 
"No? Why do you think it would have been different?" she asked, a cryptic tone in her voice. 
"I would have been more cautious, taken more time," he answered, stammering with discomfort 

over such a topic. 
"We were held captive, forced to do something no couple should have to do except by willing 

consent, in privacy and security. We had none of that. We were filled with adrenaline, on a heightened 
state of alert, our emotions in overdrive. The danger surrounding us affected everything we did. Do you 
really think, under those circumstances, that it could have been slow and sweet, romantic and tender?" 

He stared at her in dismay, and she could tell he wanted to try and convince her that it was true, 
but she shook her head, forestalling his words. 

''No, Vincent, I just don't believe such a thing was possible, not for me, not for you, not for 
anyone." 

He was silent for a few minutes, as though considering her words, but finally he shook his head, 
his gaze dropping away from hers once more. "But that's not what happened, Catherine. Tamara didn't 
know we were deceiving her. Your plan was working. There was nothing to indicate anything to the 
contrary, and yet...." He whimpered again, the sound a low, rolling growl, full of pain. "It doesn't change 
what happened," he whispered, his voice aching. "It doesn't change what I did." He buried his face 
against his knees once more, his whole body shaking. 

"So there's nothing I can do, nothing I can say," she said, her voice suddenly tight with anger. 
He looked up in shocked dismay as she continued. 
"This is too hard. It doesn't matter what I think or feel, only what you do. It doesn't matter 

what I want or need, you're going to make the decision for us both again, like you always do, aren't 
you?" she asked, her voice hard-edged and brittle. 

"I'm only trying to do what's best for .... " 
"Don't say it," she wamed angrily. "Don't even think of telling me what's best for me, not 

again." She stood up abruptly and walked stiffly across the room and through the louvered doors into her 
bedroom. She threw them closed hard behind her, but they didn't latch, bouncing open again. She ignored 
both them and him, stripping off her sweatshirt and throwing it aside as she reached the bed. Her back 
was to him, the bare curve of her spine delicate and slender where it met the bulky waistband of the 
matching pants. She stripped those down her legs and kicked them away, both pieces left lying on the 
floor. He gasped at the sight of her in the darkness, her tlesh gleaming in the pale moonlight like ivory 
satin. An instant later sne had crawled under the blankets, naked, and turned her back to him, as though 
she'd forgotten his presence altogether. 

He sat absolutely still, staring through the open doors to her bedroom, aghast. What had he 
done?! He'd come here because he was worried about her, about what he felt from her - or didn't, more 
appropriately - through their bond. And he had been right to be worried. She obviously hadn't left her 
apartment since returning above three days ago, and it didn't look as though she intended to do so at any 
point soon. He'd felt a vague sense of depression from her during that absence, and though it had been 
difficult to confirm it over their suddenly muted bond, now, upon seeing and talking to her, there was no 
doubt. And what had he done? She had tried to tell him, tried to talk to him, but in the final analysis he'd 
done exactly what she'd accused him of at the start-he hadn't listened. What she had to say, where it 
led to, was something he wasn't yet ready to hear or accept, and yet in doing so, he denied her feelings, 
her wants and needs. He had been the cause of all of this. The bond shimmered slightly within him, and 
he knew that she had fallen asleep, that despite the turmoil that raged within him now, and had in her 
moments ago, her body had given itself over to the darkness of slumber. Not because it needed it, he 
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realized abruptly. It seemed clear that she had done little else but sleep in the last three days. No, her 
fatigue was of the mind, not of the body. He had read several books on psychology, and though there 
were many different schools of thought in this particular branch of the behavioral sciences, all of them 
were in agreement that a change in sleep patterns, especially a dramatic increase in it, represented a prime 
symptom of depression. It was a common method for the mind to escape what could not be reconciled 
within. 

A motion in the bed distracted him as Catherine shifted in her sleep, turning to her back, her face 
now in profile, that outline clear to him from the reflected mooulight filtering through the French doors to 
her balcony. The sheet slid down as she turned, leaving her breasts uncovered, the delicate, alabaster 
peak of one drawing his helpless gaze. The memory flashed over him then of how he'd tasted its twin 
that day, less than a week ago, of how she'd arched up into his arms when he'd pulled her hands up over 
her head, holding her open and vulnerable to his searching gaze. Her nipples had been pointed and hard -
probably due to the chill of the tunnel air, his mind insisted, resisting the alternate explanation 
stubbornly. It hadn't mattered to him then, though. All he'd felt then, all he wanted was to taste that 
tender morsel, and he had. He remembered how he had captured it with his teeth, shuddering in distress 
now, as he realized how he could have hurt her with such a blatant disregard for his differences. He 
hadn't though, not then at least, he thought with dismay. He'd held her tight, only loosening that captive 
grip once his lips could securely claim her. The texture of her was so much more intimate with that hold, 
soft flesh against soft flesh, though a part ofhim had growled with visceral satisfaction as he'd held her 
taut and tight in that first, primal grasp. It had happened then, at that very moment. Everything changed 
in an instant as his body moved against her, then into her, claiming her with one desperate thrnst. He 
moaned softly, clenching his teeth hard so that the sound woUldn't reach her in the next room. 

Oh god, what had he done?! 
The memory of that moment, of that single act, made him cringe in horror. That penetration had 

been so brutal in its abrupt thorouglmess, impaling her delicate, sensitive flesh with the iron-hard 
thickness of his own. He had taken her completely, without consent, without thought A terrible word 
flashed into his mind. It had been there all along, but it was too dreadful to admit to consciously, and 
even though he accepted the guilt his psyche pressed upon him without question, he could not say·that 
word, not even in his mind,.the thought of it too much to bear. He'd felt it then, during that swift 
penetration, felt the resistance in her body and a flash of pain over their bond. The memory of both .' 
overwhelmed him completely and he buried his face upon his knees once more, whimpering with despair. 
How could she possibly not hate him after such a thing? Impossible! 

Andyet .... 
A small voice inside him insisted upon that question. Catherine had told him that she didn't hate 

him, that she still loved him despite what had happened. What he'd done, the stubbompart claimed 
coldly. That part found it ludicrous, impossible to comprehend that such forgiveness was possible, and 
yet ifhe was to do her jnstice, he had to consider what she'd said and not dismiss it out of hand. Was 
she capable oflying to protect him? Y es,he thought, both of them were capable of that, and far more, if 
the safety of the other was at stake. Had she done so tonight, then? Was what she'd told him all a 
fabrication to help ease his tortured mind? Yes! one voice insisted. No, the other whispered. He 
whimpered again, not knowing what to believe. 

He forced himself away from the introspective musings which could have easily kept him from 
completing a more logical analysis of what had happened. She had told him he didn't listen to her, and 
though he found that difficult to accept, he had to wonder if she was right. When she'd tried to tell him 
that she hadn't really been hurt, that there had been only a slight amount of pain, he hadn't really heard 
what she'd said, focusing instead on the fact that she had endured any pain whatsoever at his hands. 
What had she said? He scrolled through that difficult discnssion in his mind, and finally found what he 
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was looking for: 'What you felt from me then was nothing, Vincent, the tiniest bit of discomfort. You know 
what happened the very next moment. How can you think I was hurt when lfelt that?' 

Impossible not to know what she referred to, not when the memory of that momentous event 
stilI flickered through him in those moments - and they were more and more frequent ofIate - when he 
let his guard down. What he had experienced then was beyond belief, beyond comprehension. The 
explosive burst of pleasure he'd felt from her over their bond was followed immediately by the dramatic 
physical response of her body. She had convulsed around him, gripping him so strongly that for some 
time he had been completely incapable of motion, stunned with astonished amazement, the ecstasy he'd 
felt from her and along his own aching flesh translated instantly into his own incendiary release. The 
sounds she'd made then were a siren's call, music that haunted him still. He groaned softly, the memory 
overwhelming him. 

So there had been pleasure as well as pain, just as she'd said. Was it really possible that the pain 
she'd felt was something so easily dismissed? And even if it were, she couldn't possibly so casually 
dismiss the act itself, not when it had been done without her consent, could she? That was the crux of his 
dilemma. She didn't seem to feel that it had been nonconsensual, but how was that possible? They had 
agreed to one course of action, yet he had blatantly disregarded that agreement and pursued their other, 
final option, long before the need had been shown to exist. Yes, it was true that ultimately they might 
have been forced to take those drastic measures if their deceit had not played out to Tamara's 
satisfaction, but that had not happened. He alone had made the choice, though for the life ofhim he could 
recall no conscious decision associated with that moment. He had done it all without any agreement or 
consent requested or required of her. 

And yet, the other voice continued its insidious whisper, hadn't she assured him, before they'd 
begun their subterfuge, that whatever happened, she had made the choice long ago, the choice to be with 
him? It was obvious what she'd meant. She had been preparing him in case such a dire end became a 
necessity. 

These thoughts plagued him as he sat in the darkness of her living room, his eyes pinned upon 
her sleeping form in the next room. Over and over again he reviewed the events of both that night and 
this one, this time not editing what had happened, but instead forcing himselfto see and hear it all. He 
analyzed each thing she said and the context it had been said in, then weighed her words against her 
previous behavior. In the final analysis he found that he had indeed been guilty of the things she'd 
accused him of. His own fears had driven him to choose for them both, denying her anything but a 
passive role in their relationship. She had taken what he was willing to give, never pushing for more, 
despite the fact that she had always wanted more. She'd tried to make that clear to him, many times, in 
her gentle way, ever sensitive to his anxieties, but he hadn't heard, wouldn't hear. He had allowed her 
into his life, but on his own terms only, and the realization of that now appalled him completely. He 
had thought it was just the opposite, that she was allowing him into a small sliver of her life, and that he 
had gratefully accepted any morsel she was willing to share with him. It had been him, though, dealing 
out those meager portions, holding her love for him hostage to his fears. He had done this to her, the 
woman he loved more than life itself! 

The pain he felt then was beyond anything that had come before. This had to stop, before they 
lost everything! And he was the one who had to change, not Catherine, who had done nothing but change 
since he'd found her. He had allowed her close emotionally, but only to a point, making sure the bond 
was something he experienced always, while she did only rarely. That happened only when he was 
under extreme stress, when the one-sided nature of that communication, as he normally allowed it, was 
simply not enough. And physically, well, he had allowed almost no progression whatsoever between 
them in the time they had been together. It was true that they touched more often, that he initiated hugs 
occasionally now, something he had never done in the early times of their relationship, but the only time 
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they'd kissed he'd had nothing to do with it. He had only allowed' it because of the grief she'd felt after 
her father's death. He certainly hadn't participated in that kiss, not really, too stunned and frightened to 
do anything but stay absolutely still as she touched the silky softness of her lips to the foreign 
differences of his own. He had been sure that this was a road far too dangerous for them. to go down, and 
so had built barriers, both physical and emotional, to ensure that never happened. Paracelsus' abduction 
of her and his subsequent manipnlation of them both had brought all those barriers down by necessity, 
and ever since their escape he had diligently been reconstructing them. He'd never stopped to question 
whether the resnlts of that time, no matter how they had been forced upon them, hadn't provided the 
proof they'd needed that his fears in this regard had been perhaps unwarranted. Even if that first time 
had been something that appalled him, was that any reason why they could not go on from there, 
learning as they went, with the knowledge that perhaps there were possibilities undreamt of waiting? 
This was obviously how Catherine saw it. 

Was it possible? Could they really have a life together, full of all the things that other couples 
had? She had even told him, as clearly as she could, when she'd left the tunnels three days before, that 
she had dreamt of having his child, and was disappointed to find that now was not the time. That 
thought was hardest of all for him to acknowledge. Not that it was difficult to envision Catherine as a 
mother - it was, in fact, all too easy to do that. She would be a wonderful mother. But a mother to his 
child? How could such a thing ever be?! And should such a thing ever be? Even if it were possible -
something he considered highly unlikely - could he bear the thought of bringing a child into this world 
who might be like him, who might endure the restrictions and prohibitions he had endured in his own 
"" ? llle. 

Andyet.... 
The voice urged him to consider further. How much of those restrictions and prohibitions had 

been real, and how much a self-enforced limitation, due to his fears of the unknown? A child of his would 
learn much from his father about what might be, and even more from his mother, with her gentle strength, 

. perseverance and courage. And after all, should that really playa part in their decision about whether or 
not to move their relationship forward? Wasn't it a separate issue altogether? There was nothing to 
indicate that such a thing was actually possible between them, regardless of the physical status of their 
relationship. Maybe he just had to make a leap of faith. It seemed that it was time now to :finally follow 
the advice he'd given her some time ago, time to make a choice, to move toward love, or away. She had 
made hers, she'd told him, and now he had to make his. Whatever he decided would affect their lives 
forever. Could he even consider the dreadful possibility of a life without her now? No. Of all the things 
he'd thought were impossible for him, this was now the only one left of which he was absolutely certain. 

The hours flew oy unnoted as he considered these questions. He sat in complete silence, a 
huddled shadow in the darkened room. When she shifted slightly in her sleep, the tiny motion caught his 
attention in an instant, distracting him from his musings. He glanced out through the glass of the balcony 
doors, and though it might appear as though it were still the dead of night to anyone else, he could tell by 
the subtle shadings, and his own internal clock, that it was now early moming, only two hours before 
dawn. He had to leave soon. Slowly he unfolded from his cramped position on the floor, stretching out 
tight muscles as he did, sighing with relief as their full range was once more employed. He moved silently 
toward the open door of her bedroom then leaned against the jamb, watching her sleep. She looked so 
peaceful, so innocent, tousled amid the sheets, her body half exposed. And she was so beautiful. The 
pale moonlight still filtered through the balcony doors, leaving her half in shadows, her skin glowing 
softly, like a beacon. Finally, after watching her for some ten minutes, he moved into the room and sat 
down gingerly on the edge of the bed, by her side. His hand reached out toward her shoulder, but 
suddenly it hesitated, then reversed course, catching an edge of the rumpled sheet at her ribs and drawing 
it up over her breasts. He pulled it higher, so that when his hand finally touched her shoulder it did so 
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through the cotton sheet. 
"Catherine?" he whispered. 
She woke with a start, and would have jumped up in surprise had not the light pressure of his 

hand reassured her. She relaxed back onto the pillow and stared up at him, confusion in her sleep-filled 
eyes. 

"It's almost moming. I have to go below now." 
Her lips tightened and her eyes grew wary as she nodded. His heart ached at the resignation he 

saw there, mixed in with a strange combination of both sorrow and anger. 

are." 

"I want you to come with me. Will you?" 
Her expression changed abruptly, confusion the dominant emotion once more. 
"You want me to come below? Why?" she asked warily. 
"You're not ready to rejoin your life above. You should be below with us ... with me, until you 

She turned her head, staring away from him as she considered his words. 
"And how long will that be?" she asked, her voice tight with some suppressed emotion that 

didn't make it through their bond. 
"However long you want. However long you need," he said. "It's your decision." 
She turned back to him in surprise, her eyes narrowed with skepticism. 
"And if! don't want to go back?" she asked, testing him. 
"It's your decision, Catherine," he repeated firmly, though inside the very thought of such a thing 

shook him to the core. 
Her mouth dropped open in startled amazement. 
"You might want to pack some things, if you think you'll stay for a while. I'll wait for you 

below, at the threshold." 
A moment later he was gone, leaving her with that same stunned look upon her face. Her stillness 

lasted perhaps five minutes and then broke suddeuly as she jumped up from the bed and flew to her 
closet. A large duffel bag rested on the floor in back, and she grabbed it and set it upon the chair before 
her dressing table. Bureau drawers were jerked open and clothes tossed quickly within; multiple pairs of 
jeans, t-shirts, sweaters and socks filled the bag in no time, along with an armful of underwear from her 
lingerie drawer. After a moment's hesitation she threw in several of her favorite silk nightgowns and one 
silk robe. She didn't bother with any of her warmer gowns or the chenille robe hanging in her closet - she 
by far preferred the tunnel ones Vincent kept below for her. After one long look through her closet, she 
chose two dresses, both long and of deep velvet, one black, the other midnight blue. Dressy ballerina 
flats of soft, pliant leather followed, and then she was through. She zipped the bag closed with difficulty, 
then opened it again with exasperation to root through it and pullout a change of clothing. She dressed 
quickly, tied on comfortable white sports shoes, threw on a light but warm jacket and yanked a brush 
through her hair. The brush and a traveling bag of toiletries were the last items to go into the duffel bag. 
Thirty minutes after he'd left her, Catherine joined Vincent at their threshold. He took her bag in silence, 
slung it over his shoulder, and turned to lead her below. 

* * * * * 

Although Vincent usually entered the bathing pool he shared with Father by simply stepping off , 
the ledge and into the deepest portion of it, he exited it in a more sedate manner, via the steps circling the 
perimeter, wringing out his hair and stripping his hands down his arms, chest, belly and legs as he went, 
getting as much water out of the absorbent hair coating him as possible so as not to leave a pool of water 
on the chamber floor for Father to slip on later. He did this now, then grabbed a towel as he stepped up 
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onto the floor. He patted himself dry vigorously, and when he waS no longer dripping, wrapped the 
damp towel around his hips, pulled on his robe and left the bathing pool chamber. In seconds he was 
back in his own quarters, rooting through his wardrobe for trousers, socks, sweater and the ubiquitous 
thermal shirt he always wore beneath. Moving toward the center table, he set the stack of clothing down 
on a chair there, then removed his robe, tossing it onto the bed behind him. He reached for the trousers, 
but stopped, his attention caught by the schematic laid out upon the table's surface. 

He'd left it sitting there since yesterday, before he'd met Peter in the park, before he'd gone to 
find Catherine. It had still been there when he'd finally returned, after safely installing her in the guest 
chamber nearby once more, but he'd been too tired to look at it then, the mental strain of that night's 
efforts overwhehning him completely. A few hours sleep made a big difference, as did the bath that 
followed. He felt much better, all things considered, and he knew that that was due more to her presence 
below again than to either the rest or the bath. There was much yet to be resolved in their relationship, 
but that would come in its own time. Right now there was still an issue of security to be dealt with, the 
renewed threat from Paracelsus something none of them below took lightly. 

Hmmm .... Perhaps he should make an adaption here .... 
Taking up the pencil which lay upon the unrolled paper, he leaned over the table and crossed out 

one spot, then sketched in a new one, making a notation beside the addition. That modification complete, 
he chewed at the eraser end of the wood as he thoughtfully examined the document once more, trying to 
determine if the change would provide the increased efficiency he was looking for. He had just come to 
the conclusion that perhaps the previous way had been the better solution of the two when he was 
startled out of his reverie. Catherine was nearby, in fact almost at hand. He knew that not so much by 
their bond, which wasn't so sensitive as to differentiate her position in the tunnel outside his chamber vs 
the guest room she used currently, a chamber less than one hundred feet from his own, but rather by his 
sense of smell. Her scent, normally delicate and light, was heavier now, deeper and richer after a :full 
night's rest:fu1 sleep, and he recognized it instantly as she approached. He turned to grab his robe from 
the bed, then paused, a look of determination settling over his features. Dropping the robe he turned back 
to the table, leaning over it as he had been a minute before, his hand resting on the back of his chair, his 
eyes pinned resolutely on the document before him, though now he was completely unaware of its 
contents. 

"Vincent, I .... " Her tentative words died away as she reached the doorway, finding him within 
but covered only by a towel about his hips. 

It took an inunense amount of control on his part not to react instinctively, not to turn away and 
hide his near-nakedness from her. Everything in him revolted against such exposure, but he was 
determined, and hoped she saw nothing in his demeanor that indicated the dismay and dread he felt from 
letting her see him this way yet again. He kept his features care:fu11y neutral as he looked up to see her 
standing in the doorway, dressed warmly in her tunnel gown, robe and slippers, and hoped his face was 
not as red as her own. Did it mean she was distressed by what she saw? 

No, he told himself finn1y, he wouldn't allow those doubts to intrude now, not this time. 
"I'm sorry, I didn't realize .... " she stammered. 
He held out a hand, ignoring her words and gesturing her in, and her mouth dropped open further. 
"Come in, Catherine. I'd like your opinion on a proposal I'm working on for the council meeting 

this afternoon." 
She stood rooted to the spot for a moment, then slowly entered, moving toward him cautiously. 

Only then did he reach behind him and casually catch up the robe lying on the bed. He shrugged it on as 
he stared down at the document again, lightly tying the belt ahnost as if it were an afterthought. Though 
he hid his emotions well, he was intensely relieved to cover himself once more, the blanketing wool 
providiug a much more secure protection than the towel alone had been capable of. The robe had no 
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buttons or ties, though, and so a good portion of his chest was stili visible between the rolled lapels. He 
didn't try to pull that closed further, accepting that at the very least he would have to grow used to her 
seeing him more intimately if they were to have a chance at moving their relationship forward. He moved 
aside, making a space for her beside him at the table and she moved toward that spot, then stopped a 
foot away, as though she were afraid of intruding upon his personal space. He saw that and correctly 
read her hesitancy through their bond, and after a momentary pause reached out to draw her closer, until 
she stood beside and slightly in front of him, somewhat tucked between himself and the table. With a 
will of iron he ignored the heady scent just beneath his nostrils, and reached down to trace the drawing 
with one clawed fingertip. 

"I'm trying to devise a new security system. We're still operating at double duty, with extra 
posts set up, but we haven't got the resources to keep it up much longer. Even I'm growing weary of 
that burden," he said wryly. She smiled up at him, surprised by his candid admission, and his heart 
melted. It took a tremendous amount of control not to lose himself in her eyes, but he managed, turning 
his attention back to the paper once more. "I thought perhaps that we could reposition these guard posts 
to here and here," he said, pointing to the clearly marked revisions, "and block off access-ways here, here 
and here," he continued, tapping each spot lightly in passing. "It wouldn't significantly impede the 
normal activities in the hub, but it would reduce the areas requiring sentries without diminishing the hub 
area itself. 1 thought at first we might want to move some of the families from the outer areas inward, but 
we just don't have sufficient space." He stared at the chambers carefully marked by names of friends 
below, Kanin and Olivia's among them, and shook his head, unable to think of a reasonable way to move 
the ever-expanding boundaries of their world inward. "What do you think?,' 

The schematic of their sentry system was interesting; especially laid out as it was in such a way 
as to show the numerous public and private chambers of the primary hub. She'd never seen this 
extensive a map before, and was amazed by the organized layout of the community below. It was 
impossible to forget his close proximity, and the naked body which lay just beneath· a mere two layers of 
loose cotton and wool, but she managed to focus at least a part of her attention to where he pointed, 
leaning forward to more closely inspect the document, intrigued by the challenge he had set for himself. 

"I think you're right. Even if you tried to move some of the outer residents closer, you'd only 
delay the problem. But what about this spot?" She pointed to a location where three tunnels merged. "A 
sentry post in this tunnel would allow the traffic of all three to be observed at once," she said, indicating 
the tunnel of that three-way junction which led outward, away from the hub. "If you seal up this side 
path, you'll block access for quite a distance around this area, but it won't significantly change the 
distance needed to get from one spot to another." 

He nodded as she pointed out the modification. It was a sound idea, and would eliminate the need 
for at least one of the extra sentry spots they'd set up since their return, perhaps even two. Finally he 
leaned over and made the corrections in pencil, his other hand brushing against her own as he braced it on 
the table. Her hand trembled where his touched it, but he didn't move away, and neither did she. They 
stood close for the first time in ten days, not oblivious to the discomfort that proximity caused, but 
resolutely determined to ignore it. Instead they focused on the problem before them, searching out the 
best solution possible.-The safety of his home and her refuge, of friends who were more than that, was at 
stake. 

"Vincent, have you seen my copy of Homer's 'Odyssey'?" 
Father stopped short in the doorway, his jaw dropping at the unexpected sight of Catherine 

below again, and of his son so scantily outfitted in her presence. He couldn't believe his eyes. Vincent 
was normally intensely uncomfortable with anyone viewing any part of his body, keeping it closely 
covered whenever possible, and yet he stood beside her dressed, so far as he could see, in nothing more 
than a robe now, and that garment gaping open enough to display a wealth of still-damp amber chest hair 
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to boot. Catherine herself, though more discretely clad, was wearing tunnel nightclothes, and the sight of 
them together, in such a state of intimate attire, shocked him to the core. 

"Come in, Father," Vincent said, feeling the heat flame in his face. He couldn't believe he had 
controlled that before, only to lose it now, with someone long accustomed to seeing him thus. But he 
easily read his father's shocked sense of dismay at encountering the two of them together thus, and 
Vincent was determined that not only would he make the changes required, but Father would as well, no 
matter how difficult it was for him to accept. They would have to talk, and soon,. that much was plain. 
"I was just showing Catherine some of the changes I'd like to propose to the council this afternoon. She 
found an excellent way for us to eliminate one or two of the extra sentry sites we've established in the 
last two weeks." 

Father glanced from his son to the woman beside him, and couldn't decide which of the three of 
them was redder of face, but before he could dwell further on that discomforting thought, he followed his 
son's pointing finger to a revision on the paper below, then leaned in to inspect it more closely, his 
glasses slipping down his nose so that he could view it above his bifocals. Yes, the spot chosen was an 
excellent one for a guard post. Not only did it eliminate one or more others, but it actually allowed the 
perimeter to expand a slight amount, something demanded of their growing community for some time 
now. 

"That's a good suggestion, Catherine," he murmured, tracing it to several other key spots on the 
map as he consider the impact such a revision had. He shared his son's interest in maps and technical 
problems in general, and this one was complex enough to warrant considerable attention, enough in fact 
to momentarily distract him from the state of the two young people at his side. 

"Well, I was just on my way to take a bath, unless you were going to use the pool, Father," she 
said tentatively, edging slightly away from the two men standing beside her. 

Jacob kept his finger on a spot on the map which was especially interesting, glancing up at her to 
shake his head. ''No, you go ahead, I've already had my bath this morning." 

"I'll bring breakfast to Father's study, Catherine. Come there when you're through," Vincent 
offered. "Father, perhaps we could go over this further there, where there's more room to spread out 
some of the maps of the lower levels as well?" 

"Yes, that's a good idea." 
Catherine murmured her assent and made a hasty retreat. Jacob waited for several seconds after 

she'd left before turning to his son. 
"When did Catherine come below again?" he asked. 
"Late this morning," Vincent replied quietly. 
Jacob waited for-an additional response, but when it became clear that no more would voluntarily 

be added, he sighed, resigned to having to ask for the particulars. "The sentries reported that you met 
Peter at the east entrance yesterday. Is everything all right?" 

"I've been worried about her. The bond hasn't felt right, not since she returned above. I asked 
Peter to check on her, but he couldn't find her. She wasn't answering her phone or door, and she hadn't 
returned to her office." 

Father looked concerned himself upon hearing that news. "Where did you find her?" 
"In her apartment. She hadn't left it since she arrived three days ago. She's not ready to return to 

work, not yet," he added. 
"Because of what happened below?" Jacob asked, clearly referring to their captivity at 

Paracelsus' hands two weeks before. 
"Yes, and no," Vincent replied. 
One eyebrow arched up in surprise at that cryptic response, but his son didn't elaborate, and he 

thought this time that perhaps he shouldn't press further. He skipped over that, and asked the final, 
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practical question, the patriarch of the twmels now supplanting the father. 
"What are your plans, Vincent?" 
"She needs to be here now, with me." 
"For how long?" 
"For as long as she needs, Father." 
Vincent met and held his gaze, and in his eyes Jacob read firm determination. As patriarch, he led 

the council. The visit of outsiders was something strictly regulated by that group, but Catherine was not 
an outsider. She was a helper, and more. None on the council would question her desire to stay below, 
whether the visit be short or long. As Vincent's father, he could indeed question such a course of action, 
and would not have hesitated to do so in the past, but something in Vincent's eyes warned him that that 
time was past, that this was something between himself and Catherine alone. Much had happened 
between them in the last two weeks, and Jacob found himself totally at a loss as to how to deal with 
those events. Maybe he shouldn't try at all, the thought came to him. Maybe it was time for him to let 
his son and the women he loved deal with this in their own way, without his interference. It was a novel 
idea for him, but being a man of sound mind, he quickly realized that it was the right one. 

Much to Vincent's amazement, instead of the lecture he had fully expected and prepared for, his 
counter-arguments went unspoken when his father simply nodded, and said, "Very well. I'll meet you in 
my chamber to review the maps shortly." 

He turned and left his son standing stock still, his mouth agape. Though worried about what the 
future held for both of them, a part ofhim found humor in that look. So he wasn't so predictable after 
all, was he? 

* * * * * 

"How long will it take to finish the modifications, Vincent?" Mary asked, after he had explained 
the proposal for a new security system to the council and the technical details had been reviewed. 

"Four days, perhaps five." 
Mary nodded, but the look of concern remained on her face. 
"What is it, Mary?" Father asked, seeing that look "Do you have an objection?" 
She shook her head. ''No, it's got to be done, and the sooner the better. The younger children 

need to get back to their regular school schedule as quickly as possible." 
Catherine's brow furrowed at that. "The children haven't been going to class?" 
''Not the youngest and middle classes, Catherine. We've all been too busy with double security 

requirements to continue their lessons," Vincent explained. "The assignments have been posted in the 
dining hall for the older children, and they're managing to keep up, to meet in study groups whenever 
possible, but the younger children need a more disciplined structure that we just haven't been able to 

supply for the last two weeks. 1 teach the oldest and middle children, and Father the youngest ones. 
When we need to, either of us can cover for the other. That flexibility usually leaves time for the 
additional duties we both have, but right now our attention is required elsewhere throughout the day. As 
soon as the modifications are complete, we should be able to return them to their normal schedule." 

"Do you have lesson plans prepared?" she asked him. 
Vincent glanced at Father and then nodded, "Yes, we both do." 
"1 could do it. 1 could teach the children while the construction takes place. 1 student taught while 

in college and law school," she added. 
Father and Vincent exchanged thoughtful looks, and Mary clasped her hands excitedly. "Really, 

Catherine?" she said, her eagerness impossible to hide. 
"1 think so," she replied."What's the class stmcture?" 
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"There are two classes currently suspended, Catherine," Vincent said. "The youngest children, 
ages five to eight, and the middle children, nine to twelve. The children in each class attend all lessons 
together, generally in one sitting. The youngest children usually take the morning session, while the 
middle class is in the afternoon. The teenagers' class is in the mornings, so generally I teach all day, while 
Father has the afternoon free for his medical and administrative duties. The combined lessons usually last 
for three hours apiece. It's not much per day by standards above, but lessons go year round, and I 
believe that more than compensates for the shorter class day. Even partial classes would be helpful 
now," he added. 

"I think I could do it," she repeated. "I'd like to try." 
Jacob thought about it for a moment, then nodded. "It would be tremendously helpful to us if 

you think you could make the attempt, Catherine." 
She nodded, an eager light in her eyes. "I'd like to do something to be helpful." 
Jacob nodded and turned to the council members assembled there. "All in favor of the security 

project?" A round of 'ayes' followed. His follow-up question, "All opposed?" was met with silence. 
"All in favor that classes for the youngest and middle classes be resumed, with Catherine as their 
teacher?" met with a hearty round of 'ayes,' and the required follow-up question, "All opposed,'~ was 
perfilnctory only. 

"We're all in agreement, then," he concluded. "The construction will begin tomorrow, as will the 
new classes. Vincent, will you prepare a crew rotation plan? It needs to be disseminated over the pipes 
by evening." He didn't wait for a response, turning inunediately to James and Jamie, invited to this 
particular council meeting because of their status as security experts. "We'll need you two to prepare a 
new sentry lookout schedule. Let me review it when you're through, then it will be posted in the dining 
hall, so that everyone knows what their new - and reduced," he grinned, "responsibilities will be once 
the construction is complete. Catherine, I'll get you the lesson plan for the youngest class, and Vincent 
will provide his for the middle class. You'll need to review both right away. First class is from eight
thirty to eleven-thirty, middle class is from one o'clock to four. Both are held in the school chamber, on 
the main passageway, just before the dining hall. Pascal, would you make the announcement of class 
resumption for those two groups right away, effective tomorrow?" He glanced around, and seeing all 
parties in agreement, dismissed the council with his typical closing: "This meeting is adjourned." 

Everyone moved swiftly from his study. Most of them had tasks yet to finish this day, and the 
council had provided several new ones which would take effort on the part of all before the week was 
through. Catherine stayed behind only long enough to collect Father'S lesson plan, then returned to 
Vincent's chamber, where she found him already at work at his center table. The new security map was 
laid out in front of him, with a tablet of paper on top of it, where he was devising his list and schednles. 
Across from him sat a file. He looked up as she entered, gestured her in and pointed to the file. -

"These are my lesson plans for the middle children, Catherine. My copies of the books used are 
on the top shelf of the bookshelf behind you. A second copy is left in the schoolroom, for common nse." 

She nodded, took up the folder and turned to leave, but was stopped by Vincent's voice once 
more. 

"You could study the plans here, if you like," he suggested tentatively. "There's enough room for 
both of us at the table." 

She smiled and sat down across from him, and within moments each was lost in their separate 
tasks. Silence surrounded them, only the scratching of pens heard while they worked, but it was a 
comfortable silence, and each felt their hearts lighten as they sat companionably close while the 
afternoon sped by. The contrast of this silence and what had been before, during the seven days' stay 
after her abduction, was noted by each, but neither spoke of it, this new-found truce still too fragile and 
uncertain to be tested just yet by the hard reality of words. 
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* * * * * 

Catherine stopped and cocked her head as she belted her robe, straining to make out the message 
over the pipes. There hadn't been any time for formal lessons of any sort, but this message was repeated 
each night, and she was beginning to recognize it. The first part was familiar; the work crews were 
returning, but there was an additional piece that hadn't been on the previous three nights' messages. 
Usually she was asleep when that particular message came through, and she would half-wake, groggily 
listening to the tapping, only to fall back asleep as soon as it ended. Every day Mary would translate the 
progress messages for her. The first day she had tried to wait up for Vincent's return, but he hadn't 
appeared, and finally she searched out Mary, only to find that Vincent would be making the round of all 
sites at the end of each day's work session to check each crew's progress, shifting resources where 
needed. The crews had worked long and hard, with very little sleep in-between work sessions for the last 
four days. She had rarely seen Vincent at all in that time, for he had returned late and left early each day, 
though she suspected that he looked in on her as she slept before going to sleep himself each night and 
before leaving again each moming. 

Her days had been busy as well. Though the activity was much more cerebral than physical, it 
had its challenges. Teaching young children wasn't at all like teaching college students, she had 
discovered, much to her dismay. Their minds were like sponges, absorbing all she said, with a multitude 
of questions. And their unexpected holiday from classes meant that most of them were out of the habit 
of sitting still, especially for three hours at a time. She'd devised ways to help them use their excess 
energy while still managing to get them through the lessons as laid out by both Vincent and Father. By 
the third day she was weary, but tremendously pleased with their progress, finding it particularly 
satisfying to impart knowledge to children so eager to learn. She kept busy during the evening hours as 
well, helping Rebecca with her candles, Ellen in the laundry, Father with his books, imd anyone else who 
needed assistance at any given time. 

The message of the returning crews came early this night, for it was barely ten o'clock, and she 
had just finished her bath, and was feeling awake enough to consider reading for a while before going to 
bed, something she hadn't done in too long to remember. Instead, though, she shook the towel from her 
hair, combed out the still-wet strands, then left for Mary's chamber to ask for a translation of the end
part of the latest message. When she turned the comer from her side tunnel to the one which connected 
to Vincent's chamber, that became unnecessary, though, his solid presence suddenly appearing before 
her. 

"Vincent!" 
She was surprised by his sudden appearance, especially so early in the evening. He was filthy, 

his clothes and hair, along with his hands and face, covered with grime. He looked chagrined at being seen 
thus, but seemed too weary to. do much about it. He looked so tired, she thought, reaching out a tentative 
hand to stroke back a lock of dirt-encrusted hair from his temple. He flinched, as ifhe would draw away, 
but then stayed still, and after a momentary pause she allowed her hand to continue its motion, stopping 
as soon as the task was done so as not to make him any more uncomfortable. 

"You're back early," she said, her hand dropping back to her side. 
"Yes," he replied, his voice husky and hoarse, as though he'd swallowed as much dust as he now 

wore. "The work is finished. We're done," he added, a note of relief now added to the rasping tone. 
"Already? So soon?" she asked, amazed. 
He nodded, a small smile appearing. "Yes. Everyone worked so hard. It was an amazing 

accomplishment," he said, pride for all his tunnel family clear in his voice now. "You too, Catherine." 
She began to shake her head, not wanting her own meager contribution to be compared with the long 
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hours of hard physical labor endured by so many these last days, ·but he cut her short. "The education of 
our children is a top priority for everyone below," he insisted. "You made it possible for us to return to 
that priority sooner than we otherwise would have. We're all grateful. I'm grateful," he added. 

"Thank you," she whispered, touched by his unstinting praise. "You look so tired, Vincent," she 
said, her first assessment now reinforced by additional verbal and visual clues. "Are you hungry?" 

"A little, but I think I'm too tired to eat. Right now all I want is a bath and bed." 
She nodded. "Could you manage some soup and tea before you go to bed? I could bring a tray to 

your chamber if you like." She held her breath, trying to prepare her face to reflect acceptance when he 
rejected her offer, as she was certain he would. 

He started to shake his head, then changed his mind, nodding instead. "I'd like that, Catherine." 
She let go her breath with a tiny gasp, surprised by his response. She nodded in turn, trying not 

to look too eager, then headed up the way he'd come, toward the main passageway and William's 
kitchen. 

Vincent continued on down the side tunnel to his chamber, and after collecting his robe, slippers 
and a nightshirt (the laundry was behind schedule with the heavier-than-normal effort of the week, and 
all his sweats were somewhere in that busy chamber at the moment), headed off immediately for the 
bathing chamber he had shared with Devin and Father as a boy, with Father alone throughout his 
adolescence and adulthood to date, and with Father and Catherine now, trying not to think about that 
amazing shift in events and what had precipitated it. 

It took only four minutes to brew a pot of tea, since William always kept a large kettle of water 
on low boil for the numerous pots requested throughout the day and evening. Soup was still simmering, 
so that would take no time at all. Catherine assessed the sitwition, realized that Vincent would be a~ least 
twenty minutes in his bath, perhaps even more by the looks of him, and went off for a cozy chat with 
Rebecca. Thirty minutes later she returned, brewed a pot of Vincent's favorite blend, filled a bowl with 
soup, then added two tea cups to her tray before heading back toward Vincent's chamber. He was 
already there, idly toweling his hair as he read her summary oftoday's lessons. He looked up as she 
entered the chamber, his eyes dropping momentarily to the tray in her hands, before rising to meet her 
gaze once more. 

"The lessons have gone well, Catherine. You've done an excellent job." 
She ducked her head as she set the tray down on the table, fussing with the tea to hide her sudden 

blush. "Thank you," she murmured, handing him a cup of steaming brew, then setting the other before 
her own chair. She set the bowl of soup before him as well, then took a seat, inhaling the delicate scent of 
the black tea blend, enjoying the warm tendrils about her cheeks before taking her first sip. 

Despite the sparse fare, Vincent ate slowly, as though he really were almost too tired to do more. 
Catherine sipped her tea as he told her about the plans for tomorrow. The new, lighter sentry schedule 
would go into effect, and they were all happy and excited to finally see the end of their heavy burden in 
sight. She listened quietly, aware of the soft tones of his voice more than the actual content of his words. 
Suddenly the words ceased, and she looked up, her brow furrowed at the sudden silence. His soup was 
gone, and so was the tea, and though he sat in essentially the same position he had a moment before, his 
eyes were closed now, and she knew that he'd fallen asleep. She stood up and his eyes flew open 
instantly. 

"I'm sorry, Catherine, I think I fell asleep for a moment," he said, rubbing one hand across his 
. tired eyes. 

She smiled and nodded, moving to stand beside him. "Go to bed, Vincent." 
He nodded and stretched his arms outward, yawning, trying to undo the kinks of the day. 

Catherine watched with admiration, butterflies fluttering in her stomach at the unexpected and rarely 
seen glimpse of sharp incisors. The flexing of his biceps and pectoral muscles showed clearly, even 
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through the warm layers of his nightclothes, and the fluttering increased. A sudden flinch interrupted that 
lovely sight and he rubbed at the curve of his right shoulder. 

"Are you all right?" she asked. 
"I'm fme. Just a slight muscle strain. It will be gone by morning." 
He began to stand up, but she pressed her hand on that shoulder and he eased back in the chair, 

looking up at her in surprised confusion. 
"Let me," she said, moving to stand slightly behind him, then placing both of her hands on his 

upper shoulder and back to knead lightly at the spot he'd rubbed. She felt tension beneath her hands at 
first, then he relaxed, leaning forward to rest upon his crossed arms on the table's surface. Her touch 
grew firmer and he finally sighed and murmured, ''That feels good." 

Still, the bulky layer of his robe impeded her progress, and she paused for a moment, then tugged 
at the neck of that wool garment. "Would you mind ... ?" she asked, her question trailing offwith 
uncertainty. 

His hesitation was plain, but after a moment he slipped his arms out of the sleeves and let the 
woolen fabric pool down about his waist before once more leaning forward. His nightshirt was thin, 
made of a once-sturdy weave of cotton fabric much worn after many years of heavy-duty washing upon 
hard stone. Her hands hovered above his shoulders for a moment, then slowly drifted down. She closed 
her eyes and swallowed hard, trying to keep her response from him as she felt the downy hair through 
the soft layer of cotton, and beneath that, the clear delineation ofhis powerful mnscles. She remembered 
the feel of those muscles naked against her palms, against her bare breasts. It was familiar, the hand 
memory of that touch making her shiver. Deep inside she felt a convulsive clutch at her feminine core and 
clenched her teeth to stop the groan that waited deep in her chest and throat. Her hands moved slowly 
from his right shoulder, across his spine, and to the left, kneading away the tension. A low rumble filled 
the chamber, so soft she wasn't sure she'd heard it at first, the sensation of it as much a vibration against 
her hands as an audible tone in her ears. She sighed with pleasure, knowing that sourid was a reflection of 
his own. He was suddeuly so still beneath her hands, the rumbling purr a soft, repetitive sound that 
matched his deep, even breathing. She let her hands grow stilI and peered down at his face as it rested 
upon his crossed arms. He was sleeping again. She smiled and stroked a hand lovingly along his temple, 
enjoying the silken dampness of his golden hair as it slid through her fingers. 

"Wake up, Vincent," she whispered. 
His eyes fluttered drowsily and the purring sound stuttered to a halt. 
"Catherine?" 
"You fell asleep again," she said with a light chuckle. "You'd better go to bed before you spend 

the rest of the night in tIlls chair." 
His smile was bashful, but the tips of his incisors glinted for an instant once more, and she drew 

in a deep breath at that sight, glad he was too tired for once to control it. 
"Come on," she said, patting his shoulder. "Up you go." 
He got to his feet groggily, the robe stiIl gathered around his waist, and she slid her arms around 

him from behind, her hands seeking out the knotted belt. He froze for a moment, then relaxed, letting her 
undo it. The robe feIl away and she caught it up, slipping it over the chair as they passed it. She drew his 
covers back and he slid between them, sighing with drowsy pleasure. She tugged them up warmly about 
his broad shoulders, then leaned down to press a light kiss upon his brow. 

"Good night, Vincent," she murmured, sure he was too far gone to hear her. 
She was wrong. He caught her arm as she stood back up, his lids half-closed with fast

approaching slumber. 
"There's a concert in the park tomorrow evening, Catherine. We could listen in our music 

chamber." 
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She drew in a deep breath at his drowsy question. It had been so long since they'd done that -
too long. Tomorrow the lighter sentry duty would begin. She'd seen James' and Jamie's schedule, and 
Vincent was nowhere on itfor two days. Dh, no doubt he would survey the whole system for the first 
few days, but he was obviously comfortable enough with the plan already to believe he could free up the 
evening. 

"1' d like that, Vincent. Sleep now," she whispered, brushing his hair back once more. She saw the 
blue slits drop down to her lips and gasped in surprise as the pressure on her arm increased, tugging her 
down. 

He was going to kiss her! 
Her eyes widened, but she followed his lead until her lips were just above his own. He tugged her 

down another fraction of an inch and then his lips were pressed softly to her own, an innocent yet heady 
touch which made her shiver with wildly chaotic sensations. 

"Good night, Catherine," he whispered, his breath pulsing hotly against her sensitive lips. 
She pulled back a few inches and found him fast asleep, his face as innocent as a child's. 

* * * * * 

Catherine woke up slowly, immersed in the dream. She felt Vincent's naked skin against her own, 
felt his hands upon her back, felt the tender flesh of her inner thighs gripping his hips and waist as she 
sat straddling his lap, felt his surging erection pressed tight to her belly. 

Oh god, he felt so good! 
Her groan was suddeuly muffled as his mouth covered hers, his tongue rasping against her o:wn 

with an erotic urgency that was overwhelming. This time she was ready when the world tilted crazily. 
He rose up between her spread thighs, muscles flexing in a massive display of virile masculinity. She 
groaned again as he swept her up into his arms, his mouth seeking the taut, aching tip of her breast, 
suckling upon her so strongly that the convulsions there were felt below as well, in the tender sheath 
between her legs. The emptiness was almost too much to bear, and she moaned loudly, insistently, 
needing him there. He answered immediately, plunging the thick, hard length of his sex into her body 
with one deep, satisfYing thrust, possessing her completely. 

That was all it took. She screamed and arched up against him, flung to a climax more powerful 
than she'd ever felt before. For a moment she lost conscious awareness of everything else but his body in 
hers, filling her to her very womb. Her orgasm set offhis own, the convulsions of her silky sheath 
milking his straining, pulsing erection with a grip of velvet steel. A rushing roar filled her ears as he let 
himself go, losing himself in her protective, loving clasp. When he collapsed upon her, she held his heavy 
weight close, moaning softly as he pumped his loins to hers, filling her over and over again with the last 
drops of his seed. 

As the sensation died away, rather than sinking into sleep, as she had in reality more than two 
weeks ago, she eased more fully awake, residual shivers slithering through her hyper-sensitized flesh. 
She woke with a start, her eyes flying open with a gnilty start. 

Oh my god, what have I done?! 
She flew from the bed and stood in the center of the chamber, frozen with indecision. Suddenly 

she grabbed her robe, flung it around her shoulders and ran out of the room, drawing it tightly about 
herself as she went. At the end of a short side path she took a left, heading toward the bathing pool. She 
tried to slow the panicked beat of her heart as she approached Vincent's chamber, holding her breath and 
moving silently, barefoot, hoping the absence of illumination from the doorway ahead meant that he was 
still asleep. Just as she reached the entrance, he barreled out of it, still pulling his robe on, colliding with 
her as she tried to rush past. 

200 



"Catherine!" he gasped, just as she cried out his name in shocked horror. He grabbed her anus to 
. steady her, then just as quickly released her, pulling his robe closed and belting it tightly. 

"I'm sorry," he rushed on, looking up and down the corridor as if seeking an invisible form of 
escape. 

''No, I'm sorry," she cried, her fingers twitching convulsively in the soft angora of her tunnel 
wrap. 

Their frozen stillness ended in a second as each abruptly fled, she onward, toward the bathing 
pool, and he back to the safety of his darkened chamber. 

When her bath was complete, she left the chamber, keeping her eyes resolutely straight ahead as 
she flew by his chamber entrance. She changed quickly and left for the safe haven of the schoolroom. It 
was only six o'clock, and class wouldn't begin for over two hours, but she was grateful for the empty 
silence that refuge now represented. She tried to work on her lesson plans, but the memory of that 
dream - the memory of that time, another part of her insisted - kept interfering with her ability to 
concentrate. She paced the small chamber restlessly, and before she knew it the children had arrived and 
it was time to start their day. 

Luckily the children kept her fully occupied, the morning hours flying by quickly. At noon, she 
stayed in the schoolroom, afraid she might meet him in the dining hall, not knowing what to say. She was 
lost in introspective thought, worried concern eating at her. How would Vincent react to this?! Things 
had been going so well between them since she'd come back below, and if she'd ruined it all with her 
thoughtless, undisciplined dreams, she didn't know what she'd do! The sudden entrance of a figure 
through the chamber door startled her out of furious thoughts with a gasp. Rebecca came in, a tray in 
han~ . 

"Hi, Catherine," she said, smiling lightly. 
Catherine was too startled to immediately reply, but Rebecca went on, not noticing her 

discomfort. 
"Vincent sent a message over the pipes asking me to bring your lunch here. He must have known . 

you'd be busy today, I see. I hope the children ;uen't wearing you out." She chattered on, oblivious to 
any hidden meaning in the lunch she bore or the recipient's awkward responses. 

''No, they're not. It's just so new to me .... " Catherine stammered in reply, flushing hotly at the 
bold-faced lie. 

Luckily Rebecca didn't notice. She smiled and set the tray on a table, then left with a merry 
wave, calling out behind her, "I'll see you later. Lots of candles to make today .... " the words trailing off 
in her wake. 

Catherine sat doWn at the table, staring at the tray offood, mystified. Was he upset with her or 
wasn't he? She hadn't seen him at all today, though of course she'd been actively trying to avoid him, so 
there was no solution there. Finally she shook her head and inspected the contents on the tray; there was 
a sandwich, a bowl of William's soup, and a small pot oftea. It smelled delicious, and suddenly she 
realized she was famished. Before she knew it the tray was cleared and the middle class was streaming in 
for their lessons. 

The afternoon sped by as quickly as the morning, and as four o'clock approached, she began to 
grow more and more restless, pacing about the room as she finished the final lecture on English history, 
fielding questions from eight very curious young people. She managed to carry it off quite credibly, much 
to her amazement, especially since one part of her was focused completely on Vincent. They were 
supposed to go to the concert tonight but she had no idea if that was still on. When the pipes announced 
the middle of the hour, she wrapped up her lecture and dismissed them, heading warily through the side 
tunnels to the guestchamber. A small candle was lit there, on the small writing desk, and beside it was a 
note: 
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Catherine, 

I'm making the rounds of the securityperimeter, but should be done shortly. I'll meet you at the 
music chamber at eight 0 'clock. 

Vincent 

She sighed, both relieved and anxious. She had almost four hours before she had to meet him, and 
suddenly she felt exhausted. A nap, perhaps, wonld do some good. She lay down upon the quilted 
covers, then pulled the folded blanket from the foot of the bed up over herself. She stared at the rocky 
ceiling, sure she couldn't possibly sleep, feeling as she did, but within minutes she was fast asleep. 

No dreams disturbed her rest this time, and when she woke abruptly some time later, groggy and 
confused with her mid-day slumber, she reached to the bedside table to check the old-fashioned hand
wound clock which rested there. Seven-thirty! She flew from the bed, and stood in the center of the 
room. It would take fifteen minutes to get to the music chamber - there simply wasn't time for a bath. 
She sniffed under one arm speculatively and shrugged, resigned to going without it this once. Most of the 
clothing she'd brought below was folded into the drawers of the antique bureau resting against the wall, 
but three things were hung in the small wardrobe beside it; both velvet dresses and her thick tunnel robe, 
which rested on a hook at the side of the cupboard. She chose the midnight blue velvet gown. It had 
delicate silver and gold filigrees, as though the deep fabric depicted some cosmic star-scape, fragile and 
distant. Her jeans and sweater were shed in an instant, and left lying over a chair at her desk. Standing 
before the mirror attached to the small bureau, she inspected the results, grimacing. The wide scoop neck 
required a strapless bra, and she'd never thought of packing one of those. Finally she pulled the gown off 
over her head, unhooked the bra and tossed it aside before drawing the dress on once more. Looking in 
the mirror agaiu, she nodded to herself. Yes, that would do. 

She'd worn this gownjust once before, when they'd met for their last concert in the park. 
Vincent hadn't noticed it, though, not at all. It was then that she'd first begun to realize that something 
was dreadfully wrong. Thank god it had all gone well. As she stared into the mirror, her solenm 
expression stared back. Would he notice the dress tonight? Would she be able to meet his gaze at all, or 
he hers? She shuddered with dismay, then shook herself, standing straight and picking up the brush to 
run it through her hair. Finally the silky strands were under control, and with a little shake of her head, 
she left the chamber, only to reappear a moment later, frowning with dismay. She sat down, tugged her 
skirt up over her knees and untied her sports shoes, removing both them and the thick white cotton 
socks with a rueful smile. The soft leather flats were fished out of the wardrobe then slipped onto bare 
feet. Their music room was as close to ground level as the tunnel chambers ever got, and no doubt it was 
a warm summer evening above. That last task done, she took a deep breath and left the guestroom, taking 
the main passageway away from the hub, then several side paths, toward the small chamber only they 
ever shared. 

* * * * * 

Vincent approached the music chamber, not quite knowing what to expect. Would she be there? 
When he arrived the room was empty. He stopped at the center of it, closing his eyes to focus on their 
bond. She was in a hurry, that much was clear, and.after another moment he sighed with relief, sure she 
was on her way. Only then did he notice the delicate sounds from above. The opening notes to 
Schubert's Unfinished Symphony drifted down over him, and he closed his eyes agaiu, letting them sink 
into his heart. He stood absolutely still beneath the criss-crossed grate overhead, his head tilted up to 
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draw in the music more fully, memories overwhelming him. He and Catherine had listened to this 
together once before, the sudden downpour of rain mixing with the swelling symphonic notes until she 
hadn't been able to contain her happiness. She'd knelt upright then, letting the water stream over her, 
along with the music from above, until the blue silk fabric of her dress was drenched, then turned to him 
with a smile of pure joy, throwing herself in his arms to hold him tight, her delight surging through them 
both on the stream of their bond. He'd never felt such pleasure from her before. 

Until recently, the quiet thought intruded. 
He growled softly in dismay, trying to ignore that voice, but it was impossible. The images of her 

dream this morning had intruded upon his thoughts all day long. Knowing that it wasn't just a dream but 
a memory made it even harder to bear. The thought of what he'd done then was still difficult for him to 
accept, but what he had accepted was Catherine's need that they at least move beyond it. Experiencing it 
in this way, in the way of her morning's dream, was troubling in the extreme. He feared that it would 
take very little of that strange dream perspective to make him view those events differently than he had 
to date, that he was in danger of forgetting his guilt in the pleasure portrayed in those visions. Waking to 
those ecstatic emotions had caught him completely off guard. He'd become consciously aware of what 
was happening only during the very last moment, far too late to do anything but succumb to the lusty, 
exultant power contained therein, completely unable to stop the instinctive response his body so 
willingly sought. It was terrifying and exhilarating, terrible and wonderful to be so utterly lost within 
those turbulent waves·once more. The burgeoning swell of the music filled him with a thrilling sense of 
that morning's event and he breathed deeply, letting the music and the memories take him completely. 

He felt it then, a tendril slipping through his defenses to wrap around his heart. It was so delicate, 
so tender and soft it made him want to weep. Raising one haiId, he pressed his palm flat over his left 
breast, as though to hold that fragile sensation close and safe. It took root there, finding its way home 
and nestling deeper. In that secure refuge it flowered, growing ever stronger. His chest swelled in 
response, the power of their bond now felt throughout his whole body, in muscles, sinews, tendons and 
bones. He felt it deep in his marrow, in the coursing blood as it raced through him, in the very air he 
breathed. 

She was everywhere. She was everything. 
His eyes opened slowly, and she was there, standing in the chamber entrance, watching him, her 

face betraying everything. In it he saw love and longing, fear and trepidation, all mixed together and 
etched across her features. His heart melted, and the hand over it stretched out, urging her to him. She 
moved forward slowly, as though in a trance, a vision in the deepest of blue velvets. His fingers closed 
about hers and felt their trembling, twining with them until their palms were pressed flat, flesh to flesh, 
their arms stretched straight down along their sides. Then he drew her closer, his other hand sliding up 
and around her waist to pull her to the hard, aching planes of his body until she rested against him, no 
inch of space separating them. Finally .... 

The music drifted down over them both, filling him with a poignant, boundless joy, while beneath 
him, rising upward, her heady scent wrapped around his senses. It was different than it normally was, 
richer, deeper. He could tell she hadn't bathed tonight, as she usually did before meeting him for their 
evenings together. Good. He nuzzled the silky hair at the crown of her head and the scent stirred, filling 
his nostri1s. Dropping his head to her bared shoulder he breathed in deeply at the curve of her neck, 
finding that musky scent to be even stronger there. Her pulse beat thickly in her throat, just beneath her 
ear. He could hear its rushing roar, could smell the iron-rich tang of it just below her satiny skin. Oh, god, 
she smelled so wonderfol .... 

With a shudder of released tension, she relaxed against him, her free arm sliding up to wrap 
around his waist, her hand resting along the tender indent of his spine, low down, so as not to impede his 
nuzzling above. 
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"I'm sorry," she whispered. 
He shook his head, holding her closer yet, whispering in turn, "Don't be, not any more." 
Their stillness ended then as he led her toward the pile of cushions resting against the shadowed 

portion of the wall, out of sight from any who might peer down through the grate from above. He held 
her close and sank down, taking her with him, until they nestled together among the many fabrics and 
textures, safe, secure and warm. One arm still circled her waist, and his other hand reached up to stroke 
her honey-brown hair, her head resting upon his shoulder. His fingers threaded through the silky strands, 
and he turned to catch the elusive tendrils of the scent contained there as it wafted out upon the night 
breeze. 

They were silent for a long time. Despite his words, Catherine didn't know what to say, and 
despite his sentiments, Vincent still felt intensely vulnerable and emotionally fragile. Ifhe thought he 
could count on that insecurity, it might have been different, but he knew that the other side of himself 
had no such uncertainties, that given half a chance, it would rise up and claim any and all she offered, and 
more. That side of him was unconstrained by feelings of inadequacy or fear. Ifloosed, it would dominate 
her completely, as it had that day in the cage far below. He couldn't allow that, not now. He was 
determined to let nature take its course with them, but that didn't mean he had accepted a role other than 
a passive one, at least for now. He couldn't imagine initiating intimacies with her of the sort he'd 
fantasized about for the past two years, no matter how confident he was in those dreams. 

The silence stretched on. It should have been comfortable, given their setting, but their bond 
betrayed their unease, and both knew why. Catherine searched for something to say, anything, that 
would break that silence. 

"How is the new security system working?" she asked in a rush, her voice breathless. 
He exhaled, and over their bond she felt a minute sense of relaxation. "Good and bad," he replied, 

a soft chuckle in the low tones of his voice. 
She peered up at him, meeting his gaze for the first time, a quizzical look there. 
"Good because 1 could find no way to get past them uunoticed," he said enigmatically. 
"And .... " she prompted. 
He shrugged. "Bad because 1 could find no way to get past them uunoticed." 
His wry response startled a sudden laugh out of her, and he grinned in turn, feeling her humor. 
"Don't worry, Vincent, I'm sure if you put your mind to it you'll discover some new methods 

for sneaking past the sentries," she teased. 
His smile disappeared, and his response turned serious. "That's exactly what 1 would have done 

in the past. Now I'll search for those ways, but ifl find them, it will be to close them off." 
Her own humor Oisappeared in a rush as images ofParacelsus and Erlich filled her mind.· 
"When 1 think of them here, Catherine, among us, among the children. .. " 
He shuddered, unable to complete that thought. 
"I know," she whispered, rubbing her palm lightly over his chest to soothe the sudden agitation 

she felt there. He sighed and his hand lifted to cover her own, stilling its motion, but keeping it pressed 
close to his breast. The strong heartbeat beneath could be felt easily, and she concentrated on that 
sensation, feeling its unusually fast rate ease down to a slow, steady pulse. 

"Tell me how you tested the perimeter," she asked, trying to distract him from those thoughts, 
and curious as to his methods. 

"I left it at the three-way junction furthest from the hub, then circled around the whole area, 
looking for missed entry points or weak viewing spots at the guard posts. Luckily 1 could fmd none." 

"That must have taken a while," she said, intrigued. 
He nodded. "Over eight hours. The perimeter is fairly wide, and evaluating it from outside the 

hub - while trying to go uunoticed - is far more difficult than a normal inspection from the inside. James 
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and Jamie checked the inner perimeter several times today, as weli. We met afterwards. Jamie and I feel 
it's secure, and more importantly, so does James. I've gained a great deal of respect for his skills, 
Catherine. Thank you for helping to bring him below." 

She smiled, thinking on the tunnel's newest member and the invaluable help he'd already been to 
them all. She herself owed him a personal debt that could never be repaid. "The council hardly needed 
me," she said. "His capabilities and need were both easy to uncover. But you're right, he's a wonderful 
addition to the community: You know," she added speculatively, "I can't help thinking he would be a 
good one for Jamie. They're close in age and have a lot in common. Should we do some match-making?" 
she teased. 

"I don't think that will be necessary," he replied wryly. 
She looked up, surprised by the humor in his voice. 
"What do you mean?" 
He didn't answer right away, and Catherine felt a shimmer of heat through their bond, inspecting 

his face closely for the blush she felt inside. It was impossible to see with his coloring and in this light, 
nonetheless she was sure it was there. "Tell me," she insisted, intrigued. 

He sighed. "I accidentally came across them in one of the side tunnels a week ago, the very day 
you left, in fact," he added, his voice turning sober. 

She hugged him tight. "Forget that, it's over," she said, dismissing those darker memories. "Tell 
me," she repeated, her voice teasing. 

The sensation of heat intensified. 
"They were ... kissing." 
"Kissing?" she asked, her eyebrows raised. "Kissing how?" 
"What do you mean, how?" he asked, confusion adding to his discomfort. 
"Well, there are lots of kisses, Vincent," she said, pulling away to kneel upright beside him as 

though the conversation suddeu1y interested her extremely. "Was it like this?" And so saying she leaned 
forward and pressed a light peck against his brow. 

He shook his head, bemused and uncertain of how to respond. Her answering smile only 
increased his nervousness. 

"Or this?" she asked, leaning forward to repeat that simple touch, this time upon his cheek, then 
sitting back on her haunches once more, putting some welcome distance between them again. "Because if 
it was either of those two," she added, not waiting for his reply, "I don't think you should assume 
there's anything of significance between them," she said, a merry twinkle in her eye. 

He shook his head again, speechless. 
"No? Hmm .... .'>- She appeared to be giving it some thought. "So you're saying that what you 

saw made you think they were, um, interested in each other romantically?" she asked. 
He nodded slowly, still silent. 
"You have to be careful with assumptions, Vincent," she cautioned. "Because even this," and at 

those words she leaned forward again, this time to press her lips lightly against his own, leaving them 
there for just a moment before moving away, "might appear more significant than it really is. Some might 
see that as nothing more than affection between two friends, though of course that may not be the 
correct interpretation," she added cryptically. 

His mouth dropped open with startled surprise, then snapped shut abruptly when he saw her 
gaze was piuned there. He knew she was referring to the time she'd kissed him at her threshhold, before 
returning above after the short stay below to deal with her father's death. 

Her eyes rose back to his, a sparkle of humor there, as though she was aware of his memory and 
his discomfort, and was not above teasing him a bit over it. 

"Was it like that, Vincent?" she asked innocently. 
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''No,'' he said, speaking for the first time since she'd beguit. The word came out a hoarse whisper. 
''No? None of those things? I could keep on trying to guess. That would be interesting, but it 

could take a while," she said, wagging her eyebrows teasingly at him as his blush finally became visible to 
her eyes. "Or you could just show me," she suggested. 

He sat frozen, silent. Was he really supposed to answer her seriously? This sort of teasing was 
so new to him, and he had no idea of how to respond. 

"Actually," she continued, "either of those ideas sounds wonderful to me." She pressed her 
hands against his chest and leaned forward slowly, letting them slide upward until they slipped around 
his neck, her fingers twining together behind it. Her eyes held his, periodically dipping down to gaze at 
his trembling lips, then up again, to reassure him. "Just tell me when I get it right," she added a moment 
before her lips met his once more. 

This kiss started out like the last one, but she held it longer, her lips nuzzling lightly against his 
own. His lips trembled, and though he knew she had to feel that, she didn't stop. His heart-rate sped up 
suddenly, and he found himself unable to breath. He pulled back a few inches, his mouth dropping open 
to draw in deep, gasping pants of air. 

"Catherine, please!" he whispered hoarsely. 
"Please what, Vincent?" she asked, leaning in to kiss him again, this time turning her head 

somewhat so that their lips made a better fit. She was the one who pulled away next, giving him some 
distance and catching his gaze with her own. "Please stop? Is that what you're asking? Do you want me 
to stop?" 

He nodded quickly, then stopped abruptly, the motion changed to a slow shake of his head. 
Even as he did it, he looked incredulous, as though he couldn;t believe he'd done such a thing. 

She smiled. "Good, because I don't want to stop either. And besides," she added, "you haven't 
shown me the kind of kiss you saw between Jamie and James yet, have you?" 

She looked at him inquisitively and once again he was speechless, simply shaking his head. 
"You wouldn't leave my ... curiosity ... " she paused, a wry note in her voice, "so unsatisfied, 

would you?" 
He swiillowed hard, completely thrown off by this unfamiliar teasing, yet not wanting it to end. 
She nodded, as though pleased with his silent response, then leaned slowly forward once more. 

Her breasts brushed him fust, and even through the heavy velvet she felt her hard nipples tingle at the 
touch of his broad chest and strong muscles. She settled her torso warmly against his, loving the feel of 
his massive expanse beneath her, then slid her twined fingers upward beneath his hair until they cupped 
the back of his head, urging him down to her waiting mouth. When their lips met this time, she found 
that angle inrrnediately, a mewling sigh of delight escaping her throat to vibrate against his mouth. He 
gasped at that sensation and she took advantage of the opportunity, flicking her tongue lightly up into 
the secret cleft at the center of his upper lip. This time his startled gasp was louder. She didn't wait, 
slipping her tongue iuside to rub its raspy surface agaiust his own. He groaned, the feel of her touching 
him so intimately overwhelming him completely, but he couldn't stop his iustinctive response, his 
tongue meeting hers iustantly. It was a tentative touch at first, but almost inrrnediately it changed, their 
mouths feeding each other the tastes and textnres they both craved. Their tongues danced together, 
flicking away periodically to explore other hidden valleys of flesh, then meeting again, time after time, 
until they thrust agaiust each other, stroking and tasting, caressing and seeking. When Vincent pulled 
away abruptly, gasping for breath, his eyes dilated and vague, she smiled. 

"Was it like that?" she whispered. 
He looked confused for a moment, then the haze cleared a bit. He nodded shyly, glancing away as 

though to escape her eyes, then back again, as ifhe couldn't get enough of her. 
"Then I think you were absolutely right," she said firmly. 
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"Right?" he asked, bemused. 
"Right about them being interested in each other romantically," she clarified. "There's not much 

mistaking that sort of kiss," she added, smiling gently at him. 
He stared at her disoriented, the sensation of her kisses still on his lips, still on his mind. He 

wanted more. Was it too much to ask after all she'd already given him? His gaze dropped down to her 
lips again and found them swollen and glistening, then jerked abruptly away, frightened by the strength 
of his desire. Her hand cupped his chin and turned him back, until their gazes locked once more. 

"Do you want to kiss me again, Vincent?" she asked, her eyes never leaving his. 
He stared at her, confused and dismayed, but finally nodded, unable to withhold that truth from 

her. 
"You can. I give you permission, if that's what you need. Any time you want to kiss me, you 

can," she added solemnly, as though entering into a legal contract with him. She slid down from her knees 
until she rested on one hip, facing him, her legs curled beneath her. Her arms stayed up near his 
shoulders, but she made no further move now, letting him decide. 

Kiss her whenever he wanted? he thought, bemused. Surely she couldn't know what she did, in 
allowing him such a thing. If he were to take full advantage of her offer, they might never stop, of that he 
was fairly certain. Even now that other voice was demanding he take what she offered. Kiss her again, 
you fool! the voice insisted. The taste of her lips, her mouth, her tongue .... The sweetness of it was 
heavenly, nectar from the gods. Suddenly that expression made perfect sense. Honeyed ambrosia, 
completely irresistible .... He stared down at her mouth, unable to withdraw his gaze, remembering her 
kisses, remembering her taste. How he wanted that again. 

"Kiss me, Vincent," she urged. "Please." 
He groaned, watching her lips move, wanting to feel that motion beneath his own, wondering how 

it would feel, knowing .... 
"Please," she repeated, her eyes wide and imploring. 
He shuddered, part ofhim afraid to initiate such a thing, another part eager and ready. Even as his. 

mind resisted, his arms tightened around her, drawing her close until she rested across his body. Her left 
arm slid down and tucked itself beneath his own and around his broad back, until his right arm circled her 
shoulders, supporting her body and holding her nestled tight to his torso. Her other arm fell away from 
his neck, leaving her open to his gaze as he stared down. Her left breast was pressed tight to his ribcage, 
and even through the velvet he could feel her unbound softness, could feel the tip, hard and tight with 
arousal, could see that same tautness in its twin, standing stiff beneath the rich fabric. He groaned and 
closed his eyes, his senses overwhelmed with her physical beauty. And her scent .... It had only 
deepened, drawing him lnto a sensual vortex that grew ever wider, ever more precarious. 

"Kiss me," she pleaded, her voice begging him .... 
His Catherine, begging him to kiss her! How was this possible? No matter, her need called to him 

so strongly now, and even ifhe had the strength to ignore his own, he could not ignore hers, not any 
more. He leaned down and took her mouth, his tongue seeking out the hidden depths there, drinking in 
her taste and scent with a growl of abandon. First she stayed still, letting him explore as he would, then, 
when his growl increased, demanding her participation, she joined him, an equal partner, giving in gladly 
with a muffled coo of pleasure. The kiss went on and on, and when he stopped it was only because he 
thought his heart might explode from the dizzying pleasure. He gasped, staring down at her with 
adoration and awe. 

"Was there anything else, Vincent?" 
The sound of her voice startled him, and even when the words penetrated the foggy haze 

surrounding him, he didn't understand. 
"Anything else?" he repeated hoarsely. 
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"Did you see anything else between James and Jamie that day?" she answered, clarifying her 
question. 

He blushed, glancing down at her breast instinctively and remembering how James' hand had been 
lost inside the folds of her jacket. Innocent he might be, but there had been no doubt in his mind as to 
where he was touching her. 

"Ab .... " 
He looked away, aghast. 
"My, my, they most definitely are romanticaIly involved, aren't they?" she said, almost to 

herself, clearly delighted. When she saw his discomfort, her humor subsided .. 
"I'm sorry, Vincent, I didn't mean to joke about it, or about them. It's none of our business, but 

the truth is I'm very happy for them both. Jamie's always been so independent, and that's a wonderful 
thing, but now perhaps she'll have someone she can share with, someone she's willing to be vulnerable 
with. That's important." 

He found himself nodding in complete agreement, his concern for Jamie overriding his own 
discomfort. "Yes, I thought so myself She grew up in such an insecure environment before she found us. 
For a while I wondered if she could ever leam to trust anyone. Over time she did learn. She trusts us. 
We're her family now, and she protects us fiercely. But she's never really let herself be emotionally 
open, and that's always worried me. I think James is the same way. Maybe together they can learn to 
share what they can't allow others to see." 

"Yes, together," she whispered quietly. 
The implication of her words was not lost upon him. He trusted his family. He protected them 

fiercely. But there was much he would not aIlow them to see; Agaiust all odds he had found her. He 
loved her with a strength that would never die, and it wasn't just because she accepted him. His family 
below did that, as well as their helpers above. No, their bond existed for a reason. She was the woman he 
loved, and he would love only her, all the days of his life and beyond, whatever happened, whatever 
came. She was the obvious one with whom he could share the differences he hid from the others. Ifnot 
her, then there was no one. Ifhe couldn't share with her, then he must bear the burden alone. His heart 
plummeted at that thought. He'd felt that particular aloneness for over thirty years, until Catherine. He 
never wanted to feel it again. With a muftled groan he buried his face agaiust her midriff, hugging her 
close. Her arm slid back over his shoulder and she hugged him tight, murmuring soft, soothing words. 

"I'm here, my love, I'm here. I'll never leave you, believe me. Trust me, please." 
He groaned again, feeling the lush velvet agaiust the rougher bristles of his cheeks, and beneath 

that the soft slope of her breast. The random motions shifted until he brushed back and forth across the 
soft curves and taut peak, rubbing caressingly, soothingly, easing her distress as well as his own. The 
beat of her heart caught him and he moved to the left, pressing his ear down to hear the comforting 
sound. She was here, with him. She would love him always. She had told him that before, but this time 
he finaIly believed it, sighing deeply, a weight lifted from his heart. They stayed that way, silent and 
still, until the music ended, and this time there was no discomfort in that silence. 

When the final notes drew to a close, he sighed, as if emerging from a dream. Slowly he rose to his 
feet, drawing her up with him. She stood on shaky legs and he held her close until the tremors passed, 
then lifted her in his arms and left the chamber. Often when they wandered through the tunnels talking, 
he'd led her by circuitous routes to avoid the sentries' eyes. This time he did not. She never saw the 
speculative smiles of the guards as they passed, her face pressed tight to his chest, eyes closed with 
bliss. Only when he set her back on her feet did she become aware that they had reached the guest 
chamber. He steadied her agaiust one side of the rocky arch and stepped back until he rested agaiust the 
other side. They stared at each other, amazement in their eyes over the progress made this night. He 
wouldn't stay, she knew that it was still too soon, but what they'd shared wouldn't be forgotten. He 
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wouldn't ignore that progress, taking them back to where they'd been before, as he had done so often in 
the past. No, she could read it in his eyes, her own widening with shocked surprise as, after a small 
hesitation, he pushed away from the stone and approached her once more. There was still uncertainty in 
his eyes, but there was something else as well, and she knew that no matter how difficult it was for him 
to accept all that had happened between them this evening, he couldn't resist kissing her now. He 
stopped inches from her, his forearm rising to rest beside her face, upon the hard stone, his other hand 
slipping up to cup her cheek. 

"Good night, Catherine," he whispered. 
His eyes dropped down to her lips and then he leaned forward slowly, kissing her with a 

languorous, searching thoroughness that undid her completely. She didn't know how she continued to 
stand, the solid wall behind her and the sole touch of his hand on her face her only support. 

"Good night," she whispered hazily in response, when his mouth finally left hers. 
He turned and left her, and she watched him go. Long after he was out of sight, when her legs quit 

shaking enough to allow their use, she slid into the semi-darkened chamber. She moved as though in a 
trance, kicking her shoes off and pulling her dress over her head to drape it over a nearby chair in passing. 
All that was left were her panties, and she stripped those offher legs and kicked them away without 
thought, leaving them to lie on the chamber floor. With a dreamy expression on her face she crawled 
beneath the blankets, cuddling down until she was immersed in their cozy warmth, loving the feel of the 
flannel sheets against her bare skin. In her mind that soft texture was replaced by the lush feel of his 
body, hard muscles and soft hair, surrounding her. She sighed with delight, lost somewhere between 
slumber and the waking world, where dreams and reality merged. 

Vincent found his repose more elusive, his analytical mind unable to leave the events of this night 
unexamined. The taste of her kisses would not leave him, and he replayed their memory over and over 
again, astonished by the new closeness he and Catherine now shared. He recalled the time just before 
Devin had disappeared, when he, aged twelve, had been privy to a late night conversation with his then 
fourteen-year-old brother. The younger teenagers were just discovering the joys of the opposite sex, and . 
Vincent, not yet aware that these pleasures might never pertain to him, had the good luck of having an 
older brother who didn't think it beneath him to share his experiences with his younger sibling. Devin's 
first kissing lessons were at the hands of a classmate, MaryAnn, aged fourteen-going-on-seventeen. 
He'd snuck out one evening and met her at the falls. They'd kissed for hours, he bragged, puffed with 
pride over that momentous event. Necking, he'd called it. Vincent was somewhat chagrined to find 
himself finally, at thirty-five, experiencing the glories of such a thing first-hand, though what he'd felt 
this night had nothing to do with the childish pleasures as described by Devin twenty-three years ago, of 
that he was certain. 

No, his response to Catherine had been anything but innocent, and even now, at the very thought 
of it, his body grew hard, aching with unfulfilled need. He groaned and buried his head in crossed arms 
resting upon his writing table. Though he was filled with restless energy, pacing was definitely out of the 
question. Finally, after an hour of that torture, he got to his feet and stripped offhis clothing, sighing 
with relief when the pressure was finally lessened on his straining erection. He pulled his robe on and left 
for the bathing pool, hoping a long soak would help him gain some degree of control over his traitorous 
body. 

This time he entered the pool by the steps, shivering as his sensitized flesh was slowly 
immersed, inch by inch, in the warm water. He instinctively settled on the third step-bench, where the 
water covered him past his waist, and sighed. The buoyant effect was definitely welcome, but he wished 
it were cooler, his heated flesh crying out for that. The water at the falls was cold, as were some of the 
other pools in the outer regions of the hub, but they were too far to seek out this night, especially in his 
current condition. He leaned back against the stone wall of the pool and closed his eyes, trying to focus 
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on any1:llliIg else but the white heat that strained between his thighs. The multiplication tables were too 
easy, and he quickly moved on to long division. It didn't help. Nothing could distract him from the 
urgent message his brain was busily speeding throughout his body, along with seemingly copious 
quantities of heated blood. The ache grew more intense and he growled in frustration, reaching up to 
grasp the edge of the pool at either side, his nails scraping loudly along solid rock, his biceps and triceps 
flexing with tension. 

"Vincent?" 
His eyes popped open in shock, and he jumped off the bench to stand at the pool's center, water 

now covering him to mid-chest. Catherine stood just inside the chamber entrance, watching him, a 
hesitant look on her face. 

"I... 1 thought you were asleep," he stammered. 
"1 was, but 1 woke up. 1 thought 1 heard you calling me," she added, a tentative question in her 

voice. 
He shook his head silently, but both knew now what it was she'd 'heard' through their bond. He 

needed her, and their need for each other was always communicated instantly, as though that were the 
primary purpose of their ethereal connection. 

"Could I ... Could 1 come in, Vincent?" she asked shyly. 
He shook his head again, this time more vehemently. "It wouldn't be a good idea, Catherine." 
"Just for a few minutes." 
He stared at her, stunned. He wanted to ask 'why?, but he was afraid to, afraid of any answer 

she might make. He had made the decision to let nature take its course, but could this possibly be 
construed as falling within that definition? It had been both exhilarating and terrifying to leave himself 
open to her kisses earlier tonight, but the thought of this, of them standing together naked in the pool, 
caused dizzying emotions far beyond what he'd experienced earlier. What would she do? And more 
importantly, what would he do? It was the uncertainty of that thought which filled him with an icy 
dread. Unfortunately that dread seemed to be constrained to his emotional state alone- his physical 
plight remained unchanged, he noted with dismay. One way or the other, he thought distractedly, his 
desire for her would be the end of him. 

"Please, Catherine, not now," he beseeched her, hoping she would understand how unnerved he 
was at the thought of such a thing. 

She did understand, her next words both proving that and undoing his logic at once. "I know how 
difficult this is for you, Vincent," she whispered, the softness of her gaze connniserating with his. "I 
know how hard it is for you to let yourself be vulnerable with anyone, to share .... " 

Her words struck home deeply, and he was flung instantly back, as she'd intended, to their 
discussion earlier this evening regarding their hopes for Jamie and James. 

"I need to be the one you choose to share with. Coming here, saying this .... " She paused and 
looked away for a moment, then back again, seeking out his gaze in the dim center of the pool. "It isn't 
easy for me, either." 

He drew in a deep breath, struck by her words. He'd been so caught up in his own fears that he 
hadn't stop to think that Catherine had her own. Oh, he knew they weren't necessarily the same as his 
own, but they were there nonetheless. Catherine had been in relationships before him, and he knew 
enough about Stephen, Tom and Elliot to know that each time she had seen herself more as a trophy than 
an equal partner or a loving helpmate. Emotional vulnerability was as difficult for her as it was for 
himself, he realized abruptly. That thought dismayed him. He'd always seen her as so strong 
emotionally. She gave so easily to those around her, the children, the helpers, everyone. But the 
emotional vulnerability of an intimate relationship, that was a different thing, and one they hadn't yet 
had to work through completely due to the distance he'd always kept between them. Catherine had 
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touched on it once before, when Laura left after her last visit; she'd told him how sure she was that 
despite the trials and tribulations of love, Laura would be happier. She had been speaking for herself as 
well, she'd made that very clear, the promise in her eyes undoing him. He'd held that promise close as 
hope for their future, but he hadn't been able to do more than that, not then. Had they actually reached 
that time when such a thing needed to become more than words? When it needed to be brought forward 
into the light of reality, even if only in small steps? 

He took a deep breath, overwhelmed with the thought, but suddenly sure of his answer. Four 
days ago he had made the firm resolution to trust her, and there was no going back on that pledge. 
Finally, with a small nod of his head, he agreed, unconsciously stepping back a few feet, melting into the 
shadows at the back of the pool. She appeared startled by his sndden acquiescence, that look changing in 
an instant to relief She nodded in turn, then undid the belt of her tnnnel robe, laying it upon the smooth, 
flattened rocks, just behind her. He drew in another gasp, unprepared for the sight of her, naked beneath 
it. She pretended not to hear, but he saw a blush stain her cheeks, and felt the heated response over their 
bond. 

Despite his dismay, he couldn't tear his eyes away. He'd seen her naked before, of course
twice, to be exact. The first time had been just after her attack in the park. He had assisted Father with 
her wounds, undressing her after the iuitial stitching of the facial slashes was complete to assess any 
other damage. Numerous bruises were uncovered - she'd obviously struggled with her attackers - but 
nothing more serious, thank god. That situation had been far too fraught with worried concern for him to 
have seen her in any other light than that of a physician's assistant. Afterwards, of course, when things 
had changed between them, those images became less clinical. His daydreams and fantasies of her had an 
element of reality to them, in her physical appearance, which he could not deny, try as he did. The 
second time had been just weeks ago, in Paracelsus' cage. His emotious then had borne no comparison to 
those of the patient caregiver, but there was a similarity in the chaotic situation of the time. For the most 
part, until the very end, both of their attentions had been focused as much outward, on their 
surroundings, as on each other, the desperate times requiring as much. 

That was not the case now. Now there was nothing else to distract him from her luminous 
beauty. She was so smooth, so unlike himself, with soft curved shoulders that met in a tender hollow 
beneath her throat which begged to be kissed. Her breasts almost glimmered in their satin, rose-tipped 
ivory smoothness. How strange that they could appear both small and full at the same time, both soft 
and taut. Beneath them her torso swept down, lithe and slender, a delicate, concave line which finally 
met the softer, womanly roundness at her belly. He wanted to pillow his head there, to sweep his arms 
around her legs and nestle close, immersed in that femiuine comfort. His mind and body both were 
captivated by the sight oIher, his erection surging so strongly a groan escaped him before he could stop 
it. She glanced over to where he stood, and he was glad for the shadows which hid him from her full 
sight. When she entered the pool, she stopped at the bottom of the steps and looked toward him 
hesitantly. The water covered her breasts now, and he found himself frustrated by the sudden 
disappearance of that vision. She was so beautifol.... 

"We hide so much of ourselves from each other, Vincent. I don't want to do that anymore." 
He trembled at her words, knowing she referred to more than the simple physical reality of either 

of them. 
She took a step closer and his trembling increased. "You know I want you, and I know you want 

me. Even if you're not yet ready to take that step, there's no reason we should deny that need to each 
other." She took another step and added, "There are other ways .... " 

"Catherine," he begau, desperate to forestall both her words and her movement for a moment 
more while he sought to gain some control, though a part ofhim eagerly welcomed both. 

"Shhh, Vincent," she whispered, "trust me." 
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She advanced further, and despite his detennination to continue the process which had begun 
with his promise to her five days ago, he retreated. His progress ended abruptly at the far curve of rock 
just two feet behind him, but that didn't stop him. He slid along it to his right, until he burnped up 
against another barrier. Where the first step-bench was carved out of the pool, a rounded-edge comer 
spot remained and he found himself trapped there, nowhere else to go as she moved in front of him, 
blocking off any further escape he might have attempted. 

"Am I really so terrifYing to you, Vincent?" she asked, sorrow in her voice. 
"Not you, Catherine," he answered quickly, shocked by her perception. 
"You're afraid to let me see you, to touch you," she said. He nodded. "Because of what I'll think 

of you?" she asked. He nodded again. "I've seen you already, Vincent. We've touched .... " 
Her words trailed off, and a memory flash swept to him from her over their bond, of them 

pressed together tight on that worn-out mattress in the cage far below. He gasped and flinched, trying to 
press himself further back, though the solid rock kept him firmly before her. 

"Forget Paracelsus, Vincent. Forget Erlich and Tamara Forget Father and all the others. It's just 
you and me, here, now .... " 

Her hands rose until he felt the barest touch of her fingertips resting upon his chest. He drew in a 
gasping breath, his eyes closed tight, heat surging through him, but stayed still. Slowly the pressure 
increased, until the warm press of her palms rested there as well. 

"Kiss me, Vincent," she whispered. 
His eyes flashed open iustantly, and he stared down into her eyes. There was a luminous light 

there, imploring him. She touched him nowhere else but with the palms of her hands flat upon his chest, 
but in that spot he burned. She waited, silent now, waited for'him to choose. Her lips trembled, and he 
couldn't tell ifit was a reflection of her uncertainty or anticipation of the kiss she expected. It really 
didn't matter, he thought, because there was no way he couldn't kiss her, not after tonight, not when she 
stood before him like this, offering everything, bravely letting him close, her own fear of rejection clear in 
the green-gray light of her eyes. He leaned down and pressed his lips tentatively to hers. The trembling 
increased and he pressed harder until it stilled beneath the force of his own. Hesitantly he begun to 
nuzzle gently, exploring the satiny surface of her lips, as stunned now as he had been with their first 
kisses this night. Would it always be this way? Would he never grow used to the unexpected taste and 
texture of her, so different, so unique? The sensations were building rapidly and within minutes the 
hesitation he'd felt at the beginning was gone, taking his inhibitious with it. He deepened the kiss 
abruptly then, tilting his head to hers until their lips melted together. His tongue slid inside and found a 
lush garden of delight, honey-sweet with sensory wonder. She tasted so good ... 

Catherine moane-d softly at the sudden domination of his kiss, melting against him. The silky 
stream of water was replaced abruptly by his hard fimmess, and she moaned again, her arms sliding 
down from his chest and around his back so that she could let her aching breasts press more fully to his 
solid torso. They nestled in the curving arch of his ribs, right below the swelling pectoral muscles of his 
chest, and she rubbed them there with a mewling sigh, wrapping her arms tightly around him to pull 
herself closer. She let her hips drift in and felt his hard erection, straining up towards his belly. Oh yes .... 
She pressed closer to it, trapping it between the rock-hard fimmess of his abdomen and the softer curves 
of her own. He groaned loudly at the contact of her body along his, especially at that intimate touch, but 
didn't move away. 

"Oh Catherine .... " he whispered, the sound vibrating against her lips. 
"Yes, my love, yes .... " she murmured. 
Then he was kissing her again, deeper this time, his tongue exploring her mouth with an increased 

hunger. He pulled away with a gasp, and flung his head back, his eyes squeezed tight, his face taut with 
tension. Though they were pressed close, with her arms about him, his own stayed to his side, reaching 
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up to grasp the edge of the pool floor on his left, and the top of tlie first step bench on his right. 
She saw it, and knew it was because he was still afraid to touch her, afraid that he would lose 

control, afraid that what had happened in the cage below might be repeated now ifhe did. She wasn't 
going to let that happen, not this time. He needed to know that it didn't have to be like that, that they 
could choose how.and when and where they wished to love. That it was all up to them. They were under 
no one's control here but their own. His outstretched arms clearly told her of his fear, but they told her 
something else as well. They told her of his determination to leave himself open to her wishes, to leave 
the next step up to her. He needed her to lead him now, just as he had asked of her below. He needed to 
trust in her instincts, not yet trusting in his own. Getting him to accept those intemal urgings would be 
for later. She looked forward to that immensely, but was content for now to lead him toward that spot 
gently. No doubt he would be shocked to discover that her desires were as wild as his own. He certainly 
wasn't ready for that, not yet, though she looked forward to his discovering of that, as well, certain it 
would alleviate many of his own fears in the process. But now .... 

Catherine stared up along his heaving chest and taut, up-tilted face with awe, loving the wild look 
of him. She needed to touch him now, needed it desperately. Her left arm stayed securely about his waist 
but her right one slid back around to his side, then tentatively stroked inward, along his ribs. She let her 
body drift lazily against his own on the buoyant currents of the water, so that her hand could move 
between them. He drew in a gasping breath and she could feel it in the sudden concavity of his abdomen 
as her hand slid down it. She found his straining erection in an instant, and wrapped her hand around it, 
squeezing gently. He moaned and dropped his head forward, hiding it in the curve of her shoulder. She 
felt his lips move there, his moaning cries mufiled against her skin, the smooth, cold glide of ivory 
incisors brushing against her periodically, making her shudder with each teasing touch. Her fingers 
tightened and began to stroke the full, surging length ofhim. Oh god, he was so hot, so hard and thick 
with passion. ... 

She moaned again, loving the feel ofhim, wanting to give him so much more. "She nuzzled against 
the straining muscles of his chest, pressing warm kisses there. Burrowing through the lush thatch of 
golden hair, she found a copper-colored pap, licking it eagerly, then gripping it with her teeth before 
gently sucking it between her lips, her tongue teasing the tiny male tip. He groaned again, surging in her 
hand, and she sighed with pleasure. He growled when she gave one final, encompassing kiss to the small 
tip, and let it go, as though unhappy to lose that touch. She munnured soothingly and eased a little to his 
side, then sought out the twin pap there, loving it as she had the other. He released a hissing groan of 
pleasure at that renewed touch, and inside she rejoiced. She nestled more securely under the curve of his 
uplifted right arm, her breasts pressed to the side of his swelling ribs, leaving his torso more open than 
before for her exploratioll. Her hand released his straining erection and he cried out at the sudden absence, 
the sound shut off an instant later as he tried to mufile it against her shoulder. Through their bond she 
could feel how appalled he was at making such a protesting sound. She smiled. Her hand swept back up 
his body, leisurely stroking his belly, abdomen, ribs and chest, caressing him with a touch now gentle, 
now firm, alternating her strokes and touches upon him until he was shaking with desire. Behind him, her 
other hand stroked his back, along the taut, straining muscles of his massive shoulders to rub gently, 
soothingly, trying to ease him. Her fingers lovingly traced downward along the indent of his spine until 
she cupped a tensed buttock, squeezing gently, then stroking over both to explore the firm, luscious 
muscles and flesh. She stroked further down and slipped between his shaking thighs, her fingers finding 
the pendant fullness at the base of his erection just as her hand in front captured the shaft once more. He 
groaned loudly, arching forward into her hand, then crying out as her fingers tightened at the base, surging 
back to that hand, trapped within her loving, possessive hold. 

"Catherine!" 
She moaned, feeling his response through their bond, her own body shaking with pleasure at the 
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sensation. She nestled closer, straddling his right thigh, and began 'to rub her body firmly along his side, 
desperate to ease the growing ache between her legs and in the taut tips of her breasts. Her hands 
kneaded and stroked his straining, full flesh, and he groaned and growled, his head alternately swinging 
back with great, gasping pants, and falling forward again, as though he was fast losing control. He 
couldn't stop his response now, moving back and forth in her hands, seeking both touches with abandon. 
The round fullness at the base tightened, and the shaft above suddenly swelled, both surging in her 
hands. They both gasped and she tightened her hold on him, rubbing feverishly against his straining thigh 
muscles. Her fingers and palms were full to overflowing, kneading and stroking, urging him on to the end 
they so desperately sought. 

When it came, the explosive suddenness of it overwhehned them completely. They cried out, 
their bodies straining, the sounds of their mutual passion filling the chamber. Her hands continued to 
move upon him instinctively, even while lost in the throes of her own release, her body moving against 
his own to wring every last response from it. Vincent lost himself entirely in that release, letting go of 
the rock at his sides to finally encompass her in his arms, his weight falling forward against her. She felt 
that surrender gladly, the water easing his weight. She still held him intimately, and only when he was 
soft in her hands did she let go and slide her arms upward, to surround his body and hold him close to 
her own. He turned more fully into her and nestled there, his face buried in the curve of her shoulder once 
more, soft sounds of pleasure moaned against her skin. 

They stayed there, buoyed by the water and their love, for several long minutes, then finally, 
with a deep sigh, as if emerging from a dream, he lifted her up into his arms and moved slowly toward 
the other side of the pool. He chose the fourth step-bench this time, and when he sat upon it, she was in 
his lap, her head upon his shoulder, the water lapping against the tops of her breasts. He sighed again and 
closed his eyes, turning to nuzzle a soft kiss upon the crown of her head. 

She smiled and stroked a gentle hand across his shoulder, looking up at his relaxed features with 
satisfaction. Despite what she saw there, she was sure he needed some time to assiniilate this latest 
development between them. After a few minutes, she slid from his lap to crouch upon the stone beside 
him, her hands lacing together behind his neck. His eyes blinked open hazily, their blue depths betraying 
both his love and his uncertainty. 

"You're tired, Vincent. You should go to bed." 
"Soon, Catherine," he whispered huskily, shyly. 
Those words confirmed her assessment, and she nodded, accepting his need to be alone. 
"Don't stay too long," she said, before leaning in to press a soft kiss upon his lips. 
When she pulled back to meet his eyes once more, he nodded, speechless. 
She left the pool; dried off and pulled on her robe, then knelt at the edge. He had watched her the 

whole time, unable to tear his eyes away, and their gazes locked instantly. She slid her hand down along 
his cheek until it cupped his chin, tilting him upward so their mouths could meet in another tender kiss. 

"Good night," she murmured, nuzzling his lips with her own as she spoke. 
His own 'good night' was whispered out a moment later, when he finally found his voice again, 

just as she left the chamber. 

* * * * * 

The tunnel community was separate from the world above, but nonetheless they considered 
themselves a part of it in certain ways. Because of their tie to their helpers, they kept the same calendar, 
relatively speaking, though the holidays celebrated were not always the same. Thus Saturdays and 
Sundays were considered days of rest, and the children were given a break from their studies. Because 
the work-load had been reduced as of the day before, Catherine had no assigned duties this Saturday 
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morning, and so she didn't set the wind-up alann clock at her bedside table. She woke slowly, about mid
morning, her relaxation so complete she was almost unaware of that waking. Finally her surroundings 
gelled into focus, and she sighed, a blissful happiness filling her. Last night had been amazing. She had 
wanted him so badly for so long, but now a part of her had to admit that this voyage of discovery by 
increments was the most erotic thing she had ever done in her life, and all because it was him, making that 
same journey with her. She shivered with delight as images of the night before swept through her, 
wondering what the next few days had in store for them. Unfortunately, as she was soon to discover, 
fate's plans differed from her own. , 

After washing at the basin on its stand in a comer of her chamber - a bath would not be 
necessary this morning, she thought happily to herself-she dressed and hurried toward the dining hall, 
certain she would find Vincent there. He was, along with Father and five other men, all grouped together 
at one long table, a set of maps laid out before them. Backpacks with bedrolls were lined up against the 
far wall and her heart fell. They were obviously leaving the hub, and by the looks of it for a few days, at 
the very least. She approached the table slowly, trying to hide her disappointment, but he obviously felt 
it, turning to her in an instant and leaving the bench to meet her half-way. 

"Good morning, Catherine," he murmured, his eyes meeting hers shyly. 
After a short pause, he enveloped her in a gentle, short-lived hug. It was the most he could allow 

himself, she knew, in this public place, yet that sign of affection was an amazing move forward for him. 
"Good morning," she replied, her hands stroking lightly along his arms in an almost invisible 

caress as he stepped back. Though it was unlikely any others in the chamber would take note of it, he 
definitely felt it and her intention, a wannth filling their bond. Her gaze left his to scan the backpacks 
along the wall. "You're leaving?" 

"Yes. We had a major tunnel collapse several levels down. It's a key support area, so we need to 
repair it immediately." 

"You'll be staying there?" she asked, already knowing the answer. 
He nodded. "It's a three-hour walk - too far to go back and forth each day, and the work itself 

may take as many as three or four days to complete." He glanced over to the table as the others there 
rose and Father began rolling up the maps. "I'm sorry, Catherine. I don't like to leave you alone here so 
soon after .... " He didn't finish the sentence, instead starting a new one to reassure her. "The security is 
sound now, there should be no problems, and if there are, I'm not too far. I can be here again quickly if 
need be. Please don't worry." 

"I'm not worried, Vincent. I promise not to close the bond while you're gone," she added, 
knowing he wanted to ask, but was hesitant to do so. 

He nodded with relief. "Thank you." 
"The maps, Vincent." Father appeared beside them, and Vincent took the rolled papers from him 

silently, turning to secure them to his pack. He lifted it into place on his back, then returned to her side. 
"Catherine, we haven't discussed your plans. Could I ask that you stay below at least until I return?" he 
asked, a tentative note in his voice.-

"Yes, I'll stay," she said, not adding that she hadn't planned on leaving. "I'll continue to teach 
the middle classes. Do you want me to cover your morning class?" 

"Are you sure?" he asked. 
"Yes, of course. I'd enjoy it." 
"Thank you, Catherine. Father gets nervous when the classes are interrupted for too long, and 

several of the children are preparing for the SAT tests next spring. It's an important time for them. 
Their lesson plans are in my chamber, in a folder on the bookshelf with the textbooks. You know the 
spot?" 

She nodded. 
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He nodded in turn, then gazed about him, finding Father taiking to Cullen as he secured his pack. 
He caught his eye and after their conversation was complete, Father made his way over to them. 

"Father, Catherine will teach the oldest class as well as the middle one while I'm gone. Will you 
have Pascal send out an announcement to resume that schedule on Monday?" 

"Of course, we'll do it right away. That's very good of you, Catherine," he said, taking her hand. 
"I'm glad we won't have to delay that any longer. After the men are on their way, come to my study, 
why don't you, and we can go over the lesson plan together, if you like. Do you know where it is?" 

She nodded shyly, stunned by his instant acceptance of her offer. She had been certain that he 
would have questioned it and her continued stay here instead, and was speechless at the lack of any 
reference whatsoever to such a thing. "Yes, Vincent told me." 

"Good, then I'll see you shortly." He turned to his son, resting a hand upon his shoulder. "Take 
care, Vincent." 

"I will, Father." They exchanged a long look and Father nodded, as though intercepting a silent 
signal from him. Vincent sighed with relief, knowing that Father would keep a close watch over her. 
Despite what he'd told her, and despite his firm belief in the truth of those words, he was still 
irrationally worried about Paracelsus' future plans, though he was sure that at least for the time being his 
power was considerably weakened and would most likely take some time before he resurfaced to plague 
them again. Father turned away at the call of his name by another of the men, and then they were alone 
again. He glanced around at the still busy dining hall. The men were beginning to leave, but there were 
still many others there eating breakfast. Turning back to Catherine he asked, "Would you walk a ways 
with me?" 

"Of course." 
They left the chamber and followed the others down the main passageway which led out of the 

hub. They walked silently, side by side, for ten minutes, until a side tunnel opened to their left. He 
tugged her arm and they left the main path. 

He cleared his throat nervously. "Catherine, about last night .... " 
"Hush," she said, pressing a finger to his lips. "We'll talk about it when you get back," she 

whispered. 
Rising np on tiptoes, she replaced her finger with her lips, pressing a soft, innocent kiss there. 

While she settled back on her feet, she watched his face. His eyes were closed, as though to keep the 
sensation of that kiss alive for the time they would be apart. His eyes opened slowly, and instead of 
leaving her, as she fully expected him to do, he slid one arm around her waist and slowly pulled her to 
him once more. He increased the pressure until their bodies were pressed tight, then reached down to rest 
his hand upon the curve-of her hips, perilously close to the fullness he'd never intentionally touched 
before, she thought with amazement. The pressure of his touch alone lifted her up on her toes once more. 
She gasped at the intimacy of his touch, her lips opening in a mewling coo. He took advantage of that 
opportunity, taking her mouth in a deeper kiss, his tongue searching out hers for a long, heady embrace. 
When he took his mouth from hers, her eyes were hazy with passion, her whole body trembling. He held 
her against his solid length for a few minutes, until she grew steadier, then let her go with a sigh. They 
exchanged one last look, and then stepped together back onto the main passageway. The others were 
now out of sight. With a final whispered 'good-bye,' he turned to the left, and she to the right. They had 
moved perhaps twenty feet apart when each turned simultaneously, seeking out the other once more. 
Their eyes met across the distance, and their bond grew taut. He raised his hand to her, then turned 
away. She watched him go until a curve in the tunnel hid him from sight. She sighed and reluctantly 
turned back toward the hub. Three days, maybe four .... 

* * * * * 
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Without any candles lit within, the chamber was dark. It would have been just as dark had it been 
nine o'clock in the morning, though it was now barely past three AM. Despite that darkness, the small 
amount oflight from the torch twenty yards down the side tunnel behind him was sufficient for his keen 
vision, and he could see her sleeping peacefully, cuddled up beneath the cozy quilts. He sighed, leaning 
against the curved entrance to the guestchamber, watching her sleep. He didn't make a sound, and yet 
something in their bond must have alerted her to his presence, for she stirred suddenly, and whispered 
his name, her eyes fluttering open slowly. He froze, and for a moment considered slipping away before 
she discovered him there, but found his feet glued to the floor, and gave in. 

"I'm here, Catherine," he whispered as she leaned up on one elbow to stare unseeing into the 
darkness. 

"You're back!" she cried softly, pleasure filling her voice. 
"Yes, we finished the repairs early." 
She peered in the direction of his voice, but he could tell by her searching gaze that she couldn't 

see him at all. She began to pull the covers back, murmuring, "I'll light a candIe .... " when he stopped her. 
"Stay in bed, Catherine. I'll do it." 
She eased back against the pillows while he moved into the chamber. A box of matches rested on 

the bedside table, next to a candIe in a holder, and he lit the wick, then eased down on the mattress at her 
side, meeting her gaze, his own eyes chagrined. She didn't look uncomfortable at all. 

"What time is it?" 
"A little after three. I'm sorry I woke you - I just wanted to check on you before I went to bed." 
They both continued to whisper, as though the cozy darkness they'd begun in had set the stage 

for the conversation to follow. 
"Three in the morning? Then you must have left just before midnight. Why did you come back at 

this hour? Is everything all right?" she asked, worried by this unexpected turn of events. 
"Everything's fine. The others aren't back, though, not yet," he said, looking away for a moment 

to hide his embarrassment. "We worked late into the night last night so that we could get home early 
today, rather than late. The others slept at the site - they should be ready to leave for the hub in another 
hour or two - but I decided to leave after the work was complete," he added bashfully. 

It was clear he'd left early because he couldn't stand to wait any longer. He'd missed her as much 
as she'd missed him. That was no surprise, of course. She had already noted his damp hair; he'd just 
finished bathing - no doubt the first thing he'd done upon returning to the home tunnels. He wore his 
robe and sweats, and had obviously intended to go straight to bed after his bath. 

"You worked all day and night, then walked for three hours? Vincent, you must be exhausted!" 
she said. Still, her pleasure outweighed her dismay, and she felt a blush warming her cheeks. 

"I am tired, but it doesn't matter. I'm home now, and it should be a relaxing day today," he 
assured her. 

She nodded, then slid over toward the wall, making a space for him. He stared down at it, 
confused. 

"You're tired, Vincent, and your hair's wet - you'll catch cold. Lie down and cover up." 
"I should go to bed, Catherine, we can talk in the morning," he replied, beginning to rise to his 

feet. She caught his hand as he did, stopping his ascent. 
"Please stay," she whispered, her eyes as well as her voice imploring him. 
He stared down at her, mesmerized by the shadowed planes of her face in the near-darkness. Lie 

with her in her bed? 
"Catherine .... " he began. 
She interrupted, her hand tightening on his own. "Please, Vincent." 
He continued to stare at her, bemused and dismayed, but the truth was he wanted nothing more 
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than to stay. The last three days had seemed endless without her. 
"All right," he munnured, capitulating, "But only for a while." 
She nodded her agreement, released his hand and sighed, settling back on her pillow as she waited 

for him to join her. He leaned forward and blew out the candle, glad when the chamber was immersed in 
darkness once more. After a moment's hesitation he slipped his robe off and threw it across the back of a 
chair nearby. He kicked offhis slippers then turned back to the bed, where she waited for him. Slipping 
onto the mattress, he hugged the edge of the bed, trying not to move too close, unnerved by the sudden 
influx of memories of a similar event a few short weeks ago, when they had lain on a mattress together, 
facing each other, moments before the unthinkable happened. She reached toward him and he flinched 
back, startled, the memories of that time strong upon him, but it was only to pull the covers over him, 
and after a moment he relaxed - as much as he could under those conditions - and slid in a little closer, 
until he didn't feel like he was ready to topple backward off of the mattress and onto the chamber floor. 

"Did the work go smoothly?" she asked, her routine question calming him further. 
"Yes, it went jnst as we planned. The repairs look sound - they should hold, though I'll go back 

in a few days to assess the result again. How did your classes go?" 
"Fine, no problems at all. All the children here are so curious, so eager to learn. It's been areal 

pleasure. And the oldest children know so much by standards above. I think the ones getting ready for 
college will find they're well prepared. You've done such a wonderful job, Vincent." He shook his head, 
and though she couldn't see more than his shadowy outline, now that her eyes had adjusted a bit, she 
could hear a slight sound and knew that he was rejecting the credit she offered. "It's true, Vincent, you 
and Father and all the others here, you've made a tremendous difference." 

He breathed an almost silent sigh, then whispered "Thank you," his shadow stirring restlessly 
across from her. "The children have all worked so hard. ... " 

"I know. Everyone below does. They've missed you," she ended quietly. 
He stirred again. "I've missed them. There's more than enough hard, physical work to be done by 

everyone here," he said, sighing again. "It's something I especially am needed for from time to time," he 
admitted quietly, reluctantly, "But teaching is my favorite responsibility." 

"Of course, it would be," she responded quickly . "You were such a good student yourself, and 
your love of learning, your curiosity, have to be invaluable in imparting that knowledge to others. They 
couldn't have a better mentor or example, Vincent." 

He shifted once more, then settled down again, and through their bond she felt a further 
relaxation. 

"Have you always taught the middle and older children? When did you begin?" she asked, 
curiously. 

"When I was eighteen. I assisted Father and the others early on, mainly with the middle 
children - the older children and I were too close in age for me to be very effective then, and the younger 
children have always done so well with Father's tutelage. He has more than enough other responsibilities 
without that, but I think he finds that chore to be too satisfying to give it up. It connects him to the 
young ones at an early age, cements a bond that Seems to have a lasting impact on them all to one degree 
or another. You've been to many of the story hours, Catherine, you see how well-attended they are, not 
only by the children, but by their parents, some of whom were themselves taught by Father years ago. 
It's been very good for our community." 

"That's easy to see," she said, in complete agreement. "What about you? Do you have a 
preference for teaching the middle children or the teenagers?" 

He hesitated a moment before responding. "Once they've conquered the fundamental learning 
blocks - reading and mathematics - setting them on the right path to understanding and appreciating 
literature, history, the arts and sciences, it's so important to the middle children's later growth," he 
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finally munnured. "It's quite a fonnidable task, and all the more satisfying when the results are seen." 
He paused again. "Discussing these topics with the older children, though, moving on to the next level, is 
especially stimulating for me. They are not the only ones who learn in the process," he fmally adruitted 
ruefully. ''1 suppose I've never lost the excitement of being a student myself, of absorbing new and 
fascinating ideas and concepts. Teaching them is a constant challenge, a real joy." 

He saw her smile, and was glad she could not make out his own features clearly in the darkness. 
Despite their conversation, the bulk of his fascination at the moment resided in his observation of her 
beside him. 

"It's the perfect combination," she agreed, nodding happily. "I only wish you could spend more 
of your time at something you're so particularly well suited for." 

"I am particularly well suited for moving heavy stone as well, Catherine," he reminded her gently. 
"Living below has other challenges besides the cerebral." 

"I know that," she said quietly. "It wouldn't be what it is without the effort required of 
everyone. You've made a world together, Vincent, one you can all be proud of." 

She saw his shadowy fonn shift again, and wished for the hundredth time since he'd blown the 
candle out that she could see his features clearly. Despite the illogic of it, she couldn't stop from 
searching them out, unaware of how unguarded and adoring her own gaze was. He cleared his throat 
nervously, and she peered toward him, wondering what he was thinking. Finally, after a short silence, 
she spoke again, this time more hesitantly, her voice barely more than a whisper. 

"Before you left, you started to say something about .... " 
She heard him catch his breath in an almost inaudible gasp. 
"About the uight before," she finished quickly, afraid that if she hesitated again she would lose 

her courage altogether. 
He was silent, though his breathing came faster now. She felt the pulsing heat of it against her 

face, and knew he had turned away by its sudden absence and the shifting of his shadowy outline once 
more. She castigated herself for asking such a tactless thing when he was just beginning to relax. Even in 
the darkness she could tell, from his shadowed shape, now turned away from her, that he was stiff with 
discomfort and fear. She felt waves of distress emanate over their bond, and overcome by the need to 
comfort him, she ignored the voice that told her not to and instead slid over and molded herself along his 
back, slipping one arm around his waist and the other up over their now-joint pillow to stroke the drying 
strands of his silky hair back from his temple and neck. He tensed against her, his knees pulled up tight 
to his chest, and she tightened her hold, sliding her own knees up along the back of his thighs until she 
was spooned against him. He was frightened and nervous, that much was clear, but he didn't attempt to 
move away. There was no place to go, really, unless he chose to leave her altogether, and she was 
somehow sure that he wouldn't do that He had promised her as much that night in her apartment over a 
week ago, when he had come to ask her to return below with him. 

"I'm sorry!" .she whispered urgently. "I shouldn't have asked that, not now. It wasn't necessary, 
and we were both so comfortable, so relaxed. I've missed you so much while you were gone, and I don't 
want you to leave yet, not because of what I've said. Please forgive me? Just forget I asked .... " 

"Forget?" 
The voice was his own, but deeper and huskier than usual, a strangled catch in its whispered 

throatiness that made her toes curl. 
"I can never forget, never want to forget that night.. .. " 
She froze, stunned by his unexpected response and uncertain of how to reply, dreading that the 

magical moment might be lost for good by one unthinking word. It seemed he didn't need to hear 
anything, though, in order to feel suffocated by his own response. She felt his muscles swell and strain 
against her, as though he would flee at any moment. 
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"I'm sorry, I shouldn't have said that," he munnured, distraught. 
She tightened her hold upon him, knowing that her strength would mean nothing ifhe really 

decided to go. "Please, Vincent, don't go!" she implored him, her own breath hot and pulsing now against 
the bare flesh at the back of his neck, just at the curve of his shoulder. "Please!" she reiterated once more. 
Though he hadn't really moved at all yet, she sensed a sudden hesitancy in the tension of his muscles, 
and suddenly she knew that he would stay, despite the trepidation she felt so clearly from him over their 
bond. 

After a long, strained silence, he finally spoke again: "You see how ... how hopeless I am in this, 
Catherine," he whispered. "Always I push you away, driven by my fears, only to draw you back once 
more, driven by ... those other emotions." It was clear he couldn't make himself say the simple word 
hovering on the tip of his tongue, but they both heard it clearly nonetheless as it echoed softly through 
their bond; desire .... "How can you stand it? Why do you put up with me?" he asked, desperation in his 
voice. 

"Why?" The word was suffused with good-natured irony, amidst a low chuckle. "Because I'm 
hopeless, too, hopelessly in love with you. You have to understand that by now, Vincent, or you're not 
the astute man I know you to be." He was silent, trembling against her, and finally she went on, 
whispering against the curve of his ear from behind. She could feel the touch of that tender flesh against 
her lips as she spoke, and she could feel the effect it had on him as he shuddered with each word. "Do 
you think this is easy for me? It's not. You're not the only one driven. Standing in front of you in the 
bathing chamber, naked .... " She paused for a moment, gathering her thoughts and reviewing that memory, 
her hand tightening upon a fold of the soft knit cotton covering his trembling chest as she did. "I felt so 
vulnerable, so afraid .... " 

"Afraid?" he interrupted, astonishment in his voice. "You?" 
She nodded, forgetting he couldn't see her, positioned as she was behind him now. He felt her 

response, though, and after another minute he spoke again. 
"Afraid of me?" he asked, both fear and resignation in his voice. 
"Afraid of what you would think of me," she clarified. 
He started then, turning abruptly to face her once more, shocked out of his stillness. "I don't 

understand, Catherine." 
"I didn't know what would happen. You might have rejected me again. I was so afraid of that. 

You might have found me ... lacking somehow .... " 
"Lacking?" he repeated, stunned and totally confused by the thought of such a thing. 
"You're so afraid of being seen, Vincent, that I think you don't recognize how difficult that is for 

everyone else, as well. The truth, whether you believe it or not, is that your physical appearance is 
stunning. Your size, your musculature, your strength .... " The words trailed off to a whisper as she lost 
herself for a moment in the vision ofhim in her mind's eye. She shook herself out of that pleasant 
daydream and focused once more. "You question your origins, afraid others will find you less than a 
man, but believe me, that's impossible," she said wryly. "No woman could look at you naked and ever 
think that." A flash of heat echoed through her and she knew it came from him, from their bond. She 
shook her head, bemused. "But I do understand your fears, even if it's to a lesser degree than you 
experience it. It's normal for people to see what's different in themselves and imagine the worst. But 
different doesn't have to mean bad. It doesn't have to mean good, either. It just is. We're all stuck with 
the way we are to some extent, no matter how much we wish it were otherwise." 

"And you, what do you wish were otherwise?" he asked. He stubbornly ignored her attempt to 
redirect her first words in a more general direction, away from herself and back to his own fears. 

"Nothing, forget it, that's not important," she said, shaking her head, distracted. "What's 
important is what we do with what we have, what we are. You taught me that when you found me. You 
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taught me that my life was what I made it, that I can make a difference." 
"Yes, change what we can, and accept what we cannot. Father taught me that, taught us all that, 

when we were children. He taught us that some things, perhaps many things, are beyond our ability to 
control," he conceded. "He taught us to recognize those things, to find other ways to compensate for 
them when we could, to gracefully accept them when we couldn't. I had, perhaps, more difficulty in 
absorbing that lesson than did the others. Well," and here he actually smiled to himself, for a moment the 
weight lifting, "perhaps Devin had as difficult a time ofit as I, all in all." He turned those thoughts aside 
and stared down at her once more, unwilling to let what she had said before drop. "Many times I've 
dreamt that I looked like a normal man, that I was a normal man. Each time I awoke from that dream 
unchanged. I know now that the way I am can 'f be changed, it just.. is ... just as you said. But if you 
could, if you could change something about yourself, physically, what would you do?" he pressed, still 
focused on her first words. 

For the first time her gaze, half-blind in the darkness, didn't seek out his own. She had slid down 
to rest upon her forearm now, her features half-hidden from his scrutiny. "Well ... " Her voice was so low 
it was barely audible. "Thin may be a good thing in the general consensus of our popular culture above, 
but most men there prefer their women to be a little better ... endowed ... than I am," she finished, a flash 
of heat sweeping up over her cheeks. He was silent, and after a long pause she turned away, her arms 
wrapped around herself protectively, embarrassed for having revealed such a juvenile concern. She felt 
his astonishment and confusion over this disclosure and her blush increased. Suddenly his hand closed 
over her upper arm, and she jumped. The last thing she expected was for him to initiate any physical 
contact between them under the unusual circumstances they now found themselves in. The pressure was 
definitely there, though, and growing stronger. A moment later she found herself lying on her back, his 
dark shadow hovering just overhead as he propped himself up on one elbow. 

"Catherine, you know, don't you, that no matter how you looked, I would still feel the same 
about you?" he asked, his voice and the words completely serious. 

She nodded, unable to fmd her tongue. 
"That said," he continued, "you must also know how beautiful, how utterly perfect I think you 

are," he said, his voice as deadly serious as it had been a moment before. 
She turned her face away, not wanting him to see the tears which suddenly gathered in her eyes. 

"Vincent, you don't have to .... " 
"It's true, you must know it is," he insisted. 
His hand came to rest on her cheek, cupping the line of her jaw tenderly, two fingers buried in the 

hair at her temple, two more behind her ear, upon the sensitive skin at the nape of her neck. He turned 
her face toward him so that he could see her features more clearly. His thumb stroked over the taut 
fullness of a cheekbone and continued on, over the trembling lashes and delicate skin of a fluttering 
eyelid. Sliding downward, it brushed lightly along the bridge of her nose until it reached her upper lip 
where he stopped to trace the smooth, feminine outline with fascination. 

"You are so beautiful," he whispered, staring down at the shadowed paleness of her face. "I 
wouldn't have you change anything." His thumb was almost still now, pressed lightly to the center of 
her lips, as though he couldn't stop touching her. It finally slid away, only to be replaced by his own 
lips in a gentle kiss. "Not anything," he whispered, between fleeting, nuzzling touches of his lips to hers. 

She gasped between each nipping caress, trembling each time he left her, sighing with each return, 
stunned by this sudden turnabout, and desperate not to do anything to end it too soon. 

"You don't have to say that, Vincent, none.ofus is perfect." 
"You are," he insisted, kissing her again and again. "Your eyes," and his lips miraculously moved 

to press lightly upon each closed lid. "Your nose, your chin, your lips." Each tempting piece was kissed 
in turn, though he stayed longest at her lips once he reached them again before moving on. "Your ears," 
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he murmured, nuzzling his way across her cheek to kiss it as well; his hot breath making her shiver. He 
grew bolder there, tracing the intricate curves first with his lips and then his tongue, finally gently 
sucking the tender flesh of her lobe between his lips while she shuddered beneath him. When he finally 
stopped, he didn't move away, but instead continued to caress the surrounding flesh of her neck and 
throat, still whispering husky, almost inaudible words in her ear as he did. When he murmured, "Your 
breasts are beautiful, Catherine, perrect...," she gasped. 

"What...?" she stammered, unable to believe she'd heard him correctly. 
He made no inunediate reply, instead pressing a longer kiss along the throbbing artery in her 

throat. She arched up and moaned softly, unable to control her body's instinctive response to his touch. 
While he kissed her there, his fingers traced down along the other side of her neck, then inward to the 
tender hollow at the base of her throat. He smoothed his thumb over it with a sigh, then allowed his 
fingers to drift down lower, trailing lightly over her trembling skin until he reached the neckline of her 
tunnel gown. The fabric was an amazingly soft weave of ivory cashmere, its seams and hems 
handstitched with tunnel threads, and she had frequently wondered which helper had donated such a 
luxurious bolt of fabric for use below. She was grateful to whoever it was, regardless. The front opened 
from neck to navel; secured with four ties of pale green ribbon, each spaced about four inches apart. His 
fingers stopped at the first tie, and after a momentary pause, she felt the bow tugged loose. She held her 
breath with disbelief as his fingers moved downward, undoing each of the other three in their turn. Was it 
possible that of all the good reasons she'd given him over time to do such a thing before, it was pity that 
drove him on now? The thought of that twisted painfully in her stomach. 

"Vincent, you don't have to prove anything to me. I believe you. You don't have to do this .... " 
"Shhh .... " he interrupted, still nuzzling her throat and 'ear. "Let me, please .... " 
She groaned again Let him? He made it sound as though she were doing him a favor, when all 

along she had craved this exact touch from him, had wished for it and dreamed of it with such an 
intensity she was sometimes sure her will alone might bring it to fruition. That craving had only 
increased since their imprisonment in Paracelsus' cage, when she had finally gotten a taste of that 
forbidden fruit. She didn't think she could stand waiting a moment more to savor that sensation again, 
and all concerns over his motivation left her. She didn't care why he had finally decided to move forward, 
only that he had. The only real thought running through her mind right now was a fervent prayer that 
whatever he did next, it would not be to stop. She swallowed hard, her mouth suddenly dry, and nodded, 
murmuring a husky, quivering, sibilant "yessssss .... " 

She wasn't sure he heard it, but he didn't stop, and that was enough. The fourth and last bow 
was fmally undone, and then his fingers came down to lightly rest upon the bare skin of her abdomen 
where it peeked through"'the hemmed edges of the gown. She drew in a gasping breath, her muscles 
suddenly taut beneath his hand, and for a moment they both froze. The stillness ended a moment later 
when he pressed another kiss alongside her throat, a soft groan muftled against the delicate flesh as he 
did. His fingers slid upward slowly, lightly brnshing the thin line of now-exposed skin along the center of 
her torso, from belly to ribs to breast, with the sensitive pads of his fingers alone, until he reached the 
hollow of her throat once more, caressing it gently with his thumb while his fingers cupped her neck, 
gently massaging the tension at the curve of her shoulder. Finally his hand slid outward, beneath the 
cotton-candy softness of the cashmere, to cup the rounded softness of her shoulder and arm. His fingers 
tightened upon her, holding her still, as his mouth sought out the tender, abandoned hollow of her throat, 
lavishing soft kisses there, worshipping her with his mouth. She felt it through their bond, a sense of 
reverent awe mixed with the pounding force of his desire. That he could simultaneously feel two such 
seemingly contradictory things for her made her want to weep. 

When he pulled back, a good foot of space now between them, she would have cried out at the 
absence were it not for the hand which held her secure, despite its trembling. His thumb stroked 
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frantically along her collarbone, and his fingers clutched convulsively at the rounded curve of her 
shoulder, but either he didn't notice, or for once he realized that despite the chaotic nature of his actions, 
he wasn't hurting her. Whatever the reason, he didn't stop, and she was extremely grateful for that. A 
moment later, however, much to her dismay, his hand slid aside. She caught and held her breath, 
distressed but resigned to the inevitable, but instead his fingers caught the edge of her gown and tugged it 
aside, baring her left breast to the cool tunnel air. The right edge of fabric followed a minute later, and she 
expelled a gasping breath, stunned. He was no more than a shadow hovering above her, his touch 
nowhere upon her now, but she knew that he could see her, that even now he watched her in silence, his 
gaze taking in every detail of her trembling nakedness as heat blossomed over their bond, filling her chest 
and spreading outward until she was completely consumed by it. Vincent was not alone in the duality of 
emotions experienced this night. Lying bare-breasted before him, with his hot gaze upon her, she felt 
both intensely vulnerable and utterly wanton. Her breath came rapidly and she knew he watched the rise 
and fall of her breasts avidly as her ribcage expanded and contracted with dramatic swiftness. 

"Catherine .... " The sound whispered out shakily to echo just over their heads. Try as he might, 
he could not contain it. 

"Please, Vincent .... " she whimpered, not certain herself of what she really wanted. Oh, she knew 
she wanted more, but she was just as sure that she might ignite here and now, from no more than the 
look she knew was on his face, even though that sight was denied her by the inky blackness of the silent 
chamber. 

And then he touched her. It was no more than the lightest stroke of one finger along the tender, 
lower slope of her left breast, the nail turned carefully away so that most of the sensation came from the 
light coating of fur alone, rather than the flesh beneath it, and yet that touch made her shudder fiercely, 
and cry out with a desire too long suppressed. It was a primal sound, low and hoarse and inarticulate. It 
vibrated in her belly and she knew he felt it there as well, the visceral impact of it impossible to misread. 

"So beautifUl, " he repeated, his voice almost hypnotic in its tone, mesmerized by the sight before 
him. "So perfect .... " 

The touch was repeated on its twin to the right, and she shuddered again, his words sinking deep 
within her in shivery waves. 

"Oh please, oh please .... " she whispered hoarsely, again and again, her hands clutching the 
bedclothes convulsively as her head thrashed from side to side on the pillow, her eyes hazy with desire, 
her cheeks flushed with hot blood. 

He grew bolder then, his strokes ranging wider, his touch shifting until the bare pads of his fillgers 
caressed the soft, rounded swells, and then, finally, his palm, so warm and large, cupped her within its 
trembling grasp. His fingers and thumb cradled the soft underswell, while the taut peak stood isolated 
between that arc. She had never felt more aroused in her life. Though she couldn't see them, she knew the 
tips of her breasts were hard and tight, that one nipple strained up above his hand as though begging for 
the attention he'd already given the surrounding flesh. She felt like a rose, a tight bud in the moming dew, 
awaiting the sun's heat to ripen and unfurl. The heat was upon her now, and she felt herselfuuraveling, 
unfolding, opening with a lushness that shocked her. She'd never felt so wanton, so wild, so intense in 
her need. She needed him to touch her now - now! Ifhe didn't do it, she would have to herself. Her body 
was too far gone to retreat. She needed his touch now! As though she'd spoken aloud, his thumb fmally 
brushed over that yearning bud with a hesitant caress. They both shuddered and moaned in response, the 
touch so long anticipated between them it alone almost sent them over the edge. His hand trembled upon 
her, but he didn't stop, his caresses instead growing in confidence with each passing minute. Tender flesh 
was explored, each curve, valley and peak traced lightly, then more firmly, with fingers and palms while 
she moaned and writhed beneath him. He stroked along the underside of one breast, gathering the 
glistening moisture there on his thumb. The distance between them closed abruptly as he leaned down to 
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press his nose against that delicate spot, breathing in the rich scent of her arousal with a low, rumbling 
growL 

Catherine froze with astonishment, the sudden move unexpected. He was breathing her in, 
drawing in her scent with a blatant, erotic pleasure that stunned her. When his tongue lapped coarsely 
along the base of her breast, she jerked back reflexively, that touch so intimate and so intense she almost 
couldn't bear it. He growled lowly, his hand tightening on her other breast to hold her still as he sought 
out the taste of her once more with a firm resolve. The taut nipple in his hand nested tight to his palm, 
and she moaned and moved again, this time arching up to rub it more firmly there, desperate to ease the 
aching need contained within it. He growled again, but continued to nuzzle the delicate underside of her 
right breast though his hand tightened again upon the left, massaging the firm softness of her curves for a 
moment before sliding away to roll the aching peak between his fingers, tugging lightly as she cried out in 
pleasure. The tip was so tight now, so hard with need. The magical play of his fingers upon her helped, 
but it wasn't enough. 

"Please, Vincent, please!" she cried out, desperately needing him to understand. 
With a groaning growl he left the soft curve of her right breast and without hesitation took the 

aching peak of the left into his mouth, catching it tight to suckle firmly upon the straining tip and 
surrounding areola. His arm slid around her arching back to hold her tight just as his other hand began a 
frantic exploration of her right breast. He drank her in with lips and teeth and tongue, and she cried out in 
anguished pleasure. Her other nipple was hard and throbbing now, his fingers building the need there as 
they had in the other, just moments before. Her hands had long abandoned their hold of the bedclothes 
for the much more alluring textures of Vincent. They circled his back, flexing furiously in the folds of his 
sweatshirt, then sliding up to twine in the still damp strands oIhis glorious mane, holding him to her 
breast with a fierce longing. 

"Oh, please, please, please .... " she whispered frantically, not sure herself what she wanted or 
needed now. . 

Somehow he knew; whether it was the sensual nature at his core, his instinctive response to her, 
or the inarticulate murmurings of their bond, he knew. The hand behind her back slid away, then covered 
her breast iminediately as his lips left it, as though he knew it still needed his touch. His fingers moved 
upon her, both tender and firm, continuing to build the growing urgency there even as he slid back to its 
twin, taking it into the heat of his mouth to lavish the same attentions on it the other had gotten. He lay 
beside her on her bed, half draped over her torso as he fondled her breasts, and every now and then, as 
his mouth moved upon her, she felt the cleft of his upper lip catch and drag across her taut peak. Each 
time it happened he groaned loudly, and suddenly she realized that this hidden, secret flesh was an 
erogenous zone for him.-Her trembling hands slid around to cup his cheeks, her thumbs stroking the silky 
roughness there, but not impeding his caresses. She inched in closer, until she was able to trace his upper 
lip while he suckled upon her. He growled at that new touch, but didn't stop, lost in the haze of her 
pleasure and his own. She trembled with excitement as she stroked more firmly, finally easing the flesh 
apart enough to slip the tip of one thumb into that hidden spot. He gasped and froze as she stroked 
deeply in, feeling the slick, silky flesh beneath her skin. His growl grew louder, rumbling through his 
throat and chest until it vibrated into her own body and she moaned in response, Her fingers still held his 
cheeks, one thumb pressing on an edge of his lip to spread the fold apart, the other plumbing its depths. 
He shuddered helplessly in response, and then cried out when she removed that touch. She held him 
firm, though, with her hands, and he lay still, as if unable to do anything but her bidding after that 
intimate touch. Both thumbs now rested on his upper lip, spreading the fold open even more, and she 
guided him down, her own breath held in anxious anticipation, until the taut peak of her breast slid along 
the slick tissue and was nested tight at the apex of the cleft. He groaned loudly, waves of sensation 
vibrating through her breast, and she released his lips, feeling the cleft close tightly about her. 
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For a moment neither of them moved. Her hands still bracketed his face, but their hold was loose 
now, letting him go where he would. Her heart pounded in her chest and his hand tightened upon her left 
breast, his thumb pressing down along the inner curve to feel that rapid beat. He trembled upon her, his 
upper chest nestled along her side, then suddenly his tongue pressed down upon the base of her nipple, 
urging it more:firmly into the silken cleft. At the same instant his lips tightened around her. When he 
began to suckle again, the sensation was different, more intense, more wild. His lower lip drew in the full 
bud of her areola, while the upper lip held her nipple so tight, so hard, that touch in direct contrast to the 
silky flesh where it nested. His mouth devoured her, his tongue dragging upward along the areola to the 
very peak of her tight nipple over and over again. Now and then his teeth scraped against it, making her 
shudder with intense pleasure. It was too much to bear, too much. She cried out with gasping sobs, her 
ribs heaving desperately with the chaotic needs of heart and lungs. His lips tightened upon her once 
more, and his tongue stabbed down at the base of the peak just as the fingers of his other hand tugged 
hard on her left nipple. She exploded in a shattering, convulsive burst, arching up and carrying him with 
her as she cried out in an agony of release. In the dim recesses of their bond she heard his groaning cry 
and knew her release had drawn his own. He shuddered against her as she trembled and shook, their cries 
mingling in the darkness overhead. Finally they fell back to earth, exhausted and replete. Sleep enclosed 
them immediately, and they gratefully sank into it, their arms wrapped tight about each other, his mouth 
still upon her. 

* * * * * 

Catherine woke slowly, stretching languorously in the comfy warmth of the tunnel quilts, her 
eyes still closed, as though to deny the morning's coming. She wanted to go back to sleep, to immerse 
herself once more in the sensual dreams of Vincent making love to her in the darkness. A dim tapping 
intruded, catching her attention, and she sighed with regret. No, there would be no more dreams for now. 
Her eyes fmally fluttered open as she lazed in her bed. On the bedside table a candle was lit. 

Her dreams crystallized and merged and she sat up with a start. Vincent! She searched the 
chamber, but he was not there. He had been, though, she thought with a sudden fierce joy. He had come 
to her in the depths of the night, had lain with her in her bed, had loved her until her world contained 
nothing but him, his hands, his mouth .... Oh, god, his mouth! 

She moaned helplessly and slid back to the mattress once more, drawing the covers up and 
wrapping her arms about herself as though to recapture the blanketing warmth of his body about her. 
She looked over at the bedside table once more. Ten o'clock! She was late for class! Father would be in 
his study, the little ones clustered about him on the random chairs, sofas and pillows, learning their 
ABCs and numbers, while the teenagers sat in the schoolroom, waiting for their teacher. Had Vincent 
taken the class for her, resuming his duties despite the late-night return and the even later sleep? She 
jumped up guiltily and pulled on jeans, sweater and boots. She could smell the scent of him upon her, 
and though one part of her wanted nothing more than to sit quietly in a comer of her dim chamber and 
relive those memories now, to draw in that scent and the resultant sensual pleasure that waited, another 
part wished desperately for a bath, unwilling to share this precious progression between them with any 
other unwary soul. 

Her wishes were irrelevant in this instance, however. Perhaps Vincent slept even now in his own 
chamber, unaware that the children waited. She rushed out the door and down the side path, arriving at 
the schoolroom with thankfully no encounters along the way. She slid to a halt outside the chamber and 
listened intently. Jesse's voice came through clearly, as he asked a question about the motivations 
between King Louis of France and King Henry of England, when Eleanor of Aquitaine left one for the 
other, creating a scandal that reverberated throughout the western world and shook the very foundation 
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of the Papacy in the twelfth century. The answer came a moment iater, and Catherine breathed a sigh of 
relief when it was Vincent's voice she heard. Through their bond she felt a stir, and knew he was aware 
of her presence outside the door. His voice faltered for a moment, then regained its strength once more. 
No respite was given, though, as another student immediately asked a follow-up question, keeping 
Vincent's attention on his wards. Catherine slipped away quietly and returned to her chamber, gathered 
up clean clothes and left for the bathing chamber, remembering to put an unlit lantern just outside the 
entrance leading to Father's study. The last thing she needed was to surprise him or one of the children 
with her late-morning presence there. The other entrance, though, the one which led to Vincent's 
quarters, was left unguarded, a sign of welcome to the one she would never turn away. He wouldn't leave 
his class, she knew that, but it was the principle of the thing. 

Despite wanting to laze the morning away with daydreams of the night, now that she obviously 
had the opportunity, she didn't, rushing her bath so that the chamber would be free for the children 
should they need it during their lesson. She was done and out in fifteen minutes, grabbing the unlit 
lantemjust outside Father's entrance to replace it along the wall in the main chamber itself. After 
dropping off a few things in the guest chamber and dragging a comb through her wet hair, she left 
immediately for the pipe chamber. The morning classes wouldn't end for another hour, and perhaps 
Pascal would have the time to give her another lesson in the unique derivative of Morse Code used to 
communicate below while she waited. 

* * * * * 

The time was tapped along the pipes at half-hour intervals, but the message which was rapped 
out at eleven-thirty was tentative, and obviously not Pascal's. Both Vincent and his students paused at 
the sound of that unfamiliar tone, but only he suspected that the student in training was Catherine, a 
small smile forming at the thought of her there, but disappearing again in an instant as her image drew 
deeper, more tumultuous memories from the night just past. He shook those from his mind quickly, as 
he had countless times during this morning's class, and tried to keep his voice steady as he dismissed his . 
students. Classes below, however, were unlike classes above, where the sound of a lesson's end heralded 
a mad rush for the exit. Here there were always one or two who remained behind, eager to discuss some 
fascinating idea just gleaned from the lecture. Often the whole class remained, lost in dialogue between 
their teacher and one of their own, eagerly drinking in the intellectual exchange with either silent attention 
or boisterous participation. 

Vincent loved those moments, their curiosity and intelligence challenging him constantly. Today 
everyone stayed behind;unwilling to leave their mentor so soon after the numerous absences following 
Catherine's abduction. He could tell they still needed assurances from himself and the other adults that 
they were safe once more, and stayed with them until noon, reassuring them with his steady and calm 
presence. Finally the last of them had left. Most had both homework and tunnel assignments in the 
afternoon, and their growing bodies demanded it nourishing lunch before the start of those additional 
activities. Vincent straightened a few items about the chamber, making sure it was in good shape for 
Catherine's afternoon class, but there was very little to be done and within minutes he was traversing the 
same path as they, toward the dining hall. 

Though it was only a short distance away, he walked slowly, deep in thought. Catherine was 
there, he could feel her presence growing stronger in him as he approached. What could he say to her? 
Last night had been incredible. They had shared a similar experience, below in Paracelsus' cage, but there 
was no real comparison to be made. This time he had initiated that intimacy, his own fears overcome by 
the realization that she had insecurities he'd never imagined. And once he'd begun, there had been no 
stopping. In that regard, there was a great correlation to what had happened three weeks ago. Still, he had 
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stopped, hadn't he? They had shared much, true, but it had not continued on to its logical conclusion. 
That meant something, didn't it? That they could control what they did or did not do together? Perhaps, 
he mused, chewing his lower lip thoughtfully. Or perhaps they had been so exhausted by the dramatic 
end to their lusty encounter that sleep had interrupted what might otherwise have followed. 

Lost in thought, he reached up to unconsciously stroke his lip with the curve of his thumb. It 
caught a fold of flesh at the cleft and he gasped, stopping abruptly, frozen in shock. A side tunnel 
opened directly to his right, and after a hesitant glance proved it was empty, he slid around the comer 
and leaned against the wall, out of the main view of the larger tunnel. He tentatively brushed his thumb 
over the cleft once more, shaken by the resultant wave of pleasure. Memories burst over him of 
Catherine's touch there, first with her fingers, then with the taut peak of her breast. He trembled as the 
sensations rushed through him again, gently stroking the silken interior as they shuddered about him. 
The taste of her, the feel of her nestled there, had been overwhelming, unbelievable. What had she 
thought of such a thing? This was truly an alien feature, and he was sure she'd never before suspected 
how sensitive he was there. Now that she knew, was she appalled, dismayed, uncertain? She certainly 
hadn't exhibited signs of any of those things last night. In fact, though she had definitely been astonished 
upon that discovery, he could have sworn that thereafter her response was one of unconditional delight 
and sexual excitement. 

Sexual excitement. Even thinking in such terms made hill blush. He didn't turn from the thought, 
though, determined to see it through to its conclusion. She would take no other, he was now convinced of 
that, and that left him with a tremendous burden of responsibility. He had to smile at that particular 
phrasing. A burden? Oh, yes, he had been so burdened last night. Poor Vincent. ... 

He smiled ruefully to himself, remembering the gut-Wrenching pleasure he'd felt with her. Was it 
different, this pleasure, when she touched him, as she did four nights ago, and when he touched her, as he 
did last night? After a moment's contemplation, he shook his head. No, he couldn't distinguish between 
the two. Her touch upon him, his touch upon her, it was all a bliss too perfect to describe, and almost 
too intense to endure. This pleasure - sexual pleasure, a deep voice whispered with velvety softness -
was something he had lived without his whole life, up until now, and yet with the barest exposure he had
become lost in it. And he was suddenly certain that he couldn't live without it anymore, not as long as 
Catherine was at his side. She, too, had existed without it, though not for the years he had. Far too long, 
though, and all because of him. No, he wasn't willing to let that continue. He had, at the age of thirty
five, discovered the joys of sexual pleasure with a woman he loved beyond thought, and there was no 
way, he realized with stunned astonishment, that he would forego those pleasures again, despite the 
hesitations and fears which still remained. He drew in a deep breath and steadied his thoughts, standing 
still until he had regainea his slipping physical control once more. Finally he sighed and left the side 
tunnel, continuing on his way to where Catherine waited. 

Five minutes later he arrived. He paused outside of the chamber, listening to the comforting 
sound oflow voices, the voices of friends and family talking together as they ate their noonday meal. 
Her voice was not among them at this moment, but he knew she was there. Taking a deep breath he 
stepped into the doorway and scarmed the room for her face. He found her immediately, sitting across 
from Rebecca at a table near the far wall, on the other side of the chamber. Rebecca glanced up and saw 
him, her words stopped mid-sentence, then gestured for him to join them. Catherine looked around 
immediately, her eyes widening at the sight of him. Their gazes locked for a moment, but he looked away 
quickly, a flush heating his face at the thought of what might be betrayed by that connection in this 
public place. Making his way toward a side table, he took a tray, placed a bowl upon it and ladled out a 
hearty serving of stew, then added a thick slice of bread and cheese, before moving to join them. 
Catherine slid aside on her bench, making room for him, and he took that spot gingerly, abruptly aware 
ofhc<r physical presence beside him, as well as her constant ethereal presence through their bond. 
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"Rebecca was telling me about her candle-making process. She's going to give me lessons," 
Catherine explained quietly. 

Rebecca didn't seem to notice the bashful tone of her voice, jumping in to elaborate. 
"You'll be all set by fall to help with the Winterfest candles if you'd like, Catherine. There's 

always more than enough to be done then." 
"I'd love that," the woman across from her readily agreed. 
"You're setting an ambitions schedule, Catherine," Vincent added with a small smile, beginning to 

relax again. "If I'm not mistaken, the eleven-thirty time call was sent by you. AIe you taking lessons 
from Pascalas well?" ' 

Rebecca turned toward her with a smile. "Was that you, Catherine? I was wondering who 
Pascal's new student was." 

Catherine blushed and nodding happily . "Yes, I've wanted to learn the code for a while now." 
Jnst then Jamie and James appeared. 
"Is there room for two more?" Jamie asked. 
"Of course there is," Rebecca replied. "Take my seat. I've got a batch of wax melting and need to 

relieve Emma so she can get some lunch before her afternoon chores." She waved distractedly and hurried 
off, while the other two settled in across from Vincent and Catherine. 

"Welcome back, Vincent," James said quietly, taking a piece of bread from the single tray which 
held both his and Jamie's lunch. "How did things go below?" 

"Fine," he replied, glad for the further distraction. "The others should be arriving shortly - they 
would have left this moming." 

James nodded. "They did. I jnst got a message from the eastern outpost - they passed through it 
minutes ago." 

"Good," Vincent nodded. "There were no problems here while we were gone?" He looked at 
them both, and they shook their heads together. 

"None at all, Vincent," the young woman said. "We've been checking the perimeter at least twice 
a day and so far we haven't found any weaknesses. I think your design will work out fine," she added, 
taking a tastY bite of stew. ' 

Suddeuly Vincent gave a start of surprise. Catherine's hand had come down to rest on his thigh, 
hidden beneath the table. She spoke quickly, both to cover his startled response, and to draw attention 
away from him, but she didn't remove her hand. 

"I'm not surprised it's working so well, especially not with you two in charge of security." She 
smiled warmly at the couple across from her, and Jamie blushed at the praise. Though James' response 
was slightly more subdued, he smiled shyly at her. 

"It's good to be able to give something back. I was beginning to feel pretty nseless, Catherine. I 
don't know what might have happened if! hadn't been allowed to come below." 

James stopped guiltily, and both Vincent and Catherine knew he was struggling not to thank her 
yet again, as he had already done at least twenty times since his ilcceptance by the council over a month 
before. Vincent had almost regained enough composure to assure him that the commuuity had gained a 
valuable member when the small hand on his knee stroked lightly along his inner thigh, startling him into 
a nervous silence once more. 

"We've all gained by your presence here," Catherine said, as if she'd read his thoughts. 
"It's just like I told you, James -you're one of us now," Jamie said in all seriousness. "Just as 

Catherine is." 
James turned towards her, and suddenly the table was immersed in silence. The younger couple 

were completely lost in each other's gaze, while across from them Vincent and Catherine were absorbed 
in their own thoughts of each other. Vincent couldn't move, loving the feel of her hand upon him so 

228 



intimately while yet frozen with anxiety that someone might see. Catherine's thoughts were less clear to 
him, as chaotic as his own were. She still hadn't removed her hand, though, and when he finally took a 
deep breath and met her gaze, he saw a calmness radiating from her, amidst the love he could no longer 
deny. His hand slid over her own, squeezing it against his trembling thigh muscle, and at that touch she 
turned her hand so that their palms pressed together tight, fmgers twining to say what neither could just 
now. 

The conversation finally resumed, and though all four took part in it, it was easy to see that each 
person's attention was clearly focused on the one sitting beside them. Nonetheless their lunches 
disappeared steadily, a feat that surprised Vincent when he thought on it later, especially considering 
that neither he nor Catherine had once released the clasp of their hands beneath the table, not even after 
they'd risen to leave. The chamber was almost empty by then, and Catherine made her excuses hastily, 
when she realized how close to one o'clock it was. 

"The children will be arriving at the schoolroom for their lessons in a few minutes - I'll have to 
go." 

The others nodded their agreement, but Vincent turned toward her, catching her gaze as she 
stacked his now-empty tray with her own. 

"I can take the class now that I'm back, if you like, Catherine." He spoke hesitantly, as though 
unsure of what her true wishes might be. "Perhaps you'd prefer to begin your lessons with Rebecca this 
afternoon?" 

She shook her head. "I'd rather teach the class, Vincent, unless you've been missing it?" 
He watched her closely, then shook his head slowly in turn. "There's still a lot to catch up on, 

and if you're sure you're up to it, 1 would gladly accept your help." 
Her smile brightened considerably, and he sighed with pleasure, certain now that he'd done the 

right thing. 
"I love teaching them, it's no bother, believe me," she said happily. 
He sighed again, lost in her beauty. Neither noticed Jamie and James leave silently, after one long. 

look at their companions and a short, smiling exchange between them. Vincent and Catherine left the 
dining hall together, then walked together toward the classroom, silent. At the side tunnel he'd stopped 
in before, he paused again. 

"I should go meet the others," he said, nodding toward the smaller path. The eastern outpost was 
halfan hour in that direction, and no doubt they were nearby even now, heading toward Father's study 
to review the results of the previous three days' work 

She nodded in turn, her gaze locked to his, their hands still clasped tight. 
"Catherine, about last night .... " 
She laughed, startling him from his thoughts. He looked quizzically at her and she smiled 

impishly, lights twinkling in her eyes. After another giggle erupted, she hastily covered her mouth with 
her free hand and tugged him into the smaller path. He followed reluctantly, both confused and curious. 

"I'm sorry 1 laughed, Vincent, but that sounded so familiar. It even looks familiar," she teased, 
glancing down the still-deserted passageway. "I hope that means that you're going to kiss me soon," she 
added, wagging her eyebrows at him suggestively. 

He blushed, remembering the similar scene at this same juncture just four nights ago. Last night 
her reminder of his words had distressed him, but now, after what they'd shared, he could almost smile 
at the memory, though heat still surged in his cheeks. 

"Do you want me to kiss yon, Catherine?" .he asked, completely serious. 
"Dh yes," she murmured, now just as serious as he. "I want you to kiss me very much .... " 
She didn't get a chance to finish her sentence before Vincent's free hand had cupped her neck and 

pulled her forward. His mouth met hers in a blazing kiss, and all thought of words deserted them both. 
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A moment later they fell apart, gasping for breath and staring at each other in stunned surprise, all 
teasing now gone. Neither had expected such a dramatic response. Vincent looked shocked, as though he 
couldn't imagine what had come over him. Catherine's face was suffused with red, and she licked her 
lips, unaware that she did so. Vincent was very aware of that action, however, his eyes following the tip 
of her tongue helplessly. He realized what he was doing a minute later and his flush intensified. A 
tapping over the pipes interrupted their frozen tableau, and finally, hesitantly, Vincent's eyes rose to 
meet hers. They darted away quickly, but ultimately could not stay away from her beloved face. 

"It's one o'clock," he whispered hoarsely. "The children will be waiting." 
She nodded silently, then slowJy backed out of the side tunnel and into the main. "We'll talk 

about this later, Vincent," she said with fum resolve. 
He nodded slowly, a bemused expression on his face, then turned and left her to make his way 

toward the others. Just as they had four nights ago, with less than twenty feet separating them, both 
stopped and turned to look again, then finally turned away, each heading toward a different location, 
each wanting nothing more than to stay together in some cozy comer where no one would find them. 

The afternoon class ran for three hours, just as the morning ones did. Like Vincent's morning 
class, the middle children were not quick to leave the classroom at the four o'clock tapping, but instead 
stayed to ask nmnerous questions. Geoffrey, Catherine suspected warmly, stayed just to be near her. 
Twenty minutes later, after everything was put away and straightened, they all trooped out of the 
chamber together. At the side path which led toward the guestchamber she waved good-bye and 
continued on alone. She hesitated at the second side path which led to her room, then resolutely 
continued on to Vincent's chamber instead. Though a single candle was lit there, the chamber was empty. 
She continued down toward the bathing pool, and finding no lantern lit called out hesitantly, "Hello?" 
No one replied, and she stepped in and moved toward the far exit which led toward Father's quarters. 
Slipping through his bedchamber, she found herself in the entrance to his stody. No sigus of the morning 
lessons for the youngest children could be seen in his chamber now, hours after the fact, and neither was 
there any sign of the meeting of the work crew after their return this afternoon. It was quiet and empty, 
no one there but Father, and he was engaged in what she knew to· be his favorite leisure-time activity, 
next to playing chess with Vincent. He sat at his desk, a medical jomnal in one hand, a stack of others 
nearby, a steaming cup of tea before him, with a cozy-covered pot beside it. 

"Father?" 
He turned around, startled to see her, then relaxed once more, a smile curving his lips. 
"Come in, Catherine. Took the shortcut, I see," he commented dryly, nodding over her shoulder 

toward his bedchamber. 
She blushed ananodded. "I'm sorry, I didn't stop to think .... " 
He waved her concerns away dismissively. "Don't worry. After years of Vincent's and Devin's 

shortcuts, I'm well used to it," he said wryly. "Class all finished, eh?" She nodded and he gestured her 
over. "Come, join me for tea." 

"Tea sounds wonderful," she said, finding an extra cup and saucer before slipping into a chair at 
the other side of his desk. 

She waited until he'd poured out a cup of the steaming brew, blew on it, took a small sip, then 
sat back with a sigh. 

"Did they give you a hard time this afternoon?" he asked. 
"No more than usual." 
Father laughed. "Well then, it must have been a rough afternoon indeed. You've taken on the 

most difficult class in terms of discipline, Catherine, and believe me, Vincent and I are most assuredly 
grateful!" 

She grinned, enjoying his lighthearted banter. "Well, perhaps they are a little rambunctious," she 

230 



replied cautiously. 
"A little?!" he said, his eyebrows rising with good-natured incredulity. 
She laughed out loud, feeling herself relax even more. "All right, maybe a little more than a little," 

she admitted cheerfully. "Still, I've enjoyed it tremendously. Teaching such young, eager minds is far 
more satisfying than I'd ever thought it could be." 

Father smiled and nodded. "I understand completely," he agreed, all teasing aside. 
"Did the work crew meet here this afternoon?" she asked, idly looking around for signs she might 

have missed in her first appraisal. 
"Yes, they left about an hour ago to check on a potential problem two levels down. Don't 

worry," he assured her hurriedly, seeing the look of dismay begin to appear, "I'm sure it's nothing that a 
small repair won't fix, probably no more than an hour or two at most." 

She gave a sigh of relief and nodded, "Good," before returning to her hot tea once more. 
"Catherine .... " 
Father's voice had a different ring to it now, less teasing, more serious, and she looked up 

expectantly. 
"Have you thought about what you're going to do?" 
She cocked her head, for a moment confused. 
"About here," he paused, "and there .... " He pointed upward with one finger, clearly indicating 

the world above. 
"Oh," she replied flatly. 
"You've been away for several weeks now. Won't your friend, Joe, be wondering if you're 

returning to your job?" 
"Yes," she said quietly, "he will be." 
"Shouldn't you tell him, one way or the other?" 
"Yes," she whispered, her eyes locked to his. "Father .... " 
He leaned forward, and caught her hand as it reached across to his. "Tell me." 
"I want to stay," she said, her voice breathy with anxiety. "Will you let me?" 
He stared into her eyes for several long minutes, and she held her breath, her heart sinking. Deep 

down she was sure of the inevitable response. 
"Yes." 
The answer was so unexpected and so quietly spoken that for a moment she was sure she hadn't 

heard it correctly. 

more. 

"Yes?" she squeaked. 
"Yes," he repeated firmly. 
"I don't mean just for a visit, Father, or for a vacation .... " she began, sure he had misunderstood. 
"I know," he assured her calmly, releasing her hand and leaning back to take a sip of his tea once 

"But... But..." she stammered, unable to complete the thought. 
"But you didn't think I would allow it, did you?" he asked her, smiling. 
''No.'' That answer was easy enough at least. Even now she was afraid that somehow this was all 

a bad joke, that any minute he. would tell her it couldn't be, both for her own safety and for that of his 
son. 

"Catherine, I know what happened in Paracelsus' cage, at least some of it," he went on, his 
expression now somber and serious. 

She blushed crimson, and he nodded, muttering, "Yes, welL." before he was able to meet her 
eyes once more. "And I saw how the separation affected Vincent afterwards, and how it affected you. I 
may be blind, but I'm not stupid. Yes, I'm worried about your safety - both of you - but I can also see 
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that there is perhaps a greater danger for you both when you're ap·art." He sighed and refilled his now
empty cup, then leaned across the desk to refill hers as well. "1 want what's best for you both, and I'm 
beginning to think that what's best is for you to be together." 

She gasped in shocked surprise, and he smiled wryly. 
"1 know, I know, you never expected it, did you?" 
''No ... 1 mean, yes ... 1 mean .... " She stopped, red with embarrassment. 
"Don't worry, 1 know what you mean." 
He smiled a self-deprecating grin and she sighed with relief. 
"Then 1 can stay, truly stay?" she asked, still stunned. 
"As far as I'm concerned. Of course, this is a private matter between you and Vincent - it's 

really up to you two. If it's what you both want, 1 won't stand in your way, and 1 believe 1 can assure 
you that no one else on the council will either. Have you thought about what you want to do here, if you 
stay? You're a professional woman, used to working above. You might find such a transition difficult, at 
best." 

"I've thought about that, Father. I'm not overlooking the difficulties, but 1 just can't help 
thinking that none of that matters compared to what I'll gain. And I know what I'd like to do below, if 
it's all right with the council- I'd like to continue teaching the middle children. Do you think Vincent 
would miss it too much?" 

Jacob laughed. "I don't think so," he said with a chuckle. "Oh, don't get me wrong, he would like 
it ifhe could teach them all, but that's just not possible. Teaching so intensely for six hours a day, along 
with his other duties, is very stressful. He'll find ways to maintain the bond he has with the children, 
never fear that. I'm very glad to hear you say you'd like to continue, though, Catherine. The children can 
learn so much from you, and another teacher will be a welcome addition to our community. I dare say 
we'll find other things for you to do as well." 

"What did you have in mind, Father," she asked, leaning forward eagerly to hear his thoughts. 
She couldn't believe he'd given this such extensive thought and was agreeing so readily. An amazing, 
unbelievable thought played around the edges of her mind, but his solid presence was enough to distract 
her from it for the most part. Was it actually possible that the dream she'd dreamtfor herself and 
Vincent might very well be coming true at long last? 

"Well, speaking of the council, someone with the background you have in law would suit our 
needs very well," he said. 

She sat back abruptly, stunned. "You're kidding!" 
''No, of course I'm not," he said, looking confused by her response. 
"But ... But .... " -
"This sounds familiar," he said dryly, his gentle humor snapping her out of the stanunering spell 

which seemed to have her in its grasp. 
"But the council is composed of the senior members of the community," she objected. 
''Not really," he disagreed. "They may be among the wisest and the most knowledgeable, 

perhaps, but they're not necessarily the most senior. I don't think it will be long before Jamie and James 
are both members, and I don't think it will be long before you are, either. We need good minds below, 
Catherine, not just strong backs. This community was founded on ideals, on hopes and dreams," he said. 
"Surely you know something of that?,' he asked, this time quite gently. 

She blushed and tears sprang to her eyes. Yes, she knew something about that. 
"Db, Father," she whispered, overcome with emotions. He stood up, alarmed, and started to 

move toward her, and she jumped up and moved around the desk to hug him soundly. 
"There, there," he said, rubbing her back gently, "it will be all right, you'll see, everything will be 

fine." 
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"Catherine?" 
They both turned to find Vincent standing hesitantly upon the top step of the entrance into the 

study area proper. His gaze flickered to his father for a moment, but quickly returned to her, then his 
stillness ended abruptly and he moved swiftly down the stairs and toward them both. 

"What's wrong?" he asked, his gaze locked to hers when he reached their side. 
"Nothing, Vincent," she said, smiling through her tears. "Nothing's wrong." 
"In fact," Jacob said calmly, returuing to his seat to take another sip of tea, "you might be 

pleasantly surprised to know that your teaching schedule will be reduced somewhat, leaving you a bit 
more time for all the other responsibilities that seem to fall your way here." 

Vincent glanced at his father, his brow furrowed with confusion, then back to Catherine again. 
"I've offered to take over the middle class full-time, Vincent, if you won't miss it too much," 

Catherine explained hesitantly, wiping at her eyes with the back of her hand. 
"Full-time? Catherine .... " 
"Please, Vincent, don't say it," she said, forestalling his next words. "You told me before it 

would be my decision. I've decided. I want to stay." 
Vincent drew in a gasping breath, and pressed a trembling hand tight to the center of his chest. 
"1... 1...." he stammered, unable to complete his thought, his eyes darting back and forth with 

disbelief between his futher and the woman standing before him. 
"Definitely made for each other," Father muttered dryly, sotto voce. 
Catherine tugged his hands and stepped backwards, toward the stairs. "We need to talk," she said 

firmly. 
He still looked stunned, following her as though he were in a trance as she led him up the stairs 

and out the chamber exit. 
Jacob watched their slow retreat with amusement. Beyond that, though, he felt a humble 

gratitude to Catherine for stubbornly refusing to accept the limits he himself had tried so hard to impose 
upon Vincent's life. She had known better than he what was best for his son, and thank god she'd 
adhered to the course of love. He couldn't imagine what fate might have awaited Vincent should he have 
lost her. He shook his head with dismay, the thought of such a thing too dreadful to imagine. Catherine 
was what his son needed to be happy, and above all, Catherine was determined to give him what would 
make him happy, despite both his and his father's obstinacy in this regard. He smiled again. Yes, 
Catherine had known all along. He sighed with relief, then turned back to the waiting journals, a small 
smile quirking his lips. 

* * * * * 

It felt odd to be the one leading him through the tunnels, Catherine thought, bemused, as they 
approached his chamber entrance. She still held his hand firmly in her own, but he lagged a foot or two 
behind her, a hesitancy in his stride that was atypical. She ignored it, though, as he offered no further 
resistance. As she entered the chamber she found that the glow from the single candle on the center table 
stilI remained, though ouly an inch or so was left, leaving the chamber lit with a low amber glow. It 
suffused the space with a mellow softness that dinnned at the edges, leaving the walls and most of the 
precious possessions therein hidden in shadows, only a glinting light here and there reflecting off the 
metallic objects to reveal their presence. The twenty-four hour candle behind the stained glass insert had 
gone out and not yet been replaced, so it was dark near the back wall as well. She stopped near the table, 
glancing surreptitiously over toward the bed, and then away again quickly. How she wished they were 
enclosed within the comfY quilts there, whispering of their future plans in the cozy, comforting 
darkness. It would have made it easier for them both. 
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"Vincent .... " 
Her words were cut short as he pulled her into his arms and kissed her. The kiss was not subtle. 

It was not soft or innocent. It was deep and it was passionate, his tongue drinking in the tastes and 
textures of her mouth with an ardor that stunned her into abject submission. She hung limply in his arms, 
unable to do anything else but comply willingly to his feverish caresses. When he finally ended the kiss, 
she gasped for air and sagged in his arms. 

"You want to stay, truly?" he demanded hoarsely, his bright gaze pinned fiercely on her own. 
She gasped again, his words, like the actions before them, completely unexpected, leaving her 

dazed. Could it possibly be that he accepted her decision already, without further discnssion?! Never, 
never had she anticipated such an outcome, and she thought she'd imagined them all. He held her limp 
body tightly, his strength unflagging despite the trembling of his own muscles. She felt it clearly, and 
stared up at him in stunned awe. Was nothing beyond his capabilities? Even more astonishing was the 
feel of his steely erection, pressed tight to her belly as she sagged against him. Even through their 
clothing she could feel its heat as it surged and grew. He stared back at her, a hungry yearning in the 
azure depths of his eyes, mixed with a fearful uncertainty as he waited for her reply. 

"Yes," she whispered, her voice ragged and shaking. "Please, let me stay." 
At that soft plea, his head dropped back and a low moan rumbled through his throat and past his 

lips. His hands tightened around her and his head fell forward once more, buried at the curve of her 
shoulder and neck. "Yes ... yes .... " he murmured huskily, over and over again, his lips quivering upon the 
naked flesh of her throat. "I need you to stay, Catherine. 1 need you here with me. 1 need you .... " 

"You need me?" she whimpered with stunned disbelief, her hands twining in his hair to keep him 
close. 

He groaned, the sound turning to a low growl which vibrated through the delicate bones in her 
shoulder. "Yes, 1 need you, 1 need you so much. 1 need you with me all the time. 1 need you by my side 
each day, 1 need you in my bed at night." His arms tightened as he felt her shudderirig response to his 
last words, but still he continued on. "I need to love you, and 1 need you to love me, always, my love, 
always .... " he finished, the words growing fiercer by the minute and interspersed with wet kisses pressed 
passionately along the slim colunm of her neck, along the pulsing line of the artery there. 

Oh, god! Her knees collapsed completely, but he was there, his arms tightening even more. He 
pulled her willing body closer to his, pressing the proof of his desire firmly against her, not attempting to 
hide it, not attempting to deny it. His hands swept up her arms until they bracketed her face, and she 
stared at him stunned. 

"I need you always, Catherine," he repeated hungrily, "I need you now!" 
"Yes, oh, yes!" She cried brokenly, stunned at both the admission and the implied request. 
He closed his eyes briefly, groaning with relief: then swung her up in his arms. A moment later 

she was deposited on his bed. Stepping back he began to strip offhis clothes with frantic haste. She 
watched him, open-mouthed, then abruptly knelt upon the mattress and tugged her sweater over her 
head, pulling the t-shirt beneath it along, and throwing both onto the floor without thought. Her bra 
joined the pile and then her fingers flew down to fumble with the button and zipper on her jeans. Her 
fingers hooked into the waistband of the loosened denim, and caught the satiny fabric of her panties, 
pushing both down her thighs with a quick wiggle of her hips. When they reached her knees she slid 
down on her bottom to kick them over her calves. Her progress was impeded at her ankles, however, by 
the bulky sports shoes she wore. With a growl of frustration she leaned forward to remove them, but 
Vincent was there before her. He grasped her left heel and pulled her foot outward, stripping the shoe off 
and then its stocking, before tugging the leg of her jeans and panties down and over her foot. He released 
that foot and she brought her knee up until the heel rested on the edge of the mattress, then held out her 
right foot for him. The shoe fell with a solid thud behind him, and in seconds she was completely bare. 
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He stepped back from her and gasped, staring with a blatant hunger that undid her completely. 
She sat on the bed just as he'd left her, leaning back on her hands, her heels resting on the edge of 

the mattress, her knees open. She shivered as he gazed at the openness of her position, both embarrassed 
and excited. She felt so wanton, so lost in the passionate need surrounding them. She needed him there, at 
her center, needed him to touch her, to kiss her, to love her completely, to possess her utterly. Still, a 
moment later her embarrassment superseded everything else, and she swung her knees together as she 
began to slide backward on the bed, making room for him. Her actions were halted as he stepped forward 
again, a low growl rumbling through his chest. His hands gripped her knees, holding them gently still for 
a moment before he eased them apart once more, baring her to his hungry gaze. He stared at her hotly, 
his chest heaving with emotion and she held her breath, unable to believe he had done such a blatantly 
erotic thing. A whimpered moan finally escaped her, rousing him to action. His stillness ended as he 
resumed the task interrupted, that of removing his own clothes, but his eyes never left her body, 
scanning from her face to her breasts to her belly and below, then back up again, over and over again. 

Catherine watched him, her breath coming in gasping pants, as his body was exposed to her eager 
eyes. His cloak, vest and outer belt were already gone, and his shirt hung open, revealing a lush thatch of 
golden hair. He stripped it off quickly and she drew in a deep breath of delight at the sight of him. She'd 
seen him like this only a few times before, most recently in the bathing pool almost five days ago, but it 
made no difference. Every glimpse of him was as shocking and as exhilarating as the first. He was so 
beautiful, so virile and strong, his muscles flexing with every small movement he made, the rUgged 
delineation of them clear, even beneath the silky coat of hair, sometimes fine, sometimes coarse, as it 
coated his body. It grew sleek and almost ingrained to the skin along his upper arms and along the sides 
of his torso, but thick and riotous along his forearms and at the center of his chest, narrowing as it made 
its way down his belly, until only a thin line remained, disappearing beneath the waist-band of his 
trousers. She sucked in her breath hard as she traced that line, frustrated by the denim fabric. Her avid 
gaze was cut off for a second as he leaned over to pull offhis boots and socks, his hair falling forward to 
thwart her view, but he unfolded himself in an instant, and she sighed again with relief, her eyes returning 
to the scene which had momentarily been denied her. He was fully aroused, that much was plain, even . 
through the thick weave of his last remaining item of clothing. His erection was constrained by the fabric 
to the left of his hip, just above the curve where belly met thigh. She could see the outline clearly, could 
see the thick, rigid staff and the even thicker, rounded head. She cotjld even see the pulsing vein running 
along the stalk, pressed into prominence by the tight trousers. His state of arousal was complete, and she 
knew he had to be in some pain. That thought was confirmed a minute later when his shaking fingers 
undid the buttons of his trousers and the fabric loosened upon his flesh, resulting in a gasping sigh of 
relief mixed with the ever-present lustful growl. He leaned over to strip the trousers down his legs, then 
kicked them aside as he stood up again, completely naked to her eager eyes. 

Oh, god, he was so beautifol! She couldn't stop thinking it. The thin line of hair ran down his 
belly then thickened once more, surrounding his genitals. No doubt the lush thickness provided a 
protective covering when those sensitive organs were in their flaccid state, but right now the amber rust 
thatch was no more than a background display for the proud erection and pendant weight beneath. Her 
eyes widened with lustful eagerness and she pressed offher hands to lean forward, her feet slipping off 
the bed and toward the floor. He stopped her, his hands catching the back of her knees to lift them 
slowly. Her center of mass shifted and she fell to the mattress, staring up at him with trembling 
excitement and anticipation. His hands held her firmly, and her own grasped shakily at the bedclothes 
beneath her, watching him gaze over her naked body, so open and vulnerable to him now. She felt a blush 
heat her cheeks and knew he saw it, just as she knew he perused the taut peaks of her breasts a moment 
later when they hardened to a pulsing ache under his searching gaze. Her breath came fast and furious, 
her belly tight and quivering as hot eyes traced abdomen muscles concave with tension. When his gaze 
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reached the core of her femininity, her thighs began to shake, held suspended, aloft. 
"Oh, god, "she moaned hoarsely, unable to look away. 
He glanced up at her face agam, noting the full signs of her arousal, then back to the petalled lips 

now exposed. She felt hot and flushed, engorged with blood. Her sex was dripping with creamy heat, and 
she blushed even harder, knowing he could see it even'now, could see the glistening there and on her inner 
thighs, wondering what he thought of her, how wanton she must appear to him now, how shameless .... 

Her thoughts were cut off abruptly as he sank to his knees on the floor before her, then leaned 
forward to place a tender kiss on the inner curve of her right knee. He froze abruptly and took a deep 
breath, then shuddered, his hands tightening on her knees until the nails pressed into her skin. She was 
astonished he would allow such a thing, but as she suspected, whether consciously or unconsciously 
done, the skin was unbroken, and she herself unharmed. The feel of that sharp pressure was deliciously 
exotic, both sensual and titillating in the extreme. She trembled as she watched him, his head bent over 
her, his golden hair, darkened by shadows, trailing over her legs. Heat pulsed over her sensitive flesh as 
he panted, and when he finally moved again, it was to repeat that kiss higher up along her inner thigh. 
This time she knew he tasted the salty-sweet drizzled honey, knew that he had sought out that taste 
intentionally, overwhelmed by the scent drifting down from its source, just above. The nuzzling kisses 
increased in intensity as he moved from one thigh to the other. Soon all pretense was abandoned as the 
kisses gave way to lusty licks of his coarse tongue as he lapped every drop from her quivering flesh, 
moving ever closer to the prize. He held her legs apart and she groaned loudly, her whole body now 
trembling with a fearful anticipation. How she wanted this from him! And yet she didn't know if she 
could survive such a thing, the pleasure she felt now so intense it almost overwhelmed her entirely. 
Days ago his caresses upon her breasts had brought her to climax with effortless ease, and now she 
trembled on the razor's edge once more, certain of one thing only, that her body would respond to his 
demands without question and without hesitation. 

Vincent pulled back and she drew in a shuddering breath, exhaling a keening whimper. Please 
don't stop, she whispered fervently to herself, over and over again. He was absolutely still now, staring 
down at her, a look of thunderstruck awe on his face. Slowly his hands slid upward, hot palms stroking 
her tender flesh from knee to mid-thigh, where he stopped once more. His eyes narrowed then, the 
planes ofhis face taUt, as the pressure of his hands increased, gently easing her legs open wider still. She 
gasped and trembled, letting him guide her as he would until the tunnel air wafted coolly over her super
heated flesh. She shivered, though not from the chill. His hands finally stilled agam, though not until she 
felt the outer lips of her labia pouting open, and the inner ones pulsing lightly, now exposed completely. 
She groaned loudly as she watched him watch her. A fresh flow of creamy heat coated her inner thighs 
and she groaned again when he trembled before her, overwhelmed by her body's response to him. 
Slowly he leaned back to her, his eyes heavy-lidded. She jumped and yelped, startled, when next she felt 
his tongue upon her. He barely touched her, using just the tip as he lightly traced the inner curve of her 
thigh. So close, he was so close! She could feel his hot breath upon her swollen sex as he moved slowly 
along the tender crease of flesh. The caress was repeated on the other side and she bit her lip as she tried 
to suppress a moan of frustration. The sound emerged full-blown a second later when, after a hesitant 
pause, the tip slid lightly along the ridge of one fleshy lip. Her whole body shuddered, and she felt the 
smaller, delicate inner petals flutter in response. Her face flamed bright red and she moaned again. What 
must he think of her? ! He obviously read her thoughts and felt the chaos of her emotions through their 
bond, but though his hands tightened momentarily on her thighs, he didn't stop, moving to trace the 
other outer lip with a delicacy that left her gasping. Those gasps changed to pants when he repeated that 
same caress, though this time along the slick, heated flesh between the outer and inner lips on that side. 

"Oh, god!" Catherine arched up off the bed, unable to contain her response. 
His hands tightened once more, holding her still, but his growl rumbled like thunder in his chest, 
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rolling up his throat until the vibrations shuddered against her delicate skin. 
"Oh please, oh please .... " she whimpered shamelessly, writhing beneath him. 
But he would not be rushed, his breath harsh and panting as he explored her slowly, hesitantly. 

He traced the inner curve on the other side now, this time his touch fmner, allowing his tongue to press 
flat between as he tasted her. She gasped at the exotic coarseness of his tongue there, and jerked away 
instinctively, her body overwhelmed with sensations. She couldn't really go far, held captive as she was, 
but at even the hint of such a retreat he growled and lunged forward, catching one fleshy outer lip 
between his teeth to keep her still. She cried out, shocked, and his teeth released her, though his mouth 
did not, his lips closing over the silky flesh to suck softly upon it with a muft1ed growl of delight. 

Catherine writhed feverishly, but she could not escape his erotic ministrations, nor did she wish 
to. She wanted more, though she was quite sure that any more than this and she would ignite in flames, 
leaving behind nothing but ashes. His mouth released her abruptly and she cried out in dismay, wanting 
him back. A light flick of his tongue at the very center of her blood-engorged sex, between the small, 
inner lips, was enough to send her mind reeling. He was breathing her in deeply, she could actually hear 
it, and in between those great, gulping breaths, his tongue teased fleetingly at the very entrance to her 
silky sheath, gasping growls following each taste of her he took into himself, his tongue delving just a bit 
deeper with each return. The growls were increasing in strength, and finally he turned his head and 
pressed himself to her once more, his lips enclosing the translucent inner petals completely. He sucked at 
that delicate flesh, pressing both together tight between his nuzzling lips and she whimpered, both 
frustrated and intensely aroused. After several minutes of this torture, his tongue flicked out again, 
gently easing between the sensitive folds as he held them tight. She shuddered and moaned, the feel of his . . 
tongue there now, when she was held closed by his questing mouth, erotic in the extreme. Slowly he slid 
inside her, impaling her silky, sensitive sheath with the coarse length of his tongue while his lips 
continued to suckle at her tender inner lips, his kiss so sensual and so erotic it undid her completely. She 
writhed and moaned feverishly upon the bed, her muscles tensing and flexing with shivery, jerking 
motions, but he didn't seem to notice, kissing her in that way as though he would never stop. 

Finally, though, he did, and she almost screamed, the absence of his mouth upon her almost too 
much to bear. She had been so close! There was no time to complain, no time for her to voice a coherent 
thought, before his hands slid down her thighs to grip her knees once more, this time curving beneath to 
the sensitive skin in back. He lifted her legs abruptly, folding her knees back to her chest, then pressing 
outward. She gasped, shocked at the openness of her position before him now. Before she could speak 
he'd delved downward once more. His mouth covered her completely, lips opened wide around the full, 
swollen flesh of her labia. An instant later his tongue swept up from behind and over the tender flesh, 
plowing a deep furrow between the tenger inner petals. The sweep continued on, brushing flatly and 
coarsely over the hyper-sensitized nub at the apex of her sex, now completely exposed by the wide
open position of her legs. She shuddered and shook, and the next second, when he plunged the thick 
length of his tongue deep inside her, the world careened wildly and an explosive climax thundered over 
her. She arched up against him and screamed, overcome with an agonizing, dizzying pleasure, then full 
back to the bed shaking and writhing as sweeping waves of bliss rolled over her again and again, timed to 
the lusty, driving thrusts of his tongue within her. His growls were non-stop as. he urged her on, higher 
and higher, and only when the convulsive contractions gripping her core began to lessen did he slow his 
fervent caresses upon her. Finally she collapsed completely, and for a moment everything went dark. 

Some time later - she was never sure how long it had been - the world congealed arQund her 
again. She lay on the bed, her legs now limply dangling over the edge, and he knelt on the floor between 
her thighs, just as he had been all along. His mouth still laved over her, but it was a lighter, more delicate 
caress now, his tongue lapping gently at the swollen, post-climactic flesh, taking the honeyed-sweetness 
from her and into himself with an erotic hunger that had never abated, but for the moment was channeled 
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to this more soothing, comforting touch. She rolled her shoulders against the mattress and stretched her 
torso with a groaning sigh, his name whispered within it. 

"Gh, Vincent .... " 
His hands tightened fleetingly upon her now relaxed and limp thighs as he stared up into her 

heavy-lidded eyes, the light in his own fiercely intense. Releasing her abruptly he stood up and swept 
his arms beneath her recumbent form, lifting her body until she rested fully upon the bed. He held her 
close and stayed with her, until they were both cuddled together at the center, soft pillows now beneath 
their heads. He stroked lovingly along the curve of her cheek and jaw, then held her gently, staring into 
the hazy depths of her green eyes, a tentative hesitation now coloring his own. 

"Are you all right?" he whispered hoarsely. 
She had to smile at that question. Surely he must know she was all right, more than all right, after 

that tumultuous response. Still, she knew how sensitive he would be to these intimacies after years 
fearing such a thing, and answered seriously. 

"Oh, yes. That felt so wonderful," she said, stretching her muscles against his still-trembling 
length. "Are you all right?" she asked in tum. The rigid strength of his erection pulsed hotly against her 
thigh, and she knew he had somehow managed to hold offhis release despite the power of her own. She 
tried to ignore it for the moment, though, sensing that now was not the right time for teasing. Soon, she 
promised herself, soon. 

She felt a warm wave envelop her from their bond, and had her answer even before the shy nod of 
his head. He buried his face against the curve of her shoulder abruptly, his arms tightening about her. 
His cheeks were hot against her rapidly cooling flesh, and silky bristles nuzzled against her throat as he 
pressed fervent kisses there, soft murmurs rumbling through his throat to vibrate into her own. 

"Yes, oh yes. You don't know how long I've wanted to do that, Catherine! I thought I was 
depraved, that you would be disgusted if you knew of my desires .... " His voice trailed off weakly, as if 
even now he wondered what her response might be to such a disclosure. She chuckled softly, reassuring 
him at once. 

"Oh, Vincent, if you're depraved then so am I. I've wanted that too, for so long! The things I've 
wanted you to do to me, the things I've wanted to do to you .... " She sighed raggedly. "We can share all 
of that now. Believe me, Vincent, I don't think there's a thing you'could have imagined that I haven't, 
and if by some chance there is, I want to hear about it - immediately!" she finished warmly. She felt his 
tremulous smile against her throat, and sighed happily. 

Suddenly he stiffened against her and she froze, her senses abruptly tumed outward. Though she 
could hear nothing, it was obvious he did, his head cocked toward the chamber exit. A moment later he 
left her side, swinging on his cloak and clutching it close. She drew the blankets over her naked body and 
watched him leave the room, grabbing two unlit lanterns along the wall as he went. She knew he found 
their visitors instantly, their voices clear to her, though she was inside the chamber, and they without. 

"There you are!" Jamie exclaimed. "James has a few ideas to supplement the security system and 
we thought we might be able to go over them before supper," she said. 

Catherine prayed it was dim enough in the outer corridor for Jamie not to notice his disheveled 
and questionable state. Hopefully the ebony folds of his cloak were sufficient, because there certainly 
was nothing else. 

"Jamie, James," Vincent replied in greeting. 
Catherine thought he sounded somewhat breathless, and hoped they didn't notice that as well. 
"Has something happened with the system? A problem?" he probed, his voice steadier now. 
"No, nothing like that," Jamie replied, reassuring him. "Just some little things that might improve 

the system overall." 
''Tomorrow then. Later in the morning, in Father's study?" 
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"Okay, sure, but we've got the diagrams now, it wouldn't take much time .... " 
"Tomorrow, Jamie," James' voice interrupted finnIy. 
Catherine sucked in her breath, hearing an undercurrent there that gave her pause. Could he 

possibly suspect what they had interrupted? Apparently they were moving down the tunnel now, 
retreating toward the main path, because Jamie's agreement and farewell grew slightly lower in volume 
with each word. Catherine clapped a hand over her mouth, resisting an intense urge to giggle. She 
suddenly imagined James pulling Jamie down the tunnel path while she continued to talk and wave to the 
shadow figure of a bemused Vincent, standing just outside their chamber door. He didn't re-enter 
immediately, and she knew the delay was due to the placement of one of the unlit lanterns some distance 
down the passageway. No doubt he was taking no chances on anyone getting this close to them again 
tonight. His figure flashed by the door a minute later, heading in the opposite direction, and she knew 
that the second lantern would soon rest some thirty yards down, just in front of his entrance to the 
bathing pool. Should Father think of making a visit via the shortcut, this would ensure their privacy, 
though she shivered somewhat as the scene of that occurrence flashed through her mind. 

Shaking that thought from her head, she threw the blankets back and sat up abruptly, her legs 
curled under her. She shivered as the cool tunnel air brushed over her glistening, still-sensitized skin, but 
loved the sensation, stretching her arms over her head just to see if it were still possible. She felt molten, 
as though all her bones had disappeared. Vincent retomed at that moment, pausing abruptly in the 
doorway to watch that languorous stretch. His eyes traced her body hungrily, pausing at the taut tips of 
her uplifted breasts. She laughed lightly, in sheer joy, then swung her feet to the floor and moved slowly 
toward him, her hips and breasts swaying provacatively. She felt positively decadent! 

''No one will bother us now, will they?" she asked. 
He shook his head, mesmerized by the sight of her. 
"Good, because we're definitely not through," she said, a teasing note in her voice. 
"Catherine .... " he began, a hesitant note in his voice. 
"Yes," she purred. 
"What. ... ?" 
She smiled, wondering whether to tease him further, to make him articulate the questions which 

hovered so close. 
"It's my tom, Vincent," she replied enigmatically. 
"Your tom?" he asked, bemused. 
"My turn," she repeated, "and yours." 
She was before him now. His hands were knotted in the folds of his cloak, just below the waist, 

holding the edges together tightly. She covered his trembling fists and gently pressed outward. 
"Let go," she urged 
She felt his reticence, but after a momentary pause, he did, his hands falling down to his sides. 

The folds of the cloak were in her own hands now, and she pushed the edges aside to bare his body. Her 
eyes swept down to his center and she couldn't stop the mewling whimper that shuddered through her 
at the sight of him. He was so aroused, so virile, so ... large. He surged upward, toward his taut belly, the 
round, tumescent head dripping with transparent fluid. The pendant weight below hung heavy and full, 
as though anchoring the hot urgency of his sex. She licked her lips with anticipation, remembering how 
the large round head had impaled her delicate flesh, as though plowing a furrow through fertile soil, 
preparing it for what was to come. She remembered the feel of his thick length buried within her, hot 
blood pulsing through the vein so that she could feel its strong, rhythmic throb against the slick inner 
walls of her body. She trembled as those sensations filled her, and knew he felt it all through their bond. 
His hands stayed at his side while she perused him, but glancing down she saw them clench and unclench 
in the folds there, and knew how difficult it was for him to stand before her in this way, so vulnerably 
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exposed. He was giving himself to her, she realized abruptly, and lier eyes lifted to his full oflQve and 
compassion. One hand rose to cup his jaw, her thumb stroking lightly upward over the soft bristles of 
his cheek. She rose on tiptoe to place a soft kiss on his lips, not moving further as he trembled beneath 
her. When his lips parted with a low moan, she deepened the kiss, her tongue slipping in to caress him 
further. She didn't let it grow beyond that, though, ending the kiss before it got out of control. She knew 
he couldn't take too much stimulus, not now. She could easily feel the urgent need trembling near in the 
tense posture of his body. Soon, she promised him silently. 

Settling back on her feet, there was now a foot of separation between them. Her eyes returned to 
the part of him which drew her most avid attention just now. The hand on his jaw left him and slowly 
drifted downward. Though she kept her gaze pinned on his midsection, she knew he too watched 
helplessly by the sudden concave tension that rippled through his already taut abdomen. When her 
fingers closed around the turgid staff, those muscles clenched tighter yet, and he let out a groaning growl. 
He gasped as she squeezed lightly then began a stroking motion along the impressive length, her fingers 
not able to meet around the equally impressive, circumcised girth. He was completely hairless here, his 
flesh a deep tawny shade darkened almost to mahogany now, no doubt by the dramatic infusion of hot 
blood. The skin was hot and silky soft, but beneath it lay a core of iron. Her insides fluttered as she 
caressed him, the sensations translated to her own silky core. Creamy warmth drizzled down anew, and 
she gave a mewling coo of pleasure as the heat began to build in her again. Glancing up she found his gaze 
pinned upon her hand in stunned amazement. 

"I've wanted to see you like this for so long, Vincent. Wanted to touch you like this. I knew you 
were afraid of what I would think, but there was no way I could tell you how much I looked forward to 
it. You wouldn't have believed me, not then." 

She glanced down at her hand upon him once more, and after a slight pause removed it. He 
groaned with frustration but sighed a moment later when she cupped the full, pendant softness beneath it 
and kneaded him gently. A light, downy silk coating covered him here, almost invisible to the eyes, but 
apparent to the touch. It was erotic in the extreme. He was so heavy, so full, both taut and soft, and at 
her touch he shuddered, his stomach muscles quivering visibly. 

"You like me to touch you like this, don't you?" 
It wasn't really a question, and he drew in a gasping breath, speechless .. 
"You liked it in the bathing pool, too." 
"Yes," he finally replied, the single word emerging strangled and hoarse. 
"Of course you do," she said, her eyes seeking out his. When he finally met her gaze she saw a 

yearning need for reassurance. "Everyone responds to sexual stimulation, Vincent, surely you know that. 
It's part of our make-up; part of our biology. And when you love someone as much as we love each 
other, when you have a bond like we do .... " She shook her head, her emotions getting the best of her for a 
moment. "How could you not want my touch? How could I not want yours?" she whispered, overcome. 

A whimpered moan breathed out in response. "I do, Catherine, I do," he finally said, as overcome 
as she. "I want to touch you so much," he whimpered. "And I want you to touch me. Oh, god," he cried 
out hoarsely, "Please don't stop touching me!" 

Her hand tightened upon the full sac and he groaned loudly. "I won't, Vincent, I won't. Trust me, 
my love," she said. Her hand returned to the thick staff, the other curling around his arm. Both tightened 
as she tugged him gently forward. He gasped, but followed, as though hypnotized by her intimate touch. 
She led him a few feet forward, then pressed him down, into the red-cushioned velvet of his chair, her 
hands releasing him. He groaned again, this time at the absence of her hands, then gasped as she sank to 
her knees before him, pushing his trembling thighs outward in the process. 

"Catherine!" 
He spoke that single word with an urgent intensity, as though to stop her, but she interrupted 
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him, repeating her earlier statement finnly. 
"My turn." 
He groaned again, his eyes closing and his head dropping back against the high, velvet-covered 

seat back. They flew open a minute later, though, as her fingers began to stroke over the silk-covered 
steel of his surging erection once more. 

His head flew back and forth upon the velvet covering, strands of golden hair streaming wildly 
about his face. "I want. .. I can't.. .. " 

She took her hands from him immediately, noting the growing signs that his arousal was rapidly 
spinning out of control, then sat back on her heels, letting the cool tunnel air blow over his super-heated 
flesh. 

"Tell me, Vincent," she said softly. 
He stared at her wild-eyed, and she could see that he didn't know how to say it, so she helped 

him. 
"You want me to touch you, don't you? You want me to love you with my hands, with my 

mouth .... " 
He groaned and squeezed his eyes shut tight for a moment at her last words, but fmally nodded 

tersely, his eyes opening again to meet her own. 
"Yes," he gasped, his breath coming in harsh pants. "I want that so much. But I can't .... " He 

faltered again, and again she helped. 
"You're afraid you won't be able to last much longer if! do that?" 
He nodded, heat flaring over his face with shame and dismay. 
She paused for a moment, considering her words. 
"Vincent, in Paracelsus' cage .... " 
The heat flamed higher, and she hurried on. 
"You told me later that you wanted to go slower." 
He exhaled a gasping breath and nodded, wide eyes pinned on her own. 
''Tonight, when we finally make love, do you want to go slower than we did before?" 
A surge of heat swept through her from their bond at the assumption made and so simply stated, 

but then he nodded again, fiercely, immediately, his whispered "Yes!" emphatic and absolute. 
"You might not understand this," she whispered, heat rising in her own face, "but I can't deny 

that I loved how it was that frrst time." He blushed scarlet but she continued. "I loved the wild urgency 
of you, the sudden feel of you so thick and.hard and full inside me." She shuddered, her own eyes closing 
tight for a moment before they opened again and she was able to go on. "Slow or fast, hard or tender, I 
know I'm going to love fuaking love with you in every way possible." He whimpered, as though she had 
revealed his deepest fears and wishes. "You want to go slower this time, but trust me, Vincent, it's not 
going to happen, not with you in this state," she said, blushing, her eyes glancing down to his fully 
aroused sex and the watery-thin liquid weeping from its tip. She felt his own blush increase by the wave 
of heat over their bond. "But it doesn't have to be that way." Her gaze held his own tenderly, finnly. 
"Please, Vincent, let me .... " 

The request trailed away, unfinished, but there was no way he didn't know what she was askfug 
of him. The flush in his face had grown to the point where his skin tone had actually been affected, 
something that rarely happened with him, given the golden shade of his skin and the amber coating of 
hair upon it. 

"Please," she repeated quietly, her eyes still holding his with a tender appeal. "I want to do it so 
much. I've wanted to for so long. You want it, too, don't you? Tell me you do," she pleaded. 

He groaned, and she could easily feel his emotions. He had dreamed and fantasized of this, no 
doubt, and each time been disgusted with what he thought must be a degradation of her. She could tell 
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that even her position before him, upon her knees at his feet, made him intensely uncomfortable. At least 
that was something concrete she could address. 

"You were like this in front of me a little while ago," she reminded him. Another surge of heat 
engulfed her. "You were worshipping me, weren't you?" she fmished speculatively, in a Whisper. He 
nodded hesitantly. "You know how that made me feel," she urged him. "You know the pleasure it gave 
me." Another pause and then he nodded again. "And 1 know it gave you pleasure, too." Another wave of 
heat. "It's all right, Vincent," she rushed on. "It's all right for you to take your own pleasure, too. You 
deserve it, and 1 wouldn't want it any other way. Please believe me!" His frantic gaze stilled on hers, 
caught by the fierce insistence of her own. She smiled, then continued with her line of reasoning, hoping 
he would see all of it. "I want what you want. 1 want to worship you, to give you pleasure, and gain my 
own in the giving." His eyes widened, as though she had pushed him up against the wall of his own logic. 
"Please let me," she fmished softly. 

"Oh, Catherine," he groaned, helpless in his surrender. 
A surge of joy filled her at that sound, and she leaned forward to hug him tight, her arms slipping 

beneath his cloak and around his waist. Her cheek was pressed to the center of his abdomen, just below 
his breast, and the steely strength of his erection was trapped between their torsos. The soft curves and 
taut peaks of her breasts brushed against it and he moaned loudly, clutching her to him convulsively. She 
pressed fervent kisses along the concave hollow of his breastbone, her fingers gripping the muscled flesh 
of his back with a feverish intensity. His sex surged and throbbed between them and she groaned, rubbing 
her breasts more fumly against the steely strength of him. Slowly she began to sink down onto her 
haunches, tracing tender, wet kisses along the center line of his belly. He drew in a gasping, frantic 
breath, but she didn't stop, and he didn't try to impede her progress. 

Finally she reached the prize, immediately pressing a warm kiss along the slick tip and taking the 
taste ofhim within her. He jolted beneath her, his muscles flexing massively, and groaned loudly, the 
sound turning to a rumbling growl, a plaintive, wordless plea within it. She leaned back a few inches to 
inspect him closely and sighed with delight. The broad tip throbbed, the crown jutting out around the 
thick stalk. The rim looked so enticing. She leaned in again and closed her lips around it at the underside 
of his shaft, sucking softly upon the tender skin there. He cried out and sucked in his breath, and for a 
moment the tempting taste and texture of him was gone. She retrieved it again almost immediately, 
though, leaning in to trap his pulsing erection between the rock-hard muscles of his belly and her 
questing lips. She kissed and nibbled her way down the straining shaft, nuzzling the sensitive area where 
it met the sac below, before sinking further down to lick and kiss that heavy weight allover. He was so 
warm here, his scent so musky and compelling. She had to have more, taking one velvet-encased sphere 
into her mouth to lave if with tongue, lips and teeth, then moving to repeat that caress on the other. He 
groaned and trembled beneath her, his breath coming in gasping, churning pants, the chamber filled with 
breathless moans and cries. Through their bond she could feel him beginning to spiral out of control, 
could feel it in the possessive hold of his hands upon her as she loved him and in the yearning, wordless 
cries for completion. There wasn't much time, and she was in no mood to tease him further, wanting to 
give him the release he so desperately craved. She kissed her way back up the stalk, but couldn't resist 
pausing for just a moment at the delicious rim once more, nipping and licking her way around it until it 
was wet and glistening. With a sigh of delight she contemplated the broad head before her, so round and 
firm and full, the tiny slit weeping delicately as his body prepared itself for her. Her tongue flicked out 
over the slit, gathering up delicious drops, and when he jerked in response and moaned, her hand moved 
to close around the shaft once more, holding him still for her tender ministrations. Leaning her head back, 
she let her tongue drift out provocatively, then gnided the round head down to rub it along that velvety 
surface, watching him through narrowed slits of sea-foam green. He was breathless and stunned, gasping 
helplessly, watching her as though he couldn't believe such a thing was happening. Slowly,oh-so-
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slowly, she let her lips close about the tip, sucking the tender rounded flesh between her lips, holding 
them pursed about him in the most delicate and intimate of kisses. Held tight between her questing lips, 
her tongue flicked over the rounded surface, urging him on to the explosive rapture awaiting. 

Vincent writhed frantically, snarling growls growing more feverish by the second as his trembling 
hands twisted in her hair then swept down to fervently trace her shoulders and upper back, before 
returning to cup her cheeks, a look of erotic adoration on his face that filled her with a joy too intense for 
words. Within her hand his erection surged and swelled, filling her fingers and palm with blazing heat. 
Her other hand joined the fray, sliding along his inner thigh with a soft caress until she cupped the heavy 
weight at the apex. The tension was felt here, as well, and she moved her fingers over him, matching the 
inexplicable building rhythm she felt from him, from this spot, and from their bond. He cried out fiercely 
at that touch, and she knew he was ready. Now, now .... Sliding her lips over the jutting rim, she enclosed 
the broad head completely, her lips pressed tight beneath it, along the pulsing shaft. She could feel the 
throb of hot blood pound furiously through the vein running its length, could feel him tense all over, both 
with her body and their bond. Her tongue pressed itself flat to that throbbing line and she suckled deep 
and hard. He groaned hoarsely and arched up against her, the sound growing until it became a rushing roar 
and pulsing jets of hot seed gushed against the back of her throat. She took all of it, staring upward at his 
face while she guided him with her hands and mouth as his climax convulsed about him, engulfing him 
completely. His head was thrown back against the cushioned velvet, his mouth open wide in panting 
gasps, sharp incisors fully exposed. His chest, arms and abdomen flexed in a massive display of virile 
masculinity while sweat glistened along each line, darkening the various patches of amber, gold and 
wheat-colored hair to a deep, burnished copper. Along either side she could feel the powerful 
contractions of his thigh muscles. Heat radiated offhis body in dizzying waves, especially from his 
center, where she loved him so completely now. 

An endless time passed as he was held captive in that moment of bliss, and she wished that it 
would never end, the look on his face worth everything she had waited for in the months and years gone 
by. Finally the sounds tapered off to hoarse, moaning mewls of pure pleasure, the hot, salty stream 
slowed until ouly sporadic drops remained, and a shivery wave passed over his body, leaving his 
muscles abruptly relaxed. He collapsed into the chair and through their bond she felt a wonderful calm of 
blissful satisfaction, all tension now gone. She leaned back on her haunches, her palms moving to rest 
along his inner thighs, and stared at the recumbent form before her in awe. He was the most beautiful 
thing she had ever seen. She wouldn't have changed a thing about him if she could. Face, body, mind and 
spirit, he was perfection, and he was all hers. 

For a long time she watched him, reluctant to wake him from the place he was, reluctant to lose 
such a marvelous, erotic-sight. But it was cool in the tunnels, and even now the glistening sweat from his 
fur was drying, the darker color there lightening once more to an infinite number of golden shades. A huge 
yawn broke out and his arms reached upward while his torso twisted in a shivery stretch, muscles flexing 
and relaxing in a virile display that delighted her. She smiled, inordinately pleased with herself, then 
stood up and took his hands, tugging them lightly. 

"Vincent," she whispered softly. 
His eyes blinked hazily, then finally focused on her as she stood before him naked. He stared at 

her, a stunned, guarded look filling his eyes, as though he were seeing her for the first time. She smiled. 
tenderly at that look, reassuring him through their bond that all was well. The wariness disappeared 
slowly, replaced with a bright light of astonished exultation. He pulled her down to his lap and hugged 
her hard, then cupped her face and tilted it upward. for his kiss. His tongue searched hers out with a slow 
thoroughness that left her gasping. He tasted her everywhere, tasted himself upon her, and she tasted 
herself upon him as well, their scents intermingling in a heady wave that filled them both with a joy 
beyond description. When the kiss finally ended, he pulled back reluctantly, his eyes searching out hers. 
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"Catherine .... " he whispered raggedly, the word trailing offwith astonished disbelief. 
She smiled and stroked lovingly along his cheek, whispering in turn, "Come to bed, my love." 
He nodded shyly, and they stood up together and three steps later slid beneath the covers. She 

moved into his arms immediately, and after a slight pause his arms closed tight about her. She knew that 
hesitation had more to do with the state of disbelief which had not yet quite left him than with any 
doubts or fears which still remained, though she was sure that that was true as well. She snuggled closer. 
At the apex of his thighs, pressed lightly to her own, she felt his sex stir. A quiver of excitement 
shuddered through her. It seemed he might be amazing in this regard as well. She wondered ifhis 
recovery rate would always be so rapid, that thought making her heart suddenly pound faster. 

"Catherine?" he whispered again, bemused. 
She blushed, but smiled up at him. "I was just thinking about how amazing you are," she 

answered truthfully. 
"It's you who are amazing," he corrected her, misreading her initial meaning in his innocence. 

"That you could feel for me as you do, that you could love someone like me .... " 
He sounded incredulous, and she shook her head, all teasing aside. "How could anyone not love 

you?" 
He shook his head in turn, and she knew he thought her somehow bewitched, which no doubt 

was true. She was indeed bewitched, bewitched by him, by his gorgeous body, his sensual nature, his 
inherent goodness, wisdom and strength. She was bewitched by everything about him, and would have it 
no other way. 

"It's true, Vincent," she urged. "Everyone who knows you loves you, the children below, the 
adults, tunnel-dwellers and helpers alike. You fear the world above, and perhaps with good cause, but 
they don't know you. If they did, how could they help but love you as I do?" she asked in all 
seriousness. 

"Catherine .... " he began, shaking his head again. 
She hugged him hard. "No matter whether they do or not, I love you, Vincent. I'll always love 

you," she said in complete seriousness. 
He stopped abruptly and stared into her eyes, mesmerized by what he saw there. She eased 

closer, then slipped a leg over his thigh. He hesitated for just a moment, then his hand slid down to cup 
her bottom and draw her in tight, his thigh pressing upward to rest warmly against the creamy heat 
waiting. The look on his face told her he hadn't expected that, and his words confirmed it an instant later. 

"You're still .... " He stopped and a wave of heat passed over their bond, indicating the flush so 
difficult to discern in his face. 

"Yes," she whisPered. "Whenever I'm with you ... or near you ... or thinking of you," she added. 
He continued to stare into her face, amazement now superseding surprise. That he found it so 

hard to believe she felt this for him had always been dismaying to her, but the realization obviously 
sweeping over him now was thrilling, pushing those thoughts away and relegating them to the past. A 
low growl rumbled through his chest and he buried his face against the curve of her shoulder abruptly, 
overwhelmed. 

"Catherine," he whispered hoarsely, "You don't know how I've wanted you, how I've needed 
you." 

"I know, my love," she murmured soothingly, rubbing his back. "I know." 
He shook his head, golden strands of hair tickling her throat and breasts. "I love you so much, 

and for so long I thought these desires were a corruption of that love. I hated myself for those thoughts, 
for those feelings, but they wouldn't go away, they plagued me night and day." 

"I know," she repeated. "I could tell how frightened you were of those emotions." She hesitated 
for a moment, unsure of how he would take her next words. "I tried so hard to suppress my own 
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because 1 knew you'd feel them over the bond, and 1 was afraid you'd distance yourself from me even 
more, or send me away in search of another, like you did in our first year together." 

He grew still in her arms, then pulled back just a few inches to stare into her eyes again. 
"I tried to do that many times," he admitted, another surge of heat filling them both. "I thought 1 

should, but 1 couldn't," he finished huskily. "I needed you too much, and .... " He stopped, his shame 
now apparent as his eyes slid away from hers. 

She cupped his chin and determinedly turned his gaze back to her own. "And what?" 
His face turned pale and the heat in their bond dissipated in a rush, leaving her shivering and cold. 
"The thought of you with another was too much for me to bear. The thought of someone else 

holding you, touching you, loving you .... " His words grew quieter though each one quivered with a 
growing intensity. "I wouldn't let myself have you, but neither could 1 give you to anyone else." He 
shuddered, and an intense surge of shame swept over her from their bond. "Oh, Catherine, I'm so sorry! 
You offered me the love I'd always craved but never thought to have, and 1 pushed you away." His voice 
was incredulous in its dismay. 

She drew him down to her again and held him tight. "Shhh, it's all right, everything's all right 
now," she crooned lowly. "I love you and I'm here for you. 1 will never stop loving you, Vincent, and 
I'll want your love always!" 

The rocking of her body against his was both soothing and erotic, and his body responded 
quickly. She shifted a bit to let the growing length of his erection swing upward, then pressed close once 
more, rubbing the silky hard flesh with the undulating muscles of her belly. He moaned softly and she 
smiled, her anus tightening around him. 

"You know that I'm yours, don't you?" she whispered. He moaned again, his head shaking 
against the curve of her shoulder. "Yes, 1 am," she insisted. "You can hold me whenever you like. You 
can touch me and love me to your heart's content." His groan was louder this time. "Believe me, Vincent, 
1 won't be dismayed by your desires, or afraid or disgusted. 1 want you as badly as you want me. 1 want 
to hold you and touch you and love you all the time. Sometimes," she said, her voice sinking lower, 
"when we were alone together, on my balcony or in your chamber or our music chamber, 1 found it 
almost impossible not to put my hands on you. So many times 1 wanted to slip my hands beneath your 
cloak, to touch you, to love you." She drew in a shuddering breath at the exact moment he did "I've 
wanted you for so long," she said, the desperate intensity of her statement making it impossible to 
dismiss. "I want you now," she finished quietly, pushing him away from her shoulder to seek out his 
gaze with her own. "You can feel it, 1 know you can, both through my body and through our bond. I'm 
done hiding this from you, Vincent." 

He exhaled a guSting breath, a moan escaping with it. His hand slid up to cup her cheek as he 
stared into her eyes, searching their green: depths with the deepening blue of his own. Finally he nodded. 

"I don't want you to hide it from me, not anymore. These feelings from you .... " He looked 
stunned at the thought of them. "They're overwhelming. They frighten me," he added in a Whisper, "and 
yet 1 only crave them more with each glimpse you give me." The hazy look cleared a bit as he focused 
more intently upon her face. "Watching you respond to my touch, watching your face as you touch 
me .... " He swallowed hard. "It's indescribable, Catherine," he murmured brokenly. "The pleasure 1 see in 
you, the pleasure 1 feeL." He swallowed again. "Will it always be this way between us?" he asked, 
obviously stunned by such a thought. 

"Always," she whispered fervently. "I promise, my love." 
She held his gaze while her hand sought out his, then guided it between their bodies. He drew in a 

gasping breath, and the muscles of his belly flexed hard, concave and taut. She trailed her fingers and his 
over his surging erection and he moaned softly, but she didn't stop there, urging his hand further down 
until it nestled between her thighs, amidst the creamy heat waiting. He whimpered, and though the sound 
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had an element of distress, she felt his fingers begin to move, light(y stroking the silken, honey-covered 
flesh. She drew in a deep sigh of pleasure. He had avoided touching her there with his hands until now, 
and she knew it was because he feared the effect his nails might have on her tender flesh. Maybe he was 
finally beginning to see his way past that. It would take a while, but she was sure that eventually he 
would, imagining the pleasures awaiting them once all the barriers finally crumbled. She whimpered, too, 
stunned by the sheer magnitude of that thought. 

At that moment his hand stroked lightly over the hooded button at the apex of her sex and she 
shuddered, a keening moan escaping, all other thoughts flying, nothing more than wisps of air. He 
shuddered as well, her emotions communicated to him in an instant, then growled and turned, his weight 
bearing her down to her back, without ever removing his hand from the warmth between her thighs. He 
buried his face against her throat and nuzzled, licked and nipped along that curved length, his caresses 
growing deeper and surer upon her. Suddenly his hand left her and she moaned with frustration. The 
sound changed a moment later, though, when his fingers began to massage the slick ambrosia upon the 
taut peak of her breast. Over and over again his hand shifted between her thighs and her breast, and 
finally, when his hand had retreated to the dark nest below once more, he dipped down and captured the 
taut, rosy, glistening nipple in his lips, suckling upon her as though he would never stop, hoarse moans 
and growling groans filling his chest and throat to rumble and vibrate across his lips and unto her breast. 
The sounds sank deep within until she could feel them echoing in her heart, feel it pulse to a new rhythm 
controlled by his desires. She was his. She exulted in it, arching her back and spreading her legs open 
wide to give him full access to her body. He acknowledged that submission with a primal growl, nipping 
her breast even as a finger slid tentatively into the creamy depths. He stroked her silky sheath gently, 
probing carefully, then finally pulled away with a whimper, his body moving to cover her heavily, 
completely. 

"Now, Catherine, I need you now," he gasped, breathless. 
"Yes," she whimpered raggedly, "oh please, now!" 
He drew up on his knees, but kept his weight lightly upon her, unwilling to lose the touch of her 

flesh against his own. Her legs slid up his powerful thighs and along slender hips until they locked tight 
about his waist. He growled fiercely, and the sound might have appeared menacing to another, but 
Catherine shuddered in ecstatic anticipation. She reached between them and wrapped her hand around his 
throbbing shaft, and the sound of his growls shifted, a keening wail escaping momentarily to echo off the 
rocks about them. Guiding him to the silky sheath at her center, she positioned him and held him tight, 
feeling the surge of hot blood throb through his length, and the swelling response which resulted. His 
flesh surged strongly, thickening and lengthening in her hand, while amazingly growing harder still. She 
hadn't thought it was possible. The pressure increased with his rumbling growl, and slowly, carefully, he 
began to enter her as she watched, mesmerized by the sight. 

"Catherine," he whispered hoarsely. 
Her gaze jerked upward to his and was locked there, held by the heated light burning in his eyes. 

The moment, so intimate and vulnerable and erotic, was caught forever in that shared gaze, and they 
continued to fall into each other's eyes as the swollen head of his sex tenderly impaled her silky sheath. 
Quivering muscles convulsed in shattering, random bursts, contracting tightly over his pulsing flesh, only 
to ultimately give way to his primal, commanding presence within her. Slowly, oh so slowly, he filled 
her, as though to mark this moment in dramatic contrast to that other time, dragging out every nuance of 
sensation until the very fibers of their beings were aware of what was happening between them. 

"Oh, Vincent," she moaned softly. 
"Tell me," he insisted roughly, his eyes never leaving hers as he sank deeper within her hot, 

welcoming sheath. 
She gasped, a sob caught in her throat as she felt him delve deeper within her, felt her womanly 
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depths plumbed by the fierce thickness of his virile sex. 
"Oh, god, please, don't stop!" she cried out sharply. "1 need you inside me, all of you. Please, 

please," she moaned in a mewling whimper, the words trailing off as a keening cry shuddered through her 
moist, parted lips. 

The rumbling growl in his throat spiraled upward, growing louder and rougher, until they both 
shook with the force of it. "Yes," he muttered hoarsely, "you're mine, Catherine, mine!" 

They both groaned loudly as the blunt, round head of his sex finally reached her cervix. He 
writhed his hips in a slow, circular, grinding movement, pressing himself tight to her, but there was no 
place left to go. The luscious thatch of golden hair at his groin meshed intimately with her own brown 
curls, and lifting her legs higher about his back, she felt the heavy weight of his lightly-furred sac settle 
warmly against the curve of her bottom. His eyes met hers and he stared at her in open-mouthed 
astonishment. The feeling of being so deep inside her, the tightness of her velvet flesh holding him, it was 
unbelievable. Tears welled up and dripped down suddeuly-darkened lashes, to fall heatedly upon her 
cheeks below. 

"My love," she whispered soothingly, her tongue flicking out to catch a salty drop that splashed 
upon her upper lip. 

His gaze dropped to those luscious curves, and with a shuddering groan he sank down and kissed 
her deeply, passionately, all his love and longing finally released. 

"My love, my love," he whispered in tum, his voice aching and hoarse as the words rumbled 
against her lips. In the midst of that all-encompassing kiss, his hips jerked sporadically, unconsciously 
against hers. The throbbing length ofhis erection slipped out an inch and with frantic haste he thrust 
down again, desperate to be enfolded completely by her once more. The strength of his body jolted hers, 
the tender flesh of her core shuddering and convulsing suddenly with the abrupt movement of his 
swelling sex within her. They both groaned, their eyes fluttering heavily as their bond began to weave a 
sensual web around them, drawing them together, close and tight. Finally their eyes opened once more, 
though now they were heavy-lidded and hazy with erotic furor. 

"Again," she whispered, her tongue peeking out to lick sensually over the spot where she had 
gathered his tears a moment ago. 

He growled but his eyes never left her face as slowly he withdrew his body from her silky 
sheath. When the chill tunnel air raised prickling sensations along his lower shaft, he groaned and thrust 
forward, filling her with a deliberate firmness that made her eyes roll back in her head. 

"Oh, god," she murmured brokenly. 
His growls increased, the primal side of him responding instinctively to her whimpering cries of 

need. 
Her eyes closed and her mouth fell open, but no sound emerged, though he could read the motion 

of her lips, fonning the word 'again' once more. He responded immediately, pulling back and then 
stroking forward to penetrate her tender core completely, filling her with the heft and weight and length 
of his pulsing sex. 

Her own tears spilled out as she was overcome by the growing sensations of their bodies and 
their bond. With a wordless cry she urged him on. His thrusts were complete now, long and full, leaving 
her until she was almost empty, then returning with a force and strength which jolted the air from her 
lungs. Slowly at first, then faster and faster he stroked into her, his flesh impaling hers over and over 
again. He was beyond speech now, snarling growls and rasping, panting breaths gusting against her face 
and neck as he nipped at her lips and throat in an erotic frenzy. Her body shook beneath him, and he 
trembled within her, his muscles flexing in a massive display that drew her fingers along furrows and 
grooves both deep and hard. Too much, it was too much. The sensations tightened and spiraled upward 
until they escaped the bounds of earthly force. An explosive heat encompassed them both and her cries 
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escalated to a wailing, keening pitch, her nails digging fiercely into the steely strength of his back. 
Around his throbbing erection her sheath clenched and convulsed, the sudden force milking his shaft with 
a heat and strength that was irresistible. His motions increased with piston-like speed and strength, and 
then he was arching against her, pressing his sex deep and hard to the very entrance of her womb. 
Explosive contractions wracked his body and salty seed poured from him in a potent flow of gushing 
spasms. His own growls wrapped around hers, until a roar of exultant triumph split the night, thundering 
about them and lifting them higher yet on the cresting wave of their release. With a final savage thrust he 
claimed her completely, holding himself tight and deep within her. She felt the mouth of her cervix 
shudder and quiver, felt it gaping open to take his life-force in, her body demanding everything from him, 
unwilling to accept anything less. They pressed tautly together for some time unknown, until suddenly 
their bodies were released and they collapsed to the mattress together, already sinking into the dark well 
of their bond. 

Vincent was lost to the overwhehning power of their lovemaking, completely undone by it, but 
Catherine forced herself to stay awake for just a little while longer, desperate to absorb a few more 
moments of conscious bliss with her new-found lover. Their bond held them close and secure. It swirled 
around them, pictures from the past, visions of the future. Catherine sank into those images with an easy 
surrender, accepting everything, as she had always longed to do. There would be no going back now, not 
after all they'd shared, all the vulnerability given, the protection and love returned. They belonged to 
each other, and she knew that they would be together, that though she might be a woman of both worlds, 
his world was now her own as well, that this was the world they would share, that his joys and sorrows 
would be hers, and hers his, their joumey traveled down one path as they sought their happy life 
together. She knew now, forever and always, that they would never, ever be apart, and this time there 
was no sadness in that thought, but only a wonderful excitement of pleasures to come, humbled by a 
gratefulness that their bond had brought them through so much to reach this point, safe, secure and 
together. She would love him always, and he would love her, of that she had no doubt. The thought of 
children crept into her mind, and she smiled dreamily, stroking his hair as he slept. She let that image ease 
her into sleep beside the man she loved. No, their bond and their dreams were not through with them, 
and in her drowsy slumber the visions came, new ones joining those just born, stretching out through 
their years together with a happiness that defied description. Their bond sang with the wondrous 
possibilities waiting, and in his sleep, Vincent sighed with pleasure and turned to cuddle her closer. Now 
and forever, they dreamed their dreams together. 

And they lived happily ever after ... 
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