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The Dreamer's Lullaby

"I'll see you in your dreams," he said,
his voice like velvet, or the sky
at night. "If you believe in dreams
we'll be together, by and by."

The moonlight in his wild hair
was caught, and set it all aflame.
His eyes were star-sapphires when
he spoke, and called me by my Name.

I would have followed, yet he bade
me stay; and so I asked him, "When?"

"I'll see you in your dreams," he answered,
"Only there, and only then."

The velvet echo of his voice
enfolded me, so soft and deep --
"I'll see you in your dreams," he whispered.
"We have promises to keep."



As a child she'd often eluded the care
of attendants to see the wind and the night
(because inside they are different quite)
at their very beginnings out there;

but no storm-night had so known how
to scatter the giant park before it
as her conscience tore it now,

when down from the silken ladder he caught her
in his arms and further and further brought her.

•

From "The Abduction," a poem by Rainer Maria Rilke.



CHAPTER ONE

A full moon silvered the empty park. In deep shadow near the
drainage tunnel entrance he stood waiting, invisible and unmoving,
as he had for half an hour.

The trees were bare and he could see his breath, but only
occasional patches of snow remained to mark the season. He was
alert to the sound of distant traffic, to odd rustlings in the
brittle grasses, to any warning of unexpected approach. But
tonight there was nothing, no one —

— except the child.

The moonlight, caught in her blonde hair, gave her away. She
was dancing, whirling like a ballerina, unencumbered even by the
bulky tunnel-coat that had been his and Catherine's Winterfest gift
to her. When she raised small arms heavenward he knew that she was
pretending to hold the full moon in her hands.

Little wild spirit, he thought ruefully.

Her arms dropped to her sides and slowly, she turned.
Vincent," she said with a marvelous attempt at nonchalance.

"Hi,

He wasn't surprised, although she couldn't possibly have seen
him. Still alert to their surroundings, he moved up the incline
into the light; and saw, as he did, her small careless footprints
criss-crossing the patchy snow. If anyone Above had still been
looking for her, such tracks would have led them straight to the
underworld's door.

But no one was looking for her, now.



"Come here, Naomi."

She sidled closer to the tall, cloaked figure, not quite able
to gauge his expression beneath the hood's protective shadow. "I
was just — "

"It's time to come in now," he said softly.

Meekly she came and put her little hand into his large, furred
one. You didn't argue with that voice.

He led her back down the tunnel. When
he'd closed the gate and the secret door
had rumbled shut behind them, he released
her hand and stood looking patiently down
at her.

"I didn't go anyplace," she said
quickly, "honest! I stayed right there."

"Did you ask permission to go out?"
he pressed — although both of them were
already perfectly aware of the answer.

"You woulda said vNo,'" she pointed
out, very reasonably.

"It's winter, and -- "

"I buttoned up." (She had indeed, he noticed; mismatching
buttons-and-holes in at least two places.) "I wasn't cold."

He'd known that from the warmth of her fingers. Still, with
a sigh, he knelt and began deftly rebuttoning the garment. The
temperature Below tended to remain just above 60 degrees; this
close to the surface, however, the air was frigid. He saw her
underlip push out as she scuffed the dirt, stubbornly. "It was
just the park," she muttered.

"The park can be dangerous," he said, coming at last to the
crux of the matter. "You know that." Hadn't an evening jogger
been attacked and nearly killed not far from here, just last
spring? And there were other hazards, all of which she seemed
intent upon discovering for herself. One night only the week
before, Eric — who, like the other older children, had learned to
keep an eye on Naomi — had followed her Above just in time to fish
her out of the frigid pond behind Belvedere's Castle. The two
youngsters had come stumbling into Father's chamber long after
bedtime, shivering and soaked to the skin. "She fell in," the boy
shrilled through chattering teeth, causing both men to leap up in
alarm. "It's okay though, it was just the edge and I pulled her
right out — "
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"It was a naccident," Naomi had pouted, blue-lipped, as she
and Eric were peeled out of their wet clothing and cocooned in warm
blankets. "William wanted to make ice cream for dessert but he
didn't have any ice, and Kipper said there was some on the pond!"

Vincent and Father exchanged incredulous
glances — but to a child, the idea must have
seemed perfectly reasonable. While there
were spring-chilled pantry-chambers aplenty
Below, ice itself was always in short supply
and was brought in as needed from Above.
And had anyone ever said it couldn't be
skimmed heroically off the pond? (Vincent
could recall another instance of such mis-
guided helpfulness, from his own childhood.
He and Devin, upon learning that prairie
settlers had fueled their fires with
"buffalo chips," had scoured the midnight
park for fresh road-apples left by police
mounts and hansom cabs — then generously
tried to kindle a fire on the great com-
munity cooking-hearth with the mess. The
resulting overpowering stench had nearly
brought the tunnel-world to an end through
ignominious retreat.)... Eric and Naomi
had been bundled off to the bathing pools for a steaming soak —
and a Fatherly scolding, equally warm.

Now Vincent, kneeling before her near the tunnel entrance,
finished refastening her coat and settled back on his heel. "You
were fortunate, the last time — but it is winter, and if you were
to become ill again I think Father would have something to say
about it... don't you?"

Her gaze — and her bravado — faltered. Father was a doctor
and it was his job, she knew, to make them well and keep them well.

Vincent saw that she remembered not only that latest
adventure, for which she'd been restricted to her chamber for two
whole days; but the storm and sickness of her coming, months
earlier, and the long weeks of nursing that had followed. Surely
she didn't want to risk repeating that? "We've talked about this
before, Naomi. I thought we'd agreed that it wasn't going to
happen again."

"But..."

"But you like the night," he sighed. "I know."

"You like it too," she accused.

This was true but he had made up his mind to be severe; and at
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his weighty silence her eyes dropped to his boot-tops. I

"I'm sorry," she offered, in a small voice.

"I know." He stood, and stretched out his hand again. "Come, I
it's past your bedtime."

But she lifted her arms to be carried, looking up, up into his
strong leonine face. "It's a long way back," she wheedled, "and
it's real late..." _

"Yes," he said meaningfully, "it is." But he gathered her up •
anyway.

Smiling, Naomi pushed the hood of his cloak back; and catching |
a lock of his wild red-gold hair in one hand, laid her head down on
his broad shoulder. •

Strange, he thought, how quickly he'd grown accustomed to the
slight weight of her there. It hardly seemed possible that only a
year ago, he hadn't even been aware of her existence. She was such I
a tiny little thing, so small for her age; yet her effect upon his •
life had been profound, and she loved him with a love all out of
proportion to the size of her. So it had been from the first. It
was Vincent she had shadowed — all unknowing — through midnight
alleyways, to the park entrance of their tunnel world; Vincent
who'd found her there near death, and who had become the guardian _
of her sickroom days. And it was Vincent who, when the nightmares I
came, had shown her to the warmth of a brighter place. ™

Now he leapt a fissure between two large supporting conduits. I
Landing lightly, he felt her small arms tighten about his neck, and I
smiled. The wholeheartedness of her trust always humbled him a
little — something he felt with all the tunnel children who loved
him with a love he need not earn, and saw him as he wished that
others might.

Pausing, he glanced back at the crevice — insignificant to I
him, but how had she gotten across? Then he saw it; a thin plank *
drawn up into the shadow of the opposite rockface. Well, it was on
the wrong side of the gap for her now, and it could stay there. He •
walked on without mentioning it. I

The easy rhythm of his long stride lulled her. With heavy- •
lidded eyes she watched the softly lit tunnels and corridors grow 1
smaller and fade away behind them. She felt safe and secure, as
she always did in his arms... Even so, he was awfully quiet.

"Vincent?" •

"Shhh." He could feel sleepiness softening her small weight; •
heard it in the yawn she stifled against his collar. "Close your |
eyes."

I
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"You mad at me, Vincent?"

"You shouldn't have gone Above," he murmured. "You know
that."

"Are you going to scold me?"

A smile tugged unseen at his mouth. "Tomorrow, perhaps. When
you're awake."

"I'm awake," she said. "Couldn't you do it now?"

"Now?"

"I don't like it when you scold me tomorrow."

Surprising child! . . . But he knew — or remembered — what she
meant. It really wasn't very nice to wake up knowing you still had
something like that to look forward to. He knelt down; stood her
firmly on the tunnel-earth, away from him. "Now, Naomi."

Her eyes widened. "What?"

She looked so taken aback that Vincent said, "I thought you
wanted me to stop and — "

"I didn't think you would!"

Nevertheless, his crystal-blue eyes fixed her with a look of
inescapable sternness. "You know better than to behave this way.
I know you do."

He hadn't raised his voice, but she saw at once that he wasn't
playing.

"We've told you before. Children are forbidden to go out
alone. Did you understand?"

She nodded.

"Tell me the Rule."

The little girl twisted nervous fingers in front of her, but
he watched her as patiently as though awaiting a classroom
recitation.

""Not without permission,'" she said at last, "and, urn..."

"vAnd never alone,'" he prompted. "Isn't that right?"

"Sort of?" she said hopefully. At the furrowing of his
bright-bristled brow, she dropped her gaze. "That's right."
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"I thought it was," he said quietly. "Naomi, this must not I

happen again. The park can be dangerous; so can the city. You
know this better than anyone.

"But he isn't — " I
"No," he agreed, "he isn't. He can't hurt you, not any more." •

The terrors of her brief past had been laid to rest, finally. The |
man she'd seen murder her mother had died trying to end her life as
well — his last sight, as he slipped from the rooftop to his •
death, a nightmare-glimpse of flashing fangs and an impossible, 1
clawed hand upraised to cut him down... Not often, now, did Naomi
waken them all with shrill midnight cries. And when she did,
Vincent sensed that for the first time in her life she found her I
waking-world less frightening than the nightmare. I

But Naomi had lived on the streets for months before finding •
sanctuary Below, and the darkness had been her protector long |
before Vincent had found himself in the role. They can only see
you in the light, she'd told him once, effectively breaking his _
great heart. I

"There are other dangers," he reminded her now. "What if
something were to happen to you up there?" •

"You'd come," she said at once, her eyes sure and bright. Of
course he would come, and save her. Wouldn't she be dead twice •
already, if not for him? J

How his heart went out to this faerie child I "I would
certainly try," he scowled. While he hated to instill fear, she I
must be made to understand. "But what if you couldn't get back for •
some reason, and no one knew where you were?"

"You'd be worried?" |

"We all would," he nodded. "And what did we decide, you and •
I, about worrying the people who love us?" •

Her chin quivered... ever so slightly.

"Naomi?"

"It's not very nice?"

I

I
"No," he agreed, "it isn't." How different this new world

must be for her, he often thought; how different, the curse and the •
comfort of caring... and how difficult. I

"Would Catherine be mad at me?" The catch in her voice told
him how important this was. I

"Catherine loves you," he said, answering the real question

I
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asked. "You know that. But she would be surprised to see you up
so long past your bedtime."

"Does Father know?" For Father would surely be angry, and
would scold her in his Very Serious Voice.

"You don't want Father to know?"

"He'll look over his spectacles at me, Vincent," she said
mournfully.

"I see." Truly a dreadful prospect — and one he still
occasionally found daunting, himself! "Father doesn't have to
know," he answered, "this time — unless he checks your chamber
before we can get you back."

Then he wasn't going to tell, she realized.

"Naomi, I want you to promise not to do this again."

A trade — his silence for her promise? She nodded her bright
head eagerly.

"Tell me," he said softly.

"I promise, Vincent."

"Not to...?"

"Not to go out all by myself at night any more."

"In these tunnels," he reminded her, "we keep our promises."
Yet it was hardly fair to deprive her of the night, if she loved it
enough to brave the winter chill and a scolding. He decided to
speak with Father about escorting her up to look at the night sky
occasionally. He didn't mention it now, though, lest it seem an
untimely reward.

Vincent understood the fascination. One of his earliest and
most vivid memories involved a moon like tonight's, round and full
and brilliant as an opal on black velvet... Devin had given in to
his pleading, finally, to be allowed to glimpse the world Above;
and without Father's knowledge and very much against his wishes,
had led his "little brother" — no older than Naomi was now — up
into the park for the first time. Standing there in the limitless
dark, reeling with the sounds and scents of the living night and
transfixed by the sight of the unblinking moon overhead, young
Vincent had forgotten himself; had forgotten all of Father's
warnings and worries for his safety.

A car passed as he stood frozen there upon the curb, but he
never heard it. Only some peripheral sense, some other-awareness,
had brought his eyes down to meet those of the little girl looking
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out the rear window of the station-wagon. The shock in her eyes I
had rocked him to his heels. He saw himself then as she must have
— wild windblown hair, muzzle-like nose and mouth, the seamed cat-
like upper lip, and small sharp canines that glinted in the light I
as he gasped with — what? Fear? Outrage? Hurt?... For even as •
the car continued away, its driver oblivious, the child behind the
glass burst into tears. •

She was the first Topsider ever to have seen him. And it had
terrified her. Later, he would feel sorry about that; later he _
would wonder if there were nightmares she could not explain, and •
which no one would believe. But in that first instant there was •
only the sudden crushing realization of his own differentness. In
the tunnels, where he was accepted and loved, nothing had prepared •
Vincent for the idea that something about him was frightening... I
even abhorrent.

Devin had turned — seen — and reached back to yank the |
younger boy into the shrubbery, too late... Remembering it now,
Vincent knew that searing moment had begun his soul's estrangement. _
The weeks that followed had been bitter ones for him and for I
everyone around him as he raged against his hurt and swore that he ™
would never go Above again. Only when Devin had bullied him into
it — and only Devin could have, mercilessly tempting him with the I
certainty of another full and waiting moon. . . only then had a I
little healing begun.

So Vincent understood, now, this other child and her need to |
hold the moon in her own hands.

Returning to the moment, he saw that she was watching him, her I
blue eyes almost violet in this light. She said, "I can keep a *
promise."

"I know you can," he said warmly. Remembering. "Do you think I
you can keep this one?"

"Yes." I

"If you don't," he went on, "then the next time, I'm going to
have to punish you." I

This had happened only once or twice since her arrival among
them several months ago. While she earned her fair share of •
scoldings from Father and the other grownups, her relationship with |
Vincent was special and she couldn't bear it when he found it
necessary to be harsh. Whatever unhappiness there was for her in •
it, she always felt she'd hurt him somehow too. Just the thought of I
it now made her blink back tears. She stuck out her chin. "Okay."

"Okay, what?" I

She cocked her head. "Okay, good, okay fine?"

10
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Only an iron restraint prevented him chuckling aloud — to
hear Mouse's favorite expression from this imp! "No, Naomi."

"Oh... Okay, I promise?"

He nodded, keeping his little skepticism to himself. When one
was only five years old it was more natural (and usually far more
fun) to follow impulse than to stand around carefully considering
consequences.

"Vincent... are we all finished?"

"That depends."

"On what?" she asked, and saw his deepset eyes crinkle at the
corners.

"On whether or not you feel properly scolded."

"Very properly," she assured him.

"Then I think it's time we got you to bed."

Drowsing again upon his shoulder, she was still awake enough
later to recognize the home tunnels — the color and configuration
of the rock walls, taptones on familiar pipes — and she stirred,
ready to be put down and to help get herself ready for bed.

His whisper caught her by surprise. "Put your head down," he
breathed into her ear. "Close your eyes."

Something in the urgency of his voice made her comply; and an
instant later she heard uneven footsteps, and the rap of Father's
cane.

"Oh, Vincent — you have her? Good. I'd just found her
chamber empty and was on my way to you. Where was she this time?"

With his free hand Vincent touched one clawed fingertip to his
lips, signaling the older man that the child was sleeping. Then,
with a wink, he angled his body slightly — just far enough so that
Father could see the side of Naomi's face, and one eye squinched
very tightly shut.

Jacob Wells nodded. One corner of his mouth quirked upward;
to conceal it he reached up to stroke his short, silvering beard.

"She was in the park," Vincent told him, sotto voce. He felt
the little girl stiffen with protest against his shoulder, and
tightened his arm about her in silent reassurance. "Just outside
the drainage-tunnel entrance."

"What on earth.,.?"

11



beautiful.

I
"There was a moon."

"A moon," Father sighed. I

"A full moon," Vincent went on gravely. Helpfully. "It was

"Honestly, you two and your xfull moons'!" Despite his
exasperation, Father's eyes twinkled with rueful amusement. "I •
hope you at least gave her to understand that this sort of behavior |
is absolutely unacceptable."

"I did, Father." 1

"And that it must not happen again?"

"Yes." I

"Even so," Father went on, endeavoring to sound very fierce, —
"I suppose I shall have to speak with her about it in the morning." I
And saw her little fist tighten upon a lock of red-gold hair.

/
"No," Vincent said softly. "It's all right. I've taken care •

of it." I

"Well, I hope you gave her a proper scolding this time." •

"Very proper," Vincent nodded, his eyes dancing enigmat-
ically.

"And you think she understands, finally?" asked Father, this •
time in all seriousness — for there were dangers not to be
ignored, and rules that mustn't be broken. Her safety, and that of •
the tunnel-world itself, might one day depend upon it. |

"She's promised me, solemnly, that it will not happen again." •

Father humphed rather skeptically. "And you're satisfied she
means it this time?"

"Naomi doesn't tell lies," Vincent said steadily. (Naomi, H
eavesdropping, learned this about herself with astonishment.
Apparently Vincent knew something wonderful about her — something •
she hadn't even been aware of. She remembered the little fibs she |
was wont to tell the others, Mary, even Father; and promised
herself not to do it anymore.) —

"Well, all right, then," Father was saying in his Very Serious ™
Voice. "You seem to have the situation well in hand, bo I'll trust
in your judgement and not mention it again..." I

"Thank you, Father."

"By the way, Vincent," said Jacob Wells, as the other moved |
toward the bedchambers, "what were you doing up there?"

Vincent hesitated. "I was on my way to see Catherine. She's I
expecting me tonight." ™
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"Has this made you late?" Father asked at once, concerned. "I
can put the child to bed — "

"No, it's all right," Vincent replied. "I made an early
start. I... wanted to look at the night."

"Oh?"

"Yes." He smiled, sharp canine teeth catching the light as he
started off again. "There was a full moon."

Father chuckled in spite of himself. "Well, if you've no
further need of me, I'm off to visit Cullen. He's promised me a
game of chess."

"Good luck and goodnight, then."

"Goodnight, Vincent." A step or two further and he called
back over his shoulder, very casually, "Goodnight, Naomi."

"'Night, Father," came her piping reply — followed by an
audible gasp of dismay.

13
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CHAPTER TWO

"It is a lovely moon," Catherine admitted later, when he'd
related the evening's events to her. She stood at his shoulder
gazing off across Central Park, and he did not need to turn or look
down to recognize her uneasiness. That he did so anyway, was more
a sign of his concern for her.

"She's all right," he said softly.

Her hands were tense on the balcony-rail. "This time."

"Yes... This time."

She tilted her head and looked up at him. "And next time?"

He stood silently returning her gaze, knowing that she was
thinking less of the time ahead than of the time before. After a
moment, knowing that he knew, she gave him a small and rueful
smile. "How is your arm?"

of it.
"Healing." He shrugged, almost imperceptibly. "I never think

"You were lucky." No arteries had been severed, no tendons
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"I know," he said, feeling helpless. Feeling responsible.

"And then, when he went over the edge — "

"Catherine..."

her life.

I
irreparably damaged... He could have been injured far more I
seriously, she knew. Still it had been a frightening enough wound, •
and what Catherine remembered most vividly now — and would always
remember — was the sight of his blood, everywhere. Reddening his •
sweater. Blackening the snow. Staining her clothes, and Naomi's. |
Green eyes reproached him now for his complacency, whether it be
sincere or, more likely, assumed for her benefit. "Father did tell •
me there probably wouldn't even be a scar." I

"No," he said, "I think it will fade entirely, with time."
His ability to heal quickly was something he'd long ago come to I
take for granted. I

"Let me see," she said boldly. •

It was not the kind of demand Catherine would ordinarily have
made, or a liberty even she would normally take. After the _
briefest hesitation at her proprietory tone, he lifted his wrist I
toward her. For an instant when it seemed he might be about to •
push back his own sleeve; then he stood motionless, quiescent, his
expression bemused. •

Gently she took his large, furred hand in her two smaller
ones; turned it over, and rolled the knit sleeve upward. His •
muscled inner forearm, thus exposed, seemed peculiarly vulnerable. •
Crisp gingery hair thinned here to reveal his skin, paling to amber
in the moonlight. The narrow seven-inch reminder ran whitely
between wrist and elbow. There were no remaining traces of the * •
businesslike stitches Father had used to close the gash. •

Catherine's head was bowed. Her soft brown hair fell forward •
in the chill and windless air; Vincent could not see her face. |
Still he had no trouble sensing her tumult of emotions — dismay,
relief, anger — at the sight. "You see," he said reassuringly. •

"I hated him for hurting you," she murmured. "Once I knew *
Naomi was alive. . . o.nd I saw what he'd done to you. . . I hated him."

I
"No, let me say it." She lifted her head. "Just for the I

briefest moment, I was glad that he — he went." She saw the pain •
in Vincent's face and knew he believed that she would never have
experienced such ugliness of emotion, if not for his presence in I

They had so seldom, in its aftermath, spoken plainly of the •
violence of which he was capable... or of that "darker self" he J
blamed as its source. It was, she knew, a subject that tormented
him — and was the seed of his worst fears about himself. _

I



But this night she was determined to be heard. "Don't you
see, Vincent?"

"What?" he asked bleakly.

"The fury I felt in that instant... like what I felt for
Hughes when I saw he had you caged, and for the gang that treated
you so cruelly... Those feelings aren't a measure of some violence
you're afraid I'll share, or the horror you think you've brought
into my life." She stood cradling his wrist in her open hands;
felt the warmth of his skin, and the hair soft against her palms.
"Vincent, those feelings are a measure of love. Of my love."

She saw his eyes widen slightly as they returned to hers. His
voice, when he answered, was hardly more than a whisper. "They are
the other side of it."

"Yes," she smiled. His words had recalled her to a long-ago
conversation that had been both painful and revealing. Still he
had not quailled at discovering, in himself, that bitter "other
side" of their love... nor taken refuge later in forgetfulness.
Should he now, her eyes gently mocked him, expect less of her?
Still holding lightly to his wrist, she slipped one hand down to
nestle in his palm; and felt, without looking, his fingers close
about hers. "Vincent, you weren't to blame for anything that
happened on that rooftop," she assured him, willing him to believe.
The violence there had not been of his making or design; neither
his fault, nor Naomi's, although the child's compulsion to find her
mother had set the stage, and started those events in motion.

"Even so, I wonder," he said hesitantly, "if sometimes she
remembers what she saw... and if it makes her feel -- "

"Afraid?"

Crystal-blue eyes came up to meet her softer ones. "Yes."

"Of you?"

His silence was answer enough.

"She isn't," Catherine said instantly.

Vincent's brows lifted with wry amusement. "No?"

"She couldn't be."

"You... seem very sure."

"Yes." And the clarity of her voice and eyes told him more
certainly than words, Because I too have seen you thus, and I am
not afraid. It was a question he could not have brought himself to
voice; yet she offered up her answer, unasked. Now she said,
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"You've spoken with Naomi about it" — not a question, for she was I
sure that he had. ™

"Catherine, how do you know that?" •

"I know you." And J know, she thought, that whatever you may
think of yourself, you've never been a coward. "Tell me what she •
told you," she challenged him, all but daring him to prove her |
wrong.

"I asked her," he said slowly, "if she still felt frightened I
by the. . . the violence she'd seen. If she was afraid that it might •
happen again. And she said, vNo, because he died.'"

"You see," Catherine said, stepping nearer and squeezing his |
hand. "You see, it didn't even occur to her that you might have
been talking about yourself. For her, Corbin was the only terror •
on that rooftop." She shivered suddenly. I

"Are you cold, Catherine?" he asked. Although nowadays he did
occasionally come into the apartment, they both knew that he I
preferred her balcony in most weathers. He had spent so much of I
his life surrounded by rock walls, and all the limits they
represented, that the soaring height and open air of the terrace •
were gifts Catherine shared with him willingly. And it was, for |
each, a magical place-between; the only bit of the world Above that
seemed to belong to them together. _

So she.shook her head, even as she shrugged herself deeper *
into her heavy cardigan. "No. I'm not cold."

"But you are troubled."

"...Yes." She looked up at him. "It was just... saying his
name. It brought it all back, you know?"

I

I
"I know." Triey had certainly, in the past, faced greater _

dangers than the ruthless young drug-dealer — but at that time and •
in that place, circumstances had conspired to make Rick Corbin a •
deadly enough threat. Returning afterwards to the safety of the
tunnels, each had come to a sharp realization that the other might •
have been finally and irretrievably lost. I

"The police are still investigating." •

"Yes." He calmed her troubled gaze with his own. "But we knew
they would. Have they made any progress?"

"Not that I've heard." She'd been able to make only the most •
casual and covert of inquiries. "Still, their investigators are
more than competent, and a suspicious death like that..." Joe's •
announcement of it to her, only two days after that harrowing 1
night, had been one of her more difficult moments with the superior

I
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she both liked and respected. "Hey, Radcliffe," he'd called out7
emerging from his office looking pleased with himself. "Remember
that penny-ante dealer you were so hot for us to nail? Corbin?"

She'd responded with an expression of — she hoped — cool
professional interest and nothing more, praying that nothing about
her betrayed the sudden lurch of her heart against her ribs. "Yes,
Joe. You told me to stay away from it."

"Good thing, too. Somebody threw him off his own rooftop the
other night. Guess he won't be peddling his wares to any more kids
in that neighborhood... But don't be surprised if we get a murder
investigation out of it."

Her head still aching from Corbin's attack, Catherine had
expressed surprise and consternation at this turn of events... but
it was not in her nature to lie easily or well, and this wasn't the
first time she'd been afraid that something in her manner would
give her boss something to wonder about.

Subsequent investigation on her part revealed that the body
had been found nearly twelve hours after the time of death, in the
alley beside the building where he'd lived for two years with
Naomi's mother. Even in that neighborhood, corpses were usually
reported with greater alacrity — but during the night this one had
been hidden by two inches of new snow. Her little forensic
knowledge told Catherine that only a fading residual warmth had
prevented the accumulation of the full five inches that had
blanketed the rest of the city before sunrise.

The general consensus was that Corbin's death was probably
drug-related; that he had been pushed, or caused to fall, to the
street below by a "person or persons unknown." There had been much
speculation over the condition of the leather jacket worn by the
"victim," for the right breast of the costly garment hung in four
neat vertical ribbons. "Razored right through," one detective had
marvelled, for neither the shirt nor the skin beneath had been
touched; and no one, so far, had been able to offer a reasonable
suggestion about what kind of weapon might have been used.

Well, let them speculate, Catherine had thought; let them make
their Freddy Kreuger jokes. They could never hope to come close to
the truth.

Also that evening, in a precinct-room halfway across
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Manhattan, two detectives were belatedly bringing their shift to an •
end. •

"Dailey, it beats me why you keep going around and around on •
that one." Lowering his newspaper a fraction of an inch, Jergen |
peered over it toward the next desk. "You said it yourself — he
was just a nickel-dime hustler, and the city's better off without _
him. " I

"I don't like unanswered questions." The second man ran
restless fingers back through his salt-and-pepper brushcut. The I
half-dozen other desks in the room surrounded them with a constant I
buzz of activity; a hooker, being hurried by the door, burst into
a stream of invective. Neither man paid the slightest attention. m

"You don't know for sure there was foul play," Jergen pointed
out. "Maybe the guy just fell." I

"And maybe he was pushed. What was he doing up there anyway,
in the middle of the night?" •

"Maybe he liked to watch snow fall over Manhattan. Who
cares?" •

Dailey snorted. His friend was a well-known cynic, and less
than sympathetic with the trials and tribulations that came of
being part of the city's criminal element. It seemed to be his I
considered opinion that allowing them to kill each other off was I
the most expedient way of getting rid of them — an opinion Dailey
was sometimes disturbed to find he shared. "What about the blood •
they found up there?" |

"If the lab says it wasn't his — " _

11 — Which is about all they could tell us," Dailey grumbled. ™

"Whatever. Anyway, it wasn't even close to his type so even I
if he was pushed, maybe it was self-defense." I

"Maybe," he nodded. Grudgingly. Devil's advocate was a role •
the investigators often played for one another. The two men hadn't |
officially been partners since their early days on the force,
sharing a squad-car, but they'd made detective at the same time; _
and though each had his own caseload, two heads still often proved I
better than one. "But maybe not." B

"You found his blade." I

"Underneath him," the older man conceded.

"It tested positive for the same blood, right?" I

"Right." And that was another thing that had bothered him.
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All that blood — it had to've been a helluva a wound, yet none of
the emergency rooms had reported stitching up anything comparable
that night.

"So you know he stuck somebody."

"But if it had something to do with his being a dealer — "

"You think that's what it was?"

"Well, look at the stash we found in the apartment. Not
exactly recreational."

"But wouldn't the competition have vconfiscated' that?"

"Something could have scared them off. But if it was some
kind of execution, that could indicate a bigger operation moving
in. "

"Who, Colombians? The Mafia? You think they'd bother?"

"I think," shrugged the burly detective, "there are a lot of
unanswered questions here."

"What about that other thing you said the lab's working on?"

"Yeah." Dailey nodded. "That's one of the questions I want
answered."
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CHAPTER THREE

"I probably shouldn't worry," Catherine said apologetically,
the very next night. She'd come home — on time, for once — and
again found Vincent waiting on her balcony. It was early, she
realized, barely dark; and fully aware that her own irrepressible
anxiety had drawn him out, she was glad she hadn't been late. He
would have waited here in the cold, she knew, for hours if
necessary.

It had been a day full of mounting frustration, as she tried
to gather more information on the case and was effectively
stonewalled — whether deliberately or otherwise, it was impossible
to tell — by everyone connected with the police-level
investigation.

Now Vincent's reproving look told her clearly, You are never
worried without good reason. But he only said, "You've been
working very hard."

"I know," she agreed, glad for the absence of reproach in his
voice. None of her other, assigned cases could be granted any less
attention, simply because of her covert preoccupation with the
death of a minor coke dealer and sometime-pimp. She went on, "It's
the DaSilvio case. High-level embezzling, and political. It's
very important to Joe that we don't miss a single detail on this
one."

"He has great confidence in you." There was a certain
satisfaction in his voice, as though this was no less than he
expected.

Catherine shrugged, enjoying the brush of his cloak against
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her shoulder, imagining that she could feel his warmth even through •
the heavy fabric. "You know, Vincent, even if Corbin's death is •
referred to the D.A. 's office, it probably won't be assigned to me.
Not with caseloads the way they are." •

He nodded. Her presence in the District Attorney's Office had
proven to be both an advantage to them, and a curse. There had _
been other equally suspicious deaths in the past; grisly "murders" I
without explanation, and motives of defense and self-defense that ™
would never, could never, be proven... Vincent knew better than
anyone what it meant to Catherine, professional that she was, to •
feel compelled to conceal her "guilty knowledge" of those events. |
It was an ordeal which — like many others — he would have spared
her if only he could. Now he slipped his arm around her, drawing «
her nearer as though to warm her. I

"I was able to find out one thing," she went on... and then
hesitated. I

"Tell me."

"The lab has apparently given up trying to type the blood they |
found on the roof," Catherine said, looking up into his face.
"They know it wasn't his, but they're attributing its... _
anomolies... to some crystalization process caused by freezing." I
In the guise of a police investigator she'd risked calling for test *
results, and heard the frustration in the technician's voice; the
sample would be useless in building any kind of a case. It had I
been so cold that night, Catherine remembered. The bloodstains I
would have been sandwiched between layers of snow and frozen almost
at once. Still, both she and Vincent knew that certain •
"irregularities" would have been detectable even without winter's £
helpful intervention.

Vincent's expression was unreadable. "And the apartment?" I

"Nothing yet." This was, so far, a tremendous relief. She
remembered touching nothing — not the doorknob before forcing her •
way in, or anything inside — but it was impossible to be certain |
that neither she nor Vincent had left any discernable fingerprints.
His would be untraceable, of course. Hers might not be, and she •
knew that this had been worrying to him. "They're very close- I
mouthed, but I don't think they've found anything significant."

"Yet you've been troubled all day." I

"Tense, I guess. You're right, I've been working too hard.
Still, I can't seem to shake this feeling..." •

She was frowning toward the city lights, and Vincent studied
her a moment unobserved. Her instincts were usually good; and now, •
as a chill breeze lifted the soft hair away from the planes I
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of her face, he could see the tiredness there. He said, "Come
Below tonight."

The suggestion surprised her. "Is there something
special...?"

His look was teasing, his tone light. "Do you need some
special enticement to visit us now?"

"No," she smiled, "of course not. But — "

"The children have been asking for you."

"Oh, Vincent — "

"I... told them I might be able to persuade you to join us for
their story-hour tonight."

"That's not fair," she protested — knowing it for the
machination that it was, and wondering if it could be the impulsive
falsehood it appeared. He knew perfectly well that she hated ever
having to disappoint the children.

His arm tightened about her waist. "No," he agreed smugly,
"it probably isn't."

She looked up at him suspiciously. The breeze was playing
with his hair, tangling it like strands of softspun gold; she could
not tell if the expression in his eyes matched his voice. "Who's
going to read — you, or Father?"

His eyes counted the stars, expectantly. "Which would you
prefer?"

"You know which," she sighed, edging closer under his arm. It
was no secret, between them, how she loved to hear him read. "What
book is it going to be?"

"That will be up to the children," he said. "I expect they're
squabbling about it even now."

"Won't we be late?"

He relaxed his stance, subtly; she felt it. Both of them knew
he'd won. "No," he replied. "We have time."

"Well, maybe... if we hurried," she fenced, still struggling
to sound undecided.

"Catherine."

She gave him a look of innocent attentiveness. "Yes?"

27



"Come Below tonight."

downstairs," she said happily. "Just give me"I'll meet you
twenty minutes."

"Do the one about Kubla Khan," Kipper urged, as he often
had; for all of them had their favorite stories and poems, and
this was his.

Vincent had been good-
naturedly reading such requests
for well over an hour, and looked
around the crowded library-
chamber for any sign of
dissent. Father was beaming
from a corner chair; Mary and
Brooke sat surrounded by their
young charges who, already
scrubbed and in their night-
clothes, were scattered over
chairs and laps and carpet
throughout the chamber. A young
couple lingered on the outskirts
of the gathering, giving one
another soft looks; and Lena was
there, more for her own enjoyment
(Vincent suspected) than to
please the flaxen-haired infant
sleeping in her arms. Mouse had
settled near Jamie on the spiral
stair. Even Pascal had forsaken
his beloved pipechamber, leaving
it — briefly — in the care of
an assistant.

Vincent noticed that Naomi, sitting at his feet beside
Geoffrey, was knuckling sleepy eyes; and looking up at Catherine,
who sat with her sneakered feet tucked up under her in a big chair
nearby, he saw her blinking with drowsy contentment too. The
tension he'd felt through the bond, earlier, was gone from her now.
It was this more than anything else that made him say, "All right,
but this is the last one. Then it's time for bed."

Ignoring the murmur of general protest, he reached for a well-
worn volume of Coleridge which had been kept close at hand here
since his own childhood; and began,
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"In Xanadu did Kubla Khan
A stately pleasure dome decree:
Where Alph, the sacred river, ran...
Ran through caverns measureless to man
Down to a sunless sea.
So twice five miles — "

"What did he look like?" came a small piping voice from the
vicinity of the floor.

Father leaned forward. "What did who look like, Naomi?"

"Him."

"Him -- Kubla Khan?"

"No, no," she said impatiently. "Him, running."

"Running...? Who do you mean, Naomi ?"

"You know." She looked to Vincent for help. "Alf."

His eyes widened. "Alf?"

"Alf, the Sacred River Rat."

He dared not smile — not with her expectant eyes on him (as
though he would surely know what Alf looked like, if anybody did)
— but he heard it starting all around him, first in titters here
and there among the other children and finally in a muffled wave
that swept the assembled company.

"How did he look, Vincent?" Naomi stared around her,
bewildered by the sudden hilarity. All of the older children,
who'd heard the poem countless times, were overtaken with laughter.
Samantha giggled helplessly; Kipper had fallen over backwards and
was kicking his feet in the air. Most of the adults, too, were
chuckling in spite of themselves. Even Father, tugging his beard,
seemed to be biting his lips against some outburst.

Catherine wasn't laughing, but looked rather as though she
were about to strangle on something caught in her throat.

Mouse, Vincent noticed, hadn't gotten the joke and was looking
anxiously from one face to another; doubtless he'd believed for
years there was a Sacred River Rat.

Naomi, finding even Geoffrey — her beloved Geoffrey —
chortling beside her, scrambled to her feet. She didn't know what
she'd said to provoke all this, but with a child's fine sensitivity
to such things she demanded, "Is everybody laughing at me?"
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"Naomi," Vincent began, MVAlph' is a — " |

"You stop laughing at me!" She turned on the room, her little
fists clenched. "Stop it!" I

This had little effect. They didn't mean to be cruel — even
the children — but the unexpected picture of a Sacred River Rat •
busily running errands through the caverns of a world so like their |
own, was one they could imagine only too clearly.

"They don't mean any harm," came Vincent's sympathetic voice, •
behind her; and he would have spoken again to quiet them all, but "
Naomi didn't give him a chance.

"Stop it!" she quavered, and would have flown at the nearest |
of them in a fury —

— but Vincent's arms came round her gently from behind. "I I
know someone who's ready for bed," he sighed, gathering her up as
he stood. The child dissolved into cranky tears on his shoulder. '
Catherine quietly unfolded herself from her seat and, reaching for •
the nearest candle, moved to follow them. Vincent looked across •
the chamber. "Father, will you continue?"

"Certainly, I'd be happy to." The older man got up and made |
his way carefully, cane in hand, through the throng. "Goodnight,
Naomi." He kissed her gently on one temple. "We're all very _
sorry; we would never hurt your feelings deliberately." I

The rest of the children, hearing her begin to cry, had
sobered — momentarily — although Father suspected this was partly I
because they were afraid of being sent off to bed as well. Still, I
a chorus of apologies and goodnights followed the trio to the door,
and he was encouraged to see Naomi peeking back at them as she was •
carried out. |

"They really didn't mean to hurt your feelings," Catherine _
said softly as they neared the little girl's chamber. I

"But they were laughing," came the muffled complaint.

Catherine knew how threatening such laughter could seem. "I |
know," she said at the door, "but they weren't trying to be cruel."

Vincent settled Naomi at the head of her own small bed, and J
she watched anxiously as Catherine fixed the candle firmly in its
usual niche nearby. "Can't I come with you in your chamber _
tonight, Vincent?" she asked, knowing full well this was where they I
were going. *

Vincent looked for any hint of the jealousy that might have •
been natural — and was somehow never there. "And leave your own |
little chamber wondering where you've gone?" he asked, feigning
surprise. "Cover up, now, that's right..." •
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"Just this once?" she wheedled.

"No, Naomi," he said firmly. (And that, Catherine felt, was
the end of that. ) "It's very late, and long past time you were
asleep. Don't worry; we'll be near."

"Vincent?"

"Yes." He sat down on the bedside, and knew that Catherine
came to stand behind him.

"Why were they laughing?"

He cupped her small face in his hand, and thumbed a single
lingering tear from her cheek. "In the morning, you won't
remember."

" I know it... but why were they?" Her eyes searched both
their faces worriedly. "Does it mean they don't like me any more?"

In her life Above it might indeed have meant that; she was
only beginning to learn what it meant to have friends. . . and a
family. Catherine said quickly, "It didn't have anything to do
with you, Naomi. It had to do with the words."

"Which words?"

So Vincent explained about the river and the rat, and recited
the first part of the poem carefully over again. And he felt, as
he did this, Catherine's hands come to rest ever so lightly upon
his shoulders.

"That's why it was funny?" Naomi asked. "Because there isn't
really a Rat, and I made there be one?"

"Running xdown to a sunless sea,'" he intoned.

Light dawned. "That is funny!" She started to throw back the
patchwork coverlet. "Can I go tell them?"

"You may tell them in the morning," Vincent answered, tucking
her in again.

"But you said I wouldn't remember."

"We'll see," he sighed. Privately he suspected that Alf the
Sacred River Rat would live in legend longer than either of them
was going to find comfortable.

"But Vincent..." She frowned worriedly. "Could there be a
Rat?" Having created him, having imagined him so vividly in her
own mind, she couldn't just drop him into some dark well of
forgetfulness.
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"Yes," he conceded — magnanimously — and felt Catherine's I

suppressed mirth even before her hands tightened on his shoulders.
"There could be a Rat. Now, it's time to go to sleep. Are you
thirsty?" His tone hinted he was good for one drink of water — I
but that it wasn't to go on all night. When she shook her head he •
asked, "Do you need anything else?"

"xPromises,'" she said instantly. |

"Promises?" He pretended puzzlement. "What shall I _
promise you?" I

"No — readme "Promises,'" she insisted.

"Ah, I see." But when he picked up the Frost, her little hand
darted out to stop his from opening the book.

He cocked his head. "No?"

She shook her head.

"You don't want me to read it?"

The darkest evening of the year..."
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Shyly then, she lifted her hand to point past him. Vincent •

half-turned, his gold-bristled brows rising up into his bangs. I

Catherine felt a little shock of pleasant surprise. "Me? You •
want me to read it?" She knew how important this poem — and I
sharing it with Vincent — had become to the child.

Naomi was studying Vincent for any sign of hurt feelings. 1
With some relief she saw a smile sparkling in his blue eyes as he •
offered Catherine the book.

"No," she said, "I can read it from here." She watched as the |
little volume, cradled in his great hands, was allowed to fall open
to a place where the pages now parted naturally. He raised it •
slightly and Catherine, leaning forward upon his wide shoulder, saw I
the poem the rest of her world knew as "Stopping by Woods on a
Snowy Evening." "Lie back, Naomi, and close your eyes. You can't
see the snow unless you do." After a moment she began to read: I

"Whose woods these are I think I know. •
His house is in the village though; |
He will not see me stopping here
To watch his woods fill up with snow. _

My little horse must think it queer *
To stop without a farmhouse near
Between the woods and frozen lake I

I
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She read unhurriedly, her voice soft and melodious, and it was the
voice of someone who might indeed be watching a midnight forest
fill up with snow. As she peered over Vincent's shoulder she was
conscious of his warmth and strength supporting her; and while she
could not see his face, the breath of her every word stirred the
wild amber strands of his hair. She read on, willing her mind back
to the image of an impatient pony in a winter wonderland:

"He gives his harness bells a shake
To ask if there is some mistake.
The only other sound's the sweep
Of easy wind and downy flake.

The woods are lovely, dark and deep.
But I have promises to keep,
And miles to go before I sleep,
And miles to go before I sleep."

Vincent laid the book aside, and Catherine watched him tuck
the coverlet beneath the sleeping child's chin. His gentleness
with the tunnel-children never failed to move her profoundly; but
as always, this brought with it thoughts at once poignant...
delightful... and sad.

He got to his feet. Catherine, taking the hand he offered,
followed him from the chamber.

In the corridor she murmured, "It's better than a lullaby to
her, isn't it?"

"Yes."

"I think," she smiled, "that was probably not the effect Frost
was hoping for."

"No," he agreed; and turned to face her there near his
chamber-door, where the faint tap-tap-tapping of the pipes echoed
around them. "And yet I think he might have been pleased after
all... don't you?"

"Yes," she said, not letting go his hand. And then, "She was
glad I remembered the candle. Is she afraid of the dark, Vincent?
Somehow I wouldn't have imagined..."

"Not Above," answered thoughtfully. "She enjoys the night,
and it was certainly her salvation there. And even here it isn't
fear exactly..." When finally he spoke again, it was a moment
before she recognized the lines of another poem, so naturally did
he recite them:
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She brightened. "Of course I would. Do you think it'd be
safe? Would Father allow it?"
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"She loves
the greater dark outside
enough to make her peace with it. I
Inside, she knows •
the waiting walls are there,
and keeps her candle lit..." •

Stepping through the doorway ahead of him, she smiled to _
herself. It was a more contemporary poet than he usually •
preferred... and one whose verses she herself had introduced to ™
him.

The chamber was dimly lit by the glow from the stained glass I
"window" over his bed, and by a single candle someone had
thoughtfully left burning on his writing-table. Catherine did not •
take her usual seat there in the big chair, but crossed I
unexpectedly to the bed and curled upright against the pillows
clustered at its head.

Only by the faintest shadow of a smile did she acknowledge his •
almost-imperceptible surprise. Quietly she watched as he took the
candle and moved unhurriedly to light a dozen others around the •
chamber. |

His movements were deft, almost elegant. Catherine, re- _
fleeting, could not recall ever seeing him.graceless or unsure. I
To fill the silence she said, "Back in Father's study... do you
know what she asked me?"

I

I

"Tell me."

"She asked if she could come up and visit me sometime."

"At your apartment?"

"At my apartment." I

"It might not be a bad idea," he said thoughtfully. "Would
.ike that,

occasionally?"
you like that, Catherine? To have the children visit you Above, •

I
"That's another question," Vincent said drily, replacing the _

taper on the writing-table. Then, to her surprise, he came and sat 1
down -- not in the massive reading-chair but at the foot of the •
bed, drawing up his booted feet and facing her cross-legged across
the intervening, quilted space. "You're smiling," he said •
curiously. I

I
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"Oh, I was just thinking of Alf — "

" — The Sacred River Rat," he repeated with her, his deepset
eyes crinkling at the corners. "Yes. The children occasionally
offer up some interesting interpretations."

"You're thinking of another one, I can tell," she guessed.

"Perhaps."

"What was it?" She saw that Vincent, like all true
storytellers, liked to be coaxed. "Tell me."

"One day several weeks ago, I overheard some of them — Eric's
age — playing ^Winterfest.'"

"Playing "Winterfest'?"

"Yes. They were gathered around one of the supper-tables,
passing the flame from candle to candle among them... and repeating
the parts they'd heard their elders recite. Of course, some of
them had only heard it all once, for the first time."

Catherine shook her head, unable to imagine anything funny
about the holiday ceremony that had dramatized the tunnel-world's
history. "What did they say?"

"Eric spoke of "the land of lost hope... where the sounds of
footsteps, coming down a tunnel, were the sounds of terror.' And
Jimmy continued, "Where men reached for knives and forks and worse,
at the sound of other men's voices.'"

""Knives and forks?" Catherine sputtered, taken by surprise.
"Knives and forks?" She threw her head back against the pillows
and laughed, a full-throated peal of sound that seemed to fill the
chamber. She could hear Vincent chuckling along, thoroughly
pleased by her reaction.

"Oh, Vincent," she gasped, wiping her eyes, "it throws a whole
new light on the early days here — "

" — In the cannibal caverns," he deadpanned, causing another
bout of hilarity. How he loved to hear her laugh, he thought.
More and more often these days, he found himself noticing and
collecting such small tales from their lives Below, treasuring them
in the anticipation of her response as he shared them.

There was a flush on her cheeks as she tossed the soft, light
bangs back out of her eyes. He could feel her delight, her utter
ease in his company; and he wondered if it would ever cease to
astonish him.

She was watching him expectantly, as though able to trace the
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path of his thoughts as well. •

He said, "In Naomi's chamber, just now..."

Catherine blinked at this seeming change of subject. "Yes?" I

"For a moment, I felt... What were you thinking, then?" •

"I was watching you with Naomi. And... you know what I was
-hinking. " _

"Catherine..." •

"I was remembering," she went on deliberately, "how you are •
with the children. How you always are, with all of them. How they |
love you, and how you care for them."

"Catherine, I don't think of myself — " 1

"It doesn't matter; they do."

"And you?" I

His question hung in the air between them. She cocked her •
head, wondering what had brought him, tonight, to ask questions to |
which he'd never before wanted answers. She said, "I was thinking
what a wonderful father you are... and what a wonderful father _
you'd make." •

He faced her with the look of helpless dismay she'd fully
expected, and one corner of her mouth quirked mischievously. I
Vincent was so seldom nonplussed that she enjoyed it a moment I
before going on. "You did ask."

"I did," he conceded ruefully. I
Candlelight flickered in his deepset eyes, gilding the soft

stubble that covered his cheeks and the strong line of his jaw. I
She studied his face, loving the way he looked, marveling that •
there had ever been a time when it seemed strange to her. What
would our children be like?, she wondered, not for the first time. •
Would they resemble her, or would they bear the magical leonine I
stamp of their extraordinary father? For at some point during the
past two years, Catherine realized, she'd ceased to tolerate even •
the idea of someday bearing another man's offspring, raising a |
stranger's family... cherishing children who were not specifically
Vincent's. If that part of the dream were in fact impossible... _
well, she could learn to live with that, and with him on whatever I
terms he proposed. But she could not, and would not, live with the ™
possibility of a life without him in it.

His attempts to withdraw from her world had caused her |
indescribable and inescapable pain, even before she'd begun to
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accept the bond that always, somehow, brought them back together.
In spite of themselves. In spite of everything.

Waking to a world empty of the enveloping certainty of his
love, and unlit by the sapphire warmth of his eyes, would be (she
had long ago decided) an unending horror; like waking in the cool,
smooth airlessness of the crypt. Life without Vincent would be...
no life at all.

So she looked at him sometimes, in all his terrible beauty and
unrealized splendor, as a woman looks at the man she loves... and
she wondered about the dream they shared, and the children that
might someday come of it.

"The children," he'd said once, "waiting to be born."

Were they like him, those children? Did they hesitate like
this, golden even in the half-light, at some threshold or
precipice, with their whole souls shining in their eyes?

-- As his was, even now, watching her.

Impractical, ridiculous, she scolded herself, to wish for
children who would be like him. For although she'd told him often
enough that she found him beautiful (and he must, she was sure,
have felt it through the bond) she knew, without challenging him,
of his horror of inflicting on any son or daughter the agonies of
realization and aloneness he'd suffered in his own childhood. Even
so her soul, reached out, full of longing, for these children-yet-
unborn. She stood ready to prove herself able to comfort and
protect them; and perhaps, through them, to heal a little the child
Vincent himself had been.

He was so good, so beautiful and so true. . . and Catherine knew
that, were it up to her and within her power, she would gladly
repopulate the world with him.

But none of this did she say aloud. Instead she asked, "Do
you remember the first night you came to my balcony?" — knowing
that he did, seeing him blink with surprise at her sudden detour.
"Do you remember what you said?"

"We. . . spoke of many things that night." They had; and at her
insistence they'd read Great Expectations together until nearly
dawn. It was, they both realized, her excuse to keep him there,
just as bringing the book to her had been his.

She leaned forward, crossing her legs Indian-style, uncon-
sciously matching her pose to his. "I'll always remember the first
moment I saw you again. Knowing you were real, that I hadn't
dreamed you — I felt as though I'd rediscovered part of myself."

"Yes," he breathed, knowing that feeling... and recalling his
own astonishment at the sensation of her welcoming joy. "Yes."
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"And yet..." |

His voice was barely audible. "And yet?"

"That was the moment I came closest to losing you, wasn't it? I
When you saw me again for the first time — realized they'd fixed
my face, and that the scars were gone?" •

Reaching up with a sensitive fingertip, he traced, far back on
her cheekbone and hidden by the sweep of soft hair, the single _
remaining souvenir of the attack that had brought them together. I
"Not all the scars," he said very softly. •

"No," she smiled, inclining her head to his touch. "Not all •
of them. But I could see it in your face then — the realization I
of all my world could do, that yours couldn't; all it seemed to be
able to offer." •

His crystalline gaze fell. He hadn't known she was aware,
that night, of the defeat he had felt in that instant. "Yes."

"And all you'd been able to offer me," she went on, "was B
healing... and hope."

His eyes came up, surprised, to meet hers again. |

"Do you remember what you said to me then?" she pressed him. _
"You told me you had to forget the dream of being a part of me." I

His hand fell back onto his knee. "I remember," he sighed,
still obscurely ashamed of what he perceived in himself as a I
weakness of character; a failing that had, again and again, I
interfered with his determination to leave Catherine and her life
in peace and safety. •

"But don't you see, Vincent? You were already a part of me.
Whatever you meanx. to do — it couldn't make any difference. Not _
then, and not now. Our bond, whatever it is, existed from that I
first moment. The dream was there already, in spite of all your *
best intentions. It isn't a part of us, Vincent; it never was.
We're a part of it." I

He looked into her eyes that had grown more green with cer-
tainty, and thought there couldn't be another color like that on •
the earth or under it. "You believe this," he said. "You've |
thought about it — "

"A lot," she nodded. "I think it took me a long time, in the I
beginning, to start to understand." •

"And now," he reproached her gently, "you do?" How could she •
accept, he wondered, what even he could barely comprehend? How |
could she, and not be afraid?
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"I understand this," she said. Her elbows were braced on her
knees; her voice and eyes were level. "You told me once that
someday, someone else would come. And I'd live another life... and
dream another dream. Remember?"

"I remember." It was her turn to reproach him, and yet he
could detect no trace of it in her tone or expression.

"You were so sure... and you were so wrong." She reached out
and touched, briefly and tenderly, the back of his wrist where the
gold-red hair grew short and soft. "Vincent. There is nothing and
no one else for me; you are my life, just as I am yours." She saw
how her words affected him. "You don't still seriously think," she
teased, trying to lighten the moment, "that one day I'll see
someone across a crowded room — a professor or a gynecologist, or
somebody -- and elope to the suburbs and forget you?"

"No." He allowed himself a small and rueful smile. "I don't
still think it."

"And even if, in a moment of madness, I did that," she
challenged him, "and one day you sensed that I was in danger, can
you honestly tell me you could keep yourself from coming to me?"

"No." He shook his head once, and the wild red-gold hair
stirred restlessly over his shoulders. "I cannot tell you that."
For he well knew that part of himself which was drawn irresistibly
to her aid... and what it was compelled to do there.

"And if you came," she said very seriously, "what would we
tell him -- this gynecologist husband of mine?"

The chuckle was startled out of him; and Catherine, loving the
throaty softness of it, laughed along.

"You see." She spread her hands. "You see, Vincent, we're
trapped in it — and in each other."

He sobered. It was true... and yet the impossibility of one
choice hardly guaranteed the reasonableness of the other.

She said, "Whatever that may mean, to us and to our future...
there it is. This is the dream that I'm dreaming."

"But Catherine," he said with quiet desperation, remembering
what had opened this conversation. He knew that she had always
hoped for children; for a conventional home, and family. "There
are things you don't understand." His voice was pained; he did not
see her wince at the sound of it. "There are things — limits
beyond which — "

"Are we truly so limited?" she asked him gently.
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""There is no life without limits,'" he quoted her, with equal I

gentleness.

"We don't know what the limits are." She'd said it before; I
she didn't mind telling him again, every day if need be, until he •
gave in to the truth of it. "And in dreams, there are no limits.
Nothing to bind us or get in our way. Our dream exists, Vincent, •
whether we like it or not. Whether we welcome it, or spend our |
lives in denial." She held his uncertain gaze with her own. "You
went on dreaming after that first night, didn't you, in spite of _
yourself." I

"In spite of everything," he conceded, willingly defeated. It
was a dream he'd no right to, and yet... and yet. "You knew." •

"You told me, once." Head tilted, Catherine watched him
expectantly. •

"That day by the Falls," he nodded. He knew he needn't
elaborate; that she must remember it as clearly as he. Grief at
her father's death had driven her Below in need of his comfort, and I
a place and time in which she could begin to heal. Grieving, she'd «
thought the time had come for her to stay...

Yet it was his unfailing strength and support through those |
dark days that had given her back the fortitude to acknowledge the
necessity of resuming her life Above. That morning, on their mossy •
promontory overlooking the Falls, she'd never been more conscious . I
of his love; and of what it had cost him, through those long days
and nights, to have her so near. She'd wanted so desperately not
to disappoint him that she couldn't bring herself to speak of her I
dilemma. The need to go back, the feeling of her life as •
unfinished business, seemed nothing less than a betrayal of all
she'd led him to hope for. •

But he had known somehow, as he always knew. "Don't ever be
afraid of the truth," he'd told her, his voice soft and clear over _
the distant thunder of the Falls... and answering him, she'd seen I
understanding in his face, and acceptance, and regret that she ™
should be so torn. "It doesn't mean our dream can never be," he'd
reminded her gently. "It just means that now is not the right I
time." •

It was the first time he'd spoken the words aloud.. . the first
time he'd quoted their future as a given. He'd spoken knowing that
she would recognize it for what it was; a sort of promise. A
covenant. And she saw in him then not only his love and his
patience, but the calibre of his courage.

Now she said, "Yes. . . by the Falls. I knew then that you were
dreaming too."

"Yes," he sighed. "I was dreaming too."
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"In my world," she said, straightening thoughtfully, "we don't
dream enough — or we dream too much."

As she had drawn back, so now did he rock a little toward her.
"What do you mean, Catherine?"

"In my world..." She hesitated, disliking the phrase but at
a loss for a better one. "We vlearn' about magic so young. We're
taught to believe in Santa Glaus, the Easter Bunny and the Tooth
Fairy..." She saw him smile at that, and her eyes twinkled with
wry amusement too. Were there tooth fairies in the tunnels, she
wondered, or had they small mythologies of their own? "And then as
we get older," she went on, "we find out it isn't true, any of it,
and we're made to feel foolish for believing. It's as though
we're... we're set up for disillusionment. To prove to us that
there really isn't any magic in the world." She leaned forward
again, brows furrowing with her intensity. "And we believe it,
Vincent. That's the terrible part — we believe it."

"You don't any more," he reminded her.

She reached out across the little space dividing them, and
took his large warm hand in her small, protective ones. "You've
brought magic back into my life, Vincent. Whether you know it or
not... I know it." She bowed her head, pressing her cheek to the
soft-furred back of his hand; holding fast when he might have
pulled away from so impulsively humbling a gesture. "I will always
know it."

There was a moment of absolute, waiting stillness... and then
she felt his breath stir the part in her hair an instant before his
lips nuzzled there. She closed her eyes, smiling at the weight of
his bristled cheek pressed to her temple. His hair, falling
forward, tickled her nose and cheek; and Catherine knew that if she
opened her eyes, she'd find herself curtained with him in the
burnished silk of it.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Stuffing her makeup-bag into her purse as she hurried toward
the closet, Catherine glanced up at the clock. It was nearly nine.
She was going to be "fashionably late" — again — and Joe would
undoubtedly delight in giving her a hard time about it. The only
thing her boss hated more than attending these business-society
functions was, of course, the thought of attending them alone. But
amidst all the politicking and social climbing that characterized
these city-government cocktail parties it was doubtful that anyone
but her boss would notice if she came at all...

The doorbell was ringing. Pulling on her coat, struggling
with a twisted lining, she dropped her purse on an end-table and
hurried to the door. Her free hand on the deadbolt, she called
out, "Who is it?"

"It's Brian, Miss Chandler," came a youthful voice.

"Brian?!"

"Can I talk to you for a minute?"

"Hold on," she answered, and swiftly began springing the
series of locks. Brian Donovan lived in a downstairs apartment
with his father; and while Catherine saw him occasionally in the
lobby or elevator, never before had he come to her door. She
recalled the circumstances surrounding their last adventure with
some misgivings. What on earth, she wondered, could have brought
him upstairs now?

"I think we have a problem," he was saying as she opened the
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door. His soft blue eyes lit up as they always did at the sight of I
her. He said almost apologetically, "I found this downstairs." •

He was keeping a secure grip on a child with unruly yellow •
hair, holding fast to the collar of her jacket — a jacket sewn |
with oversized decorative stitches and covered in patches... A
tunnel coat? _

"Naomi!" *

"Hi, Catherine!" The little girl beamed up at her. I

"Naomi, what on earth — "

"She was ringing doorbells downstairs and asking for you," the
young man explained, "and I recognized the kind of clothes she was
wearing." _

Of course he had, Catherine thought, stunned by the •
intervention of benign coincidence. Brian was the only other
tenant in her building aware of the tunnel-world. He had followed •
her down through the sub-basement the year before — precipitating |
a crisis for which she'd felt her own carelessness was responsible.
Since that time he hadn't intruded Below again, or been counted a •
Helper in the truest sense... until now. I

"Did I do right?"
' I

Catherine heard the nearby elevator chime; realized she was •
standing there with one arm in her coat-sleeve, and threw the
garment aside. "Come inside, both of you — yes, of course you did •
the right thing, Brian..." She closed the door behind them. Her |
heart was racing. Wondering if Vincent had sensed her alarm, and
belatedly certain that he had, she took a deep, calming breath •
before turning. "Naomi — " I

"I knew I couxd do it!" the little one crowed. "I knew it!"

Catherine dropped to her knees, taking the child by the •
shoulders. "Naomi, what are you doing here?"

"I wanted to see if — " |

"Did something happen Below? Is anything wrong?" •

Naomi shook her head, surprised. "Huh-uh."

"I think she was just... adventuring," Brian said shyly. I
"Like I did." His eyes flickered around this apartment he'd never •
seen, taking in the careful furnishings, the understated decor in
its range of soft pastels. •

"But Naomi, how did you know where to go?" Catherine demanded.
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She'd heard Pascal boasting one day about this child's "tunnel
sense" — but no mere sense of direction could possibly have
brought Naomi safely through that multilevel labyrinth to the
basement entry now eighteen floors beneath them. The "ways" were
often changed for security's sake; and Catherine, who'd been lost
there once in the beginning, knew firsthand how frightening and
confusing it could be.

"I followed you and Vincent once when he walked you back."

"Followed us!" She heard the outrage in her own voice and
shot a rueful look over Naomi's head at Brian, who had reason to
understand her reaction.

"And you guys didn't hear me or anything," the child boasted,
obviously proud of her stealth. "So tonight I wanted to see if I
could find you — and I did!"

It was extraordinary that Vincent, at least, hadn't been aware
of being shadowed; but her smugness only irritated Catherine
further. "Naomi, how could you!" she scolded, giving her a little
shake before getting to her feet again.

"You look like you're going out," Brian observed, trying hard
to sound nonchalant. In truth she looked beautiful, and he
worshipped her as only a sixteen-year-old could.

"I was going out," she sighed. "Now it looks like I'm going
to spend the evening babysitting."

"There's no way to...?"

"Not until late tonight," she answered, "after the whole
building's gone to sleep. I can't risk it before then. The two of
us together might be conspicuous."

"Somebody might follow you?" he asked, a little sheepishly.

"You never know," she smiled, recognizing his need for
reassurance. "It's been known to happen."

"Well... I have to go.. My father and I are going out for
dinner and a movie, and he's probably started wondering what
happened to me."

"I'm sorry, Brian — and thank you, really. I can't imagine
what would've happened if you hadn't been there. I'll tell
Vincent, and Father."

"Miss Chandler..." He hesitated.

"What is it, Brian? Is there a problem?" This boy had a face
like an open book, and it was plain that he had something on his
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mind. She reached out to touch his sleeve. "Is it anything I can I
help with? Your parents...?" *

"Oh — no, things are going okay," he said quickly. "You know I
my mother got remarried, and my dad — well, it's a lot better •
between us now. I was just thinking..." His eyes came up to meet
hers uncertainly, with a characteristic diffidence. "Do you think •
they'd mind — Vincent, I mean, or Father — if sometimes I came g
down and — not a lot, you know, but just once in a while...?"

She smiled. "It's hard to stay away, isn't it." •

He nodded. And then, earnestly, "I've kept the Secret."

"I told them you would." |

"Vincent told me I'd always have friends there." His voice •
dropped. "Below." He said it with the kind of reverence Catherine I
understood. To a boy with a fine inborn appreciation of myth and
magic, that world "Below" would seem a sacred realm indeed.

But Catherine suspected there was a little more to it than I
that. "Do you miss Vincent, Brian?"

"Does it seem funny?" he asked, troubled. After all, they'd ]
really only met twice... The first time, panicked at losing his
way in the newly-discovered maze of tunnels, he'd managed to escape _
one of Mouse's net-traps only to run blindly, headlong into I
Vincent. He'd stood there stunned, gasping for breath, every *
thought of flight forgotten. For Brian was still more child than
man, and not even his fright could have diminished the overwhelming •
wonder of that moment. I

The second time, he'd come in need of help and advice -- and •
somehow it had been natural to seek out Vincent, with his soft I
voice and warm eyes, among all the rest.

"No," Catherine assured him. "It doesn't seem funny." I

"So I was thinking, if you asked..."

"I'll tell you what," Catherine said, moving toward the door. I
"I'll discuss it with Vincent, and he can suggest it to Father."

"You think Father'11 say no." |

"It isn't that," she said doubtfully. How to explain to this _
trusting boy that Jacob Wells tended to view every Topsider contact I
as a potential threat to their fragile world? "It will have to go •
before the Council. I'll try to speak for you there. After all,
you've proven you can be trusted — and as far as I'm concerned, it •
just isn't possible to have too many friends." 1
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Brian reached for the doorknob. "But if they turn me down, I
was thinking maybe you could ask Mouse if he'd like to come up
sometime?" He and Mouse had, surprisingly, felt a certain kinship
during that earlier visit. Brian had no idea how old Mouse was
(late teens? early twenties?) and thought his way of speaking
cryptic and strange; but shared youth and venturesome spirits had
drawn the two together despite Mouse's usual mistrust of strangers.
"I have some ideas for alarms and things he might like to talk
about."

Catherine knew what it was like to carry the Secret that
couldn't be shared, Above. Cultivating such a friendship might be
a good thing for both boys — a sort of "cultural exchange"
program. And Mouse, heaven knew, could never resist a good gadget.
"I'll talk to him," she promised, "and I'll get back to you as soon
as I have an answer." Closing the door behind him, she grinned to
herself. What a novel idea — Mouse socializing, Topside! Would
he learn to watch TV and order out for Chinese?

"Catherine?"

Swallowing her mirth, Catherine turned to find a forgotten
Naomi looking up at her with worried blue eyes.

"Aren't you glad to see me, Catherine?"

She put out her hand. "Come with me, young lady. You and I
are going to have a talk." She led the way into the livingroom and
lifted the little girl onto a sofa-cushion. "Now you wait right
there. I just have to make a phone call."

No one answered at Joe's apartment. Catherine let it ring
until his answering machine picked up; then hung up and dialed the
party where she should, even now, be making her entrance.

"Is Mr. Maxwell there? Joe Maxwell? He's on the guest list.
Yes, I'll wait... Not yet? Then will you give him a message?
Tell him that Catherine Chandler had to cancel. That's right.
Something's come up at the last minute — urn, a friend taken ill —
and I have to babysit. . . Yes. He can reach me at home; he has the
number. Thank you." Pressing the receiver-button thoughtfully,
she then went on to dial again. "Hello, Eli? This is Catherine
Chandler... No, it isn't that — I haven't seen him again, I'm
sorry... Eli, I need to get a message Below. Can you help?"
Living quietly in one of New York's more delapidated neighborhoods,
Eli was one of the few Helpers with a "pipeline" direct to the Main
Pipechamber. "You can? Good. Would you please ask Pascal to pass
this on to Vincent or Father: "She's safe, with Catherine.' Yes,
that's all. They'll understand. Thanks, Eli, I really appreciate
it."

Dropping the phone back into its cradle, she hesitated. If
the child's empty bed had been discovered then Father at least was
probably frantic, and a full search of the tunnels already
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underway. I

Catherine thought that Vincent had almost certainly felt her
sudden jarring anxiety on seeing her small visitor. His empathy •
was truly remarkable, and the bond they shared the most cherished I
and magical thing in her life. Routinely now she found herself
guarding against becoming upset over the more trivial aggravations •
of her workday, knowing he might feel them as she did. . . But could |
their "connection" be made to work in another way as well? Could
she deliberately reassure him?

Catherine closed her eyes and, feeling self-conscious and just •
a little foolish, cleared her mind. Into that precarious stillness
she pictured Naomi as vividly as possible — smudges, smirk and •
all. She's with me, she thought, trying to radiate feelings of |
warmth and confidence. She's all right.

She opened her eyes. Could he possibly have "heard," and I
understood? And how would she know it, if he had? Still feeling
vaguely silly, she turned her attention back to the matter at hand.

"Who'd you call?" Naomi asked. •

"First I called my boss," Catherine replied, toeing off her •
stylish heels as she returned. "I had to leave him a message |
explaining that I won't be able to meet him after all." A single,
direct look made it clear just whose responsibility that was. _

"Will you be in trouble? Will he yell?" *

"No," Catherine sighed, softening, "I think it will be all I
right. He may grouse at me a little — " (or a lot) " — but his •
bark's a lot worse than his bite... Then I called a friend of
Father's, named Eli. I think you met him at Winterfest, remember? •
An older man, with a beard." |

"A Helper?" Light dawned. "I know, I know!" Excitedly she _
rattled off the very phone number Catherine had just used. I

"That's right," Catherine said, caught uncomfortably between
the urge to praise and the need to scold. She knew that every •
tunnel-child was required to memorize several Helpers' phone I
numbers, as a safety precaution, before ever being permitted to
venture Above. "Eli is a good friend, and it's a good number to •
have in case you ever get into trouble." g

"Aren't you glad to see me, Catherine?" _

"Naomi." The woman knelt at eye-level before the child, and •
took the two grubby little hands in hers. "I love seeing you, you
know that. But coming up here alone — that was very wrong of you." •

The glow of achievement fading, it was beginning to occur to
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Naomi that Catherine might really be upset with her. That was a
terrible thought. Catherine was beautiful and good; her face was
one of the first the child remembered seeing, Below. Catherine had
read to her when she was sick — and later fought to save her life.
Naomi, panicking a little, blurted the only truth she could think
of. "But I been missing you, Catherine."

"Missing me? What do you mean?"

"You hardly been down to see us at all."

"Naomi, you know perfectly well I was just there. Last week,
when Vincent read about — about Kubla Khan, remember?"

"But that was the only time since Winterfest, almost."

Catherine sighed. It was only a childish exaggeration — and
not much of one, at that. Mouse had said much the same thing to
her during that last visit, pouting as only Mouse could. She'd been
working late and through the weekends for over a month now, trying
to get the DaSilvio case ready for trial, and though Vincent had
continued his visits to her balcony it was true she'd been
neglecting others Below.

She rose, and sat down next to Naomi. "I'm sorry, but. . . I've
been working really hard. It shouldn't last much longer."

"Even Father asked about you."

"Father," Catherine said, "is going to be furious."

"He thinks I'm in bed," Naomi said quickly. "Nobody knows."

"They'll find out soon enough."

"Not if I go right back," Naomi said, forgetting Eli and his
message, forgetting everything except the need to return before her
chamber was discovered empty. "If I really hurry — "

"Naomi, I can't possibly let you go back by yourself."

"I came up by myself — "

"No arguments," Catherine said firmly.

The child's voice became wheedling. "Can't you take me then?"

"We're going to have to wait until very late tonight, when
it's safe."

Now, finally, the little girl began to look upset. "But I
have to get back before — before they find out — "
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"Yes," Catherine nodded, "he is.

"So it turned out okay?"
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I
"Then I guess you outsmarted yourself," came the grim reply. •

"You're stuck right here, young lady, until I'm absolutely sure we •
won't be seen going down through the sub-basement."

"Nobody ever sees me," Naomi protested. |

How quickly the human belief in its own immortality could m
reassert itself — even, Catherine realized, in this child, who'd •
come so close to not being here at all. "That's what I thought
once, too," she told Naomi, "and I'd been doing this a lot longer
than you have. I got too sure of myself, and that's how Brian I
discovered the tunnels." •

"Brian, that boy?"

"Yes. He followed me."

The blue eyes widened. "What happened, Catherine?" I

"Well, everyone was very upset to find a Topsider wandering
around Below." An understatement, if ever there was onel She'd •
never seen the Council in such a quandry. There was no question of |
keeping the boy prisoner — but how to ensure his silence? "It
could have meant the end of everything." •

"Because he saw where we live?"

"Yes." Catherine took a deep breath; let it out again slowly. I
"And because... he saw Vincent." '

Naomi gasped. It hadn't occurred to her, listening to •
Catherine talk with the teenager, that Brian might not be a Helper; |
that he hadn't always known about Vincent. Even she, newcomer that
she was, had come to understand that Vincent was the most special •
part of their "secret" — someone they all must protect, even as he I
protected them. Could even somebody like Brian be a danger to him
— to all of them? "But he's nice."

I

I
"When it happened, we talked it over... and decided it might

be a good idea if people could tell him why they live down there. _
Help him to understand why it was so important for him not to tell. I
Before he went back, he promised to keep the Secret." And keep it "
he had. Yet even though no tunnel-dweller had ever reproached her,
Catherine had suffered feelings of guilt and responsibility for a 1
long time afterward. "The point is, Naomi, I was careless. And it I
might not have turned out okay, if I'd been followed down by
somebody not-so-nice." •

"Like Rick," the youngster said, in spite of herself.
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Catherine nodded, her eyes somber and very direct. "Yes.
Like Rick." She would never forget the sight of this child lying
dazed and bloodied on that snowy rooftop as Vincent and the drug-
dealer squared off above her. "You wouldn't want to be the cause
of somebody like that getting into the tunnels, would you?"

"No..."

"You see, if it could happen to me, it could happen to you.
You've got to be more careful."

"But I was careful."

"Naomi, you were ringing doorbells." Without raising her
voice Catherine made it sound horrifying, unthinkable. "Were you
planning to go up all eighteen floors?"

"Well, Kipper said you lived up here but he didn't tell me
which — "

But Catherine wasn't finished. "Don't you think that
somewhere along the way, somebody might have wondered who this
little girl was? Why she was dressed so strangely?" (She saw
Naomi cast a startled glance down at her patched and mended tunnel-
clothes, the comfortable warmth of which she'd come to take for
granted. ) " Don' t you think they might have wondered why she was
running around loose, and where her family was? They might even
have been worried enough to call the police."

The child's eyes had grown rounder with every word. "I
wouldn't tell if they got me, Catherine — I wouldn't tell the
Secret 1"

"No, I know you wouldn't. But Vincent and Father would be
much more worried about where you were; and you might have a very
hard time getting back home."

Naomi thought, uncomfortably, that Catherine's eyes were a lot
like Vincent's — they caught yours, and held. "But..."

"But, what you did was very dangerous, and I'm sure Vincent
will think so too."

"Well... he never told me not to."

Catherine looked at her askance. "Now didn't he just tell
me," she said, playing her hole card, "that you'd promised him you
wouldn't go Above by yourself any more?"

Naomi shrank a little, kicking her feet against the soft
upholstery. "Well..."

"Well?"
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"Well, I really — I really didn't go Above, exactly," Naomi I

said with a sort of crafty desperation. "I mean, I didn't go "
out..."

"You mean," Catherine said carefully, "you thought that if you I
didn't actually go outside — if you just came up into a building
— maybe it wouldn't count?" •

I
Naomi nodded hopefully.

"That's called "getting off on a technicality.'" I

"It is?"

"Trust me, I'm a lawyer. And it's precisely the sort of |
reasoning," Catherine pointed out, "that's guaranteed to get you in
trouble with Father when you get back." •

The child seemed to deflate a little further. "Big trouble?"

"Big, big trouble." I

"Oh." More heel-drumming. "Maybe I won't tell him, then."

"No," Catherine said, still mildly. "I wouldn't." |

"But then what should I say?" Because she was going to have _
to think of something. I

"You might tell him you're sorry," Catherine suggested
carefully, "if you are." Not wishing to coach the child overmuch, I
she went on, "And maybe that you've had a chance to think about I
what you did, and you understand it better now than when you did
it. You're not living on the streets any more, Naomi." She gave
the little warm hands a squeeze. "You have a family now, and
they're going to worry about keeping you safe."

"Can I tell him I talked to you?" I

"Yes, of course you can."

The child drew her hands away, and clasped them in her lap. I
The tousled head drooped. "Will Vincent think I broke my promise?"

"Do you feel as though you did?" |

"Well," she hedged, "I didn't mean to..." _

"You didn't want to break it," Catherine translated shrewdly, "
"you just sort of wanted to get around it?"

"Sort of," Naomi said sheepishly. "You think he's gonna be |
mad at me?"
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"I think," Catherine said gravely, "that's the kind of thing
you need to think about before, not after."

The child opened her mouth to argue; snapped it shut again and
pushed her lower lip out. Finally she said, "Yeah."

"Yeah," Catherine agreed, more sympathetically this time.
"Now, have yc : had dinner?"

She nodded. "William made stew."

"Then your next order of business — after I get changed, that
is — is a bath."

"A bath?"

"You're filthy, in case you hadn't noticed. Come on."
Rising, she held out her hand.

Naomi, taking it, hopped down and followed her into the
bedroom. "What are you going to do?"

"Slip into something more comfortable." The phrase was spoken
with a wry smile toward the French doors which, like those in the
livingroom, were shut against the winter chill. Distant city
lights glimmered through gauzy drapes; no tall telltale shadow
stood silhouetted there... yet. She was reasonably certain that it
would, later. Even so, he could hardly take the child back with
him that way; he'd have to meet them later at the sub-basement
threshold.

Naomi watched her step out of the soft, creamy dress. It had
made her look like an angel; but the satiny slip thus revealed was,
to the child's eye, every bit as pretty as the gown had been.

Catherine was rummaging through her crowded closet for an
empty hanger. Naomi's eyes widened. It looked like a store in
there. Her eyes flickered around the room. It was clean; nice.
Naomi could remember being inside only one other apartment in her
short life Above; the squalid cold-water tenement she'd shared with
her mother... and him. And that had been nothing like this.
Pictures on the walls, soft colors all around... Furniture as good
to touch as it was to look at. Leaning against the big bed, she
stroked the snowy comforter. "You got a lot of pretty things."

It hadn't been said with envy so much as wonder; and
Catherine, tugging on a pair of jeans, looked back with a smile.
"Thank you."

Naomi was busy examining the bedspread for incriminating
fingerprints — the kind that had gotten her in trouble with
William after scooping out the big jampot. "When you come and live
in the tunnels, are you going to bring it all with you?"
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Catherine hurriedly pulled a sweater over her head, her face I

burning within this protective cocoon. Disconcerting child I
Pretending to struggle with a sleeve, she took a moment to regain
her composure before emerging. "Why do you think — " I

"You'd have to move into the Great Hall, if you did," Naomi
pointed out pragmatically. •

"C'mon, you — off with that coat. There's a bottle of
bubble-bath I've been saving for just such an occasion..." _

"What's bubble-bath?" •

I

I

I
"Got it!"

Jergen paused in the act of reaching for his overcoat. "Got |
what?"

"The lab report about that Bother thing.'" Dailey spread one I
broad hand, possessively, over the manila folder in the center of
his desk.

"So — what does it say? You look like the cat who swallowed I
the canary."

"You know that smudge they found back in the corner?" |

"On the baseboard?" _

"On the baseboard. Well," he said, "there's no doubt about "
it. It's a palm-print."

Jergen shrugged himself into his coat as though it were a I
shield against credulity. "I thought they said there weren't any
prints." •

"Not on the door, no — and that stuff on the sill was too
smudged. Useless. But this..." _

"I saw the picture," the younger man scoffed. "It didn't look "
like any kind of a print to me. For one thing, there wasn't very
much of it." •

"That's because," Dailey said smugly, "it came from a kid."
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Now Jergen stopped, his eyes wide and intent. "A kid?"

"A kid. A little kid. The lab says, not more than four or
five years old."

Jergen shook his head; this was the kind of thing no cop
wanted to hear. "Did you notify Child Welfare?"

"I just got off the phone with them; they'll get back to me.
I'll tell you something else — "

"I can hardly wait."

"That print was made in blood, and it wasn't Corbin's."

"Not the mystery-blood from the roof, either?"

"Nope. This was AB-negative."

"That's pretty rare," Jergen conceded. "Should make it easy
to track, anyway. But maybe it's been there awhile."

Dailey shook his head. "The lab said it was fresh."

"Was your guy into chicken-porn or something?"

"No history of anything like that. And his girlfriend — who
he was pimping for too, by the way -- she doesn't have any kids.
I checked."

"So... there isn't any kid in your case."

"There is now," Dailey said grimly.
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CHAPTER FIVE

For a little girl who'd never heard of bubble-bath and could
hardly remember bathing in a real tub, Naomi took to it all with
surprising zeal. Even the sinkside radio was pressed into service.
("Rap?" she pleaded. "No rap," Catherine countered; then
compromised with an easy-listening rock'n'oldies station at a
volume she thought she could bear.)

Kneeling tubside with her sleeves pushed up, scrubbing the
child amid mountains of fragrant froth, Catherine basked in a
seldom-felt glow of domesticity. She had no siblings, hence no
nieces or nephews on whom to lavish such small attentions; and
longtime friends like Nancy Tucker were raising their families so
far from Manhattan that Catherine was lucky to see them once a
year. The tunnel-children were often abed when she arrived to
visit and, in any case, had others to watch over and care for them.

Youngsters flourished under that care, coming into bloom Below
like greenhouse flowers rescued from harsher climes. Catherine
could see that a diet of love and William's home cooking had
already had its effect even on this small starveling; so peaked and
thin in the beginning, the little elfin face had grown rosy-cheeked
and her ribs were no longer so pitiably evident.

But the traces of old beatings still criss-crossed her back
with faint silvery stripes that, Catherine hoped, would fade in
time... along with attendant memory. Even now, she saw, the child
was scowling with some preoccupation —

"Vincent's been missing you too," Naomi said suddenly.

Catherine started. "He has?"

"Sure." She blew bubbles off her palm, like a kiss.
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"But he's been coming up — " I

"He misses you there. "

"Naomi, how do you know that?" I

"He sits by the Falls all by himself. For hours and hours." •

Catherine, caught unawares, felt her heart contract at this
image of Vincent, a solitary sentinal on their mossy promontory.
Nothing could have made clearer the nature of his loneliness, or •
the selflessness of his devotion. It would never occur to him to •
reproach her, no matter how her schedule might cause her to neglect
him. "Are you sure?" •

"We always know where Vincent is," Naomi nodded. "Us kids."

"Because you follow him?" I

The child shrugged, and there was a long and guilty silence.
"You and Vincent," she said at last. •

"Yes," Catherine said, gently soaping the small shoulders.

"I shouldn't have followed you, huh?" For Vincent had told I
her more than once, This is Catherine's time.

"No... I don't think you should have." I

Naomi studied the suds with great concentration. "You mad at
me?" •

"Not any longer."

"Will Vincent be? Will you tell?" |

"No, I won't, Naomi. You can tell him, though, if you want
to . " I

If she wanted to? She looked up wide-eyed.

"You know," Catherine went on thoughtfully, "we're going to |
have to wait until it's very late before we can leave tonight, so
nobody will see us. Would you like to take a nap in my bed?" •

Naomi weighed the delight of sleeping in that storybook bed,
against the thought of her probable reception Below. The longer
she was gone, the more trouble she was going to find herself in I
when she ot back. "Father will be worried." •when she got back. "Father will be worried."

"Yes, but I sent word. They know where you are by now.
Here," she said briskly, cutting short the child's protest, "tip
your head back. Close your eyes, that's right..."
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"Catherine?" The little girl blinked spiky-wet lashes. "How
come people worry?"

"Because they care, I suppose."

"But Father worries all the time, about everybody." She
frowned. "So does Vincent."

"Maybe," Catherine suggested, rinsing away the last of the
shampoo, "that's because they care all the time. About everybody."

"Don't it hurt?"

Catherine settled back on her heels. "How do you mean?"

"Well..." Naomi wasn't looking at her now, but down into a
double-handful of froth. "When my mama was — was there, and him
too... and they left me all alone..."

"That must have been scary," Catherine said softly. Naomi
still rarely spoke of that other life, and it was a sign of great
trust that she did so now. It was still hard for Catherine to
imagine anyone leaving a three- or four-year-old to fend for
herself for hours or days on end, as the records clearly showed
they often had. Naomi's mother had been young — a victim herself,
caught between an expensive habit and an abusive relationship.
Even so, Catherine could find in her heart little sympathy for the
kind of neglect that had so endangered this child. "Did it happen
very often?"

"Sometimes," Naomi shrugged. "But sometimes it was worse when
they were there."

"You were very brave, I know. What did you do?"

"If it got real bad I would think, VI don't care, I don't
care' over and over to myself." She looked up. "If I could make
it be true... it didn't hurt so much. You know?"

"I know," Catherine said softly. "And did that make it
easier?"

"Yes, because..." Her blue eyes were steady and solemn.
"Because you know, they didn't care all the time."

Catherine leaned on the rim of the tub, resting her chin in
her soapy hand. "But Father and Vincent, and Mary, and all. . . they
do care?"

"They love me. I have to eat vegetables, and they make me
button up all the time."

Catherine suppressed a smile at these "proofs" of such care.
Love, to a child, could be so basic. So simple. As perhaps it
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"Sometimes." She cocked her head. "But sometimes it can be

hard." Trying to remember your promises — and keeping them — was

was... or should be. "So, your life is very different, since you •
came Below. Is it easier?" ™

I
hard. So was telling the truth, when you knew a fib would keep you
out of trouble. •

Catherine could guess the course of the child's thoughts.
"Sometimes," she said, wringing out the washcloth and draping it
over the faucet, "it's better to do the hard thing." I

Naomi looked up at her, brows furrowing. "Love can be real
complicated, huh?" •

Catherine nearly laughed aloud. Complicated, indeed! She was
trying to think of some safe and noncommittal reply when something _
-- some sound or other-sense -- caught her attention. "Tell you I
what, Naomi; there's something I have to check on in the other •
room. You just listen to the music and don't try to climb out till
I come back, okay?" She eased the door nearly shut behind her, •
then hurried out through the bedroom to open the French doors. |

He stood waiting on the balcony just outside, a shade against •
the larger dark; his eyes, looking down at her, blue lamps in the I
night. His breath hung whitely on the air.

"Come in," she said happily, impatiently. Even now, after I
three years, he never presumed to enter uninvited or unannounced. •
She reached out and, with a touch, drew him forward into the room.
"I thought I heard you." •

He glanced at her bemusedly, his eyes taking in sleeves rolled
up for action; the tendrils of hair clinging damply round her face, •
and her general softness of expression. He turned to swing one I
door shut as she attended to the other. "I got your message."
Reaching up with both hands, he pushed his hood back onto his
shoulders. V

"Well, I thought Eli would be the best one to — "

"No," he murmured, "not that message."

"Not that...?"

"The other one." He saw comprehension fill her eyes with
startlement and her cheeks with sudden color; and the smile in his
eyes now touched his mouth as well.

"I... I didn't know if I could do it."

"You did," he said simply. How to describe that moment of
thunderstruck recognition, when he'd realized that Catherine was
reaching out to him? Moments before, there had been only the
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passive awareness of her location and well-being, followed by a
mild prickling of alarm and consternation. But she'd been safe;
Vincent had known it, as he always knew.

And then, without warning, the warmth of her empathic outreach
had flooded his senses. It was like nothing he'd ever felt before.
His awareness of her had suddenly been so clear that he started up,
full of alarm and ready to rush to her aid. But there was no sense
of danger to her, none of the heart-stopping fear which in the past
had always impelled him instantly to her side. Instead he was
filled with a profound and simple certainty of her presence.

Ever since he could remember, Vincent had been conscious of a
psychic "sensitivity" to those he loved. It was, he had early
learned, a quality unshared by his childhood friends on any
comparable level. Over the years he'd come to accept it as simply
a part of his uniqueness, his differentness. This other-sense,
while sometimes disturbing, had often enough helped him keep others
from harm that he'd resigned himself to its influence... and
learned to take for granted the added dimension in every
relationship. Father saw it as a sort of empathy. Vincent thought
of it as a reaching out. Yet in all his life no one had ever been
able to reciprocate, to sense this in him and respond in kind. It
hadn't occurred to him that anyone ever could.

Until Catherine... Until tonight.

"It was very clear," he said softly.

She was still blushing. She felt, irrationally, that she'd
initiated a kind of intimacy... something more than mere thought.
Surely he felt it too, and it was this excitement that softened his
strong features and brightened his eyes to sapphire. She said
hesitantly, "I don't know why it never occurred to me to try it
before now."

He opened his to mouth reply, only to be interrupted by a
faint piping call from afar. "Catherine?"

"I'll be right there, Naomi." Glancing at Vincent, she saw
his face darken.

"Where is she?"

"In the bathroom — "

He stepped toward the door, where the muted thrumming of a
bass guitar could be heard. Catherine, belatedly noting the
furrowing brow and the set of his jaw, darted by him. Her small
hand stayed his upon the doorknob itself. "Don't, Vincent."

His eyes widened at the odd pleading note in her voice.
"Catherine — "
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"We've been talking," she hurried to explain, knowing they I

couldn't be heard above the music. "And she's having her first ™
bubble-bath and — "

He blinked. "Bubble-bath?"

"Why not? She said she'd never had one."

fault somehow.

"I see," he admitted, feeling properly chastened.

I

I"And did she also say," he went on grimly, "why she'd done
this?"

"She... she missed me," Catherine shrugged. "She wanted to •
see if she could find the way. And besides," she teased him, "she
said you never told her not to do it." •

A moment of consternation — and then they were both shaking
with silent mirth. _

"Give us tonight," she urged him, pressing home her advan- ™
tage. "I'll bring her down to you later, and then tomorrow you and
Father can be just as stern as you like." 8

"Meanwhile," came his playful reproach, "you two will be
enjoying yourselves." •

She was certain she must look at least as sheepish as she
felt. "Vincent, you know how hard it is to stay angry with her."

He looked down at her in silence, his expression frankly •
amused and, Catherine thought, just a little superior.

She decided to play her trump card. Curling her hand over his |
on the doorknob, she cracked the door an inch. Fragrant, steamy
warmth seeped out. "Look," she whispered. •

Skeptically he stepped forward, and put one eye to the
opening.

In a tub peaked high with bubbles, a suds-covered Naomi stood 8
with her back to the door. She was lathering her hair, "dancing"
as she sang, "I can't GET no... sa-tis-FAC-shun..." The activity •
had bared her buns of bubbles and she waggled them pinkly and |
unselfconsciously to the beat. "Can't GET no..."

Vincent's head dropped; Catherine heard a muffled snort of I
laughter as he eased the door shut again.

"You see?" she said reproachfully — as though it were all his I
somehow. B

"Wait here a moment," she told him and slipped away through
the door, pulling it almost shut behind her. _
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Vincent watched quietly through the crack as Catherine
persuaded the little girl to sit down, rinsed the bubbles from her
blonde hair. . . wiped the soap from her eyes. Naomi spoke and
Catherine's answering chuckle fell softly into a moment's lull, as
though the music itself had paused in deference to her.

The final remnants of his worried anger scattered like dust at
the sound. As he watched her with the child, other such moments
replayed themselves in his mind — Catherine at a children's
concert Below, her arm encircling a devoted Geoffrey... the velvet
cadence of her voice as, eavesdropping from her balcony, he heard
her read a gypsy boy to sleep. . . the radiance of her joy at
rescuing Eric and Ellie from a life of certain misery and
exploitation... and her tearing grief, later, as the girl died in
her arms.

The memories flickered through his mind seemingly without
rhyme or reason; sadness and joy intermingling with a vividness
that took his breath away. She gave of herself so completely. The
warmth of her caring filled him like a light. . . and was followed at
once by an obscure and painful sense of loss, or longing.

He stepped back from it; from the emotion and, almost without
realizing it, from the doorway too.

A moment later, as though sensing his withdrawal, Catherine
emerged and drew the door shut behind her. "She's nearly
finished."

"I'll go then, and meet you both later, Below."

"Have you got anything like bubble-bath there?" she asked
suddenly. A smile danced in her eyes; she did not describe the
image her question had brought to mind —

— And wisely, he did not inquire. He pretended to consider.
"There are many unique and interesting things in the tunnels... but
nothing, I think, to compare with this "bubble-bath.'"

"That's what Naomi thought too," Catherine said solemnly; and
bringing a handful of froth from behind her back, she blew the
bubbles off her palm toward him, like a kiss.
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"Naomi says I've been neglecting you."

His azure eyes widened; he looked positively taken aback.

"Naomi says," she went on deliberately, "that you've been
sitting in the Chamber of the Falls all by yourself. "For hours and
hours -- ' "

" -- Naomi says," he sighed.

"Yes." Her gaze dropped suddenly; the soft light hair fell to
shield her face. When she raised her head again, all trace of
mischief had vanished, and her blue-green eyes were somber. "I
have been neglecting you," she said. "And I'm sorry."

"Catherine." Concern softened the seeming reproach. "You
have nothing to be sorry for."

"I know that sometimes it must seem that I take you for
granted," she hurried on, those remarkable eyes searching his face.
"I don't mean to. It's just that..."

"Catherine, you don't need to — "

"I know," she said. "But I want to."

He could feel the need in her. "Then tell me," he said
softly.

"Vincent, your love is such a constant in my life, and I feel
— " She took a deep breath. "So often I feel you're with me,
even when you aren't."

"But I am," he whispered, his eyes smiling down into hers.

"... I know, " she answered finally. "I just. . . wanted to tell
you. "

"Thank you," he said with all the gravity befitting such a
gift.

A sudden blast of music signalled that Naomi had left the tub
and found the volume-control.

"I'd better get back in there," Catherine sighed, "before my
neighbors call the management. The bubbles are probably getting a
little thin, anyway."

He paused, his expression enigmatic. "They don't last?"

"Not," she answered gravely, "in perpetuity, I'm afraid."

"Ah," he sighed. "How sad."
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"You mean, you...?"

I
_

"Oh, I have more, never fear." She saw his eyebrows lift. •
"Well, certainly. Enough so I never run out." *

I
"I didn't just have it here waiting for Naomi, you know," she

said loftily. •

"I... I see."

What do you see, Vincent? she thought playfully. She tried to I
guess what was going on behind those sparkling eyes -- what he •
might be imagining.

His mouth quirked ruefully... reprovingly. "You had better go |
back in to her," he suggested, and moved reluctantly toward the
French doors. "I will see you again later — Below, at the _
Threshold." I

" -- Wait."

And when he turned she threw her arms around him, coming up on •
tiptoe to bury her face in the curve of his throat and the sweet-
smelling softness of his hair. The suddenness of her impulse •
rocked him to his heels. He clasped her to him gratefully, I
surprised as always by the littleness of her, and by wonder that
she was never somehow crushed in his embrace. Her hair was satin
against his cheek, and scented with bath-soap. I

When she drew away again, her eyes had softened — while his,
she saw, seemed a more crystalline blue. She drew a steadying •
breath and remembered what Naomi had said about love just moments |
ago... and how simple it should be. "It's cold outside," she told
him. "Button up." And though there were no buttons that she could «
see, Catherine reached up to tug the edges of his cloak closer I
round his neck.

"Thank you," he said, mystified by the gesture and her I
enigmatic expression. •

Another blast from the bathroom brought them back to earth. •
"With that on," Catherine grinned, "it's lucky I heard you knock at |
all. "

"Catherine," he said softly, "I didn't knock." I

And he was gone, the door closing silently behind the swirl of

Catherine stood staring after him — realization coming a
moment late, astonishment changing to a delight she was certain he •
felt, and shared. J

Her awareness of his presence didn't fade with the distance _

his cloak.
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he'd put between them; she lingered in the warmth of his embrace as
surely as if he still stood there with her.

A sigh shuddered through her finally... quickly followed by a
rueful smile. She started for the bathroom, singing under her
breath: "I can't GET no..."

Naomi, given her choice of nightclothes, chose a ruffled pink
babydoll nightie -- one of the few things they found that was short
enough for her. "You can keep it," Catherine said, to her little
guest's delight.

They shared hot chocolate in the kitchen, and then Catherine
announced firmly that it was bedtime.

"Will you read me a story?" the child pleaded. "Please? Do
you got any children's stories?" For although there were a lot of
books up here, she hadn't seen any yet that looked like fairy-
tales .

"Do I have," Catherine corrected her absent-mindedly. "Well,
yes, I think I might." She only hesitated a moment, then led the
way thoughtfully to a polished wooden chest at one end of the
livingroom.

Naomi watched her remove from its lid a small candelabra,
several knick-knacks and a large lace antimaccassar — the kind of
thing Mary could irake, and she wondered if Mary'd made this one --

— But she forgot to ask, in her wonder at the treasures
revealed as the lid swung upward. "Oh, Catherine," she exclaimed,
"are these your special things?"

"Yes... you could say that." And reaching down, Catherine
picked up the first thing she saw -- her college mortarboard -- and
placed it white and hatlike atop the child's now-dry curls.

Naomi giggled and blew sfdeways at the tassle, but held her
head steady. Her eyes darted over the other objects in the sweet-
smelling cavity. She saw a yellowish old handkerchief... a
scrapbook... a couple of old toys... and some things she couldn't
begin to identify. "What's that?" she demanded, pointing.

Catherine lifted it, white and feathery, into the light with
a reverence that kept Naomi from reaching for it. "It's an owl-
mask," she said. "An owl is a bird. See?" And she held the mask
up to blink through its eyeholes.

Enchanted, Naomi put the mortarboard back into the chest and
forgot it. "It's beautiful I Did you have wings?"
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"That night," Catherine smiled, "I think I did." She |

cradled the fragile keepsake protectively in her two hands.

"Was Vincent there? Did he have wings too?" I

I

I

I

I

I

I
"That night, especially... Vincent had wings." She lowered

her voice, as though confiding a delicious secret. "It was a •
magical night, Naomi. Vincent went Above, and all over the city I
people saw him... and they didn't even know it."

"How come? Was he wearing a mask?" I

"No... but they were."

Naomi wasn't sure she understood... but Catherine's voice was |
mysterious and a little sad, and that was enough to make her
uneasy. "Is there stories in here?" she asked impatiently. •

"Yes... there are stories." Catherine set the mask gently
aside. Everything here had its small and poignant history. The
book of Shakespeare's sonnets resting mute in one corner; a twist I
of cloth concealing the key to a forsaken cell; a packet of note- •
papers tied with white ribbon... But these were not the kinds of
stories the child was seeking or could share; and obligingly •
Catherine lifted the scrapbook to reveal a row of worn and slender |
volumes... books cherished in her own childhood, come here to rest
because there was, after all, no more family home in which to keep _
them safe. I

Brightening, Naomi leaned into the chest to go through the
dozen-or-so volumes. The titles meant nothing to her; and of those I
with illustrated covers, three were already familiar. There was, I
however, one a little newer than the others, one she'd never seen
before. Eagerly she pulled it out, showing Catherine the picture •
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of a small brown rabbit. "This one — can we do this one?"

Catherine felt her breath leave her with the shock. Her eyes
stung. She'd forgotten it was there. How could she forget? "What
about this one?" she asked a little desperately, trying vainly to
distract the child with a book whose cover boasted an improbable,
smiling dog. "This is a good one."

The little girl shook her head, both arms securely wrapped
around her choice. Had she decided badly? "Isn't this a good
one?"

"...Yes," Catherine sighed. "It's a good one." She closed
the chest; replaced the ornaments on the lid. "Come on, now, it's
time for bed."

She got the child tucked in and settled herself on the
bedside. "You like to read, don't you?" she asked; for not once
during the evening had Naomi asked to have the television set
turned on.

Naomi nodded, beaming. She loved to be read to.

"Do you know what this word is?" Catherine asked, pointing out
the last one in the title.

Naomi shook her head.

"How.about this one?" Catherine's finger moved to the first
and littlest word there; "The."

"Huh-uh." And knowing herself found out, Naomi bowed her
head. She'd never learned to read before going to live Below...
and most of the tunnel-children had a great head-start on her.
Without TV to waste their time, even those a year or two younger
were far ahead of her in the classroom. Even the four-year-olds
could spell their names, and one of them delighted in teasing her.
Naomi had a fear of doing badly anything that she couldn't at once
do well, and so she would not read; she refused even to try, much
to Father's consternation. In other areas of learning, she happily
excelled; in the pipechamber, where Pascal boasted of her "ear" and
memory, and in music class, where she liked to sing... But not
even Vincent had been able to persuade her to recite the ABC's.

Now and then, when Father seemed to be growing a little
impatient, Vincent would take her onto his lap and read quietly to
her in some nearby corner; and her eyes would follow his moving,
clawlike nail as he underscored each line. Sometimes she thought
she recognized the shape of this little word or that, as he pointed
it out; but she never said them along with him. Reading was
important Below -- to all of them, she knew. She couldn't bear the
thought of not doing it perfectly for him, any more than she could
explain her "stubbornness."
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"What's it about?" Naomi asked shyly.

"It's about two toys," Catherine answered. "A new one, a

"Catherine?"
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I
Reading was important to Catherine too — and now even she I

knew Naomi's little shame. •

"It's all right," Catherine said quickly, seeing the child •
shrink with embarrassment. (There was something wrong there, and |
she resolved to ask Vincent about it later.) "I'm sorry, I
misunderstood. Of course you're only just learning to read, aren't _
you? Would you like me to start?" Plumping the second pillow I
against the headboard, Catherine settled back and slipped one arm ™
around her. "Okay," she said briskly. "Reedy for the story?"

I
"it's aoout rwo toys, uarnerxne answered. "A new one, a •

rabbit. . . and an old one, a skin horse." Saying the words brought I
a lump to her throat; the letters blurred briefly on the page.

I
"Yes," she said softly, and began to read. "sThere was once

a velveteen rabbit... and in the beginning he was really
splendid.'" She went on quietly, slowly, page after page, not
giving in to the urge to hurry through it. Every once in a while
she glanced down, half-expecting to find the child asleep; but _
Naomi listened on, fascinated by the tale of the two nursery toys I
who talked to one another.

""What is real?' asked the Rabbit one day, when they were •
lying side by side..." Catherine paused, swallowing against the I
ache in her throat. The story brought it back, all of it, just as
she'd known it would. The service... the scent of the flowers that •
had filled the sunny chapel, her own voice echoing these same words |
there... people's kindness and concern, and the emptiness that had
overtaken her afterwards. _

Naomi twisted sideways against the pillow, and looking up saw •
the glitter of tears. "Are you sad, Catherine?"

"My father loved this story, Naomi." I

"Did he read it when you were little?" •

"No." Catherine gave her a trembling smile. "I was all grown
up the first time he read it to me." _

Naomi thought that was kind of funny; but Catherine didn't "
look like she thought it was funny, so Naomi didn't say it. And
after all, some of the grownups came around when Father read •
stories, too, didn't they? "Did your father think it was sad?" |

"No... he thought it was wonderful." m

"But you're..."

I
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"He died, sweetheart. Not very long ago... just last year."

"Oh." So that was why. Naomi remembered Pascal telling her,
one day, about his friend Winslow who had died; and his face had
looked a lot like Catherine's now. "My mama died," she offered.

"... I know."

"You can be sad," Naomi said, patting Catherine's hand. "It's
okay to cry. Vincent says."

"Does he?" In spite of herself, Catherine felt one corner of
her mouth quirk upward.

"Yes," came the staunch reply. "And he will really hold you
while you cry... and that's the nice part."

"Yes," Catherine agreed, unable to resist giving the child a
squeeze. "That's the nice part. Now let's go on, shall we?...

"vWhat is Real?... Does it mean having things
that buzz inside you, and a stick-out handle?'

"vReal isn't how you are made,' said the Skin Horse.
"It's a thing that happens to you, when a child loves
you for a long, long time... not just to play with,
but really loves you. Then you become Real.'"

Naomi said, "Don't you think he had to love him back?"

"Who?"

"Whoever loved him first," the child replied. "Maybe he got
to be Real, when he learned to love him back." She twisted round
again. "Isn't that important?"

"Loving back," Catherine said gravely, "is definitely
important."

"So you gotta love him," Naomi said cryptically, perhaps to
the Rabbit himself.

"You gotta love him," Catherine agreed, her own thoughts
straying elsewhere. "Now, young lady, I want you to hush so we can
finish this.

""Does it hurt?' asked the Rabbit.
""Sometimes,' said the Skin Horse, for he was always

truthful. "When you are Real you don't mind being hurt.'
""Does it happen all at once, like being wound up,' he

asked, "or bit by bit?'
"It doesn't happen all at once,' said the Skin Horse.

"You become. It takes a long time...'"
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And as Catherine went on she found the reading growing easier,
the pain of recent memory softening toward a bittersweet kind of
peace. "x... But once you are Real,'" she said from memory, ""you
can't become unreal again. It lasts for always.'"

The child's head rolled softly against her shoulder; jerked
upright, then fell again. Catherine hesitated... nearly put the
book aside. Then she read determinedly on to the end, whispering
the words to herself... and if before the final page there were
tears on her face, they came without the scalding misery they once
had claimed of her.

Much later she awakened, disoriented and confused, on the
livingroom sofa. The last thing she remembered was fixing her-self
another cup of hot chocolate; now she saw it standing on the
coffee-table, clotted and cold.

What had disturbed her? She sat up, rubbing her eyes — and
heard it again, the soft sound of someone sobbing.

"Naomi?" She hurried into the bedroom and found the child
sitting up in bed, her hands over her eyes, crying. "It's all
right, sweetheart, it's Catherine." She sat down and put her arms
around the little girl. "You're at my house, remember? Did you
have a bad dream?"

"No..." But the tears didn't stop.

"Vincent told me you have bad dreams sometimes."

The reply was muffled. "But he's there."

"When you wake up, you mean?"

A shake of that blonde head against her shoulder. "No,
before."

Catherine pulled back just far enough to wipe the tears away.
"What do you mean, Naomi?"

"Before, in the dream-time. Sometimes he's there and he makes
it better... and when I wake up he's there too. You know."

"Yes," Catherine said softly. "I know."

Naomi, still sniffling, didn't seem to be surprised.

"But Naomi, if you weren't having a nightmare, then what...?"
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Bad move, she decided at once, as the child's face crumpled
and her eyes filled up again. "I want to go home," she gulped.

A glance at the bedside clock told Catherine it was after two
a.m. Vincent was probably already waiting Below, at the Threshold.
"Well, it is about that time," she conceded, relieved she hadn't
overslept. "Here, let's get your coat and shoes on and your things
together, and we'll get you back where you belong, okay?"

Shaking off the lethargy of her own tiredness, she pieced the
two of them together. Naomi's socks and shoes went on as usual;
then the bulky tunnel-coat, buttoned over the nightie. "There, I
think you'll be warm enough," she said; and shrugging herself into
her own jacket, she folded the rest of the child's clothes into the
pockets.

The corridors and elevator were deserted; and Catherine, with
her cranky and unwieldy burden, made very sure they weren't
followed on the trip downstairs. Hushing the child, she hurried
quietly through the sub-basement, past the maintenance equipment,
the old filing-cabinets, the forgotten storage... to the secret
door.

Wondering how she was going to get them both safely down the
narrow ladder on the other side, she triggered the latch... and
swinging the panel wide, found Vincent there waiting at the top of
the ladder for the first time. She was so surprised that she
gasped.

"It's all right," he smiled. "I thought it would be easier
for you if I took her."

Of course he'd anticipated her difficulty. She surrendered
the child gratefully; and Naomi, on hearing his voice, renewed her
drowsy whimpering.

Alarmed that even this little noise might be overheard,
Catherine stepped down after them and shut the door securely behind
her. At the foot of the ladder she found Naomi weeping wetly onto
Vincent's shoulder. His hair shone red-gold in the downfailing
light, and his brow was creased with concern. "It's all right,"
Catherine reassured him, reaching up to rub the little girl's back.
"She just woke up a little homesick."

"What of you, Catherine?" And his free arm swept out cloaked,
like a great dark wing, to draw her into his embrace. He saw that
her hair was sleep-tumbled, her eyes heavy-lidded with drowsiness;
and he wondered irrelevantly if there ever was a time she wasn't
beautiful. But he only said, "I felt your sadness, earlier."

She slipped her arm around his waist, beneath the cloak, and
leaned into his sheltering warmth. "It was just something she
asked me to read," she sighed, filled with contentment. "It made
me sad."
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"Yes," he murmured.

His patient stillness defeated her. She glanced at Naomi,
there on his other shoulder, and was relieved to find the child
asleep again. "It was something that. . . that made me think of when
my father died." She felt his arm tighten around her. "Something
I read at the service."

His breath stirred the soft hair at her temple. "The
Velveteen Rabbit?"

"Yes." She hadn't told him, before the ceremony, of the
reading she'd chosen; but he'd come Above that evening and found
her kneeling over the open cedar chest as though felled on the
spot... the little book lying open and tear-spattered in her hands.
He'd never heard of it. He read it for the first time that night,
sitting there on the carpet and cradling her as she slept.

"Catherine," he said now, "that was very brave of you."

She pulled away just far enough to look up into his face...
the beautiful and impossible face of her love, who could walk in
the dream-times. "Yes," she smiled wearily. "I think it probably
was. "

Then he sensed a shift in her concentration; saw her blink
with sudden memory. "What is it?"

"Vincent... I almost forgot. I have a favor to ask."

"Anything, Catherine. You know that."

"I made a promise. It's about Brian..."
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CHAPTER SIX

Naomi wakened feeling a small warm hand shaking her shoulder.

"Hey, wake up," came Eric's voice in her ear. "C'mon, it's
late. You missed breakfast."

She rolled over and stretched, knuckling sleep from her eyes.
Missed breakfast? How could that happen?

"It's okay," Eric said belatedly, perching on the edge of the
bed. "Mary said to let you sleep."

Naomi remembered why, then. Grimacing, she sat up. "Where's
Vincent?"

"Helping Cullen with that leak down on the lower levels.
He'll probably be down there all day — I get to take 'em lunch."
Eric pushed his glasses back up onto his snub nose, regarding her
owlishly through thick lenses. "What happened to you last night?
Where'd you go?"

"How'd you know — "

"Father woke me and Geoffrey up last night to see if we knew
where you went."

"Did you say anything?"

"We didn't know anything." He waited expectantly.

"Well..." Naomi shrugged with elaborate nonchalance. "I just
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went to visit Catherine."

"Went to visit Catherine! — You're making that up," he
scoffed.

"I am not — "

"Are tool You don't even know where Catherine lives!"

"I do so!" she flared.

"Do not!"

"Do sol I followed 'em once to see, and last night it was up
there just like Kipper said — the whole buildingJ"

Eric scowled, wavering. Kipper did know where Catherine's
apartment was; he'd been sent up with messages several times.
Could Naomi be telling the truth?

"I got to ride in the elevator," she said importantly —
strategically omitting any mention of ringing doorbells, or meeting
Brian. "Catherine let me take a bubble bath in a real tub," she
rushed on, "and she read me a story, and see — see? — I got her
nightie on!"

And sure enough, Eric could see she was wearing a too-big gown
of a glossy un-tunnelish pink, unpatched, and frilled round all the
edges. Proof positive. "You're in Trouble," he said, drawing out
the word and coloring it with meaning as only an eight-year-old
can.

"She gave me it S"

Eric shook his head. "No, I mean for sneaking up there."

"Oh." She slumped. "I know it."

He cocked his head, studying the younger child with a grudging
admiration. None of the other kids had ever dared such an
adventure — but Naomi was always doing things nobody'd ever
thought of. "Father's in his study," he told her. "I think he's
been waiting for you to get up."

"You think he's mad?"

"Last night he sure was," Eric said helpfully. "What're you
gonna do?"

Naomi shrugged, scrubbing restless fingers back through a
bright mop that was already tangled from sleep.

"You could hide," he suggested.
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She looked startled. "Where?"

"You're little — anywhere. Maybe if they think you're lost,
they'll forget to be mad."

"You think so?"

The boy nodded. "It could work. I could sneak you food."

Naomi considered this plan from all possible angles. Getting
"lost" was hard, because down here they had a habit of always
finding you again. She had a feeling that maybe — this time — it
wasn't such a good idea. And Catherine had told her that sometimes
it was better to do the hard thing. "Well... maybe I just better
go see him."

Now it was Eric's turn to shrug. An eminently practical young
man, he'd done all he could to help. "You hungry?"

The little girl's eyes brightened as he dug into his oversized
sweater-pocket, and fished out a lint-speckled bagel of daunting
proportions. "It's from William," he explained, tearing it into
fragrant halves. "I think he was worried about you."

A short metal stair led down into the library-chamber that
served as Father's study, and Naomi hovered hesitantly at the top.

Jacob Wells sat poring over
a book at the massive table. He
seemed utterly absorbed, his
tousled grey head bent over the
pages.

"Father?"

He glanced up from the heavy
leatherbound volume. "Ah, Naomi.
Up at last, I see."

He wasn't shouting, so she
took a cautious step down. "Yes."

"Have you eaten?"

"Eric brought me a bagel."
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Father watched her descend to floor-level and cling to the

bannister-end. "Did he now?"

"A great big one," she nodded. "From William." I

He studied her over his spectacle-rims, waiting. When it •
seemed she had nothing to add he closed the book and set it aside. g
"Well then, young lady," he said sternly, "what have you got to say
for yourself?" _

To his surprise she came straight over and climbed up into his ™
lap. Leaning confidingly into his vest, she looked up at him
through a thicket of dark lashes. "You mad at me, Father?" •

This was quite a change from the frightened waif who'd been so
shy of him in the beginning — and if she had set out to disarm •
him, he thought ruefully, she'd made an excellent start! He was I
reminded of a certain other tow-headed urchin who'd approached him
with similar contrition, once upon a time. Are you angry with me,
Father?, young Vincent would ask. Having barely survived some I
escapade calculated to stop his parent's heart, he'd looked up with •
this same blue-eyed trustfulness.

Where do they learn it?, Jacob sighed to himself. Just now |
Naomi looked a little repentant — and a lot like a wind-ruffled
yellow chick. "Naomi," he said, drawing back to study her ^ •
critically, "did you brush your hair this morning?" She'd done a I
creditable job of dressing herself — pullover and hand-me-down
dungarees, soft boots and an oversized cardigan — but her hair
stood out wildly in all directions and was sadly in need of I
attention. Impossible to scold a child in such a state — it was •
positively distracting.

She looked startled. "My hair?" |

"Yes, child, your hair. You do have hair, did you forget?" •

Evidently she had, and her eyes grew wider at this unexpected
detour. "Well," she started to excuse herself, "I came right here
so Mary didn't — " I

"I think," he said solemnly, "you're getting to be old enough
to remember to do your own hair . Now why don ' t you run to my •
chamber — " (it was closer) " — and bring me back my brush?" |

She slid from his knee hesitantly, to stand on her feet.
"Your brush?"

"Yes, my brush," he said, thinking this would give him a
moment to regroup. "You'll find it by the basin." I

His calm expectant gaze impelled her toward the door, but she
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took the steps still looking back over her shoulder. Maybe he was
just going to brush her hair... but hadn't Eric just been telling
her, last week, about a foster-home where they'd whacked him with
a hairbrush? Naomi was pretty sure they didn't spank down here —
as a rule — but maybe this time she'd finally pushed things a
little too far...

Father's private chamber was small and austere. It was less
cluttered than might be expected for he spent little time there,
preferring instead the more public library-chamber when he wasn't
actively making the rounds of their small society. Naomi's eyes
were drawn to colorful bookcovers which here and there brightened
the shelves. On a low table beside the cot, a stack of medical
journals teetered on the verge of avalanche; carefully she patted
them back into place. Next to them stood a plain basin-and-pitcher
set, and neatly arrayed on a fresh towel were a brush and comb,
cup, straight-razor, and a small hand-mirror.

Naomi looked down into her ovalled reflection. It was true,
her hair was kind of messy to see; funny how she never thought of
it that way, being on the inside looking out... She reached for
the big hair-brush. It was made of wood, dark and heavy; the
handle felt smooth and warm in her hand. And unlike the soft
little brush lying neglected in her own chamber, this one offered
a stand of black bristles stiff as a hedge.

She brought it back to the study, still wondering.

"All right," he said, taking it from her, "turn around, that's
right..." Steadying the child between his knees, he began working
through the tangles as gently as possible, with an expertise born
of long practice.

It was a chore requiring some concentration. When Vincent had
first found her, ill and unkempt from months of living on the
streets, her hair had been so hopelessly matted that snipping out
the worst of the knots had been the only answer. This had not, as
she lay battling a dangerous fever, been their primary concern.
But now, as her uneven locks began to grow out again, they did so
with an unruliness that was an affront to Father's sense of order.
"Do you know," he mused, working through the last stubborn knot,
"by spring this may be long enough for a little braid." He felt
her shoulder relax beneath his free hand, and smiled to himself.
"If it doesn't get so tangled that we end up having to cut it
again, that is."

"I'll remember to brush it," she said quickly. She wanted
long, pretty hair someday — like Samantha's. "Every day. I
promise."

"Promises are important," he agreed... and went on brushing,
curling fine bright tendrils around one finger. After a moment he
felt her small warm hand upon his knee-patch, though she didn't

89



"Did you know," she began timidly, "did you know I'm sorry?"

Glancing up at him sidelong, she said, "I missed Catherine."

This was something he could understand. The children were
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"Father?"

"Yes, child." |

She fidgeted, toying with a bit of ravelled edging. _

"Yes, Naomi," he said encouragingly.

I
"Yes," he said gravely as she sneaked a look back over her

shoulder at him. "I do know it." (She was always sorry, •
afterwards.) "But I think we're going to have to have a serious g
talk, even so." He laid the brush aside. Having gentled her
toward the opening he wanted, he lifted her back onto his knee and _
settled her securely in the crook of one arm. "Now that you're I
presentable, perhaps you can tell me what prompted you to go •
Above... again."

I

all, without exception, devoted to Catherine; particularly those |
who, like Naomi or Eric, would not have been here at all but for
her help. "What made you think you could find her?"

She shrugged. "I just wanted to see if I could." •

"And you didn't think we might miss you, or mind?" •

"Well... you weren't supposed to find out."

"Ah."

That was a significant sound in this world, and it flustered
her. "I mean — I meant to come back before anybody saw." I

"And you thought that would make it right?"

"No." She looked up. "Catherine 'splained it to me." 1

"Catherine...?" His beard twitched. "Perhaps you'll be good
enough to vsplain' it to me, then?" I

Oblivious to the irony in his voice, she nodded earnestly.
"She wouldn't let me come right back 'cause somebody might see. I
She said it could be dangerous." '

"She was absolutely correct," Father scowled. •

"I know 'cause she splained it."
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"Of course — excuse my interruption," he said, feeling
absurdly put in his place. "Do go on."

"She said I was lucky it was just Brian who — "

MXBrian'?" There was no Brian among the tunnel-folk, and it
was a moment before he made the connection. "Just a minute. You
got Brian involved in this?"

"He wants to come visit," she chirped. "Will you let him?"

"This is hardly — "

"He was real nice."

"Naomi — "

"Catherine told him she'd ask you."

"Naomi," he said tersely, "what exactly had Brian to do with
all this?"

"He... he found me."

"Found you." He removed his spectacles and rubbed the bridge
of his nose. "Found you where, precisely?"

She picked studiously at a frayed cuff. "I sort of rung his
doorbell."

"How did you know where — ? No," he interrupted himself,
"let me guess. You couldn't possibly have known anything about
where Brian lives. You didn't seek out Brian's doorbell; you were
ringing all the doorbells."

Naomi winced. It sounded even worse when he said it. "I was
just trying to find Catherine."

"And Brian — ?"

"He knew from my clothes," she confessed. "So he took me
there on the elevator."

"Dear God." A Topsider — a stranger to her — had seen her;
had in effect captured her, and steered her cheerfully off to parts
unknown. Never mind the boy's good intentions, or what his
familiarity with her attire might have seemed to imply. This
newfound trustfulness was all well and good, in its place — but
had it left no vestige of the old street-sense that had once kept
her alive? "Look at me, child." And he waited until she did.
"Did it never occur to you that someone might have harmed you, or
called the police?"
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"That's what Catherine said." I

"What if the building security guard had simply put you out on
the street? Did you think of that?" ~ I

Her wide eyes told him plainly that she had not.

"You don't know your way Below from Catherine's neighborhood,
do you?... No, I thought not. Naomi, you've behaved very, very
carelessly." _

"Catherine already scolded me," she said in a small voice.
"Sort of."

He was not impressed. "I thought you'd promised that this I
wasn't going to happen any more."

"I didn't mean to break the promise, Father."

"Then what on earth were you thinking of?"

The child said "Urn" — rather unconvincingly. "

"Naomi?" •

"I don't still think it. Catherine splained..."

"Yes, I understand that, but what I want to know is why — " I

"You won't like it," she predicted.

"Of that I have no doubt," sighed the long-suffering •
patriarch. "Even so, I am waiting for you to explain yourself."

"Right now?" |

His eyes narrowed. "If you would." «

"Well..." She swung her feet nervously, almost unbalancing
herself. "I thought maybe if I just went up — like into a
building — but not out, then maybe it wouldn't... wouldn't count?" I

"Oh, Naomi," said Father in his Very Serious Voice.

"I wasn't telling you, I was just telling you!" she cried, |
bursting into tears.

"Yes — yes, all right, child," Father said, taken aback, |
digging hurriedly through this pocket and that one for his elusive
handkerchief. Despite a reputation for strictness, his one great
weakness was (he felt) the weeping of a child; and he maintained I
his sternness now with some difficulty. "Here — that's right, •
blow — and again, I think..." Mopping the tears from her cheeks,
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he said gravely, "You know, of course, that it is impossible to cry
while blowing one's nose."

She gave a little hiccup of surprise.

"It's true," he went on, catching another bold tear as it
welled up over her lashes.

"Really, Father?"

"Really."

She cocked her head, wavering between distress and skepticism.

"It absolutely cannot be done," he said loftily.

There it was — the challenge — and her brows furrowed. When
she drew breath for another torrent of weeping, he preferred the
handkerchief instead and she blew into it automatically.
Her eyes, above the wadded linen, widened with tearless
astonishment.

Father watched, his own eyes twinkling. This was a game he'd
played with other youngsters in years gone by. He'd no idea
whether it was actually some little-known law of physics, this
effect of nose-blowing on such waterworks; or even whether it was
true or simply, when proclaimed confidently enough, became true.
But it had worked on generations of tunnel-children; on Mouse, and
even Jamie, arriving Below as a stormy adolescent angry at the
world. Once upon a time it had even, he recalled, worked on
Vincent.

Naomi pushed his hand aside, and he watched her trying to work
up another noisy freshet. Just when it seemed she might succeed,
he reached up and clasped her button-nose with the handkerchief
again.

She blew in spite of herself.

"You see," Father said.

Burying a smile in the soft fabric, the little girl dissolved
into the giggles he'd expected.

"All right," Father broke in, before this could get entirely
out of hand. "All right. Feeling better?"

She nodded, watching him pocket the hankie.

"Then here, I think, is what we're going to do."

Naomi sobered quickly with the realization that she was still
in trouble here.
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"Since you seem to know the park-area tunnels so well — " •

(and this was said with a knowing look that quelled her even ™
further) " — I've been thinking that you might be able to help
Geoffrey or Samantha take supper to the sentries. You know where •
most of them are, I trust?" I

Sheepishly, she nodded. She'd crept past those hidden niches •
and spy-holes often enough to have memorized most of them. I

"Excellent," Father said blandly. "Then every night before
dinner, when William has made up their supper-boxes, I want you to I
meet the other children there, and help them. It won't take long; •
the more the merrier, perhaps." And it would — hopefully — give
her some insight into the trials of the sentries themselves, who •
were always understandably upset to discover that anything had |
gotten by them.

She sat looking up into his face, her own full of uncertainty. I
Was this punishment, or privilege? It wasn't like being forbidden "
to attend a concert, or restricted to her chamber — she was going
to get to help the big kids. •

"And something else," he said, as if it had only that moment
occurred to him. "You know that every evening all the candle-stubs •
must be collected for Rebecca to melt down, and fresh ones taken I
round." Although various kinds of lamps and lanterns were in use
Below, and Mouse had helped to wire some of the main corridors and
chambers for electricity, candles were still their primary source I
of illumination — and without the children's help, replacing them "
daily in such numbers would be a full-time occupation. Even so,
Rebecca in her candleshop was never idle. "I think you're old •
enough to help with that as well." |

meekly, knowing that this chore was

ering his Winterf est candles. You

"Will I miss story-time?" _

"Certainly not," he answered warmly. It was in that final
hour before their bedtime, better known as "Father's time with the _
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children," that bonds were gently reinforced, reassurances given,
and small important questions brought to light... very often in the
more comfortable guise of fairy-tales and fables. And having the
little ones — orphans and others — gathered about him there in
the library-chamber, perched on his lap and crowding the chairs and
the floor about his feet, was for Jacob Wells a grateful reminder
of the meaning and the purpose of his world. His intent just now
was not to punish, precisely; for punishment was not proving
effective in this instance, with this child. Rather he was
adopting a strategy of tiring her beyond any possibility of
nocturnal naughtiness, while at the same time increasing her sense
of responsibility and community. Or that was ideally (he thought
ruefully) what he hoped to accomplish; but at the very least he
intended her to go to bed at night and sleep until morning. "Do
you understand, Naomi, what I want you to do?"

She gave him a tentative nod — understanding the "what" but
not the "why," and still waiting for the other shoe to drop.

"And you understand, too, that what you did last night was
very serious, and that it must never happen again?"

She looked stricken. "I can never, ever go see Catherine?"

"If you're invited someday, perhaps."

She brightened at the idea that Catherine might actually ask
her back again. "Okay."

"Okay... what?"

She opened her mouth to say, Okay good, okay fine -- then
wisely thought better of it. "I promise, Father."

"Good," he said warmly; and he kissed her on the temple, his
beard tickling her cheek. "Now I want you to go on to class; I
think it's nearly lunchtime."

"I missed my hour with Pascal," she confessed.

"Well, the pipechamber will still be there later, and I'm
certain he'll be glad to see you whenever you come."

She slipped to the floor and headed for the stair... but on
the top step she turned and stood hesitating there. "Father?"

"Yes, Naomi."

She scuffed the floor. "I thought... I thought maybe you
were going to whack me with the hairbrush."

"I know," he replied; and picking up the brush, he waggled it
at her with what he hoped was a scowl of appropriate ferocity.
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A little inquisitive fairy —
My own little girl, with the gold

Of the sun in her hair, and the dewy
Blue eyes of the fairies of old..." *

From "The Lost Kiss," a poem by James Whitcomb Riley,

96

I
I"And don't think it didn't occur to me, young lady."

The effectiveness of this was somewhat in doubt, he reflected,
hearing the soft echoing laughter of her retreat. Smiling after •
her, a bit of verse came unbidden to his mind — Riley's perhaps, |
something about "the little bare feet on the stairway... the faint,
smothered laugh in the hall..." How did it go? _

" — Telling how, as one night I sat writing,
A fairy broke in on my dream; I

I
Then he remembered that it was a haunting poem, and one which ended I
sadly... and shaking off a feeling of foreboding, he put it from
his mind.

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I



CHAPTER SEVEN

She skidded round the corner in a terrible rush, pulling
herself up short on a pipe that rattled in protest down thirty feet
of its length.

Conversation between Pascal, Andrew and Cullen faltered
briefly as the men glanced around; then resumed. "It's all that
old recycled copper," Cullen was complaining. The special
acoustics of the vast chamber carried his voice into its farthest
reaches. "I told Mouse it'd be no good, down there in all that
damp."

"It'll have to come out," Pascal agreed.

"That's a lot of work." Andrew shook his head, causing unruly
brown bangs to fall into his eyes.

Cullen clapped the younger man on the shoulder. "Worth it,
though, when you think how long — "

"I'm here, Pascal," Naomi warbled brightly.

"I see that," he replied. "I'll be with you in just a moment.
— And don't hang on the pipes, Naomi, please."

Uncertain whether she'd been rebuked, the child subsided,
fidgeting as they discussed repairs to the aging communications
network. Pascal was intent on the project and explicit in
describing the needs of his beloved system; yet Naomi noticed that
the slight, balding man kept one ear cocked toward the ceaseless
tapping that filled the air.
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It was a familiar sight. She and the other youngsters spent
at least an hour daily in his care, learning the basics of the
codes that served to connect their small society. His pupils'
favorite pastime was to troupe into another chamber and let him
guess which of them was tapping. He was rarely mistaken. Pascal
had not only an encyclopedic knowledge of the system and its
history, but could recognize most of the tunnel-folk by signal
alone.

He was a patient instructor, often intense but never short-
tempered, quick to offer encouragement and approval.

And he was kind. One day
Naomi had "borrowed" Lana's
crayons — the big box — and
taken some drawing-paper to a
little alcove where she
wasn't likely to be found
out. At lunch-time she'd
left the carton sitting on a
convenient steam-pipe... and
returned, hours later, to
find sixty-odd crayons melted
over the pipe and the wall in
waxy cascade.

She was still standing
there staring when Pascal
came up behind her. "I
didn't do anything!" she'd
cried as he examined the
clotted mess. It had muffled
the tonality of the messages
traveling this master-pipe,
and led him there expecting
to find a cave-in or
flooding at the least.

But he hadn't been angry.
Instead, after coaxing the
truth from her, he'd escorted
her to confess all to an

indignant Lana. Then he'd rolled up his sleeves and helped clean
it up.

So she hoped he wasn't going to scold her now too.

Cullen turned to go, preoccupied with plans; but Andrew,
passing by Naomi in the doorway, knelt impulsively to eye-level.
"I heard that you," he teased, "had an adventure."

She answered his grin with a guilty one of her own. She liked
him and his pretty wife, Melissa. "Can I come see your baby
sometime, Andrew?"
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"You sure can — just as long as you don't tell her the way
Above." And ruffling her hair, he rose and went out.

She looked up at Pascal. "I missed my lesson."

"We missed you," he smiled. "Did you have a good sleep?"

She nodded. "I was really tired."

" I bet you were. You had an active night."

It didn't surprise her that he knew. Here in the main
pipechamber, he heard about everything.

"Did you see Father?"

"Yes." She regarded him a little warily.

But Pascal was a practical man, and in a situation like this
there were practical matters to be considered. "Naomi," he began,
handing her a familiar pair of lightweight metal rods, "do you know
what code you'd use, if you needed to call for help?"

She nodded eagerly. "I'd tap ^Vincent.'"

He bit his lip to keep from smiling — and stopped her from
demonstrating on the nearest "live" pipe. " — Not there, Naomi,
or we might have him rushing up here to your rescue. Over here,
remember?" And he showed her to a freestanding section.

She stood there poised like a tiny xylophonist, a rod in each
hand. "I shouldn't tap for Vincent?"

He came down on one knee beside her. "That would be fine, if
he were around. But take today, for example — he's way down in
the lower levels, and if someone else heard you, they might not
know what you meant."

"Then will you show me?" she asked... knowing that he would;
knowing he was her teacher, and her friend.

Naomi slipped toward the doorway, following a step behind the
flickering aura of her stubby little candle. She peeked in.
Vincent was sitting at his writing-table; the chamber was so quiet
that she could hear the scratching of his fountain-pen as it moved
across the journal page. Under a patchwork tunnel-robe he was clad
in his white sleepshirt, and the soft buff-colored pants he usually
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wore to bed. His hair, dampened almost to auburn, fell to shield |
his face.

The child started to back stealthily away. I

"Come in, Naomi," came his soft welcome.

She edged in and stopped there, by the door. "You heard me." |

"Yes. And... I thought you might come." He looked up •
finally. "It's very late." I

"Mary knows," she said quickly. "I
asked her if I could wait up."

"Uh-huh." Carefully, carefully she fe • |
lifted her little brass candleholder into
a niche in the wall nearby. A "live"
candle was a privilege the little ones
here were taught never to take lightly.
Now Naomi lingered near it, as though it
offered real warmth as well as light. • P I

Vincent asked, "What are you wearing?"
— although he'd seen it the night before, hk» •
while putting her to bed. I

She glanced down; a froth of rosy ruffles peeped from beneath _
faded flannel. She opened the robe to show him the babydoll I
nightie, which fell to well below the tops of her thick wool socks. •
"It's Catherine's."

Her eyes slid away. "'Cause... it's Catherine's?"
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"Catherine's," he said, bemused. "I see."

"She gave it to me."

"Did she?"

"For keeps. I got to wear it last night." I

He watched her wrap up again. "And tonight?" iShe looked up guiltily through a shock of unruly bangs.
"Tonight?"

"You have other nightgowns." Favorite ones; certainly warmer I
ones. "Is there some reason you decided to wear this one again
tonight?"

i
i



her.

"And?"

"And... I thought if I wore it... Well, you never get mad at

She was so fairylike, hesitating there, that it seemed even
too harsh a breath would scatter her like dandelion-down.
"Naomi — "

"You were gone all day, Vincent," she went on plaintively.

"You know there were repairs needing to be made in the lower
tunnels."

"But I thought..." She reached for the metal latticework by
the doorside, obviously tongue-tied.

"Go on," he said helpfully. "You thought...?"

Taking hold of a whitewashed crosspiece she leaned outward,
experimentally. "I thought maybe you stayed away... because you
were mad at me. Because I was bad."

"No." His surprise was proof enough. "Naomi — "

"You had to work real hard down there?"

"We all did." He decided to follow her lead. "It was the
only way to keep those chambers from flooding. The boys brought us
our supper, after they took the sentries theirs."

Her eyes went everywhere else, evasively. "Are you all
finished now?"

"All finished. We won't have to go back again tomorrow." He
watched her curiously, doubting that was what she really wanted to
know.

"Did you have your bath?" For she could see he'd been down to
the hot springs earlier; his long hair still looked damp.

"Yes. Just as you," he said, "had yours."

It might have been a question. Her startled glance found his
blue eyes regarding her with grave and unimpeachable innocence.
Could he know she hadn't been taken to the bathing-pools tonight?
Could he mean last night — last night, with all the bubbles and
the music?... He always seemed to know everything. She took a
half-step back. "Well... I guess you're really tired, huh?
G'night."

"Naomi." Putting down his pen, Vincent closed the journal and
pushed it aside. He fixed her with a look both exasperated and
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I
amused. "You didn't stay up as late as this just to come in and I
say goodnight... did you?"

Head down, she hooked a wrist through the latticework as •
though to anchor herself there. I

"Is there something you wanted to tell me?" •

The little girl nodded.

"Do you want to come over here first?" I

I
She shook her head.

When her silence threatened to take on a life of its own he
said, "Did you go to class today?"

"Yes..." She leaned outward again, holding fast to a sup- I
porting strut.

"Is that what you wanted to talk about?"
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Another determined shake of her head, as he'd expected. She

began to swing back and forth a little. •

He knew she'd started her day in Father's study, and was
reasonably certain she didn't want to talk about that. "And _
afterwards? Did you play with the other children?" . I

A single bob of her head, as she swung in an ever-widening arc
— into the chamber and out, toward him and away again. •

"Was it about that?"

"Huh-uh," came the muffled denial. ]

"Was it," he asked gently, "about what happened last night?"

All movement ceased. Her eyes came up and they were full of •
apology and tears. "I'm sorry, Vincent."

"I know." He pushed back from the table a little and opened |
his arms. Naomi ran to him and, using his furred boot-top as a
toe-hold, scrambled up into his lap. •

Now... now, her world was right again.

I

Much later, still snuggled into the lap she loved best in all I
the world, Naomi watched his pen travel over the journal-pages and

I

I



struggled to keep her eyes open. If she fell asleep, she knew it
would be morning again in minutes and she'd wake up in her own
chamber. And having Vincent all to herself — the others with whom
she must share him, long since gone to bed — was a treat she meant
to savor just as long as she could.

Besides, some of Father's word-pictures had begun to take
hold, and there was a question she needed to ask.

"Vincent?"

"Yes," he said softly; and with her ear pressed near to his
heart, she could feel his voice as well as hear it.

"If someone got lost..." She saw his left hand, pausing, lift
the pen from its steady course.

"Do I know this someone?"

"Well..." She squirmed a little. "Kipper, or Samantha?"

"Kipper or Samantha. I see."

"If they got lost," she went on doggedly, "would you try and
find them?"

"Yes, I would."

"How about Eric?"

"I would do everything in my power," he said gravely. "We all
would." He wondered if she were remembering how easily she'd been
misplaced and forgotten, in that other life. "We do not abandon
the people we love, here."

"How about Catherine?" — For Catherine didn't live Below, yet
everybody knew he loved her too. Already Naomi perceived it as a
fathomless thing, against which everything else in her world might
somehow be measured.

"Catherine too," Vincent said; and she heard in his voice the
odd soft note that was always there when he spoke Catherine's name.

"You wouldn't give up?"

"I would never give up. None of us would," he amended.
"Father would call a Council meeting — Do you remember when the
Council met, to welcome you?" He waited to feel her nod against
his chest. "Pascal would put the word out on the pipes... every-
one would be alerted... and friends all over the city would do all
they could to help." He recited it, storylike, to reassure her.

"Would you still love 'em while they're gone?" Her voice
lowered confidentially. "Winslow's gone, but I think Pascal still
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misses him."

"Pascal told you about Winslow?" he asked, surprised. A I
vision of their large, warm friend rose up in his mind with
disconcerting vividness. •

She nodded again.

Although he was curious about this shared confidence, Vincent I
did not wish to intrude on it. "Did Pascal tell you," he went on •
carefully, "what happened to Winslow?"

"He said you all grew up together — you and Devin and |
Winslow, and him," Naomi said solemnly. "And he said he died."

Vincent cuddled her a little closer. "Being lost," he said, 8
"is not the same as dying."

"But... would you still love them?"

smiled.

"If I got lost," she said, "would you find me?"

I
He dropped a kiss into the golden fluff at her crown. "You

don't stop loving somebody... just because they die." •

"Or get lost?"

"Or get lost," Vincent answered, thinking first of Devin's •
disappearance and the ensuing years of fear and longing. . . and then ™
of Naomi's own past, when she'd been able to flee brutality and
neglect for days at a time without anyone — even her mother — •
giving it a second thought. No one had ever gone in search of her. I
What must that have taught the child about the nature of love, and
caring? •

In the ensuing silence Naomi seemed almost to be holding her
breath. Vincent put down his pen -- again — and leaned back just
far enough to look down into her waiting elfin face. "Ask me," he I
sml1ed. •

I
He knew at once that this was a question directed at him, and

him alone. There could be no comfortable, collective "we" in his •
reply. She was asking, Would you find me? "I would try," he told I
her.

"But would you find me?" I

He hesitated only a moment. To Naomi, a thing either was or
it was not. Small children understand nothing of qualifiers or •
compromise; there are no "hypothetical" situations. Either she I
could feel safe in the certainty of his love, or she could not.
"Yes," he said, stroking her tousled head. "I would always, always •
find you." I

At the time it seemed such a simple thing. . . this small _
assurance to ease her toward sleep. •
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The teenager strolled along the sidewalk with every sign of
nonchalance, his hands warming his jacket-pockets. Still, he was
watchful. It was early yet, but winter had brought full dark —
and this was New York, after all, no matter how brightly lit these
avenues were after sunset. Two years ago he'd been mugged along
here — right here, on the street where he lived. So he was
careful.

He'd left his two best friends, Steven and Derek, at their
building two blocks up after an afternoon of gaming in Derek's
apartment. Another half-block, and he'd be home as well.

Traffic was brisk, but pedestrians in this neighborhood were
few and far between. Relaxing his guard a little as his gaze
wandered the walk ahead, he was startled to see something bounce
out of the alley and roll to a glittering stop in the center of a
pavement-square.

His pace slowed. What was this, he wondered — a mugger with
an invitation to play hopscotch? He eased nearer the shadowed
mouth of the alley that flanked his own building. As he did, a
second small missile landed near the first.

Pebbles — that's what they were, he decided, craning his
neck. Some kind of quartz, that caught the light. That kind of
stuff sure didn't come from anyplace around here. It occurred to
him suddenly that someone in the alley might be trying to draw him
in, using his own curiosity against him; and he'd taken a prudent
half-step back when he heard it — hardly more than a whisper, so
that he couldn't believe he'd heard it over the traffic-noise.

105



"Brian?"

His scalp prickled. He was poised to take another step away,
to turn and run... and yet he knew that voice.

"Don't be afraid."

-- And he knew those words. He breathed "Vincent," and
immediately glanced around guiltily to make sure he hadn't been
overheard. Thankfully no one was within earshot. He sidled
nearer, still uncertain, to squint into the wedge of darkness
between the buildings. "Is -- is that you?"

One shadow detached itself from its fellows, there against the
brick -- and Vincent was suddenly very much present, wearing a
cloak that fell to his boot-tops, strands of his bright hair
escaping the hood of it. Brian couldn't imagine what had kept him
from seeing him there from the first instant.

He wanted, unexpectedly, to hug the tall cloaked figure;
wanted to throw himself into the welcoming embrace he sensed would
be forthcoming. But Brian was just adolescent enough, and American
enough, to hesitate over the impulse.

Vincent, seeing it, clasped him warmly by the shoulders and as
quickly released him. "It's good to see you again."

"You, too," Brian exclaimed, letting himself be drawn deeper
into the shadows. "I didn't know you could — I mean/ that you
ever — "

"Came Above?" His smile was an ironic glint of sharp teeth in
the dark. "I do... sometimes."

"To see the Lady — " He gulped it hastily back (the Lady
Catherine!) and regrouped, the air cold on his burning face. "To
see Miss Chandler?"

"Yes," Vincent nodded, conscious of the boy's discomfiture and
perfectly aware of the feeling behind it. "To see Catherine."

Brian was struggling against his sense of unreality at the
realization that he was standing here talking with Vincent, whom
he'd thought about so often; that Vincent had come deliberately to
seek him, Brian, out... He could see Vincent's breath steaming
faintly on the cold night air, and the sight helped him to dispel
his through-the-looking-glass feeling.

He tried to imagine what it must be like to roam this city at
night — only at night — in stealth and secrecy, constantly on
guard against the danger of discovery. How many New Yorkers had
hurried by this watching shadow, all unaware?

— As he'd nearly done, himself, moments ago. How often
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during the past year had he hurried blindly by this alley not
realizing who watched him from its dark depths? But how else,
Brian wondered, could Vincent have known what his routine was, and
when to expect him? He and the guys almost always got together on
Thursday nights for some "Dungeons & Dragons"...

A scurrying at the far, open end of the alley startled them
both — but was followed at once by a plaintive yowl. Brian, his
relief apparent, said, "Just a stray."

"There are different kinds of strays," Vincent said softly.
"You were helpful to one of ours, one night last week. I... wanted
to thank you."

"You don't have to." Brian, abashed, thrust his hands into
his jacket-pockets. "I was glad to do it."

"I know." His very tone made the words an accolade. "But...
our children are precious to us. And this one..."

Brian cocked his head, one corner of his mouth quirking upward
with amusement. "Does she "stray1 very often?"

"Often enough," Vincent said drily.

"Did she tell you why...?"

"She missed Catherine, I think."

"I can understand that," Brian blurted.

"Yes," Vincent said softly, forestalling further embarrass-
ment. For what other reason would the boy have followed Catherine
Below that night... trusted her, once he'd been captured... and
then kept their Secret for her?

Even so, Brian was quick to change the subject. "I don't
remember seeing Naomi when I was down there." He realized now, of
course, that given the circumstances surrounding his "visit," there
were probably quite a few people he hadn't been allowed to meet.
But those he had. . . he'd gone over and over that night in his mind,
memorizing everything and everybody.

"No," Vincent agreed. "Naomi hasn't been among us very long."

"Does she have a family?"

"She does," Vincent said simply. "Now."

"I remember Geoffrey..." Among those chosen that night to
speak on behalf of the tunnel-world, this orphaned boy had been
impressive in his sincerity.
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"So... I guess I gave everybody a pretty good scare, that
first time."

wandering all the darker corners. "Did... did Miss Chandler tell
you what I asked her about?"
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"Yes." Not for the first time, Vincent reflected that this I

young man, with his open face and honest eyes, was very like *
Geoffrey. "He's been a good friend to Naomi. She follows him
everywhere." I

"Like a big brother? Like that?"

"Like that," Vincent nodded.

"I always used to wish I had a big brother," Brian mused,
looking up into the strong leonine face just visible in the I
dimness. "It gets like that, when there's just one of you." •

"I know," Vincent murmured; and there was a faraway something •
in his voice that told Brian his thoughts had gone briefly |
elsewhere.

"Growing up in the tunnels... It must be like one big I
family." ~ *

"It is, in a way. We care for one another... protect each •
other." •

I
"Both times," Vincent said quietly; for during Brian's second _

foray belowground, the fire department and search-and-rescue teams •
had been prepared to begin at Catherine's sub-basement and search "
the tunnels for the boy.

"I'm sorry I caused you all that trouble. I didn't |
understand." Brian leaned back against the frigid brick, his eyes

I
"She did," Vincent said softly. "But I would like you to tell

me in your own words, if you can." •

"Well..." Brian fidgeted, concentrating on scuffing one
sneaker against the other. "I just thought... maybe if it wouldn't •
be too much trouble... that sometimes, not very often, I could |
just... just come down and visit, you know?"

"Why?" I

Brian blinked. It hadn't been a challenge; it was simply a
question, asked with a sincerity rarely heard in the world he knew. I
He took a deep breath. "Because I... I miss it. I want to see if •
it's like I remember. I liked you — all of you. You didn't hurt
me, and you could have. You were fair even though I could have •
messed up everything. When I came back, you listened to me when I |
talked. It's different there and I... I want to find out why."

I
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"You've thought about this a great deal?"

Brian ducked his head miserably. "It's stupid, I know. I
caused a lot of trouble." He had a vivid memory of the old man —
"Father" — leaning toward him over his walking-stick, his beard
fairly bristling with alarm and indignation.

"You could have returned, uninvited."

Brian shrugged, wishing for an instant that Vincent wasn't
quite so perceptive. How had he known that? "Well... sure. I
thought about it."

"After all, you knew the way down."

— And it hadn't escaped Brian's notice that the entrance
hadn't been sealed against him. He'd seen that as an indication of
their trust... and as a sort of test. "I wanted to."

"And?"

"One night — after my dad and I had another argument — I
even packed a knapsack. I thought if I could just hide out down
there for a little while. . ." But then he'd remembered what Vincent
had told him — that the tunnel-world was not a place to hide.

"Yet you never came."

"I wanted to," the boy condemned himself. "Boy, I really did.
But I thought, after the last time, that's the first place they'd
look, right? And they'd find out about it — about everybody.
About... you."

The soft voice came out of the dark again. "What did you do
then?"

"I stayed there." He'd sat for a long time behind the door
he'd slammed, trying to hate his father... and instead, found
himself trying to imagine how unhappy the man must be. It was
strange, and a little scary, to realize for the first time that a
parent could be frightened or unsure. "I came out, and we talked.
It's been getting better, since then."

"You're becoming a family again, the two of you."

Brian lifted his head. "I guess. It's not easy, though."

"No," Vincent agreed, "it isn't easy." He tilted his head,
and Brian could see his blue eyes glitter in the passing head-
lights. "But you've kept our Secret."

"Mouse was right. It gets easier... gets better." His
awareness of that world beneath the city was a feeling he carried
around with him all the time now; a feeling of being special
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somehow, of being certain of something his friends couldn't begin I
to imagine. Even if he could never go back, it was worth it —
just to be able to carry a feeling like that around with him. He
shrugged again. "I guess Father'11 probably never let me come I
back." It was almost — not quite — a question. I

"You could ask him." •

"Ask him?!" The boy couldn't hide his surprise.

Yes, ask him. That is," Vincent went on, "if you're •
s . » " •

I
I

serious.

"Well — yeah." Brian's eyes were popping. "But ask him.,
how? "

"I've suggested to him that the Council call a meeting. You
remember the Council?"

Brian remembered a lot of grownup faces, reflecting varying
degrees of worry and alarm. "Sure." I

"Can you arrange to come tomorrow evening? Without getting
into trouble?" •

"You mean without my dad sending everybody but the Coast Guard
down after me?" He grinned. "I think he's got a dinner-date, and _
I usually go to the early show with the guys on friday nights. I I
can cancel out. Nobody'11 miss me." His heart was starting to *
race with excitement at the thought.

Vincent nodded, satisfied. "Then Catherine and I will be •
waiting for you Below the entrance... tomorrow night."

"You'll both be there? At the meeting, I mean?" I
"We think you've proven your trustworthiness." Vincent

reached out to once again clasp the boy's shoulder, reassuringly. 8
"I'll speak on your behalf." •

"Thanks," Brian blurted, as the tall figure began to move down •
the alley.

"Tomorrow night," came the reply.

no

I

I

I
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CHAPTER NINE

"But what if Father finds out?" worried the first young voice
-- Geoffrey's -- echoing clearly down the nursery corridor.

The words surprised Naomi, who'd been on her way there to find
him, to a standstill just outside the door.

"Father's not going to find out," said a second voice --
Kipper's -- a little scornfully. "It's hours till suppertime, and
most of the grownups won't be eating with us anyways. They've got
some kind of a Council-thing tonight. I bet we won't even be
missed."

Naomi edged nearer, enthralled. She couldn't tell how many of
them were assembled there, unseen; the large nursery-chamber, which
served as a dormitory for a dozen-or-so parentless tunnel-children,
was a natural gathering place for all of them. But now the boys
were talking about doing something exciting, something forbidden;
she could feel it in her bones.

"Geoffrey's right," Samantha said doubtfully. "We could get
in big trouble if they find out."

"Scaredy-catsI"

"I'll go," said a fourth voice, at once.

"Eric," Samantha scolded.

"Well, I will." Eric often felt the need to prove himself to
the older boys. "I want to hear it too."
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"And the music," he went on.

even blowing."

"How about tomorrow?" asked another voice, also hesitant.

Ill
"Me too," came the voice of a boy named Julio. Others agreed 1

-- voices Naomi recognized as Marie's, Louis', Lana's; nine- and
ten-year-olds, every one. •

"C'mon, Samantha." Kipper's voice was full of the per-
suasiveness of real longing. "It's Spanish guitarl" Father called
them "minstrels"; these itinerant musicians, usually young, I
sometimes homeless, playing beautifully for nickels in odd corners •
until the police hurried them along... "Take a look at this.
Yesterday there were fliers." The crackle of crisp paper sounded •
in the chamber. |

"Can I have it?" asked someone (dark-haired Sara, perhaps). •

"Finders keepers," Kipper said. It was the kind of answer ™
that would've earned him a sharp look from Father, had the
patriarch been present. "But there's more Up Top." I

A shuffling and uneasy silence.

I
"Why didn't you ask yesterday? Mary or Brooke or somebody

probably would've been glad to take us -- " I

A chorus of protest drowned out this common-sense approach.
This live, informal concert in the park had become a kind of •
forbidden fruit, a spur-of-the-moment adventure they all could |
share. Having a grown-up chaperone would take half the fun out of

I"But it's winter."

"Aw, it isn't cold up there today," Kipper scoffed. "It's not I
blowina." •

I
"The guy will only be there today, this afternoon. See? It

says right there. Tomorrow will be too late." •

"We could just stay till it gets dark," Geoffrey suggested.
From his voice, Naomi could tell he'd already been won over.

Samantha, too, was running out of objections. "Well..." •

"C'mon, don't be such a goody-two-shoes," Kipper cajoled. •
"Nobody's going to find out." |

Samantha hated to be called a goody-two-shoes, even though (or _
especially because) she knew that sometimes it was true. "We'll be I
back before supper?"

Naomi, outside, knew she was wavering. So did Kipper. "They •
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won't even miss us," he promised.

"Okay," Samantha agreed; still doubtful, but unable to bear
the thought of being left out. Like all the tunnel folk she loved
music, and a free performance Above was a temptation even she found
difficult to resist. "But we have to leave now if we're going to
get back in time. What about the little kids?"

"No little kids," he said emphatically. "That would get us in
trouble all right, if we took any of them along."

"Yeah, just us," said Eric -- easily the youngest present.

There was a murmur of general agreement. It was understood
among them that getting into a little mischief yourself was one
thing; involving the little kids was something else, and a lot less
likely to be overlooked.

"Besides," Geoffrey added, "we do have to get back before
suppertime."

"Yeah," Louis nodded. "They'd just slow us down."

"Would not!" cried Naomi -- and quite forgetting herself, she
burst through the doorway.

A shocked silence greeted her.

"You can't go," Kipper said flatly, recovering first. "You're
too little."

She stuck out her chin. "I'm getting bigger and bigger."

He shook his dark head. "You wouldn't be able to keep up."

"I would sol" She looked to Geoffrey and Eric; expectantly at
first, and then pleadingly. The two had become her unlikely
mentors here, for usually they didn't mind a tomboy tag-along -- or
the neverending nuisance of trying to keep her out of trouble.

But they avoided her eyes, which grew hut with hurt and the
awareness of betrayal.

"Maybe it wouldn't be so bad if she came," said a thin boy of
Chinese heritage, who hadn't been among them very long. He combed
nervous fingers back through straight black bangs, the need to
please softening his dark eyes. "What would be so bad?"

"She can't come with us, Jimmy; we'd get in all kinds of
trouble," said Samantha -- the very voice of reason. "Naomi, it's
a long way and it's cold outside -- "

"Kipper said it isn't even blowing!"
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"It's not polite to eavesdrop," Samantha frowned, realiz- |

ing the littler girl must have overheard everything. "You know
Vincent wouldn't like it." _

"He wouldn't like what you're doing either!" ™

Nine children exchanged uneasy glances. True was true. •
Vincent wouldn't like what they were doing... and Father was I
certain to like it a whole lot less. The question was, would she
tattle? Naomi had changed since her stormy first days here, but •
when she got mad she might do anything. •

"Come on, Naomi," Geoffrey said. "If you're good I promise to
play checkers with you after we get back." I

She shook her stubborn head. It was on the tip of her tongue
to say, "I'll tell!" — but Geoffrey was waiting with soft brown •
eyes for an answer, so instead she said, "But I want to go with |
you. "

"You can't," Louis said impatiently. I

"This is our thing," Julio shrugged. "No little kids
allowed." I

"Who says!"

"We do," Kipper told her. |

"You're not the boss of me!" _

"You can't come with us, Naomi," Lana spoke up. "And if you ™
tell -- "

"Naomi's no tattle-tale," Eric defended her. "Are you? You |
wouldn't tell on us, would you?"

She bit her lip, enjoying the fleeting feeling such leverage I
gave her. "Well..." "*

"Naomi, if you tell," Kipper said solemnly, "we'll never take I
you anyplace with us, ever again." •

She gasped, her little power blasted. "That's not fair!" •

"We let you tag along all the time, don't we? And there's
lots of places we're going to go, other times. But if you tell, •
we'll remember." It was a kind of emotional blackmail -- but no I
worse, he supposed, than the threat of her ratting on them.

Kipper glanced around the chamber, stirring up a murmur of I
support, ignoring Geoffrey's uneasy frown. "We'll take everybody •
else, all the little kids -- except you." He didn't really mean
it, but she was too young to know that. •
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Besides, you couldn't just let the little kids do whatever
they wanted. If that happened they'd be dodging traffic Topside or
bobbing for blind cave fish every time you turned around. The
older kids had a responsibility.

Naomi stood there glaring, lower lip pushed out and her little
fists clenched at her sides. The big kids got to do a lot of fun
things, and "never" was a long, long time. She remembered the
three days of punishing Silence once imposed on her by the
children's council -- these children — and was sure they would do
as they said.

"Promise you won't tell," he insisted. If she didn't, and
soon, he knew the others would begin to lose their nerve. "You can
go some other time, but not if you don't promise. Besides, this is
a really big secret, and you'll be the only one who knows."

And just when they thought she might be about to burst into
noisy tears, her resistance seemed to crumble. "Okay."

"You swear?"

"I swear," she muttered, scowling at the ground.

"Okay," Kipper said, "let's go!"

"Thanks, Naomi," Geoffrey said warmly as he followed the rest
away; but she only frowned all the more fiercely. When they'd gone
she raised her chin and looked after them. She could hear the
echoes of their laughter fading in the corridor, and took a step
after them. She'd promised not to tell; but she hadn't promised
not to follow, and it would serve them right.

They had to be back before supper. That suited Naomi just
fine, and she smiled as she ran to her own chamber to get her coat.
She'd been assigned to her new chores less than a week, and didn't
want to risk a scolding by being late. But since these were the
children she was supposed to be helping — well, if they were back
on time then she would be too.

It never even occurred to her not to tag along. A picture of
Vincent's face, stern and sad if he found out, flickered through
her mind. But... she'd promised him she wouldn't go Above alone,
at night. It was still daylight out, and she'd be going with the
others -- sort of -- whether they knew it or not.

She wondered fleetingly if this was what Catherine called a
techni... techni... She shrugged it off. To a five-year-old, such
adventure could only be an irresistable temptation.

In the excitement of their own departure, as they tiptoed past
known sentry-posts and through ascending levels parkward, none of
the older children noticed the little scuttling sounds in the
tunnel behind them. Nor did any of them glimpse the small silent
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shadow trailing almost at their heels.

Naomi, hidden in her brushy alcove, hugged her knees with
delight as the young man began gathering up his sheet-music. The
sun was setting; the audience he'd drawn began to scatter, reluc-
tantly, along the hillside. Some of them called out thanks or
dropped coins into his open guitar-case as they left.

The music had been wonderful. Naomi had never in her life
heard anything like it. A shivery waterfall of notes had come
pouring out of his instrument, and made her forget the chill for
better than an hour. She still seemed to feel it singing in her
blood. Not something you could sing exactly, but better almost.
Now that he'd finished, the ground she was sitting on seemed
prickly and hard for the first time but it didn't matter, she
didn't care -- it was worth it.

The little, separate group of tunnel-children was stirring
too, she noticed. She'd chosen her vantage-point carefully, behind
and off to one side, so that she could watch them and still listen
unobserved. Once they started back, she planned to fall in behind
-- at a safe distance.

It had been easy, she thought smugly. They thought they were
so smart — but they never thought anybody might follow them up
from Below. The only part that had worried her was getting out the
drainage-tunnel exit itself. They opened the secret door and the
gate, filed out, and closed them again; and she had to wait until
they were away and out of earshot, before she could work the levers
inside and out for her own escape. Then she had to run to catch
up, for if she'd lost sight of them she would never have been able
to find the concert-place.

She'd have to exercise the same sort of caution, going back.

They were leaving now, their departure as unobtrusive as their
presence had been. Tunnel-children very early became experts at
such stealth, and they slipped away through the trees without the
noisy rough-housing that would have characterized any such group of
young Topsiders.

It was a long way back through the fading light. They were
quick, and Naomi had to hurry to keep L.p. But she had the
advantage here, and skipped through the park several hundred yards
behind. Every dozen-or-so steps saw her break into a little
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softshoe in the crackly grass. The music in her head carried her
along; she wondered if everybody always felt this way afterwards.

— But she couldn't ever ask, and find out. For the first
time she realized what it would mean, not to be able to share this
adventure. The others could talk to each other, but who could she
tell? No one.

Not even Vincent.

That stopped her in her tracks. Even then, she could hear the
notes rippling on inside her. Vincent always knew everything --
would he somehow "see" the music in her too?

The thought of his face, stern and sad, returned. A little
panicked, Naomi looked up to find that the other children had
passed from view and that she was alone in the gathering dusk.

She bolted. She was pretty sure of the way from here, but
would feel better keeping them in sight...

And she was running full-tilt round a bend in the path, trying
to catch up, when it happened.
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CHAPTER TEN

"... And so, Brian, you have heard about some of what is
involved in becoming our Helper. It is a serious responsibility —
one we would not normally infer on someone of your years." In his
attempt to impress their guest with the gravity of the occasion,
Father fairly glared across the table at the young man. "However,
we have all agreed that your situation is rather a unique one."

"Now stop intimidating the boy, Father," Sarah scolded. "I
think he's more than proven his reliability."

There were nods throughout the large chamber, followed by
murmurs of concurrence.

"He's kept his promise," Pascal pointed out.

"Kept the Secret," Mouse agreed.

Father darted him a look designed to remind him that he was
merely an observer here. Mouse cheerfully ignored it.

"He found Naomi and brought her to Catherine," Mary put in.

"That was quick thinking," Cullen said.

Old Sam added, "Good instincts."

" — And don't think we're not grateful," Father said hastily,
as Brian began to glow with the unexpected praise. "It is simply
my intention to... "
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Catherine, sitting quietly by Vincent's side on the outskirts I
of the group, gave him a sidelong glance. Oddly enough he didn'
seem to be giving the proceedings his full attention. His brow was
furrowed, his eyes distant. Catherine had noticed this attitude of
distraction several times during the past hour.

"Father?"

I
He'd spoken simply, eloquently on Brian's behalf; and after _

Catherine had offered an abbreviated account of the boy's help in I
recovering the errant Naomi, they'd retired to the background to •
listen to the discussion. They'd been ready to offer their support
should Brian seem to require it; but so far he'd handled the •
Council's questions with surprising aplomb, and a disarming 1
honesty.

Now Catherine touched Vincent's arm and, leaning nearer, I
whispered, "What is it?"

He started; turned to stare at her. I

"Vincent?"

His voice too, when he answered, was a whisper. "I'm sorry. |
I was ..."

"Far away," she nodded. "Is something troubling you? You I
seemed preoccupied." •

"Something... I'm not sure." His muscled forearm, beneath •
her fingers, was tense; and he seemed about to rise when a voice I
came unexpectedly from the door.

I
Jacob Wells looked up to find a large, light-bearded man

scowling in the doorway. "Ah, William," he said with some •
surprise. The tunnel-world chef was a graceful man for his size, *
and one rarely heard him coming. "You're rather late. Everything
all right in the kitchen?" For only some sort of problem there •
would have caused the master-chef to be late for Council. "We |
started without you; I hope you don't mind."

William came down the short stair almost hesitantly, shaking I
his head; but plainly that was not what he'd come to talk about.
Father saw his friend's eyes sweep the assembled company.
"William, is there something amiss?" I

"Well..."

"Has Arthur been in the pantry again?" the elder asked |
shrewdly, bringing chuckles all around. He well remembered the
last Friday night William had come to him with such a face. On _
that night Mouse's pet raccoon had been discovered, belching •
sleepily, on a trayful of fragrant crusts — all that remained of ™
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the several loaves of challah-bread William baked weekly for the
Jewish families living Below; and which he had, all unsuspecting,
left to cool unguarded. It hadn't been Arthur's first such trans-
gression, and it required most of the evening and all Father's
diplomacy to smooth William's ruffled feathers. Even so, Mouse had
avoided the kitchen for a week until William himself, unable to
bear it any longer, had lured him back with a barrage of sticky
desserts designed to appeal to the boy's infamous sweet-tooth.

But William was shaking his head, with no sign of amusement at
being reminded of a story they all enjoyed. "I just sent the
children out with the sentries' dinners."

"Yes... and?"

"And Naomi wasn't with them."

Catherine heard her own gasp of alarm echoed by others; felt
Vincent, beside her, ready to come to his feet.

William went on, "I thought... maybe you'd given her some
other little chore?"

"No, I haven't." Rising, Father removed his spectacles and
pocketed them. Now he understood his friend's hesitation. After
a precarious beginning Naomi had become a particular favorite of
William's, and the man would be loathe to get her into trouble.

"What does this mean?" Brian asked, looking from one worried
face to another.

"It means," Father said grimly, "that once again the child is
not where she is supposed to be."

"William," Vincent said urgently, "hadn't any of the other
children seen her?"

"Not since this afternoon, Eric says."

"Have you alerted the pipechamber?"

"Not yet. I thought I'd come to Father first... just in
case. "

"Well," the elder mused, "I suppose she could be caught up in
some childish pursuit. You know how easily they lose track of the
hours..."

William scowled worriedly into his beard. While it was true
that most children enjoyed a rather elastic sense of time, both men
knew that in Naomi's case this rarely extended to missing a meal.

"Mary?"
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The woman started up, her pale brow furrowing with concern.
"The last time I saw her — this afternoon — she was on her way to
the nursery to find Geoffrey. I haven't seen her since." She
turned, only to find Sarah, Pascal, Rebecca and the others shaking
their heads as well.

Vincent was on his feet and moving toward the door, with
Catherine close behind.

"Where could she go?" Brian asked.

Father turned distractedly, as though he'd forgotten the
teenager's presence for a moment. "Anywhere... everywhere.
Pascal, go back to the pipechamber, if you would, and put out the
word — an enquiry only, you understand. We don't want a general
alarm just yet; we'd only like to know where the child is, who's
she's with." Pascal's young first-assistant could have been
notified from here, of course, but Father wanted a responsible hand
on the pipes. "And send Zack back here, to escort Brian back to
the surface, will you?"

"No way!" Brian exclaimed, causing Pascal to turn, blocking
the door. "I can help. I mean, that's what Helpers do, right?"

"I'm sorry, Brian, we're going to have to suspend the
proceedings — "

"But you need me to help look."

"Need everyone," Mouse nodded emphatically.

Father scowled. "Mouse — "

"Take a vote," Mouse shrugged. "Now. Make him a Helper —
Yes or no."

"Mouse, you re not a member of the Council," Father remon-
strated, beginning to regret his impulsiveness in letting the boy
sit in. "This is hardly the time -- "

"He -- uh, he had my proxy," William said gruffly and
unexpectedly. "I second the motion. Vote now — "

"And get the search underway," Father sighed. "Yes, by all
means. All those in favor -- "

Hands shot up all over the chamber.

"He helped the child before," Sarah pointed out, in her
practical way. "By all rights he's a Helper already."

"All right," Father nodded, running one hand back through
tousled gray hair. "Brian, you are now a Helper — by popular
demand, apparently. You can help us search, but since you don't
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know the tunnels, you're to stay close to Mouse — and Mouse,
you're not to lose sight of him, not even for a moment, do you
understand? Bad enough to misplace one child — we don't want to
risk losing another..."

Catherine, hurrying to keep up with Vincent's longer stride,
heard their voices fading behind them.

123



!

CHAPTER ELEVEN

The child lay absolutely still in the white metal bed. It had
bars around it, their very presence a barrier and a warning. In
truth it was no more than a common institutional crib, but Naomi
didn't know that; to her it looked, and felt, like a kind of cage.

If she were to sit up, the bars would still be higher than her
head... but she didn't sit up. Only her eyes moved, searchingly,
up and down the long white room.

They called it "the ward." And though it was late the place
wasn't nearly dark enough, so she could see a lot of other beds
like hers in it — an identical row down each side. Every time a
child in one of them stirred, a nurse in the alcove by the door
would look their way, or pad down the middle of the room in her
quiet white shoes... So Naomi didn't move.

It wasn't the ride upstairs that had frightened her -- not
like the trip in the ambulance had. After all, she'd been on an
elevator once before, at Catherine's, hadn't she? But the first
thing she'd done, on being wheeled in here, was to look for grates
or drain-covers in the shiny-tile floor. And she hadn't seen a
single one. So there wasn't anyplace for him to come up through. . .
even if he found out where she was.

Her head hurt. She wanted to cry, but crying would surely
bring the nurse, so she held it in till the ache in her throat made
her forget the other pain. And she was shivering — not outside
where they could see, but inside where it mattered. It wasn't a
chill; the sheets and blanket were thin and slippery and not like
her patchwork quilt Below, yet she was warm enough.
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But downstairs they'd taken her clothes and, ignoring her I

protests, had put her forcibly into a stiff, unfriendly nightie
that fastened up the back, out of reach. She didn't know what
they'd done with her things. I

"We would have taken her over to City Hospital," the young
policeman explained, "except for all that construction. Even with •
the sirens it would've taken us an hour to get through." I

But the head nurse, ignoring him, was holding up the odd _
patched tunnel-coat for everyone in the pediatric ER to see. "Look I
at this rag," she exclaimed. And it was obvious the rest of the ™
child's clothing was in the same state.

"No," said another, more observant; and she pointed out that 1
while the garments were certainly hand-me-downs, each had been
carefully hemmed up and mended. «

"Still pretty weird-looking if you ask me," said the first.
Pulling the privacy-curtain around the examining bed she paused,
hands on her hips, to study the little figure sitting huddled I
before her. •

For Naomi, there was a cloudy memory of being in another such
place, in another time... when her mother was still alive, and she
or Naomi had been hurt somehow. Rick had been alive then too, and
he was always hurting them. "I'm sorry, Nomie, I'm sorry," she _
seemed to remember Mama crying, it wasn't clear — only the blank I
white walls reminded her, and the nose-burning smells — but the B

very vagueness of it made it less a memory than a sensation
returning now to frighten her. She made herself as small as she •
could under the bright lights, but could still feel everyone I
watching her with their fast, hard Topsider eyes.

"Where could she have come from?" the nurse went on. "Where
are her folks?"

In fact he'd knocked her flat. In his mind he could still
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"No folks," said the young policeman. "At least, none that I I
could see. I found her in the park. — Well, I kind of ran over- •
top of her."

"Not with your car?!" |

"No, no," he said, with a kind of boyish diffidence they knew m
would fade with years and experience. "There's a purse-snatcher I
been working the park. He got another one tonight and we were
trying to head him off, my partner and me — he had the car." He
considered trying to impress them with the intricacies of the I
pincer-movement strategy, then thought better of it. "Anyway, I •
came running down the footpath one way and I guess she was running
the other, and we blind-sided each other there at the turn... She •
got the worst of it, I'm afraid." |

I
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hear the sound of her head hitting the pavement, and thought he'd
probably hear it for a long while yet. She was out cold when he
reached her; and her nose, which he guessed he'd caught with one
bony high-pumping knee, was already spurting.

He'd radioed his partner, breaking off the pursuit; and
kneeling there by the little girl, he'd looked around for any sign
of an irate parent, a babysitter, a playmate — anyone. But nobody
had come forward in answer to his shouts. He'd waited there
helplessly, full of guilt and outrage and disbelief. What was a
child this young doing, running around in the park all by herself?

By the time she'd regained consciousness the rescue squad was
following his partner up the nearest access road, the sirens of
both vehicles going full-blast. And he'd never seen a child as
frightened as she was then. She'd fought him — tried to run
despite the dizziness that made him sure he'd given her a
concussion. And though she'd cried for help, she wouldn't say a
word about who she was or where she belonged.

He'd tried to explain that she was hurt, that he couldn't just
let her run away, that Central Park was dangerous at night; but as
he told the nurses now, she'd been like a wild thing.

"Probably a street-child," shrugged the second nurse — the
one who'd noticed the careful needlework. She finished gently
sponging the dried blood from her patient's swollen upper lip.
There was a bleeding goose-egg on the back of the head as well,
marked by a gash not large enough to need stitching, although it
would require attention too. "Abandoned, or worse."

"Oh, no," said the young cop, who'd never seen Manhattan
before leaving upstate New York. "Not as young as this."

"As young as this," Nurse One said sharply. "You're in New
York, now, honey. Believe it. These kids are everywhere. If
they're lucky they can live by just stealing." She caught the
child's eye for the first time and said, "You steal things?"

Naomi was stung by the question. She'd been good about that,
Below, for weeks and weeks — and anyway, she remembered something
Mouse had said. "Not stealing," she said defensively. "Taking."

"See?" said the woman, drily. "I bet somebody's had her
picking pockets all over the park. You sure this wasn't your
purse-snatcher?"

The young man scowled, put off by her seeming flippancy at
something he thought ought to have disturbed her more. The nurses
exchanged knowing glances. Between the two of them, they'd seen
just about everything; babies like this abandoned, addicted, bought
and sold, beaten and brutalized... Hadn't the Steinberg tragedy
been acted out not four blocks from here — and hadn't that child
come dying through these very doors? You learned to deal with that
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kind of thing fast, or you weren't much good to the victims or I
anybody else. This officer was hardly more than a boy himself, but
he'd learn too or he wouldn't last long...

He asked, "She going to be all right?" — for his partner was •
waiting outside, and they didn't have all night.

"I think so," said Nurse Two. "Her pupils seem to be equal
and reactive, she's not seeing double — even her nose has stopped
bleeding." _

He sagged with relief. She'd bled a lot for such a little •
kid, and even after she'd come to, he thought he might have
seriously injured her. •

"He got you pretty good, though, didn't he, honey?" The nurse
tipped the child's face up to the light, thinking that later some •
ice would do a lot toward bringing that lip down. "What's your I
name?" "

Silence answered her. The cop said, "She won't tell you. I
Believe me, I tried." «

"You have to tell us," the nurse said, "or how can we call •
your folks to come and take you home? You want to go home, don't |
you?"

The child looked up at the woman, her expressive blue eyes •
full of a wordless pleading. Of course she wanted to go home -- of
course she did! It was the only feeling bigger than her fear. But
what could she tell them? What was there that she could safely •
say? I

"Do you know your telephone number?" •

She had phone numbers — Helpers' numbers — and might have
blurted them out right then, had panic not banished every one of _
them from her mind. I

"She yelled for help in the park," the man remembered. "She
called for somebody named Vince. No — ^Vincent.'" •

The child's gasp brought all eyes back to her.

Naomi hadn't remembered that. She'd been hurt, and
hysterical, but she shouldn't have called Vincent's name -- not
where Topsiders could hear. _

"Well, we can talk about it later," the nurse said briskly, •
seeing her fright and not understanding it. She nodded the
policeman toward the exit, and watched him reluctantly leave them. •
"Let's get you out of that nasty sweater and into something clean, |
okay?"
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Naomi fought them, first as they took her tunnel-clothes and
dressed her in a hospital gown; and again when they tried to attend
to the cut on her scalp. She bit one nurse on the wrist, and both
woman were showing signs of wear by the time a harried young doctor
appeared.

"You can do better than that," he snapped, dodging one small
flailing leg. "Hold onto herl" He was well into his twenty-four
hour shift, and on Friday nights the action in the Emergency Room
started early. He already had a feverish infant, a blood-spattered
superficial knife-wound, and two addicts with needle-abcesses lined
up in the waiting room.

He glanced over her sparsely-detailed chart, then double-
checked her pupilary reactions for himself with a pocket pen-light.
He bade her grip his thumbs hard with both little hands in order to
confirm her equal grasp. He tapped her knees with a rubber hammer,
and wasn't much pleased when her foot shot out and dirtied the
sleeve of his white lab-coat. His announcement that an X-ray
wasn't going to be necessary brought a sigh of relief all around.
After their struggle just to get their patient undressed, neither
woman relished the thought of trying to hold her immobile for that.

Naomi was a little reassured by the sight of his stethescope.
Father had a thing like that, and it might be cold but it wasn't
dangerous. "Okay," the doctor said finally, pocketing it again,
"let's get started."

All Naomi remembered, later, was the suffocating terror of her
own helplessness as they worked. As a team they were swift and
skilled, for they dealt with hysterical children every day. But no
one explained, as they held her down, that they were only clipping
a little hair away from the site of the injury; and they didn't
warn her about the medicinal sting that came before they applied
the small adhesive bandage.

When the doctor learned that she might be a street-child, he
ordered that blood be taken too as a matter of course; and when
Naomi asked if it would hurt, he told her No.

But it had hurt.

She cried then, not from the pain but because they'd lied to
her... and because she knew that Father wouldn't have.

It seemed so long since she'd been handled this way —
unfeelingly, as though she were a thing — that she'd almost
forgotten how it felt. When they took their hands away she tore at
the bandage in a rage; and the doctor, his patience rapidly
fraying, had ordered something called "sleeve restraints."

Now she lay very still upstairs in the strange, barred bed,
each of her elbows fitted with a snug elastic sheath meant to hold
her arms out straight; to keep her hands away. "To keep you
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honest," the doctor had smiled, humorlessly. "They won't hurt."

And they didn't. But she couldn't even scratch her nose if it
itched. . . And inside she burned with the indignity of it, a
feeling for which she didn't yet even have words.

The heavy door by the nurse's station had swung shut with a
hushed and terrifying finality. There was a little webbed window
near the top of it, but from here Naomi could neither see nor hear
anything outside. She had no sense of anything at all beyond this
big white room.

White. . . and quiet. It was suddenly overwhelming, and she was
filled with a desperate longing — a longing for the muted tapping
of the pipes in the corridor outside her own bedchamber. It was a
sound often taken for granted Below, but one which connected her
with everyone there... with life... with her whole adopted world.
It was a sound that told her, more than anything else, that she was
not alone.

Furtively now beneath the coverlet, with all the care she
could muster, Naomi began shrugging one arm up and down against her
side. Inch by inch she worked the elastic sheath down toward her
wrist, freeing her elbow. It took a long time. When she could
bend her arm once more, it wasn't the bandage at the back of her
head she reached for. Instead she shifted closer to the bars and,
with one fingernail, she softly tapped out Vincent's name.

One anxious glance told her the nurse hadn't heard, or wasn't
paying attention. Naomi tapped it out again... and again. Knowing
this time it wasn't going anywhere, she needed to do it anyway.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Anxious murmuring filled the air, almost drowning out the
pipes' strident message. Father's library-chamber was packed from
one end to the other; tunnelfolk in daywear and night-clothes
crowded the upper level, the available chairs below, the doorway
and the corners. Most of the littlest children had long since been
fed and put to bed but all the rest were here, whispering on the
spiral stair and round the table. It would, everyone knew, have
been impossible to exclude them; if ordered to bed they would only
have crept back, stealthy as mice, to eavesdrop from the corridor.
And this was, after all, their world too; they had a right to hear
about matters which affected it.

"Quiet, please. Everyone?" Jacob Wells entered leaning
heavily on his stick. Vincent followed closely behind, shrugging
himself out of his cloak and laying it aside as Catherine appeared
behind him in the doorway.

Vincent reached out an impulsive hand as his parent made his
way, with stoic difficulty, down the several steps to the main
level.

"It's all right, Vincent, thank you..." Inwardly he cursed
the arthritic hip that was already beginning to punish him for this
evening's activity. Sarah hurriedly vacated his chair and he sank
into it gratefully, without the characteristic demur. Into the
expectant hush he said, "As most of you know, we've declared an
xall quiet' on the pipes while Pascal and Zack send the alarm out
to those living in our farthest reaches, and to Helpers connected
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with the system. Those of you who were able to assist with the I
search... thank you." ™

The signs and smudges of that effort were everywhere evident, I
on faces and clothing alike. Andrew had directed a hunt through I
the multi-level galleries off the Chamber of the Winds; and
William, Father knew, had gone through every one of his cold- •
storage rooms half a dozen times. No one who hadn't grown up in I
the tunnels could have dared the Maze without getting lost, but
Rebecca and Sarah had searched as far as possible in the time
allowed. I

Mouse, he saw, had returned from his search of the rims and
bridges of the Whispering Gallery, which was located near his own •
chamber and onto which several of those deeper levels opened; |
weariness had settled like bruises beneath the young man's eyes.
His companion, too, looked exhausted. •

"Brian," Father said, "it's getting late, and since you may be
missed -- "

The boy shook his head. "My father will be out pretty late. •
He told me not to wait up. I can stay a while longer."

"There's no sign of her anywhere, Father?" I
He looked to the speaker, whose face was showing signs of _

strain and tears, her faded brown hair coming out of its bun in a I
dishevelled halo. "I'm sorry, Mary, no. But as far as can be *
ascertained, she didn't wander into the Maze or the Catacombs.
None of the pools or falls show any... any sign, and I don't •
believe she would have gone near the Abyss." He saw that the word •
was like a blow to her and was sorry; but it was a possibility that
had to be considered. Two decades before, when 14-year-old Devin •
had run away without so much as a word or a note of farewell, the £
fear that the boy might have fallen into the great chasm had
weighed upon them all for months afterwards. _

Tonight there was no sign of any such disaster; no lichen torn *
free along the edge of the Abyss, and no small footprints leading
through the sand toward (but not away from) the pools below the •
Falls... Yet as careful as the tunnelfolk tried to be, they'd had |
their share of falls and drownings through the years.

But rarely at the cost of one of the children, despite their p
adventurousness. Everyone was so conscious of the difficulties
posed by living in this special environment. And since Mary's
arrival among them more than eighteen years earlier, she'd made the I
care of the tunnel-children her particular province. Father knew "
that any threat to the little ones affected her profoundly... as
indeed it did all of them. "Mary," he said gently, as Sarah went 1
to her friend, "we saw no indication she'd been involved in any |
sort of -- of accident."
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"Then where could she be?" Rebecca broke in, her smock still
stippled with multicolored candlewax.

"Yes, where?" demanded Olivia, echoing the fear of other young
mothers in the gathering. Her Luke was walking now, which
increased the risk to him a hundredfold. Fortunately her husband
Kanin would be returning to them soon from his year Above; it would
take both of them, she knew, to keep an active toddler safe from
harm. But the danger of losing a child — anyone's child — struck
close to home. "There must be some trace, a clue..."

Father looked around the large chamber, noting with special
awareness the other young parents present. Melissa, standing
nervously with husband Andrew; fair-haired Lena, cradling small
sleeping Cathy in her arms; gentle Sally, whose shy toddler CeeCee
had been made wakeful by the unrest and now clung wide-eyed to her
mother. . . All of these people depended upon him to keep them safe;
to offer reassurance at moments when — like this — he felt least
sure.

Now, recalling that Naomi had sometimes visited Olivia to play
with Luke, Father said gently, "My dear, that is what we are trying
to discover."

"But if there's no trace of her here, in any of the places
you've searched — "

"If not here," Mouse interrupted, fearfully, "then maybe
someplace else."

"Yes," Vincent said softly, causing all heads to turn. "We
think she went Above."

"Above?" Cullen exclaimed. "How do you know — "

"She appears to have taken her coat," Father said heavily.
"She never puts it on unless she means to go out; and it isn't in
her chamber."

"If she's just gone up into the park," William scowled, "then
she should be — "

"Vincent has looked for her there," Jacob Wells replied. He
did not tell them that by the time he'd discovered the missing
coat, Vincent had already gone to search Above. Catherine, who had
stayed to help with the search Below in order not to slow him down,
told the older man that Vincent had felt from the start that the
child was no longer in tunnels; and that nothing would come of
their search here, however thorough and exhaustive it might be.
They could hardly have not searched, after all. "He's investigated
all her favorite haunts. The Eighty-First Street playground, the
Turtle Pond, Shakespeare's Garden — "

"She is not there," came that soft, oddly distant voice again.
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"The park is empty. If she was there earlier in the evening, she
is there no longer." His restless gaze sought vainly among the
remaining children, as though he still half-expected to see Naomi
elbowing her way through to a spot near him, her upturned face
shining with triumph at so successful a game of hide'n'seek...

Catherine silently took his hand, her own face pale and
smudged with tunnel-earth.

Realization had begun to stir in the silence following
Vincent's words. The child had gone Above. She had not come back.
What could have happened to her up there?

Father's tired blue eyes moved over the assembled company. He
saw fear and imagination take them one by one. All of those not
born Below had had their reasons for abandoning life in the city;
and few of them, himself included, had cause to remember that world
kindly. The possibility of somehow losing a child to Topsider
hands was one they'd lived with, tried to guard against, for years.

"But, Father," came a soft voice from the corner, startling
those nearest. Jimmy's mother was a small, sloe-eyed woman whose
diffidence of manner, like her son's, was a clear reminder of the
abusive husband they'd fled in fear of their lives. Their own
rescue was recent enough that she had no idea how the tunnel-world
might react to such an emergency — or if it was equipped to act at
all. "What will you... we... do?"

"All we can," he said deliberately, denying the helplessness
her life had taught her to expect. "All we can. Do you hear that
tapping upon the pipes?"

She nodded, although he knew she hadn't yet begun to under-
stand more than the most elementary signals.

"Well, that's our way of telling some of our Helpers —
our allies in the world Above — that something's amiss here.
Each one of them will find a way to tell others they know, and all
of them will help in whatever way they can. We have friends
keeping our Secret all over this city, you see, in many walks of
life. One of them may have seen or heard something... or gain
access to some bit of information we might otherwise miss."

"Friends like Catherine," Mouse said hopefully, drawing a wan
smile from her. He had an unshakable faith in her resources, which
had more than once proven invaluable to their world.

"We're not helpless," Rebecca put in, lifting her red head.

"No," Andrew agreed, with all the confidence of youth. "We'll
leave no stone unturned."

"Above or Below," Father nodded. "Which means that, if any of
you has an idea about where Naomi may have gone, or why, or
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overheard any remark she might have made in passing... anything
at all... please tell us now. It's impossible to say what might be
important here. The slightest detail, the merest clue...M

Only Vincent saw the uneasy look flickering among the children
— from Geoffrey to Samantha, from Lana to Julio and, finally, to
Kipper. Only Vincent seemed to feel the fright that rippled
silently through the group. Samantha was pale; Jimmy shrank in his
chair, his black almond eyes fixed on the tabletop. "What is it?"
Vincent asked, finding not a one of them who'd meet his gaze.

At his words Jamie, near the door, picked up on the interplay
as well. "Do you kids know something?" she challenged them.

Vincent silenced her with a
barely-perceptible shake of his
head, as a sharp intake of
breath told him someone had
kicked someone else under
the table. Stepping away
from Catherine, he came
down on one knee before
Eric, who was nearest
and sat with his feet
wound around the legs of
his chair. "Eric?"

The boy's eyes came
up unwillingly, the
anxiety there magnified by
thick lenses.

"Eric," Catherine said
softly, urgently, "if you
children saw or heard some-
thing, you must tell us."

"Even if it's only
something you suspect,"
Father said.

Mary nodded in agree-
ment, her eyes darting
anxiously from boy to girl
among them. "We all know
how Naomi likes to sneak
out sometimes, and play
in the park. If it was
something like that, then
it isn't your fault, any
of you — "

"Yes, it is." Kipper's voice cracked a little as he stood. He
cleared his throat, looking toward Father with dark, haunted eyes.
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"It's my fault."

"Our fault," Geoffrey corrected him, standing too. Pallor
made his freckles look as though they'd been pasted on.

Slowly, one by one, six children followed his example. Among
the adults present there was a stirring of alarm.

Eric glanced around him, then back at Vincent, who still knelt
patiently before his chair. "We didn't mean to do anything
bad," the boy blurted.

"Do you mean," Vincent asked, "that you children know where
Naomi might have gone?"

"Well," Eric hedged, "sort of."

Father leaned forward over his cane, eyes narrowing. "Now
just what do you mean," he demanded, ""sort of?"

I

I
"I got it 1" " 1

"You keep saying that," Jergen said laconically, watching his
partner make his way across the crowded squadroom. "Whatcha vgot' •
this time?" I

Dailey slapped several sheets of paper down on a corner of •
Jergen's desk, which was always clearer than his own nearby. I
"Lookie there."

The detective found himself studying a rap-sheet complete with I
computer-generated photo. "Nice-looking blonde," he said •
guardedly, "even with that eye. Who is she?"

"A part-time hooker and addict, name of Foster. You know the |
Corbin killing I've been working on?"

Jergen pushed the papers back across the desk. "I thought you g
said you were looking for a kid."

"I think I found her." I

"Not there," Jergen scoffed. "That girl's twenty if she's a
day. No way she could leave a handprint that size -- " •

"Especially since she's dead," Dailey agreed, with deliberate
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nonchalance.

"You're smug," Jergen said suspiciously. "Why are you smug?"

Dailey pulled up a swivel-chair, which squealed with familiar
protest as he lowered his burly frame into it. "Look. See the
address? She was Corbin's old lady. She lived there. In fact,
the apartment was in her name. I checked."

Jergen studied the grainy likeness. The face was delicate,
pretty... the expression a little wistful, as though there were
something she didn't quite understand. One of her eyes was swollen
nearly shut. The photo was in black & white; still he knew,
without checking the vital stats column, that those eyes were blue.
With hair that light you always got blue eyes. "How did she die?"

"Beaten... strangled." Dailey tapped the address-line with
one thick forefinger. "Right there."

"And Corbin?"

-- Had a half-dozen witnesses handy to swear he was
elsewhere at the time."

"Neighbors?"

"One of them — an old lady — reported the disturbance, but
nobody saw anything."

"Naturally." Jergen cocked his head. "When was this taken?"

"About a year and a half ago. Some kind of domestic
disturbance. Apparently this guy used to beat up on her
regularly."

"So, if she's dead, how...?"

"How does she fit in? She had a kid, Jerg," Dailey said
triumphantly. "She had a little girl — "Naomi' — who lived with
her. "

Jergen leaned forward. "Where's the child now?"

"That's just it. Nobody seems to know. She seems to have
fallen through the cracks, about the time her mother died."

"How old would she be?"

"Oh, about five. You know, preschool-age."

Jergen shook his head. Not much chance of a child that age
surviving in this city — not on her own.

Dailey said, "See the next page? A couple of months later,
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another disturbance — and Social Services was called in. The
child was showing signs of battering too."

"They didn't remove her?"

"The mother said the boyfriend did it, and he'd moved out —
or so she said. You know how it goes. But look, there's a couple
of conflicting birth-dates for this "Naomi' — like maybe it was a
home birth, and she couldn't remember the exact date."

"Did you call Juvenile?"

"Yeah," Dailey nodded. "And guess what — that little girl's
got a record too."

"For what?"

"Oh, stealing mostly. Food, candy and stuff, as far as I can
tell. They think the mother took to wandering off now and then."

Jergen winced. "And *the cupboard was bare'?"

"You got it. Anyway, hardly anybody could ever catch hold of
the kid long enough to get her in custody. Same thing happened the
night the mother was killed. She wasn't in the apartment when the
cops and paramedics got there; they didn't even know about her.
One of the neighbors pointed her out in the crowd, as they carried
the body out. She was too quick for vem, though."

"She'd had a lot of practice, I guess. The report for that
night, did it describe her? What's she look like?"

The heavy forefinger tapped the woman's photo again. "A lot
like this, I guess."

"You think she knows what happened to her mom?"

"Stands to reason, doesn't it? She lived there too, and she
seemed good and scared afterwards."

Jergen refrained from pointing out that seeing her mother's
body carried out under flashing lights would frighten any child.
"So, months later, when Corbin himself gets it... You think she
saw something?"

"I'm hoping she saw everything. Whatever happened on the roof
that night, started in that apartment."

"Sure of that, are you?"

"As sure as I need to be, for now." Dailey stuck out his
chin, as pleased by this give-and-take as a bulldog challenged to
a tug-of-war. (And Jergen thought now, as he had before, how like
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a bulldog his partner actually was; he wouldn't let go of this
case, or the related Foster killing, until he had something
concrete.) Dailey went on stubbornly, "Damage to the hall door --
that's forced entry. Signs of a struggle, broken lamp, bloodsmear
on the wall, the window wide open, snow on the rug... Hell, the
place had been open all night -- even the beer on the coffee-table
was frozen."

"And this child — "

" -- Could be the key to tie it all together. Remember what
I said about the blood? How much you want to bet she's AB-
negative?"

"So, assuming you're able to get hold of her long enough to
take blood or fingerprint her — which is the only way you're going
to prove she was there that night, for whatever reason — " (and he
didn't want to contemplate the reason) " — you've got to hope
she's even verbal enough to testify to what happened. What about
Social Services? Presumably she's an orphan now. They must have
a file."

"I'm sure they do -- assuming they can find it, and assuming
it isn't sealed against us if they do. You know how those people
are. We'll have to let the Powers That Be battle that out."

"Monday," Jergen said, rising determinedly. "I don't know
about you, but I forgot to eat lunch and I'm starved."

"Well, I cannot tell a lie." Dailey's rugged features creased
in a grin. "I ate that sandwich you had delivered, around
lunchtime."

"Sandwich? I didn't order any — "

"It was somebody else's, then, and they went hungry."

Jergen's movements slowed a little, thoughtfully, as he
reached for his overcoat. But he only said, "It serves them right,
I suppose, for leaving it within six feet of you when you're
hungry. Listen, I'm already two hours past the time I promised my
wife I'd be home, so I'm off."

"Aw, only two hours? Then she's hardly started looking for
you yet."

"Go on, tell me Marge won't be teed off if you're not home
soon."

Dailey cast a reluctant glance toward the nearest meshed
window, which was showing full dark outside. "Well, yeah, I guess
you're right. This is going nowhere till Monday anyway..."

"I'll tell you one thing," Jergen said, pulling a sleek
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I
Christinas muffler out of a drawer. "If that child was in Corbin's 1
apartment that night leaving bloody handprints on the baseboard,
then damn-sure the system doesn't have her in custody anyway...
So, good luck getting your hands on her." I
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

It had been nearly dawn, Saturday morning, when Vincent walked
Catherine back to the Threshold beneath her building. She'd tried
to convince him she was perfectly capable of making her own way
back, but he'd have none of it.

She paused now by the rough brick archway, still holding his
hand. "I hope Brian didn't get into trouble, getting back so
late."

"He was a great help," Vincent said absently.

Catherine could see exhaustion etched into all the lines of
his face. She herself was weary beyond belief, aching top to toe.
"Vincent?" She lifted his hand, pressing her cheek against the
soft-furred knuckles. "We'll find her. It will be all right."

His eyes refocused on her, warmly, and he shifted his grip to
take her hands in both of his. "You should rest."

"Maybe for an hour or so," she agreed, but only to appease.
"Then I'll start making some calls." She was already making a
mental list; park authorities, police, fire and rescue, area
hospitals... She couldn't yet bring herself to think beyond that.
"Most of the bureacracy goes home on weekends, but I may be able to
find something out."

"Be very careful, Catherine."

"I will be."
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"If they're somehow able to connect you with her, and with 1

that night on the roof — " •

"I'll be careful, Vincent. I promise." She wasn't sure just •
how discreet — or how anonymous — she could effectively remain in 1
the course of such enquiries. . . but she knew he was afraid that her
involvement with the child could be used to link her to two _
unsolved deaths at a certain tenement address. Still, what choice I
did she have? To simply return to her apartment, to do nothing but *
wait -- unbearable, unthinkable.

Catherine realized too that even now, he wanted nothing more I
than to resume searching the city -- to search in spite of the
coming daylight, in spite of his own exhaustion — until the child •
was found. I

She saw tears standing in his deepset eyes. "What?" she
whispered. "Tell me." I

"Do you know,' he said softly, "that he used to beat her with
coat-hangers, belts, extension-cords, anything within reach, •
whenever he could catch her." He saw Catherine's eyes widen with |
shock, but went on. "And when she was smaller, her mother would
tie her into her bed before going out." _

"Vincent, Father said she's never told — " ™

"She's told me," he said bleakly. "Sometimes... after she •
dreams." • I

The dreams, Catherine thought — yes, the dreams it seemed he •
could touch, or was touched by. "And you didn't want her exposed |
to that kind of hurt, ever again. I understand."

He drew a deep and shuddering breath that seemed to ease him 1
not at all. "I must get back," he said. "The other children will
be waking soon."

"I'm worried about them too," Catherine sighed. She'd never •
seen Geoffrey and Samantha so upset — or Kipper, the little
rogue, so tortured with remorse. Certainly Eric hadn't been this •
distraught since the night Ellie, his sister, had died. "They feel |
responsible. "

"They'll bear watching," Vincent nodded. "We must take care
to see that that they do nothing... impetuous."

"Trying to help, you mean." She saw him nod once more. There
was a moment of shared and familiar hesitation. Even now she was
torn; even now it was hard to walk away from him.

There was a smudge high on his cheek. Impulsively she
rummaged through her jacket-pockets for a handkerchief. Dampening
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the crumpled linen with the tip of her tongue, she gently wiped the
grime away.

Something in the damp warmth seemed to breach his precarious
defenses; a single tear rolled down his cheek. Catherine, her
smile tremulous, dabbed it away as well.

In another instant his arms had reached out to draw her close.
She pressed her face into the hollow of his throat. "It will be
all right," she murmured loud enough for him to hear, yet knowing
he could feel her moving lips against his skin. "It will be all
right, Vincent. I promise."

Naomi kept her eyes closed for a long time after waking.
Even so it was impossible to shut out the awareness that it was too
light in the room, too light for her to make-believe even for a
moment that this was her own little chamber Below.

She'd slept badly. The nurses, whispering loudly of something
called "concussion," had wakened her several times during the
night. And her head hurt. It ached at the back; and touching her
upper lip with the tip of her tongue, she found it cut inside,
swollen and tender. The salty taste of it reminded her of the
time-before-the-tunnels.

It was morning... and with that came the realization that
Vincent couldn't come for her now, after sunrise. The day
stretched out endlessly ahead, and she kept her eyes tight shut
until the tears went back inside her.

But nothing could keep her from hearing the alien clamor going
on around her. Unfamiliar voices, the clatter of trays and
bedpans, strange children whimpering to themselves...

Even the smells were wrong, here. There was nothing of
beeswax or William's kitchen, no trace of anything warm or
reassuring.

It hadn't been a nightmare. The Bad Thing had happened -- the
thing Father and Vincent and Catherine had all warned her about.
She'd been caught Topside, and she didn't know how to get home.

"Your little girl is over here," she heard someone say; and
her heart leapt. Vincent couldn't come, but maybe Father, or
Catherine -- ! She opened her eyes and saw two women, a large pale
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II
nurse and a bespectacled brown somebody-else, walking toward her I
crib. She closed her eyes on the awful disappointment and ™
pretended hard to be asleep as they began discussing her, almost
overhead. •

"I'm sorry I couldn't get here last night," said the second
voice, sounding worried and apologetic. "I'm on a beeper and •
something went wrong with it -- I never heard about her till this I
morning."

"Well, don't worry about it," said the other, slightly older I
voice. "She would've had to stay the night here anyway. Quite a •
bump on the head she had... but I think she'll be just fine."

The child stole a glance from beneath lowered lashes. She'd |
never seen either of these women before. The not-a-nurse lady took
a firmer grip on her oversized handbag and said, "I understand she _
put up quite a struggle." I

"Yes, she did. I spoke with the two who were on duty in the
ER when she was brought in last night. She's a fighter, all right. •
Runner, too. She tried to get away from them a couple of times -- I
and from the police, earlier, I understand. You're going to have
your hands full." She'd been looking down at the little girl with m
a sort of knowing and proprietary indulgence, and as she turned I
away Naomi lay there hot with resentment under the weight of it.
"Where are you going to take her — Laight Street?"

"For now, anyway. I'll work up a file, and then there'll have •
to be a hearing... No one knows anything about her?"

"Apparently she called for someone named vVincent' in the I
park. See, they made some notes for you. And later, when they
were trying to take blood, she was yelling about KFather.'" •

"vFather'? Not "my father,' or — "

"Nope. "Father' is what she said. You don't suppose she I
meant a priest or somebody?" •

"We'll contact the local religious organizations," the younger •
woman said doubtfully. "Maybe one of them knows something about |
her. Still, from what you said about her clothes and all, it
hardly seems likely she's been living with them..." •

Naomi was listening to all this with shock and a growing
dismay. Bad enough that she'd screamed for Vincent in the park --
she didn't remember calling Father too! The thought horrified her. I
She'd promised to keep the Secret, and already she'd given away her •
two most precious names. Maybe she couldn't be trusted after all.
Maybe every time she opened her mouth, their names would come •
tumbling off her tongue for all the world to hear. |

She made her mind up then. It was a decision made on the
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instant, without forethought, yet with all the wholeheartedness of
which perhaps only children are capable.

"You know," the nurse was saying, "whenever they tried to find
out where she came from or who she belongs to, she clammed right
up. They said she looked scared to death."

"Of who?"

"Good question. You'd think one this young would be holler-
ing for her folks to come take her home as fast as they could get
here, wouldn't you?"

"So... maybe she's afraid to go home?"

"If she has a home." The nurse's voice had a shrug in it.
"Who knows where she's been living. Apparently last night she told
some story about taking things in the park, so we think somebody's
been sending her out there to pick pockets."

"You think she's been abused."

"Oh, we know she has," the older woman replied. "There are
traces of scar tissue on her back. Nothing recent, it's true...
but there's something wrong here, you know?"

For a moment, as Naomi eavesdropped, she forgot her predic-
ament in a flash of scorn. They'd noticed her back, but not the
places where her arm and rib had been hurt so long ago. That had
been her secret until Vincent had found her; yet he and Father had
known about it right away, like magic... like they could see right
down inside her.

"Would you say she's undernourished?" the younger voice asked.

"Well, I think she has been," the nurse agreed. "And she's
small for her age. But whoever's had her lately hasn't been
starving her..."

Naomi felt an indignation that gave way at once to a wave of
awful homesickness. As if William would let anybody starve, within
smelling-distance of his kitchen!

"Why did they have to do blood tests?" came an even younger
voice nearby. Naomi opened her eyes and saw a young girl in a
different uniform, something with stripes on it, addressing the
nurse and the newcomer.

The black woman hesitated; and then said with lowered voice,
"A lot of street-children come in with... with different forms of
venereal disease. Or even AIDS, nowadays."

Naomi didn't know what all that meant; but she saw the
teenager's eyes register shock, and widen above reddening cheeks.
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She looked as though she'd heard something terrible about Naomi,
and the child wondered what it was.

"This little girl tested negative for all of that," the woman
hurried to add, "but we had to be sure."

The nurse looked down just then, and saw her patient watching
them with wide, dark eyes. "Well, hello, Blondie," she said
heartily. "Did you have a good sleep?"

Naomi thought it was a stupid question, and answered with a
look that Father would have known at once and sighed over.

The nurse tried again. "Are you going to be a good girl this
morning, and tell us your name?"

She stared up at them with her lips pressed tight together.
She'd made up her mind. If she couldn't be trusted not to blurt
out bits and pieces of the Secret accidentally, then she wasn't
going to open her mouth to talk at all.

The buxom nurse saw her resolution; perceived it as stub-
bornness, and took it as a personal affront. She was a woman who
thought of herself as a motherly sort, and she didn't trust a child
who refused to recognize this in her.

"Why don't you introduce us," the black woman suggested,
seeing this interplay.

"Sure," said the nurse, but prefaced it with a sniff. "This
is Ms. Burns, from Child Welfare. Ms. Burns, this is... well, I
guess this is Little Jane Doe."

The woman ignored this small attempt at humor. Her prospec-
tive charge, looking a little lost in the big bed, was a tow-headed
little girl of four, perhaps five years of age. Her upper lip was
swollen and contused. Rachel Burns could see no other overt signs
of injury. She recalled that the paperwork described the patient's
eyes as blue; but just now they looked almost violet, and seemed
full of challenge and uncertainty. There was something familiar
about that little face, even shuttered as it was against her now;
something that tickled round the edges of her memory and then, as
she tried to grab hold, was lost again. Could it be that a file
already existed on this child -- was that it? . . . But there were so
many files, so many hundreds of small faces; it was impossible to
memorize them all. "Don't you want to tell me your name?" she
asked kindly.

The child didn't even shake her head in response to the
question.

"Are you sure," Ms. Burns said, turning to the nurse, "that
she understands what we're saying?"
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"She was talking last night," the other woman shrugged. "In
English, and in complete sentences — even if most of it was at the
top of her lungs. Come on, there's some more paperwork in the ER
I can show you. You," she said meaningfully to Naomi over her
shoulder, "eat your breakfast, and I'll be back in a little while
to get you dressed. Ms. Burns brought some new clothes for you,
and as soon as you're released you she'll be taking you along with
her. "

Naomi sat up, heart pounding, as they went out the door. What
did that mean — they had new clothes for her? She already had
clothes! Had they done something with her things?

She remembered when Vincent had first brought her Below, and
she woke up after being sick so long. Her old rags had been washed
but were right there. No one there had stolen anything. It didn't
matter that she'd never worn them again; they were hers and they
were there if she wanted them... and they were still there, safe in
a drawer in her chamber. What had these people done with her good
tunnel-clothes?

Now a man in a white coat came up, pushing a cart; and
settling a tray across her legs, uncovered it with a flourish.

She grimaced at the plateful of underdone, snotty scrambled
eggs. There was a slice of cold toast, too, slathered in con-
gealing butter. Someone had already opened the little cereal box
and poured milk in, and the rice crispies were crispy no longer,
but bloated and soggy-looking.

She knew that Below, the children were being cajoled into
finishing bowls of hot cereal. And William would have remembered
she liked her eggs hard, and jam instead of butter on his home-made
bread. Nothing like this would ever have come out of his kitchen.

The nurse had forgotten about her sleeve-restraints, and if
Naomi hadn't already freed one arm she wouldn't have been able to
eat anyway. Now she rolled the sheath off her other elbow, and
reached for the cup of orange juice.

It didn't really matter about the food; she couldn't eat
although she was suddenly, terribly thirsty. She didn't know that
the sick, weightless feeling in the pit of her stomach was
homesickness, and fear. Longing for the tunnels; and dread at the
thought of leaving here to go to another, stranger place. If they
took her to too many strange places, would it take Vincent longer
to catch up with her?

But he would come; of that she had no doubt. Her chin lifted.
He'd promised that he'd find her... and he would.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

In an office at Number 7 Laight Street, Preplacement Ser-
vices, Rachel Burns glanced covertly over a typewriter at her new
charge. Even with the distortion of that swollen upper lip, the
child still looked familiar to her. Perhaps a little research —
for which she had a great talent, and absolutely no time at all --
would solve the mystery.

Meanwhile, this was a child who was going to bear close
watching.

Leaving the hospital, she'd looked away for only an instant --
and in that split-second of inattention little Jane Doe had darted
out into into Saturday morning traffic and tried, incredibly, to
pull up a sewer-grate.

In a moment of frozen astonishment Burns saw the little girl
nearly r down; heard tires squealing and drivers cursing as the
child, oclivious of the danger, crouched over the grate, her
fingers knotted in the filthy mesh.

Burns had flung herself into the street, nearly spilling her
oversized purse as she yanked the child free and dragged her back
to the curb.

Now little Jane Doe, avoiding the woman's eye, tugged the
collar of her absurd coat closer around her neck in spite of the
warmth of the room. Burns could still see the grime from the grate
marking the tiny fingers.
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Never, in the several years of her experience, could the
social worker recall a child giving her such a fright. 1

And she hadn't simply tried to run away -- she'd tried to pull
up a sewer-grate. What was that supposed to mean? The child's •
stubborn silence gave no clue to her motivation, and it wasn't like |
anything Burns had ever seen before; but everything here seemed
symptomatic of severe emotional problems... problems that —
threatened the child's safety and well-being. From what kind of I
hell had the system accidentally rescued her?

In any event it was going to be a while, Burns thought, before I
she felt comfortable about recommending this new arrival for I
transfer to a foster-home... even had one been available. She
typed her decision onto the form that would, later, be reviewed an
Family Court.

her.

you tell me she came in with one?"

"Well, I don't know, they may already have thrown it out with
everything else -- "

the thin new tee-shirt, but offered its own kind of comfort.

As they left the hospital, Miz Burns let go of her hand for a
moment; and Naomi had run for the grate in the middle of the
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Naomi sat disconsolately in a plastic chair in the corner, •

watching Miz Burns roll forms into a typewriter. •

Back in the hospital, a doctor had come in and, with hardly a •
glance, declared her fit for release. The nurse had returned to |
scold her for not eating breakfast, and to get her dressed. She
came carrying a brown paper bag full of clothes, and they were not _
Naomi's. Tee-shirt, underwear, sneakers and denim jeans... Naomi 1
put up a fight that the rest of the ward-children found vastly •
entertaining; but you couldn't win against a nurse that size, and
in the end neither one liked the other any better for the contest. •

Then "Miz Burns" had come back. She was so neat and trim;
nothing out of place, not a button, not a hair... Naomi couldn't •
decide if she was an older woman who looked young, or a younger one •
who looked a little old. But the three of them had taken the
elevator downstairs; and though Naomi wanted desperately to run _
away, there wasn't a moment when someone's hands or eyes weren't on I
HOT- ~ •

"I couldn't find a coat her size," Miz Burns frowned. "Didn't •

I
But out had come her beloved tunnel-coat, and Naomi had (much

to their surprise) let herself be helped into it. It felt odd over 1
r ho ~t"h •? n r\ot>7 -t-oo — ch •?•!"•(- Vint- of-fo-rorl i1~c niAm V i nH nf i-r^mf rift" . •
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street. But even before the woman pulled her back to the curb,
Naomi had realized that the unforgiving mesh was not going to open
up and let her through.

Was she locked out of Below, forever?

Gulping back tears as she was led firmly away, Naomi had
looked back over her shoulder for a glimpse of the only place that
was now even marginally familiar. There was lettering on the
building, and for the first time Naomi was sorry that she hadn't
learned to read. Not only didn't she know where she was going; but
even if she could call the Helpers, she wouldn't be able to tell
them where she'd been.

Burns, still shaken, felt the child hanging back and turned to
find out why.

All she saw behind them was the front entrance to the old
hospital, and the dingey letters that formed its name,

The required paperwork (Report of Abandonment, initiation of
court remand, and various custody hearing forms) had nearly been
completed when the hallway-door was thrown open and a middle-aged
redhead woman hurried into the office.

"Rachel? What are you — Oh, no, not another one." She
dropped her purse on the nearest desk with a bang.

Naomi saw a slight frown cross Miz Burns' dark face; but she
only said, "Police found her in Central Park last night. What are
you doing here, Louise? I thought you had today off."

"Yeah, I just forgot my gloves; it's supposed to be really
cold tomorrow." She opened a drawer and pulled out a wad of
bunched leather. " — There they are. So, has this one got any
prospects, or have we got another "life sentence' on our hands?"
She spoke with a cynicism that betrayed longstanding disillusion-
ment.
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Her coworker knew it came from overwork and too many failed
attempts to help such children... and had often wondered if
eventually she/ too, would succumb. "Now, Louise — "

"Oh, don't you "now, Louise' me. You know exactly what I
mean." She turned to study the child's small bruised face, the
downcast eyes, the raggedy hair and patched old coat. "Does it
look like she's going to be able to go into fostercare?"

"Well, not right away, but — "

"Why not? She looks healthy enough, aside from that lip. Has
she got something more serious?"

"No," Rachel sighed, wishing the woman would either keep her
curiosity to herself or continue on her way. "Nothing like that.
She's just got. . . some problems, and I'm going to recommend keeping
her here until we know a little more about what we're dealing
with."

"Well, it's better than Juvenile Hall, I suppose," Louise said
grudgingly. "But what about her family?"

Burns gave her head a subtle, warning shake.

"She doesn't have anybody?"

"She... she won't say."

"Does she have a name?"

Burns had begun to feel increasingly uncomfortable for the
child, who was visibly shrinking under this new scrutiny. "She
doesn't talk, Louise. She hasn't told anybody anything yet."

"Oh, fine." The woman slapped the wrinkled gloves into her
palm. "This is the third pickup this week, you know. Where's the
funding supposed to be coining from?"

"No news there, I'm afraid."

"And it's not like there's any hope of ever getting rid of any
of them, once they're in the system — not the ones like this,
anyway — "

"Louise!" Rachel protested.

"Oh, come on, Rachel," the other said wearily. "Can you
honestly tell me anybody cares about a kid like this, except us?
You really think anybody's busting their buns to get her out of
here? Look at her. She won't meet your eyes, she won't even talk.
Probably antisocial as hell, right? Not a charming prospect for
adoption, and even if she were, we don't exactly have families
lined up outside with open arms for voverage' kids like her. She's
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just another drain on the system, and you know it."

"Louise, you're tired. You need to go home and — "

"I would, Rachel, I would — but I take them all home in my
head, the same as you do. And it's the hopeless ones, like this,
that are the worst."

"It isn't hopeless," Rachel said hopelessly.

"Oh, no? What chance has a child like this got in the world?"
Louise went on bitterly. "No roots, no family, no sense of
permanence -- they're lost before they start. They grow up
surrounded by drugs and filth and illiteracy. They come from
nothing and they go to nothing! And these days, they're everywhere
you look. They're like trash blowing along the streets of this
city, without a hope in hell of ever amounting to anything — "

Rachel turned and in a moment of crystalline awareness, saw
the little girl flinch as the word "trash" struck home with an
almost audible impact. "Oh, don't," Rachel cried. "Hush!
Children can hear, don't you know that?"

Just then the subject of their debate stood up, her little
fists clenched; and fixing her eyes on a spot on the battered
linoleum, she bent over and put the bright orange splash of her
breakfast there.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Vincent lay stretched quietly across the piecework quilt,
fingers interlaced behind his head, staring blindly up into the
mottled shadows of his chamber-ceiling. To anyone glancing in,
such stillness might have been mistaken for relaxation, even
drowsiness. Certainly, like everyone else, he was exhausted; and
certainly he would be wise to take advantage of these hours, when
he must remain Below, to rebuild his strength...

But despite his promise to Father to try and rest, he could
not close his eyes.

It took all his willpower and concentration to resist reaching
out to Catherine in her search, Above. He knew she hadn't slept
either; hadn't even attempted to nap, whatever she had said to ease
his mind.

He had so far sensed, in her, no elation or triumph; only
frustration and weariness, and determination. Had she met with
even the smallest success? Was she taking all possible care? Or
would she, in making such inquiries, somehow implicate herself in
Corbin's death? A fragment of verse slipped into his head — "And
let her feet be brave to fare / The labyrinths of doubt and
care. ."*

From "My Bride That Is To Be," by James Whitcomb Riley
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Mingled with and underlying all of this was a sort of I
paralyzing anxiety over the child. He had already, this morning,
repeated a restless search of this whole level. He could not
return Above until nightfall; and if he couldn't search then he I
couldn't do anything else... and so he lay here, tensed and wakeful B
and uselessly alert, as though expecting at any moment to hear
Naomi calling faintly, from somewhere within his reach, for some •
help that he could give her. •

His own mind tortured him, not only with remorse but with •
memories; her small confidences, her enormous trust, the sight of I
her dancing in the bubbles, the feel of her small arms clasped
sleepily around his neck...

He turned his head -- away from the thought and the pain it •
brought -- and his eyes came to rest on the ladder in the corner.
Vincent found himself remembering one day when, looking for him and •
finding his chamber empty, Naomi had decided to exp_ore. In one |
corner, this narrow ladder led up to a passageway on an upper
level. It was not new; it had always been there; but it was an •
exit she hadn't ever taken, a tunnel only dimly illuminated by what I
she called the "Mouse-lights." In an instant she was at the foot
of the ladder, starting up.

Clad in hand-me-down "farmer's" overalls, she had to be I
careful that her rolled-and-dragging cuffs didn't catch on the
rungs as she climbed. She was better than halfway up to the •
opening when she felt a gentle tug from behind. She pulled; it |
didn't give. Thinking something had snagged her denim seat, she
reached back to grope for the cause... and encountered instead a _
large fuzzy knuckle. I

She looked sheepishly over her shoulder. "Hi, Vincent."

His eyes had been almost level with hers. "Where are you I
going, Naomi?"

"I don't know." Gripping the rung she leaned back, almost |
into his wide shoulder, to look up into the opening -- less
careful, now that he was there to catch her. "I never been there." _|

"Is that a good reason to go?" ™

"Yes." Belatedly then, she remembered she wasn't supposed to I
be wandering off on her own. She turned back and found him peering •
past her into the upper tunnel as if he, too, had never seen it
before. •

He was remembering that, as a child, he'd almost never used
the floor-level exit but had preferred this one instead. On this .
ladder he could be a pirate climbing up out of the hold, or Tom I
Sawyer outwitting Injun Joe belowground. It wasn't a "grownup" *
exit, and therefore had all kinds of possibilities. When had he
stopped thinking of it that way? 1
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Naomi saw her chance. "Vincent, will you take me?"

So that afternoon they'd gone exploring.

And what he remembered most clearly, now, wasn't her sense of
adventure especially, or even her tiny hand seeking his at the dark
places; but the way she'd leaned backwards on the ladder, almost
into his shoulder... less careful, once she knew that he was there
to catch her.

"Vincent?"

He sat up, startled out of his painful reverie. "Who's
there?"

"It's Lena." She sidled hesitantly into the doorway, and he
saw that for once she was without her tiny daughter. "I didn't
want to disturb you."

"Come in, Lena." He nodded toward his reading-chair, and
watched to see that she was comfortable. "You're not disturbing
me. I was just... thinking."

"You should be resting," she pointed out, brushing the fine
blonde bangs back out of her eyes. "I'm sure Father thinks you're
sound asleep."

"And is he?" Vincent asked.

She nodded, dimpling shyly. "I looked in on him on the way
here. He fell asleep sitting up in his chair."

Vincent thought, absently, that later he would go and shepherd
the older man off to his bed. "You should be resting too, Lena.
You were a great help to us last night. Where is the baby?"

"I left her with Mary." The young girl cocked her head. "She
couldn't sleep either, and... I thought she needed something —
someone -- to take care of. You know?"

"I know." He was touched by her perception, and the need to
care for the woman who had become her closest friend here. "Mary
is very upset."

Lena seemed about to speak; hesitated, and did not say it.

"Please." Vincent leaned a little forward. "Lena?"

"They — we -- are all upset," she said slowly. "More than I
ever expected. I mean, I expected to be worried like everyone
else, but..."

"Tell me," he said.
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"And Naomi is..."

"What?"

Vincent studied her, curiously. "We?"

"You know." She shrugged. "The people who came here as
grownups already, after a bad time — people who maybe gave up, up
there, or couldn't make anything work. People like William, or
Cullen, or..."

"Or you?"

She nodded, her expression wistful. "We look at kids like
Naomi — or Eric, or Jimmy — and we remember, and we try to
imagine what it would've been like..."

"I wish I'd been there to rescue you from all those early

I
She paused, gathering her thoughts. "You know, Vincent, £

before I came here, I... Sometimes, looking back, it seems like I
only ever thought about myself." _

"It was another life," he pointed out. "You did what you had •
to do, to survive."

"It wasn't only that." She frowned, wanting very much to make |
her meaning clear to him, who had given her so much. "Even before
I started living on the streets, I didn't know people could care •
about each other like this. I never lived in a place where that I
could happen. Then, when Catherine brought me here... I know now
what she was asking, in even suggesting that Father bend the
rules..." I

"We're glad we did," Vincent told her.

"But when I went back Above — and even then you all wanted me |
back — me, not just because I was this baby's runaway mother --
and Catherine went out of her way again to find me, and bring me _
back... Vincent, I never knew people could care about each other •
like this." ™

He said, "I know," very softly. •

Thoughtfully, Lena chewed her lower lip. "And I never lived
in a place where children were... important. Cherished." •

"^The child is the meaning of our world,'" he nodded, quoting
a well-known underworld axiom.

I

I
"She's kind of like... all of us, in a way. When little kids

like her come Below to live, we look at her and it's kind of like •
imagining what it would've been like to be rescued, early enough, I
ourselves."

I
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tragedies," he said at once; for they'd spoken more than once,
since her return, of the unhappiness that had destroyed her home
long before she'd left it. "I know Father feels that way too. I'm
sorry we weren't there."

"It's starting to be enough, that you're here now," Lena
replied, with the shy smile that had become characteristic of her.
"Or that I am. But..."

"All this has upset you."

"More than I expected," she admitted. "I know that sounds
terrible, but... it's because I only ever used to think about
myself. And now, the baby. And we're both still okay, you know?
I mean, as awful as it sounds..."

"It doesn't sound awful," Vincent sighed. "I understand."
And his blue eyes asked, Do you?

"I've heard you and Father talking about Naomi's mother," Lena
said with sudden urgency. "She was young, right?"

Vincent nodded, sadly. "I think she was very young."

"A prostitute, like me?"

"Like you were," Vincent corrected her gently.

"But she was unmarried too, with a child... and then she was
killed by her — her sboyfriend'. . . " She paused to make certain
the word "pimp," though unspoken, was understood; then went on.
"That could've been me too, you know. I mean, look at Naomi; her
mother probably even looked something like me. And when Naomi
comes to see little Cathy, and I watch the two of them together, my
mind goes back to all she's been through and I think, that could've
been my baby, my Cathy, out there on the streets... if Catherine
hadn't brought me to this place."

"Yes," Vincent said, "I know."

"When I watch her, or the other children, and the life they
have here. . . It's so different from — from the way I grew up. It
gives me faith in the world again. It gives all of us faith. And
when something like this happens..."

"Lena, you know we're doing all we can."

She leaned forward, her eyes swimming with urgency. "You have
to find her, Vincent. It's important... to all of us."
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Naomi sat silently in a corner of the big room. A number of
other children were squabbling amid a scattering of toys, under the
watchful eye of a woman at a desk by the door. There was a
television set at the far end of the room, the color gone purplish
and the sound turned up too high. Although most of the children
were a little older than she, a few of the younger ones had
gathered there to watch cartoons.

It was something about fighting turtles who could talk, and
who lived in the sewers underneath the city. Naomi knew that was
nonsense, of course, and refused to have any part of it.

She thought forlornly of all she was missing Below, this
weekend. Mary was going to take them up to the carousel; and at
bedtime Father would just be finishing the fairy-book poems...
Zack had promised that tomorrow he'd take all the little ones down
to the Deeper Pools to look for blind cave fish.

She wondered what delicious things her friends would get to
eat before such an adventure. The food here was awful — too soft
or too hard, all the wrong color or no color at all... It wasn't
like the tunnels, where meals were hot and as tempting to see and
smell as they were to taste. And it wasn't even like the time-
before-the-tunnels, when she was hungry enough to eat anything she
found — pizza rinds, cat food, rotten fruit — without even
tasting it.

Now the grownups here were angry because she'd refused her
lunch. But they'd tried to give her tomato soup, and even if she
had been hungry she wouldn't eat that. She sat there watching it
cool long after the other children finished; and although she was
supposed to stay until she'd eaten it all, the lady there had
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finally lost her temper and sent her away with the warning that if
she didn't start eating pretty soon, she'd get a needle and be fed
"hat way.

But Naomi wasn't hungry, although she couldn't seem to get
3nough water to drink. She huddled into the tunnel-coat she'd
efused to give up (another reason for them to be impatient with
er), and watched the other children.

None of them seemed very happy to be there. And even though
some had claimed certain toys on the floor, no one really seemed to
be playing with anyone else.

There was something or other wrong with most of them. A six-
year-old had sores on her arms, all covered with a sticky-looking
medicine; a boy was on crutches, which he used to trip anyone who
came near him. Two others — brothers, she thought, for they
stayed close to each other — looked as though someone had beaten
them up. (It didn't occur to her, as she licked her swollen upper
lip, that she looked like that too.)

One little blonde girl, just Naomi's age, sat on the floor by
an old record-player and was skillfully spinning a plastic record
on its edge. When it faltered, she caught it deftly and set it to
spinning again. She never looked up when anyone came in; she
didn't seem to hear anything around her. She didn't talk, either.
She was the only person in the room Naomi didn't find threatening.

When she'd been brought here this morning for the first time,
a redheaded boy Eric's age had come up and demanded to know what
her "story" was, where her family went and why they'd "stuck" her
here. When she refused to answer, he'd grinned and said, "I heard
a social worker say you were abandoned. You know what that means?"

She was stubbornly silent.

"It means ncl_.ody wanted you. We all got somebody — even if
they're not worth much — and we'll go home sometime, but not you.
We all got folks, but you're just a norphan."

Naomi, in a fury, shoved him hard. He didn't fall over with
surprise, though, the way ten-year-old Geoffrey once had. Instead
the boy's hand shot out to catch her in the middle of the chest,
and he knocked her flat.

"You are too a norphan!" He stood over her, gloating. "Nobody
loves you. You got nobody and no home, and you're going to stay
here forever!"

A couple of the children had laughed, nervously; the rest
looked away or withdrew to other parts of the room. Naomi
struggled up on her elbows, gasping with shock and trying not to
cry. They all heard one of the ladies coming back then, and the
bully left her alone.
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She'd fled to a seat in the corner, afraid to turn her back on
the room; she sat there fighting the lump in her throat until it
gave her a headache as well. She didn't understand why the boy had
said what he did, or why he wanted to hurt her.

These children were like those she'd learned to avoid during
her long summer months alone on the streets; the stone-throwing
sons of grocers whose fruitstands she'd raided, and the younger
streetwalkers and gang members who'd take anything — anything —
if they could just get their hands on you.. . The children here, in
this room, were as defensive and deep-down frightened as Naomi was
herself. She could feel it. They were not like tunnel-children;
they had nothing of themselves left to share or give away.

Naomi remembered how that felt. It was a breathless sort of
tightness in her chest now, as she drew back inside herself and
watched them quietly from someplace behind her eyes.

She remembered being afraid Below, on her first day in the
classroom — the day she had hit Geoffrey, and run away with the
fright of it... She remembered too that afterwards, Vincent had
been kind instead of angry. He'd held her and talked to her, and
somehow he made everything come out right.

Naomi wondered if this boy was scared. If he got to talk to
Vincent, would he be better too?

It was barely nightfall when Catherine returned Below. To her
surprise Lana, not Vincent, answered her signal at the drainage-
tunnel entrance; a worried and determined Lana, who hurried ahead
of her down the soft-lit tunnels.

"Lana, what is it?" Catherine asked the girl. "Has something
else happened?"

"Samantha and the boys were gone all day," Lana said
breathlessly. "Kipper and Geoffrey, Eric and Jimmy — they just
got back, and said they had to find Father and Vincent. We're
missing it!"

Catherine stumbled in the wake of the ten-year-old. "They
were gone all day? But — "

"They went Above," Lana said over her shoulder, "and after
Father told 'em not to!"
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"Lana — wait, Lana, not so fast — Were they looking for I

Naomi?" •

"Sure, everybody is," the girl replied. "But the kids feel •
really bad, Catherine — Kipper especially, 'cause the music was I
his idea. They couldn't just wait, they had to do something."

Catherine noticed, as they hastened along, that the pipes were I
extraordinarily quiet — there was none of the chatty metallic
clamor she was used to hearing Below. What messages she did hear,
were short and sharp and to the point. She realized that Pascal I
must have declared an "all quiet" — as he had during Laura's I
kidnapping over a year before — in hopes of hearing the faintest
signal from either a Helper or the missing child herself. •

When they entered Father's large library-chamber she saw him
in his usual chair — dust in his beard, his face creased with _
weariness. William and Sarah were there as well, and Mary and I
Pascal, all of them looking tired and dishevelled. Vincent was "
nowhere to be seen, although Catherine seemed to sense he was
nearby. •

"One of the local homeless, a woman named Mollie," Father was
saying, "has told Andrew of a commotion on one of the footpaths •
last night. A siren, flashing lights — an ambulance, perhaps. |
She wasn't close enough, or interested enough — "

"Or sober enough, probably," Sarah said pityingly. I

"That's as may be," Father sighed. The habits of the local
homeless were well known, and one could hardly hope to save them •
all. "In any event, we know that something happened." |

At that moment there was a scuffling in the passageway, and •
the children Lana had named came from behind Catherine to file I
quietly down to the main floor. Even standing with their . acks to
her, they seemed x,o present a united front.

Father turned to them with a face like thunder. "Now just •
where have you children been?"

"Looking for Vincent?" Samantha said timidly. |

"You know I didn't mean just now," Father said severely. •
"Where have you been all day?" I

"We been searching the city," Eric answered, to a murmur of
agreement from the others — all but Jimmy, Catherine noticed, I
guessing that this recent arrival was still a little wary of the I
patriarch in such a mood. Still he'd gone Above with the rest, and
chose to be here (in the line of fire) with them now. •

"We have all been very worried -- "
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"We left word," Kipper said quickly. "You knew where we
went."

"We didn't mean for you to worry," Geoffrey put in.

Catherine quietly descended the stair-steps then, and placed
her hands on Geoffrey's shoulders. When the boy looked back,
startled, she saw he was still bright-cheeked from the cold, Above.
His eyes shone with gratitude.

Father's eyebrows lifted with surprise. "I'm sorry,
Catherine, I didn't see you come in." He hesitated; but a slight
shake of her head told him she had nothing urgent enough to warrant
immediate interruption of the matter at hand. He returned his
attention to the youngsters before him. "You were specifically
told not to risk -- "

"Show him what you found," Samantha whispered, elbowing Kipper
urgently.

At that moment Catherine felt, through her jacket, the warmth
of someone's hands coming to rest on her own shoulders. She knew
at once that it was Vincent; and without glancing back, she
inclined her head to brush the back of his hand with her cheek.

Kipper began fumbling with something in crumpled brown paper,
evidently a discarded shopping bag. Catherine glimpsed something
cream-colored; and as the boy shook it out Vincent left her to
circle quickly to the front of the group.

He reached for the article and held it in his hands, and the
children stood looking up into his face.

"It's Naomi's," Eric quavered, "isn't it?"

Catherine stepped forward and saw that Vincent was holding a
child's sweater — a tunnel sweater, patched and sewn in an
unmistakable fashion. It seemed shockingly small, stretched
between his great hands. Catherine heard her own gasp echoed by
others. The front of the garment was spattered with what could
only be dried blood. And it was the very sweater — she was sure
— that Naomi had worn to visit her apartment. Mary too seemed
certain, as she traced with one trembling finger the stitches she'd
put in with her own hands.

"Here, let me see that." Father rose and limped past the
other adults, who were now pressing close as well. Studying the
find, his face seemed to go a little grayer.

"It is Naomi's, isn't it?" Eric persisted.

Father, like Vincent, busied himself examining the garment for
rents or punctures that might have accompanied a serious injury.
"Look," he said, turning the neckline inside-out. The interior
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breast of the thick knit was nearly clean. "Not from there," he I
murmured with some relief. "Something higher up. Nosebleed, "
perhaps?"

Vincent was silent. Catherine, watching him, knew he was |
thinking that whatever seemed to indicate a nosebleed, could also
point to a more serious head or scalp wound. "Where did you •
children find this?" he asked quietly. £

"In a dumpster," Jimmy said. "A big one, behind St.
Vincent's." I

Catherine felt, more than saw, Vincent about to turn and hurry
out. Wordlessly she stayed him, one hand on his arm; and was aware •
of his questioning gaze upon her. |

Father turned on the children, scowling. "You went all the _
way down there? And you were delving through hospital waste?" I

"We wore gloves," Kipper said quickly, "and we threw them
away, after." •

"It was right on top," Samantha nodded. "Did we do good to
find it?" •

Vincent reached out to touch her cheek. "I'm glad you did,
Samantha."

Father, was leaning tensely on his walking-stick. "Mary, Sarah •
— if you would take them all to the bathing pools?" — before they
fall prey to some contagion, his manner implied. "And I intend to •
talk with the lot of you directly afterwards, never fear." |

Kipper said, "Aw, Father, you knew we couldn't just do •
nothing." Only the tremor in his voice belied such bravado. I
"'Specially since it was our fault."

"Now, Kipper." The old man clasped the boy's shoulder with a •
mixture of exasperation and reassurance. "I've already told you -- •
you children mustn't feel responsible." Especially, he thought, if
the consequences were discovered to be as serious as they'd all •
been imagining. These youngsters must not be made to feel as |
though they alone were to blame.

"We do, though," Geoffrey said, looking back over his shoulder I
as they were shepherded toward the door.

"Vincent," William said urgently when they'd gone, "she must •
have been admitted." •

"She may have been," Catherine sighed. "Finding this seems to
confirm it. But she isn't there now. I checked the hospitals
first thing this morning."
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"I wondered why you stopped me," Vincent murmured.

She nodded. Hospitals were full of sub-basements and half-
forgotten subterranean passageways — especially the older
buildings — and she had no doubt, now, that he would have had no
trouble at all finding his way into even the most restricted areas
of St. Vincent's.

Father said, "Catherine, you've found something out as well?"

"Nothing immediately useful... and very little you haven't
already discovered." She shook her head over the information-
systems here that had once again rivalled her own. "I called the
Central Park authorities; they knew of an incident involving a
child, but they weren't directly involved. Then I called the
police. There is a report of an "abandoned child' with minor
injuries being taken into custody in the Park. But there were
several others, elsewhere in the city, as well — and no ID on any
of them yet."

"Minor injuries," Father broke in. "What kind of vminor'
injuries?"

"My contact hasn't been able to put his hands on the actual
report just yet, but his impression was that it wasn't serious."
Her position as an Assistant D.A. gave her access to sources of
information not normally available to ordinary citizens.

"And this child was taken to St. Vincent's?"

"The paramedics' log confirms that," Catherine nodded. "Also
that no emergency treatment was required, or administered by them.
I've been trying to contact both the officers and the EMTs involved
last night, but they're all off-duty and I haven't had any luck."

"Still you've done marvelously," Father said warmly.

"It's starting to come together," Pascal said, "isn't it?"

The older man nodded. "We can assume, for the moment, that
she was admitted to St. Vincent's." He ignored, as they all had,
the obvious irony.

"But she isn't there now," Vincent said heavily.

"That only means she was well enough to be released,"
Catherine said with deliberate optimism. Her eyes went from one to
the other, hoping they found at least this idea encouraging. She
was relieved that they hadn't asked her about the morgue; they
knew, of course, that she must have checked there too. It had been
the most difficult part of her day, for in fact there had been two
unidentified juvenile deaths during the night. "I still have to go
and talk to the emergency room staff, tonight." She mightn't have
had to go back at all, except that morning she'd run into a
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Brunhilde of a pediatric nurse whose ideas on patient
confidentiality had been anything but helpful.

"Tonight?" Father exclaimed. "Isn't it awfully late?"

"If she's up in my world," Catherine said softly, "then there
are things I can do... steps I can take. And the quicker, the
better."

Vincent slipped his arm around her shoulders, dropping a kiss
into the part of her hair. "You're very tired."

"I suppose," she shrugged, using the movement to inch closer
to him, glad he knew better than to try tc dissuade her at this
point.

"My dear." Jacob Wells' voice faded almost to a whisper.
"I've never mentioned it, but in the past you have been such a help
to us. You've saved Vincent, me, even Mouse — and in the end, our
world itself. You've done so much already. Now if you find you
can't... What I mean to say is that you mustn't feel — "

Sarah's voice came sharply from behind him. "There'll be time
enough for talk like that when we find out what can and can't be
done," she scolded, stepping briskly down the stairs. "For now,
it's enough for us just to have hope."

"So, if Naomi were released," William broke in with
characteristic practicality, "where would she be now?"

"Yes," Father scowled. "Released to what? To whom?"

"The court," Catherine answered. "An vabandoned child' could
be pigeonholed in any one of a dozen places in the system by now,
depending on what they know about her... or what they think they
know." She saw this thought cross their minds belatedly, and she
knew — generous souls that they were — their worry for the child
herself had overshadowed any idea of how her capture might threaten
their own safely. She saw Pascal hesitate with a sensitivity
typical of him, and sensed he was loathe to broach the subject.

William had no such compunction. "Naomi will keep the
Secret," he glowered, as though daring any of them to contradict
him.

Catherine saw Father's eyes widen briefly, and guessed it was
because the big cook had always been, more than anything else, so
protective of this small society. Yet why, she thought, should his
reaction surprise them? Was there anything more representative of
their world than the children of its future?

"It doesn't really matter," Father said softly. "Assuming
they do have her, and she did say anything. . . who would believe
her? I don't think we should give it another thought, any of us.
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We must focus on finding Naomi, and bringing her home again."

"Getting any information from Child Social Services could be
tricky." Catherine wondered if they had any idea of just how
tricky. To the uninitiated, the legal system could be as confusing
and convoluted as the Maze itself. She thought about the difficulty
she and Edie, her willing accomplice, had once had in trying to
ferret out files on Eric and Ellie. Still, those children had been
orphans, permanent and longtime wards of the city. She'd have to
approach this situation from a different direction entirely — the
perspective of a child drawn into the system for the first time.
Catherine regretted that her involvement in such cases had been so
limited. There were others in her office who specialized in
prosecuting "domestic" cases which resulted in the removal of
children from their families. Where were those children taken?
Precisely how did they enter the Social Services system? She hoped
that the suggestion of pending prosecution would open avenues of
information that might otherwise be closed to her.

Her other worry, here, had obviously not yet occurred to
anyone else -- not even to Vincent, who might ultimately be most at
risk. She looked up and saw him staring at the dark stains
encrusting the soft wool in his hands. "It's my fault," he
whispered. "I should have been stricter."

"That's my line, I think," Father said ruefully.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

"What's your interest in this particular patient?" the tall
nurse demanded, her eyes as narrow as everything else about her.
Her attitude said clearly that her ER on a Saturday night was no
place for idle curiosity. She watched as the stranger,
unintimidated, pushed back soft brown bangs; a weary gesture, and
the grey-green eyes meeting hers were tired too.

"Our office investigates cases involving abuse or neglect, as
I'm sure you know." The smaller woman flashed an official-looking
ID card, but more convincing than that was her manner; that of a
professional working overtime, and this was something the nurse
recognized and respected.

"I didn't know they even had a perpetrator."

Discretion being the better part of deception, Catherine held
her peace as both of them were shouldered aside by two large
orderlies supporting between them an even larger drunk.

"Look," said the nurse, making up her mind, "I wasn't here
last night, but I heard about the admission you're talking about.
Let's go over to Records, okay? I can't promise to give you much
time, but if it's child abuse then I'd like to help if I can..."

Catherine exited the hospital alone. She paused on the top
step to tug her jacket-collar closer up around her ears and give a
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careful glance left and right. Satisfied there was no one
watching, she stepped down and walked two blocks briskly in the
dark, avoiding the pooled light beneath the streetlamps, and
patches of freezing slush, before turning suddenly down an unlit •
alleyway. |

Almost at once his arms enfolded her. A willing captive, _
Catherine leaned full into his welcoming warmth. "Vincent," she I
whispered into his shoulder, "she was there. I'm sure it was Naomi ™
— it had to be. Here's what happened..." She gave him an
abbreviated account of the previous night's admission of an •
unidentified child. I

When she'd finished he only said, "Come... you'll rest Below m
tonight." I

She nodded without argument. There was a tunnel entrance not
far away. Her apartment was many blocks north; going back there •
now would mean calling a cab, and she didn't want to leave him yet. •
"What about you?"

"No," he murmured, "not yet." I
Of course — not while it's still dark, she realized. "You're _

going to go on searching." I

"You said she was released to someone in Social Services. I
some of the children's homes. The one Geoff

from... and another, that they used to call Ridley."

I
"Yes. And one or two others, as well." _

Was he planning to search each one, room by room? She ™
imagined him moving silently, no more than a shadow, between rows
of small dormitory beds. This would surely be a reassuring sight I
for Naomi; but it would undoubtedly be dangerous for Vincent. |
Catherine knew that if she were going to be of any help, she must
act quickly. "Do you think you'll be able to get in?" •

"Perhaps," he answered as they turned to go. "Perhaps."

know some of the children's homes. The one Geoffrey ran away I

"Do you know the second one Eric was sent to?" She gave him
the street-name and address.
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"Mary?"

She was precisely where Jacob Wells had expected to find her;
in the nursery, with the sleeping children. Was she reassuring
them by her presence, he wondered — or they, her?

"Oh -- Father." Startled from her reverie, she leaned forward
in the rocker as though to rise.

"No, no," he said, his voice low, waving her back. "I can sit
over here. I know you must be tired."

"You too." She watched him sink onto an empty cot a foot or
two away; noting, as he moved, how weariness had worsened his limp.

He looked along the shadowed row of slumbering children --
bright tousled heads and darker ones -- satisfying himself that no
bed was empty that should not be. "So... all safely sleeping, are
they?"

"Finally," she nodded.

"I didn't mean to scold, really. I only wanted them to
understand why they mustn't put themselves at risk."

"I know that," she assured him, "and I'm sure they know it
too."

"They are upset, though?"

"Of course," she said quietly. "The little ones are
frightened. The older ones are sick about their part in what
happened. They wanted so badly, today, to try to make it right."

"... Yes." He had no trouble imagining what must have driven
them -- the hope of finding the missing child and bringing her home
in a triumphal procession. "I know the feeling." He turned to
look at her. "Actually, though, I came to make certain that. . . that
you're all right."

Her chin lifted. "I am, I think."

She would be strong, he knew, for the children... for all of
them. "But you haven't rested."

"Neither have you," she countered, a little tartly.

"No." He clasped both hands atop the head of his cane. "I
suppose not."

"Few of us have," she sighed. "You're the sixth one, tonight,
who's come in to check on the children. Mouse and Jamie have both
gone back Above, searching."

175



mean?"

"No... no, of course not."

I
He felt what he knew was an irrational rush of concern for I

those two freethinking young people. "They still hope to find...?" •

"Better to hope than not, I think." •

After a moment he said, "Vincent's gone Above, as well."

She nodded, as though this was no more than she expected. I

He went on, "Catherine is spending the night Below."

Now she turned, her expression enigmatic. "Yes, I know. I I
helped her prepare the guest-chamber."

He looked as though he were about to speak -- and then thought I
better of it.

"Does it bother you?" Mary asked. "Having her here Below, I I

I
"It isn't as if this is the first time it's happened, after

all. I remember when her father died — and the night they brought _
Naomi back..." I

"I know that," he said testily.

"And you said yourself, Vincent isn't even here." •

"Yes, yes." He rubbed the bridge of his nose, where decades
of spectacle-wearing had made a visible indentation.

"But it does bother you, doesn't it?" _

He lowered his hand and looked up ruefully. "Not, perhaps, as
much as it once did, and yet..."

"And yet you do worry." I

" -- About both of them," he confessed. •

"I can't tell you not to worry," Mary said, with a sympathetic
smile. "But you know as well as I do, that they must find their _
own way." I

"As you did... and I, once." He shook his head, remembering
tragedies in both their lives. •

"Whatever happened, eventually it brought us here," she
pointed out. Her gaze left him, to circle the nursery-chamber •
again. "And for that, I'll be forever thankful. Vincent and I
Catherine are finding their way, too. The only difference is, it's
brought them here first... rather than afterwards." _
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He leaned forward. "It's only that sometimes, Mary, I cannot
help but feel... they could be such a danger to each other."

"Love is like that," Mary said, her eyes softening. It hadn't
escaped her that often, now, he seemed to worry as much about
Catherine as he once had about Vincent. "Jacob," she said, and saw
his tired blue eyes widen with surprise. "You've spent your life
here keeping others from xputting themselves at risk.' Sometimes
it works. Sometimes, though, people will go their own way, whether
they are little children like Naomi... or we just think of them
that way."

Tears stung his eyes; he tried to blink them back with a
boyish astonishment, and failed. Mary rose at once and settled
herself beside him.

"But," he gulped, "I came here to comfort you."

"Oh, Jacob." Putting her arm around him, she drew his head
down onto her shoulder. "Hush."

Naomi felt the dream reaching out for her; it was as though
she could see it coming from a long way off and had to wait there,
powerless to wake or run away.

The streets of her dream were dark. The city was deserted, no
traffic anywhere and every window black.

She couldn't find the park. She knew it was here somewhere —
it had to be here somewhere -- but every time she turned a familiar
corner she found yet another blind alley.

If she could just find the park, she knew she could get home
again. She fled from curb to corner, alley to avenue -- faster
now, panic rising breathless in her throat. She felt neither
pavement nor cobblestones beneath her feet, but she could see the
streets stretching away unbroken in every direction. There were no
grates, no manhole-covers, no drainage-tunnel entrances anywhere
she looked. She opened her mouth to cry out — then remembered
that she mustn't, but she couldn't remember why. So she rushed on
soundlessly, even her footfalls swallowed by the night.

Only sometimes, as she ran, she glimpsed a distant flicker of
movement, as though someone was hurrying through the darkness just
ahead. Try as she might, she couldn't catch up. Again and again
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she reached out to catch the shadow's trailing edge, which seemed
to brush the ground like the hem of a. cloak; again and again it
fluttered just out of her reach.

If only he wouldn't hurry sol

If only he'd just slow down,
minute, and wait for her?

Why wouldn't he rest for a

But he didn't stop to rest. He never even paused... and she
knew she could never catch up.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Catherine drifted back from the edge of sleep; for a moment
conscious only of the enveloping warmth of the bedclothes, and the
faint tapping of the pipes along the guest-chamber walls.

She realized drowsily, without opening her eyes, what had
stirred her. There had been no sound, no warning footfall, but she
knew that Vincent was near. It was a feeling she was becoming more
aware of, these days, both Above and Below, And this wasn't the
first time his presence had touched her on the edge of sleep... on
the edge of dreams.

Yet it wasn't as though he'd just come into the chamber.
Somehow she knew he'd been there awhile, waiting, perhaps simply
watching her sleep.. . and it wasn't the first time she'd felt that,
either.

She'd gone to bed with the comforting certainty that she would
be here, Below, when he returned at sunrise; that she would see him
before she had to go Above again, Sunday morning. And with this
memory, Catherine suddenly remembered too the crisis that had
brought her here and sent him up into the streets alone. There was
an instant of wordless, plunging dismay --

— and then, behind her, the bed sank gently beneath his
weight. She felt him ease nearer; felt the warmth of his chest at
her back. Her eyes flew open with surprise — she couldn't help it
— as his sweatered arm settled tentatively over her waist. His
hand nestled softly (and safely, she thought) beneath the swell of
her breast.

Catherine would have turned then -- to look at him, at least
-- but his arm about her tightened ever so slightly; he seemed to
want only to hold her, for now, in just this way. Giving in, she
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cozied back into the hard strength of his body. He pressed his 1
face into her hair, his breath tickling the nape of her neck; but
she felt the small hot splash of a tear there as well.

"You didn't find her," she whispered. •

His voice, so near her ear, was still barely audible. "No." •

"But you will." She covered his hand with her smaller one.
His fingers were cold; she pressed them close, into her quilted _
middle, willing him to be warmed and reassured. 1

She knew this night's fruitless search must have been terrible
for him. They hadn't discussed any of the real catastrophes that I
could befall a child in the city Above. There was no need to I
enumerate them; the tunnel-dwellers understood those dangers only
too well, and they hadn't been far from anyone's mind since all •
this began. That Naomi might, instead, be "in the system" was |
certainly the desirable alternative.

Even so, Catherine could feel and understand Vincent's pain, I
his inevitable self-reproach. His anguish now was palpable, a dull *
constricting ache around her own heart. To lose a child, someone
who had entrusted you with her very existence... "It isn't your •
fault, Vincent. Whatever happens." Useless platitudes, she |
thought helpessly, knowing he would blame himself anyway. "Naomi
is alive. We'll get her back." •

He sniffled — something she felt more than heard, with the
jarring swell of his ribs against her back. She did turn then, a
smooth determined movement beneath the coverlet, to bring them face I
to face. •

He lay on his right side. His hand lingered — still •
tentatively — at her waist. She saw with surprise that he was |
clad in the oversized sweater and soft, buff-colored trousers she
knew he wore to beet. This could only mean he'd gone to his own _
chamber first and undressed there, probably intending to retire I
without ever disturbing her. Instead he had, all unwillingly, been ™
drawn to the guest-chamber, to watch her as she slept. His longing
to be comforted by her (as he stood torn and hesitating, she I
suspected, no nearer than the door) had awakened her; and only I
then, sensing her awareness and dawning dismay, had he come to her.

Now his blue eyes swam with the tears that had dampened his g
face. Was this what he would have concealed from her — these
honest tears, this "weakness" of grieving? His long hair lay in —

tangled disarray across his cheek and throat. Catherine combed it •
back with gentle fingers. "I'm here," she murmured. "You can tell ™
me. "

"Catherine," he said miserably, and she heard — as clearly as I
though he'd spoken the words aloud — I failed.
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"We haven't finished," she whispered fiercely. "You're not
going to fail her. Don't you think she knows that?"

His eyes widened with surprise, and she thought she saw a
glimmer of hope there.

"Vincent?" She continued to stroke the unruly silken strands
back from his temple. "Tell me about tonight. Where did you go?"

"I... I searched..." His voice was hesitant, like his touch.

"The foster-homes?"

He nodded. "Three, tonight." He knew of one other, but
hadn't been able to reach it before the sky began to lighten. He'd
begun where Catherine had first seen Eric and Ellie, the
institution once called "Ridley," now renamed and under new
management. The other two homes were located quite a distance from
it -- and it had taken time to effect an entry, undetected, into
each one.

The structures had been impressive in their security
precautions -- not in keeping strangers out, but the occupants In.
Once inside, he'd found the furnishings ranging from new to
threadbare, usually spartan, distressingly impersonal. The
dormitories and bedrooms had been clean, almost antiseptic, all
belongings stored neatly out of sight. It was an environment
bereft of the comfortable untidiness he thought of as a natural
byproduct of happy childhood.

Vincent described these things in a soft, detached voice that
broke occasionally over the memory.

"And the children?" Catherine pressed, wondering at this talk
of cubicles and corridors.

"There are... so many, Catherine." He would never forget that
multitude of small slumberers. Some of them had grown restless as
he paused over them, as though they sensed his questing presence.

"I know. And you wanted to bring them all back here with
you. "

"They have lives, Above. Many of them still have families."
His voice was rough with censure — for those absent families, she
wondered, or for himself at such an impulse?

She said, "But even so?"

"Even so," he admitted. "They are so helpless, Catherine, so
dependent. They need so much. But in such places..."

"The world being what it is," Catherine reminded him sadly,
"it's better that there are such places, than not."
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"Perhaps." He was quiet a long time.

I
I

"You can't rescue them all, Vincent." Who knew the
constraints of this underworld better than he? — But even those •
limits, he agonized over as if they were his own. She cupped the I
strong, bristled line of his jaw, resting her thumb in the hollow
beneath his cheekbone. "And the one you can... you will."

"Tonight... I thought I felt her nearby. Just for an •
instant."

Her heart leapt. "You mean... you could sense where she is? |
Where she's being kept?"

"No." His eyes mirrored a faint bewilderment. "But I thought I
— I thought she might be following me — the way she did in the *
beginning."

"In the beginning?" He'd told her how the child had shadowed I
him then, while remaining so elusive herself. "Before you brought
her Below?" •

He nodded against the patchwork pillow.

"Vincent... was it something you saw, or heard?" I

"No. And when I turned, no one was there. The street was
empty... every window dark." Cruel imagination, he thought now, •
spurred by hope. Why would Naomi hide from him? "Catherine, when |
I think of her, lost, waiting..."

"Naomi has an advantage over those other children you saw I
tonight, Vincent. She knows where she belongs. And she knows we
won't abandon her."

"She asked me once... if she were lost, would I find her? I •
promised that I would." A single tear escaped, to trickle down the
side of his nose. •

Catherine brushed it away with her thumb, feeling the soft
hairs damp against her skin; and he didn't flinch at the feather- _
lightness of her touch, or take her hand in his in order to stop I
her. "Vincent, that promise will sustain her. It will give her *
hope to cling to, until you come."

His crystal-blue eyes searched the sea-green depths of hers. I
"You're very sure."

"Yes," she said simply. She moved her head nearer the edge of |
her pillow, where it bordered his. She could feel that his hand,
resting above her hip, was warmer now; in fact his whole recumbent _
form, relaxing only inches away, had begun to radiate a kind of I
magnetic warmth. Catherine took a deep breath, and let it out "
slowly. "I thought about you for a long time, tonight... searching
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the streets alone."

"I know," he murmured.

"I... wanted you to feel me with you."

His gaze was steady. "I did."

"You went back to the apartment," she guessed. "You went
there first. "

Although he would have spared her mention of it, he did not
appear surprised that she knew. Climbing the tenement fire-escape,
he'd paused to listen outside the window where once he'd found
Naomi crouched, watching for her mother's return. The apartment
was dark... empty. Going up to the roof, he realized he'd half-
expected to see little footprints still etched there in the snow.
"I had to be sure."

"I had to look into her chamber, before I could rest,"
Catherine confessed.

"So did Father." Vincent almost smiled. "I found him dozing
in her reading-chair."

Which meant of course, Catherine realized, that Vincent had
checked the chamber too... just in case. Just in case the child
had returned Below and, fearing a scolding, had crept back into her
bed hoping to be discovered there in the morning... The just-in-
cases and the what-ifs were surely the hardest part of all this.

Catherine's hand moved down over his throat, her fingers
curling naturally into the weave of his collar. His pulse beat
steadily, strongly against her skin, belying what she still saw,
stark and strained, in his eyes.

She knew -- a little -- what he must be feeling. She
remembered a crowded precinct-room, and the terrifying realization
of Laura's abduction from that "safe" place... the crushing guilt
of losing someone entrusted to her protection. They'd gotten Laura
back. But Catherine also remembered the night Ellie had died of
fever; remembered watching the child go to a place from which there
could be no rescue, and realizing that sometimes, the best you can
do just isn't... enough.

She saw it in his face, and saw too that he wasn't trying to
hide it from her.

"Catherine," he whispered, "I'm afraid."

"I know you are." She didn't say, Don't be... but easing
nearer, pressed her quilted knees to his. "I am too."

"I know."
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I know you know. What was her anxiety added to his own, after I
all, except an extra burden? Had she thought, even for a moment, I
that her absence might ease him, she would have gotten up and gone.
But she didn't think it; distance offered neither of them peace. •
Still, he must be exhausted. "Close your eyes, now." |

"But Catherine -- _

"Shhh." She lifted her hand ro brush the bright wing of his •
brow; felt his lashes flutter with surcrise. "Vincent, you need to |

"I am. . . tired. " His eyes began to fall closed as she went on
stroking his brow, smoothing the tension away. He felt himself •
immersed in the warmth of her concern. •

"Try to sleep, Vincent. I'm here." She could stay awhile
yet. There was nothing she could accomplish Above, so early on a I
Sunday morning; nothing she need do, that could possibly be more I
important than this.

Watching him, she knew, through no outward sign, when finally |
he surrendered to sleep. Watching over him, she resisted her own
returning drowsiness. _

It hadn't been very long -- surely not more than a few "
minutes, she thought -- before she heard an uneven step coming up
the corridor outside, ana the tap of a familiar cane. She lifted •
her head a little and, peering past the jutting rise of Vincent's I
shoulder, saw Father standing in the door -- Father, his eyes
widening and his mouth falling open with surprise. •

Catherine lifted her hand from Vincent's cheek; and feeling a
fierce protectiveness, she waved the patriarch back. It was a
peremptory gesture; she knew that, and hardly cared. If it was I
something she was going to come to regret later... well, so be it. B
Leave us, her eyes told him. She lowered her head to the pillow
again in wordless thanks and dismissal; and heard, after a moment •
of silence, the old man go away again. |

And sometime later, as she lay dozing in spite of herself, the «
clamor of the pipes awakened them both. I

I

I

I

I
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

Rachel Burns sat alone in the office, hunched over her cup of
cooling noontime coffee and a battered electric typewriter.

REPORT:

Child demonstrates antisocial tendencies with both peers
and caretakers. Exhibits disturbed, possibly self-destructive
behavior. Evidence: On leaving the hospital, child ran out
into traffic, and attempted to pull up a sewer-grate.

Child has made several attempts here to slip out of
doors, which must be kept secured or watched.

Past abuse evident in traces of fading scar tissue
as noted in medical report (attached).

Because of her early reported calls for "Father,"
inquiries have been made among the local religious
organizations, with negative results.

No thievery yet observed although, with her admitted
larcenies in the park prior to apprehension, this is perhaps
a behavior to be anticipated.

Mutism persisting, and some degree of mental or
developmental retardation my be present consonant with past
abuse/neglect as noted. However, reactions to certain
words/phrases betray some comprehension; child exhibits
fear/anxiety responses on being questioned about "home" or
"family" and it is thought that her resistance originates in
a fear of being returned to this environment.

Burns paused; pulled her glasses off, and rubbed the bridge of her
nose. "Disturbed... antisocial..." In truth (and in plain English)
"Little Jane Doe" was a frightened, angry child who hugged herself
to herself and wouldn't have anything to do with the rest of them.
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She slipped her glasses back on, and resumed typing:

I
The only clear response Burns had been able to elicit was in •
reaction to the questions about "home" and "family." Then the •
child had been so obviously frightened that Rachel had felt
compelled to reassure her. "It's all right, I didn't mean to scare •
you. Who are you so scared of? Whoever it is -- whoever you think |
is going to find you here — they won't, I promise." It had been
a stupid thing to say, and a dangerous departure from the _
professional objectivity she worked so hard to maintain. Even •
worse, the child hadn't been the slightest bit reassured. If *
anything, she'd only seemed more frightened.

1
I

Further medical examination seems to indicate she has I
suffered no permanent injury, and that her silence is probably
hysterical or elective rather than pathological...

Unusual behaviors noted: If allowed unescorted into the I
bathroom the child taps on plumbing and exposed pipes •
unless physically prevented from doing so. While her
intent in this remains uncertain, it has provoked concern
and irritation among staff caretakers... I
She sat back wearily. That had been early this morning, in I

the bathroom. She'd heard all about it the moment she got in.
Diann had left the child alone for just a moment, going to the hall
linen-closet for a fresh towel. Hurrying back, she heard a I
metallic banging, "just an awful racket!" In that moment of I
freedom the child had seized the only hard object at hand — a
water glass — and begun banging its thick bottom rim against the •
exposed plumbing. The glass shattered as the woman came back in. |
She reached out to keep the child from being cut by the shard still
in her hand; and Little Jane Doe, feeling herself seized from
behind, had bitten that helping hand -- hard. •

Little Jane Doe was not a favorite among the caretakers.
There was speculation now about whether she'd broken the glass •
deliberately, and why. It wasn't unheard of for small children to |
try to hurt themselves. This, combined with the way she'd darted
out into traffic only yesterday, made the warning about possibly m
"self-destructive behavior" imperative. I

Burns stretched, hearing other Laight Street occupants
stirring elsewhere in the building. For the moment, she had the I
office to herself; she'd worked through lunch again, and she was *
tired. She was working late and coming in early; and this case was
keeping her up nights.

I
Little Jane Doe rejected everything they could offer;

shrugging off hugs, picking at her food at meals, eating only «
enough to avoid inciting concern. She wouldn't say a word but she I
saw everything — you only had to leave a door open for a moment,
to bring on another escape-attempt. Burns was certain she could
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speak, could hear and understand. She just couldn't prove it.

And without such proof of "normalcy," the little girl would
probably be relegated to a group-home for disturbed or handicapped
children, rather than the foster-home where Burns felt she more
properly belonged. This child was aware; she wasn't like that
helpless little autistic who'd also been abandoned in the city this
week, and who would probably spend her life moving from one
institution to another...

That file, too, lay here on the desk, begging for some more
satisfactory resolution. Burns flipped it open, glanced over the
report within, then closed it again. She pulled the sheet out of
her typewriter, placed it into little Jane Doe's file, and dropped
that one atop the first.

Both girls had already been here longer than the
administration normally allowed. Children rarely spent more than
twenty-four hours at this facility; but New York's group- and
foster-homes were chronically overcrowded, and bureaucracy
functioned slowly -- if at all -- on weekends. Just as well; in
both these cases, Rachel Burns had felt the need to take a closer
look.

But time was running out now. In another day or two the
autistic child would be transferred to a hospital where, the social
worker hoped, an experienced medical staff would be more attuned to
her needs. And little Jane Doe would have to be sent on as well.
There would be others to take her place. Nature -- or this city --
abhorred a vacuum.

Burns took her glasses off again, and rubbed her eyes. Thank
goodness she didn't have to work tomorrow! She had two days off.
She planned to take a box of old files home, and use that time
looking for little Jane Doe in earnest. She was still sure she'd
seen that child's face before. somewhere.

Sunday afternoon, Below, brought with it a sudden but short-
lived surge of excitement.

A signal! There'd been a signal!

The staccato tattoo of his own emergency call-code startled
Vincent from a fitful doze and sent him sprinting full-speed toward
the main pipechamber. There he found several tunnel-dwellers
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already grouped tensely at the far end of the vast room.

"I heard it first," offered young Luke, the watchstander. "I
made sure which one."

I
I

Pipes of every size and description, now unnaturally quiet,
spider-webbed the walls and the rough ceiling high overhead. I
Vincent gave it all hardly a glance as he hurried forward. •
"Pascal?"

William and Mouse turned, revealing that Pascal was wedged £
into an awkward cranny, stethescope pressed to a dusty old pipe
just inches from his face. His large eyes were glazed, the focus _
of his concentration completely auditory. It was a look Vincent I
remembered from their boyhood, and from emergencies in their more
recent past. He heard his friend mutter, "Come on... come on."

"Here," William said shortly; and stepping back, took Vincent I
by the elbow and drew him forward into his place.

Without hesitation Vincent pressed his ear to the section £
nearest him. He didn't need his superior sense of hearing,
however, to tell him that the pipe was now utterly silent.

"She was there," Pascal breathed. "Just like this morning." "

"You're sure?" Vincent whispered. •

He freed one ear from the earpiece, but held it ready for
instant replacement. "I'm sure." •

"This morning you didn't know which pipe -- "

"Longer this time," Mouse said triumphantly. "Heard it too. I
This pipe, all right." •

I
Vincent looked along its length, where it rose along the rocky .

wall to mingle with others in the shadows above their heads. It I
was a pipe he'd never heard used before. "Where does it lead?"

"Up," Pascal said shortly. "Somewhere in Manhatten... that's •
all I can say. South, probably. If she'd kept tapping, we I
could've started tracking it. If she'd just come back on..."

"Stopped her, I bet," Mouse said darkly.

William scowled at him. "But she's all right." _

"What did she signal?" Vincent asked. ™

"This morning she tapped for "help,1 just like I taught her." •
But that signal, like this one, had been cut off abruptly. I

"And this time?"
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"This time," Pascal said softly, reluctantly, "this time she
called you." He saw Vincent's head, still pressed to the pipe,
drop forward so that his face was hidden by the unruly fall of his
hair. "Vincent," he said, "she's alive... and she's still in New
York. We'll find her."

Mouse said, "Ought to tap out where she is."

Father's voice came from behind them. "Naomi can't read,
Mouse. Unless it's a neighborhood she re ^gnizes, I very much
doubt she knows where she is."

Later, Pascal sat with Vincent on the hanging bridge in the
Whispering Gallery.

Vincent said, "I thought you weren't especially fond of
heights."

Pascal smiled ruefully, careful not to look down. Even so, he
was conscious of warm air from the Abyss rising up his trouser-
legs. "Therapy, I suppose." Actually, coming here -- to one of
Vincent's favorite places -- had been his idea. After an hour of
frustrated listening he'd insisted they leave it for a little
while. He could see the tension in Vincent; see it winding him
tighter and tighter. There was nothing in this bottomless chasm
scarier than what his friend was facing now. "Come on," he'd said.
"Come on, Luke will call us if there's anything else."

"Come away now," Father too suggested gently, when it became
apparent the signal wasn't going to resume.

"We'll stay," William offered. "Won't we, Mouse?" And he
clapped Mouse on the shoulder with enough genial force to stagger
the young man. "If we hear so much as a steam-rattle, we'll call."

Now Pascal took a deep breath (still careful not to jar
himself, or look down) and said, "I suppose it's no use, telling
you you ought to be resting."

"I was resting," came the soft, morose reply.

"I'll bet." He gave the other a sidelong look; saw the scowl
in that blunt profile. "She didn't mean for it to happen, you
know. Nobody did."

"I'm... not angry."

No, Pascal thought, you're not angry -- you may be frightened

191



I
and frustrated, worried about Catherine, crazed by inactivity, m
restless and sleepless, but you're not angry, . . Pascal had none of p
the awe of Vincent which was sometimes evinced by latecomers to the
tunnels. The two men had grown up together here, and there was _
little they didn't know about each other. "No," Pascal said •
mildly, "of course not. But you were thinking...?" •

" — That she might have stayed with children her own age," •
Vincent admitted. I

"Did you?" Pascal challenged him. "Devin and Winslow and I, •
Sarah and the rest -- we were what, three or four years older? But I
every time we turned around, there you were, wanting to tag along."

Vincent's mouth quirked at the unexpected memory. There had I
been few children just his age, back then... and anyway, he'd •
worshipped his big brother. "I was lonely."

"You were a pest," Pascal replied. Funny how easy it was to
fall back into the old familiar roles. "Devin stuck up for you,
the way Geoffrey does with Naomi. You went on plenty of trips, _
vigils..." I

"Quests," Vincent smiled relucantly. Remembering.

"It would've turned Father's hair white, if he knew." I

"Yes," Vincent sighed, no longer doubtful of the cost of such •
concern. Glancing up, he noticed that Pascal's cheek was marked, |
where he'd pressed against the pipe to listen. He wondered if he
were similarly smudged. _

"The others... you know they tried to stop her from going." *
It hadn't occurred to them, of course, to forego the adventure
themselves... but they were only children, after all. •

Vincent appeared to follow his train of thought. "I don't
blame them." m

"No, you blame yourself," Pascal shrugged. He expected no
reply to this, and got none. "In a way they were right, you know.
It would have been worse for them if they'd taken her along, and I
then got found out." •

'The logic of children," Vincent sighed. "Still, they might •
have anticipated -- " 1

"Anticipate Naomi? Even you haven't learned to do that very •
well," Pascal chided him gently. I

Back in the main pipechamber, Mouse had watched Father stump
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defeatedly out of sight. He shoved his hands down into his
pockets, remembering other crises; when Laura had disappeared, and
Lena... and Rollie. Rollie never had come back again. Would
Naomi? He said, "Father's worried," meaning he was too.

"We're all worried, Mouse," William told him. Even his
kitchen-haven had become an uncomfortable place. What he wouldn't
give, now, to go back and catch Naomi up to her elbows in the
nearest jampot! He studied the corner-cranny Pascal had vacated,
as though trying to decide how best to fit his own bulk into it.
Failing this, he studied the guilty pipe itself.

Luke's gaze followed his, up the wall and into the shadows
overhead. "We can track it," he suggested. "Till it splits off
into something else, I mean."

William nodded, scratching thoughtfully at his blondish beard.
Once the pipe began to branch, of course, there was no way for them
to tell which direction the signal had come from -- not while there
wasn't any signal. But they could follow the pipe until that
point. It would help, for the next time... assuming that there'd
be a next time. "One of us stays here, to listen." He looked at
Mouse, who was still standing disconsolately with his hands in his
pockets. "Luke, I want you to call Jamie up here and double the
watch."

"I can tap?" asked the boy, mindful of the "All Quiet" still
in effect.

"You can tap. She should be in her chamber; I think she's
just come back Below." Since William had kept busy boxing lunches
for the searchers, he generally knew who was doing what -- and
where. Jamie wouldn't like the summons (she'd rather do something,
anything, than sit and wait] but for now, William wanted another
sharp ear in this chamber. And with Pascal absent, it looked like
he was in charge. "Mouse, you come with me. I may need someone
for the narrow places."

"Okay good," he said, tossing blond bangs out of brightening
eyes. "Okay fine. Noplace Mouse can't get into!" Hadn't he spent
years dodging from one hidey-hole to another down here, before
Vincent caught him? "Start now?"

"Start now." William put one arm around him, steering him
toward the door through which he could see the pipe exiting. He
felt the boy straighten with purpose. Mouse, too, would rather act
than wait... and so, William supposed, would they all.
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Icy night had fallen on the city outside the barred windows.

I
I

In the playroom, the children were gathered on the floor •
around the television. Naomi sat cross-legged, a little behind and |
apart from the group. She stared at the screen, hardly able to
grasp what she saw there; a flying house, little dancing people who «
sang... What did it mean? She would rather have heard somebody I
read a story, but nobody ever seemed to do that here.

She didn't understand anything in this place. The boy with I
the red hair was gone -- she didn't know where -- along with the I
little brothers. No one had said anything; the other children
hadn't asked about them; they were just gone. Was that going to •
happen to her, too? Would she just disappear from this world, the |
way she had from the tunnels? How would Vincent find her if that
happened?

Last night she'd had a bad dream and wet the bed, waking up "
cold and clammy and afraid of what they'd do if they found out.
When one of the ladies came in the morning to get her dressed, she •
was as impatient as though Naomi had done it on purpose; she put a |
rubber sheet on the mattress and didn't care if everybody knew it,
so the other children had teased her all morning. They felt safe, •
knowing that she wouldn't, or couldn't, tell on them. I

It made her miss Geoffrey and Eric, Kipper and Samantha — all
her friends Below -- even more. I

No one here would play with her. Today she'd consoled herself
for hours with crayons and drawing-paper... not quite alone. The •
other quiet little girl, if not exactly friendly, was at least |
nonthreatening. And something about her eyes reminded Naomi of
Mouse, just a little. _

The other children teased Naomi about her Silence... but that
didn't matter. The important thing was, not to tell the Secret.
That boy Brian hadn't told, and he was going to get to go Below I
again. So maybe if she didn't tell, then she could get back too... I

She wondered if everyone Below was looking for her. Vincent •
had told her that they would. Would they search in the Maze? |
Would Catherine come? Had they told all the Helpers? She hadn't
been able to call Eli or anyone else; the only phones she'd seen _
v;ere downstairs, not here on the second floor where the children 1
were kept. ™

How would the Helpers find her, if she couldn't call them or •
signal Pascal for help? She'd hardly been able to bang on the I
pipes at all. They'd stopped her this morning, when she'd broken
the glass... and again this afternoon. When nobody was looking •
she'd taken a pair of heavy scizzors from the nurse's desk; and the 1
next time she got into the bathroom she'd banged the handles hard
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against the pipes, signalling just as fast as she could. Miz Burns
had come in then with another lady, both of them upset because she
had scizzors... and they'd all been watching her ever since.

Only one of the afternoon-ladies felt a little like a friend.
She was a plumpish older woman with a rouged and powdered face as
wrinkled as a dried apple. She didn't seem at all intimidated by
scowls or sulky silences. Every time she got near Naomi, she'd
pinch the child's cheeks and exclaim, "Izzat a face, or izzat a
face?" And while Naomi didn't like being touched by these
strangers, this lady was so patently cheerful and well-meaning that
Naomi found it quite impossible to hurt her feelings...

There was a growly-sound from the TV just then; and looking
up, Naomi gasped at what she saw, and started to her feet behind
the rest.

Who was that? Who WAS that?I

The matron hurried over and knelt behind the child, who seemed
to be on the verge of hyperventilating with fright. "It's all
right," she whispered. She put her arm around the little girl, who
stood there stiff and staring. "That's just the Cowardly Lion.
There's nothing to be afraid of, sweetie. He's just a made-up
person. . . like a dream, or a fairy-tale. Nobody who looks like
that could possibly ever be real."

She didn't understand, then, why little Jane Doe pushed her
away; why she hadn't been reassured. Everything about the child
spoke of anger and fright, as she retreated to a chair in the
corner.
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Nothing here was ever how it seemed, Naomi decided later, I
lying awake and miserable in the dark dormitory-room. Her little "
roommates were asleep in their beds, leaving her to feel even more
alone. •

She'd watched the TV show through to the end with them; and
the lion-man was just somebody dressed up, after all. He'd been •
silly and scared, and after her initial shock Naomi could tell he I
was wearing a costume, not even a very good one -- it was far too
big for him, and baggy in the seat.

But... Nobody who looks like that could possibly ever be •
real. Naomi knew the lady hadn't meant to hurt, but she hated her
anyway, for saying it. •

Later, as Naomi sat alone in her corner, the lady had come and
knelt down again, knowing she'd struck a wrong note, not knowing _
what it was; trying to make friends. "You don't like it here, I •
know," she whispered, so as not to disturb the others, who were
still watching television. "I can understand that. But it's going
to be okay, you'll see." I

Naomi had simply looked at her.

The woman went on: "I heard them talking about your case. {
You're supposed to leave here tomorrow. They have a place for you
in a nice group-home, and you can leave here. Won't that be nice?" _

Now, in bed, Naomi pressed the heels of her hands over her B

eyes, blocking out the sight of car-headlights tracking endlessly
across the flat alien ceiling. She was used to watching I
candlelight play among the familiar peaks and hollows of her I
chamber-ceiling, and missed that too. Her eyes felt tired, as
though bruised by days of glancing off too many strange hard faces. •
She actually ached to rest her gaze on the comforting planes of |
some face she knew well, and loved...

At the end of that TV show, the brown-haired TV-girl had 1
closed her eyes, clicked her heels together three times and said ™
the magic words that sent her home. Naomi had tried that later
too. She didn't have any shiny red shoes but she clicked her bare I
heels together again and again, thinking, There's noplace like I
home, there's noplace like home... But when she'd opened her eyes
again, nothing had changed. She was still in the Bad Place. •

Magic didn't seem to work here at all. . . or maybe you just had
to have the right shoes. _

But she was supposed to leave here in the morning, to go to "
some other strange place. Or maybe to just disappear, like the
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red-haired boy. And if Vincent was close, he'd have to start
looking all over again. Thinking of all this made her heart beat
hard against her chest... and she knew she was afraid.

Naomi remembered that in the time-before-the-tunnels, she
could push away hurt by telling herself, J don't care, I don't
care. She'd tried that here, but it didn't work either. She did
care -- desperately -- about being found... going home... seeing
Vincent's gentle face again. She would take her punishment gladly
-- stay in her chamber for weeks if he said to — and Father could
scold her in his Very Serious Voice and she wouldn't mind a bit...
if only they would come, and take her home.

197



o)
PX,

C

CJ

w
01

I

CHAPTER TWENTY

Sunday night found Catherine once again in Vincent's chamber,
watching him prepare to return Above. His movements, as he pulled
on his boots and reached for his cloak, were urgent; his expression
and his blue eyes, grim.

Since returning Below she'd tried to mask the frustration and
disappointment which were the only results of her own search. It
had been a day full of obstructive bureacracy, and phones that rang
on unanswered until even now her ears seemed to ring with the
sound. Still, she couldn't bear the anxiety she saw in his face.
"Vincent, if she's in the system then at least she's safe." Her
eyes pleaded with him to believe that the corruption at Ridley, and
the sale of Eric and Ellie, had been a fluke -- a terrible,
unrepeatable mistake. "She won't be hurt."

"She'll be scared anyways," said a voice from the door.

They looked up to find a boy standing there.

"Geoffrey," Vincent greeted him, in a voice both gentle and
stern. "It's very late." It went without saying that the children
had been more strictly supervised since their latest forays Above.
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Catherine touched his hand. She said, "Why do you say that,

Geoffrey?"

"'Cause she will be." And he looked to Vincent, because he I
knew that Catherine might want to help him feel better, but Vincent ™
wouldn't fib to you... not even to be kind. "Don't you think she's
scared, where she is?" •

"...Yes," he said finally, his voice heavy. "I think she's
scared, where she is." m

The boy came a little further into chamber. He was in his
nightclothes -- which, Catherine noticed, were warm and soft and
not a great deal different than his daywear. He fiddled with the I
candleholder on the writing-table. I

"Geoffrey?" Vincent asked, softly. •

"I was just sitting with the little kids... listening to
Father read one of the fairy-poems, before they went to bed." _

"I've always loved those poems," Catherine murmured. *

"Which one was it?" Vincent asked, for the "fairy-poems" were •
very old, and like most of the children Geoffrey knew such "tunnel- |
standards" all by heart. "Tell me."

The youngster looked up at him with tear-bright eyes, and I
began, .

"Fairies, when you lose your way, I
From the dance returning, »

In the darkest undergrowth
See my candle burning!

These shall make the pathway plain,
Homeward to your beds again." *

Vincent nodded. "I remember that one too."

Geoffrey's voice was trembling. "It made me think of Naomi."

"Geoffrey... how are the other children feeling?"

"They're kind of scared," the boy admitted. "They're

* "The Song of the Lords-and-Ladies Fairy," from Flower Fairies
of the Autumn, by Cicely Mary Barker
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wondering if you'll find her. Nobody ever got lost before.
They're thinking maybe..."

"Maybe...?" Vincent prompted him gently.

"Well, if you don't find Naomi... maybe they wouldn't get
found either, if they were lost. -- But it's okay," he added
quickly, "I know you'd find us. I told 'em you would."

Vincent nodded gravely, showing none of the distress Catherine
knew he must feel at the thought of the children's unease. "We
will find Naomi, Geoffrey."

"I was thinking, they probably won't let her have a candle in
her -- her room, where she is. But I left one burning in her
chamber down here. It was dark in there. I wanted to tell you,
just in case you saw it. I didn't want you to be scared."

"Thank you, Geoffrey," Vincent answered, his own voice
gravelled with emotion. "I won't be." He held out his arm, and in
an instant the boy had flown to the warmth of that comforting
embrace.

Catherine, watching, found it enormously touching that a child
knew Vincent could be frightened... and wanted to protect him from
it.

When Geoffrey had been consoled and once again sent off to
bed, Vincent stood near the door with his cloak trailing from his
clenched fist onto the floor. "He's right," he said quietly.
"Naomi is frightened."

"You can feel it?" Catherine asked, knowing the special
relationship he shared with the child.

"Sometimes I think that I do," he murmured. "At other
times, I wonder if I'm not just imagining... what I would expect
her to feel -- the fear, the loneliness -- " he did not say, If
she's all right; if she is alive. Surely he would have known, if
she were not.

"But if it's real, Vincent, is you are feeling those things,
then isn't there a way..."

"It's not a... a bond, like ours, Catherine," he said with
difficulty. "I have no way of following, of -- of finding -- " He
bowed his red-gold head as though ashamed. "I have no sense of
where she is; only that she is no longer here, in this place."

"She said you come to her in her dreams," Catherine murmured,
almost to herself.

"Catherine...?"

"Something Naomi told me, Vincent, that night she came to ray
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apartment. She told me that when she has a nightmare, you come to
her."

"When she wakens crying, I always — "

"No, Vincent. She meant, before she wakes up. She said you
come into her dreams. Is that true?"

His blue eyes flickered to hers, then away and back again
reluctantly, almost shyly. "Sometimes it happens that... in my
dream, I see what she dreams." He shrugged almost brusquely,
dismissing the subject, and lifted the heavy cloak to sling it over
one shoulder. "I must go now. I'll return before dawn." And
before she could quite marshall her thoughts, he was gone.

"Partner, I fail to understand your devotion to this case."
Cradling the phone between neck and shoulder, Sam Jergen waved a
polite refusal to his wife's offer of another cup of coffee. "If
you can even call it a case."

"It's a case," Dailey's stubborn voice came back.

"What's the fascination?"

"Well, take the first killing -- the hooker, I mean -- and now
this one, the struggle, those weird cuts in the jacket... It
looked like somebody was trying to filet him."

"You don't think the two killings are connected -- that the
same perp did the girl?"

"Naw," Dailey scoffed, "we know Corbin did her, we just didn't
have anything the D.A. could take into court. But you take all
that and put it together -- "

"And you still have nothing."

"I just feel like there's a whole lot more to all this than
meets the eye."

"You don't have any idea where it's going."

"I know where it's been."
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Jergen could almost see the obstinate thrust of the other
man's jaw. "Okay. You're hoping you've got your hands on
something bigger." He chuckled knowingly. "You're hoping this
Corbin's death" was some kind of execution-gone-wrong. "

"Coulda been," Dailey said guardedly.

"I know. Drugs, right?"

"We know he was pushing."

"That's about all we know," Jergen pointed out patiently, and
not for the first time.

"It's not all our witness knows."

"Again, with the witness. What is it you think she saw?
Druglords out slumming?"

"If they were," Dailey countered, "isn't that something you'd
want to know about? I'm sure Narcotics would be interested too."

"Come on, the guy was nickel-and-dime."

"Maybe he was a man with a dream. Maybe they're knocking off
all the little pushers down there, and he was just the first."

Jergen sighed. Audibly. "And you're hoping the little girl
saw...?"

"Something. Anything."

"Better she saw nothing."

"Well, yeah," Dailey agreed, a shrug in his voice. "If they
know she was there."

"Maybe they already have her." Jergen gave his head a shake.
"Look, now you've got me doing it. Partner, there isn't any vthey'
-- not until you prove to me there is."

"We need the kid for that."

"Easier said than done." The investigator stretched long,
lean legs, considering his next comment carefully. "Do you care
about this little girl at all? What happens to her, I mean, beyond
her being a witness."

A long silence answered him. "That's a helluva question,"
Dailey said brusquely. "Sure I care. I know the streets are no
place for a little kid. And the minute she tells her ol' uncle
detective what he needs to know, I'll see she gets into a nice safe
juvenile hall, too." He listened into the pause. "Now what?"

203



I
"Nothing. It's just that... there are better places for I

homeless kids, you know."

"Name one." £

Jergen was silent. _

Dailey said, "There are a lot worse places, too." '

"Yeah. I guess." •

"You going soft? Look, Jerg, we're cops, right? Our job is

|
" -- Catch crooks. So you keep telling me."

"So, we'll leave the social work to the social workers. You I
wouldn't like it anyway, trust me. Which brings me to why I'm I
calling you -- "

" -•- On a Sunday night, right." I

'Well, I tried to get you all day yesterday." _

"We went up at my mother-in-law's, early. Sorry," Jergen told ™
him with transparent insincerity. "Did you come up with something
new?" It didn't sound as though he had, but the two men had worked •
together long enough that Jergen knew his friend intended to worry |
this bone until he got some satisfaction out of it. It was rumored
around the department that Dailey could get blood out of a stone. •

"Not me," the other said smugly. "Somebody might, though."

"sSomebody'? Like who, pray tell?" I

"Well, I called the D.A.'s office today -- "

"On a weekend?" |

" — And I talked to Joe Maxwell." _

"Maxv/ell?" Jergen sat up. "I'm impressed. I didn't know you
were so highly connected. Have you also been lunching with Moreno?
Having high tea with the Commish?" I

"He said," Dailey forged onward, "he's got a lady investigator
who specializes in this sort of thing." •

"What sort of thing?" asked Jergen.

"Finding reluctant witnesses... rounding up testimony nobody I
else can get. You remember that cop-killing a year or two ago?
They thought they had the shooter, and it turned out to be a setup
by another cop instead?" 8
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"Yeah..."

"Well, Maxwell told me it was his investigator that came up
with the only'witness, a homeless deaf girl -- "

"A deaf girl?"

Dailey seemed startled. "This isn't the first time you heard
about this, is it? I thought everybody -- "

"No, no, I just... I guess the details had slipped my mind.
I remember now."

"Anyway, he's going to sic this lady D.A. on Social Services
tomorrow, and see if she can find out anything."

"You know those people down there," Jergen said sourly. "Even
if they have this Foster child, they're not about to just hand her
over, or her file either if they can help it — "

"My, my, aren't we cynical," Dailey taunted him genially.
"Well, this lady D.A -- you know her luck's gotta be better than
yours or mine, right? You can picture how receptive they'd be if
I came bulling my way in there..."

"You're right about that." Jergen shook his head ruefully.
"Look, partner, I've got to cut this short. Laurie's waving a
dishtowel at me from the kitchen, and it's my turn to dry -- "

"You're whipped, bud."

"Yeah, Marge tells me your apron's got little posies on it."

"See you tomorrow, Jerg."

"Bright and early, partner." Thoughtfully he lowered the
receiver into the cradle, and sat scowling off into the middle
distance.

Naomi rocketed upright in bed, her heart hammering wildly in
her throat. She opened her mouth to cry out —

-- and remembered where she was.

She'd had a dream. In it she'd been searching this building,
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room by room -- endless rooms, empty rooms, rooms she hadn't even |
seen here yet -- hoping to find Vincent. And just when she felt
she might be getting close, the people-without-faces came in and _
took her away. And then somehow she was like them, and she didn't I
have a face any more, either... *

She sat up in the dark clutching the blanket to her chest, •
unable even to wipe away the tears scalding her cheeks. More than I
anything, she longed to hear the pipechamber-watch tapping out the
hourly "All's Well." Instead she heard, outside the barred window, •
the clamor of the traffic that never seemed to stop, and the £
distant shriek of sirens; and inside this dormitory room, one of
the three other children stirred restlessly in her sleep.

But around Naomi's bed she felt a profound and impenetrable •
silence.

For three days she had refused to speak. Now, as her |
breathing slowed, she licked her lips and ^ried to whisper
Vincent's name to herself. _

It wouldn't come. Her heart began to race again, with a sort
of fear she didn't understand. It was as if the thought of hearing
her own voice after so long, terrified her. She tried to clear her I
throat and found she didn't have any spit. There was no voice to I
call upon; and had it come, she knew for sure that she'd jump out
of her skin and die with the shock. •

Now the dream came pouring back in upon her, along with a
suffocating terror. These people were going to take her away in _
the morning -- the new lady had told her that. Maybe they would I
take her far away, to one of the places Kipper had said there were '
no tunnels. . . and even Vincent would never be able to find her
again. She'd become like them -- a Topsider -- and never be able •
to find her way home. I

The dark began to sparkle, and Naomi breathed carefully •
once... then again. She remembered Vincent's soft, sure voice I
telling her, Being lost is not the same as dying.

It just felt that way. I

The child loosened her grip on the covers and slowly — as
though afraid they would crash to the floor -- she pushed them •
back. Drawing up her knees, she folded her arms around them. |
Thinking. Thinking hard.

She couldn't let them take her away from here. But how could I
she stop it? She couldn't fight them all... and they wouldn't let
her out. But she couldn't go away; and knowing that, Naomi decided
what she must do. I

She didn't want to. This was the dark, scary building in her
dream, and she hadn't even seen most of it -- just downstairs,
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where the office was, and here where they kept the children. But
it was a big place with lots of doors, and sometimes she heard
people walking -on the ceiling, so there must be a lot more of it. . .
She sat very still, frightened by the enormity of the idea. It
would be easier if she just had help... someone who'd been here
longer. But she thought of the other children here, and the men
and ladies in charge and knew that none of them were Helpers -- not
even the ones who were kind. None of them would offer, like Eric,
to keep her secret, or bring her food...

It would be easier still to just do as she was told, and go
where they put her. She wouldn't have to go into the dark. But
she remembered Catherine saying, Sometimes it's best to do the hard
thing... and swallowing hard, Naomi turned to push her feet out
over the bedside.

Where could she hope to hide, till Vincent came?
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Catherine was sitting propped against the guest-chamber
pillows, restlessly watching the second-hand circle the face of her
mother's antique wristwatch. She'd been tossing and turning for
hours, unable to sleep, resisting the idea of having to hurry back
to her apartment to dress for work. It was Monday — dawn, the
time when Vincent must return... and when he would be most at risk
Above.

She raised her head, eyes widening.

He was'back. He was safe. Catherine turned this other-sense
realization over in her own mind, examining it with all the
lawyerish skepticism and objectivity she could muster. How could
she be so sure? Mightn't this feeling spring from her own anxiety,
or wishful thinking?

No. Vincent had come Below. He was nearby.

Why, then, hadn't he come in to her?

If the news was good — if he'd found the child — certainly
the pipes would be echoing his triumph. But if the news was bad,
if something terrible had happened —

Catherine threw the coverlet back; and reaching for the long
robe Mary had left her, she hurried out into the corridor.

"Vincent?" She stepped into the doorway and stopped, taken
aback. He was pacing the small chamber, cloak billowing behind
him. His hair snapped over his shoulders as he whirled to face
her. She said, "Vincent, are you all right?"

"Catherine, I..." Unclenching his great fists, he raised his
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hands in a gesture of helplessness. "I couldn't — "

"Oh, Vincent..." She came forward then and put her arms
around him, around his wide shoulders, feeling the chill wetness of
his cloak begin to dampen her sleeves as well. She held tight to
him anyway, until she felt his arms slowly encircle her too. Then,
after few moments, she pulled back gently to look up at him. There
were ice-crystals everywhere in his hair, darkening it to auburn as
they melted. His face was haggard; his eyes, when at last he
raised them to meet hers, were anguished. When she moved to take
his hands his fingers were like ice in hers. "Vincent, you're
freezing,"

"It's sleeting, Above." His voice was low, and a little
hoarse.

"So I see -- "

"If she's outside in this, Catherine — "

"She isn't," she said fiercely, not sure whether she was
reassuring him or herself. "Come on, let's get this off you..."
She tugged at the cloak's front-closure. When she'd gotten it
unfastened, he shrugged himself uncaringly free of its weight. It
puddled heavily to the floor. He turned as though to begin his
distracted pacing again, and Catherine caught the front of his
vest. She was relieved to find that it wasn't as damp as his outer
garment had been, because she was relatively sure she wasn't going
to be able to wrestle him free of it. "Vincent, you've got to
rest."

"I cannot simply — "

"Vincent." She tightened her grip with a short, sharp shake.
"I want you to lie down. You can't keep hurting yourself this way.
And you're not going to be any help to Naomi if you make yourself
sick."

He stood there looking down into her urgent face, and his cold
hands came up to cover hers. "Catherine... I don't know what to
do. "

"I know," she said, "and I'll help. But for now, you need to
rest." Catherine knew he'd need to get some warmth inside him, as
well as out — hot soup or tea — but everyone was still asleep,
and anyway she couldn't have brought herself to leave his side.
Well, she thought, first things first. She tugged him further from
the door. "Come on."

His hands dropped to his sides. "Catherine?"

She backed toward the bed, pulling him after her; and when the
edge bumped the backs of her legs she simply angled herself agilely
up onto it and crawled backward, still pulling him after her,
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refusing to let go.

His expression was frankly bewildered now as he leaned forward
onto one hand, still resisting. "What are you -- "

Freeing one hand, she elbowed a couple of pillows savagely out
of her way and pulled him after her. "I won't take sno' for an
answer, Vincent," she said determinedly — and wondered, somewhere
in the back of her mind, if she'd remember those words later with
any sense of irony.

Daunted by the resolution in her tone, he had to lift one knee
onto the bedside or lose his balance.

Reaching behind her, she grabbed hold of the extra quilt and
yanked the folds out of it. "Come here and cover up, now, before
you catch pneumonia," she commanded him gently.

He hesitated, poised awkwardly there on the edge of the bed.
She held the edge of the coverlet up and tented over her legs, her
stillness saying clearly that she could outwait him. He saw the
tenderness and worry in her eyes... and she saw surrender in his.
He eased forward then like a man in a dream, the mattress sinking
slowly under his weight as he settled himself tentatively, almost
apologetically, only inches away.

"That's better," she said with a brusqueness she hardly felt.
Sh- sat up to arrange the quilt and realized that he still had his
boors on, the soles cold and wet. Without hesitation she scooted
toward the end of the big bed.

At her first tug he sat up too, plainly alarmed. "Catherine,
I don't — "

"You can't sleep in your boots," she snapped, struggling with
the right one. "Lie back."

He did so, more meekly than she'd expected; and resting there
on his elbows, he watched her — scowling over the challenge and
impatiently blowing soft brown bangs out of her eyes. His foot was
so large, her hands so small by comparison, and her expression so
resolute that for the first time since his return he felt a little
like smiling.

Triumphing finally, she flung the first boot aside and began
on the other without even looking up. When the left one had been
dropped to the floor as well, she nodded with satisfaction.
"There." He was wearing thick, white wool socks — surprisingly
dry and undarned -- but as she'd expected his feet were chilled as
well. With a sharp glance that dared him to protest, she began
chaffing them vigorously, one after the other.

"Catherine," he said helplessly, after a moment of such
ministrations.
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Relenting, she returned to his side; reached back, and pulled •

the patchwork cover over them both. Lying a little higher against
the pillows than he, she leaned down to kiss the damp wildness of •
his hair, now only inches away. "Can you rest, now?" I

The crystal-blue depths of his eyes seemed a little less
haunted. "Perhaps... as long as you're here." I

A lump rose into her throat. "Then I'll stay," she said, "as
long as you need me." She tucked the quilt more securely around •
his shoulder. She'd be late for work, of course, but she'd give f
Joe some standard excuse and it would be all right; it always was.
She said, "Look at your hair," and began combing it gently back, _
away from his cheek. The strands were silky-wet between her I
fingers. She wished, absently — but hardly for the first time — ™
that she had a hairbrush with her and could make a proper job of
it. "It will be all right," she told him again, hoping she was •
right; willing him to believe her. "Try to close your eyes, now." |

"I keep thinking..." His voice trailed away, as though he •
were reluctant to go on. I

"What?" she whispered. "What have you been thinking?"

"What she must be going through," he answered, "even if she's •
safe. The fear, the loneliness. Does she feel as though we've
abandoned her?" •

"She knows you haven't." Catherine held his gaze with her
own. "I know Naomi. And she knows you... loves you. Didn't you _
tell her you wouldn't give up?" I

He nodded, slowly, against the patchwork pillow.

"Vincent, don't you think she believed you?" I

He knew she had. He remembered that the child had drifted off i
to sleep at once on the strength of his promise, her dandelion- ]
curls nodding against his chest. "Yes." He closed his eyes, as
though it was a thing he regretted. "She believed me."

She stroked the fiery strands back from the warm skin of his •
temple. "Then have as much faith in yourself as she does. . . and as
I do." I

He looked up, startled.

"You can't lose hope, Vincent. You can't." |

"No," he sighed. _

She shifted a little higher against the pillows. "Rest now," ™
she whispered. She sensed only an instant of surprise as she drew
him down, cradling his head to her bosom, resting her cheek atop •
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the still-tangled mane of his bright hair. And she felt, rather
than heard, a small soft sound a little like a sob.

She felt-watchful... protective. Her eyes roved the familiar
bedchamber as though seeking some other, more tangible enemy
against whom she might defend him.

He was a little warmer now, and after a little while she felt
the tension begin to go out of the muscles of his shoulder. His
breathing slowed; it wasn't long before she knew he'd gone to
sleep. There now, she thought. That wasn't so bad, was it?

Without thinking, she tightened her arm around him; around the
wide back and hard shoulder, pressing him closer. And to her
surprise he let out a long slow sigh there at her breast, and
nuzzled gently at the softness there.

Eyes flying wide, Catherine resisted the urge to sit bolt
upright with a gasp. She felt the heat of his breath through the
weave of her gown and was electrified, but he was asleep and this
was surely, she thought, the innocent nuzzling of a sleeping child
seeking comfort, nothing more. Vincent awake, she thought, would
never have dared it; or waking to the realization, would surely
have been horrified at himself for committing such a trespass, even
unconsciously. He could not be aware — and could not be allowed
to realize -- the effect he was having on her.

She held her breath as he relaxed more heavily against her.
She wondered if he could feel the racing of her heart -- there,
beneath the tawny cheek that lay so close above it. Even now he
was turning his face more into her warmth; into that unbound
softness that even as an infant he had never been allowed to
experience. What are you dreaming? she asked him, in her racing
heart. For his lips were parted slightly, and when the soft lower
one trembled, she could feel it against her skin as though she were
bare to him.

His breath warmed her there and made gooseflesh everywhere
else. Catherine pressed a kiss very lightly into his hair,
convinced this alone would not wake him. Shivering, she resisted
the need to pull him closer, arch a little toward him, offer what
he perhaps sought... Not by a single jarring breath would she
disturb his hard-won slumber. She thought of how often she'd
wanted, needed, to hold him just this way, feeling the warmth of
his body pressed along the length of hers... and she thought how
sad it was that circumstances like these were needed to bring it
about.

She went on holding him, unmindful of the passage of time,
letting him take the rest he needed. But every time she started to
relax as well, he would stir, moving his face against her a little,
as though seeking what he could not find; and she thought (and
would remember later), I would know the feel and the shape of your
face there even in the dark — even if I were blind!
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But she did not say it; there was no sound in the chamber I

beyond the shared and subtle rhythms of their breathing, and her •
heart, which surely only she could hear. A sigh shuddered through
him -- and so" through her -- and Catherine lay unmoving, trying •
desperately to concentrate on anything else. |

Her gaze fell distractedly upon a small book of verses, lying «
closed upon his reading-table. It was the Frost; even from here I
she recognized the volume. Naomi's book, she thought unhappily;
and her heart slowed, and began taking up its heavier burdens once
more. I

Vincent must have brought the book from the child's empty
chamber to his own. "For I have promises to keep..." Had he been
punishing himself, reading that poem over and over? I

Oh, Vincent. . . Yet she knew how he felt. He..: own worry, when
she allowed herself to dwell on it, was nearly incapacitating. I
She'd been a part of Naomi's rescue -- what was, in effect, the B
child's salvation, for she surely would have died if left to the
mercies of "civilized society." In the short time since, Catherine •
too had come to love the little minx -- not only because it was the |
nature of the child herself to be loved, but because Naomi was,
like all the tunnel-orphans, a part of Vincent's world... and so, _
a part of Vincent. I

His worry for her was taking a terrible toll; what Catherine
couldn't see, she could feel. Where could the little girl have •
gone? In this city there were a hundred darkened alleys down which •
a child could disappear, and never be seen again. And the tunnel-
world couldn't file a missing-persons report, or advertise its loss •
on the side of milk-cartons. Catherine knew well how much they £
were depending on her own efforts in that world Above. She felt as
helpless now as she had when, once upon another time, she'd tried
to help Vincent find the man he had known, all his life, only as
"Father."

She heard uneven footfalls in the passageway, and as she
watched with disbelief a shadow fell across the doorway.
Incredible timing, she thought. "Who's there?" she called out
softly, more a greeting than an inquiry.

He stepped into view and hesitated, leaning almost diffidently
on his walking-stick. "I'm sorry," he began, "I really don't mean
to — "

"No, it's all right. Come in." She lifted her cheek -- just
a little — from the tangled silk of Vincent's hair. She and the
patriarch regarded one another with a predictable wariness.
Catherine thought of their last meeting, under similar circum-
stances, and how she'd dismissed him with a wordless gesture. And
Father — well, who knew what Father might be thinking? But she
was willing to bet she could guess...
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"I. . . thought you might be here," he said, his faded blue eyes
taking in every detail of the scene; Vincent sleeping in the
protective circle of her arms, his boots lying in different corners
and a cloak still mounded wetly in the middle of the floor. Father
limped forward and reached down, automatically, to pick it up. As
he did, he glanced up and saw Catherine flush; and he realized his
impulse might have seemed a sort of rebuke. He smoothed the heavy
garment over the back of the reading-chair. "May I sit? I am
rather tired."

Her expression still guarded, she nodded.

He eased into the seat and clasped both hands over the head of
the cane. Catherine, noting the sharpness of his gaze, waited for
the inevitable suggestion that she return Above, get some rest,
leave Vincent to his more experienced ministrations...

^
Instead the old man said, very softly, "Do you suppose it's

only because I've been with him, cared for him for so long... that
I've ceased to see him as strange, or even very different?
Sometimes I come upon him unexpectedly, here in the tunnels, and
it's as though I were seeing him for the first time -- and in that
instant he is so extraordinarily beautiful thai: he quite takes my
breath away." He looked at Catherine a little sheepishly. "Well,
I suppose it's just an old man's foolishness."

"No." Catherine felt the lump rising in her throat, and
blinked back tears . Had he spoken knowing how completely his words
would disarm her? "I don't think it's foolish at all."

"I thought perhaps you might understand." He leaned his
bearded chin upon his hands. "I'm glad to see you got him to rest."

"He's exhausted."

"And you?"

She shrugged, uncomfortably. Beneath the coverlet, she
slipped her hand beneath Vincent's, needing this reassuring warmth
if he wasn't awake to offer it.

Father's gaze returned to his slumbering son. "He's been
searching the city -- all night, every night. I... we... haven't
been able to convince him to really rest, even in daytime, since
all this began." He cocked his gray head. "You're very good for
him, Catherine."

Astonished, she could only think that Father himself must be
far more tired than he realized.

"No, I am quite serious," he said, seeing her surprise. "Do
you know, I was coming down this very corridor one evening... oh,
over a year ago. And I heard the two of you laughing together.
You can't imagine the effect it had on me."
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"But why should that be so — " I

"So significant? My dear, you never knew Vincent as a child.
Do you remember him as he was, when you first met?" •

Catherine nodded. In the beginning, all she had known of her
wraithlike rescuer was the gentleness of his voice... and then, as _
time went on, she'd come to recognize the melancholy reticence that 1
infused his whole character, coloring his view of the world. "I
remember."

"He was quite different in the beginning, of course. So •
eager, so curious as he went about discovering our world. He was
born with the soul of an explorer, you know; the heart of an •
adventurer." |

"I know," Catherine smiled.

"At times Naomi reminds me of him... or perhaps of Devin." •
His brows drew together in an absent-minded scowl Catherine was
sure he was unaware of. "I've tried to imagine, or remember, what •
it must be like, to be able to number the years of your life on the g
fingers of one hand... to see the world as a place full of so many
marvelous possibilities." He shook his head. "Quite impossible, •
of course. But Naomi so often reminds me of Vincent, when he was I
that age."

"Tell me," she said, keeping her voice low.

"Even after he began to realize his own... uniqueness... and
the extent of his limitations, he was a joyous child. Full of
questions and challenges . I was ... so proud of him, and so full of
trepidation. I watched him, following Devin and the others here
and there, growing up beside Lisa..."

Catherine knew the story of the young tunnel-raised ballerina,
Vincent's first love, whose desertion had caused him so many years
of pain and self-doubt.

Father's eyes refocused on Catherine, suddenly. "You know so
much of our history now, Catherine. Vincent's, Devin's... mine.
Did you ever think to become so one of us?"

She could think of no simple reply to this, and he seemed to
expect none.

"Devin and Lisa had one quality in common. They both seemed
to be meant for the world Above. And when they left — first Devin
and then, not long after, Lisa too -- without so much as a goodbye
for him or a word of explanation — "

"I thought," Catherine said very carefully, "that you sent
Lisa away. At least, she gave me that impression."
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"Oh, make no mistake, it was at my urging and I thought it was
for the best. . . given the situation." He faced her squarely. "But
she was not vexiled.' She'd wanted to continue her training Above
for a long while; there was, after all, only so much we could offer
someone of her talents. She had simply lacked the... the courage
to take that step. And then, suddenly, she felt that she perhaps
had more to fear down here than in the world Above."

"Vincent?"

"Oh... it was more, I think, what he represented; commitment,
caring. He'd called her bluff, you see, in the most innocent
adolescent way. The game was over -- and Lisa had never learned to
do anything but play. Her life, it seems to me, has been devoted
to playing games of let's-pretend on stages all over the world."

"She's discovered some harsher realities lately," Catherine
murmured.

"Yes... but back then, she was not willing to face such
things."

"So, she left."

"My dear," Father said morosely, "she fled. I barely had time
to bind up her scratches. It was her choice to leave that very
night, without saying goodbye to anyone."

"Especially Vincent?" she guessed.

"I thought he might never recover. He blamed himself, of
course... and me. And he couldn't help but realize, finally, all
that life could never offer him. All his boyhood dreams were only
that. It was a terrible disillusionment. And he became, as he
grew into adulthood, somehow profoundly saddened. He was kind,
helpful when needed, always — but a mere shadow of himself, a
somber and melancholy presence among us. I don't remember hearing
the sound of his laughter again, not once during all those
intervening years. It was worrying to me, but I suppose we all
came to accept him that way, as he was." He saw Catherine, all
unawares, cradle Vincent's head more protectively against her, and
went on: "I would have done anything to save him further
suffering. And when you came into his life -- into all our lives
-- I was certain you could bring him nothing but pain. As Lisa
had. "

"We can always be hurt most deeply," Catherine nodded, "by
those we hold most dear."

"It is a uniquely human failing," Father said slowly, "and a
vulnerability which Vincent chooses for himself... particularly
where you are concerned."

"It doesn't come easily to him," Catherine said wryly, "if
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that's any comfort to you." 1

"I don't think it is, any more." He regarded her almost
quizzically. ""I've noticed certain changes in him -- in both of •
you, in fact -- over the past year. Changes you may not even be |
aware of."

Without knowing quite why, Catherine felt the color wanning I
her face. "How do you mean?"

"I mentioned that one day last year I was coming up the I
tunnel, preoccupied with some errand or other, and I heard you two I
laughing together. It was -- it was marvelous."

Catherine wondered what they had been laughing at -- something I
one of the children had said, one of Mouse's adventures, some story
about Joe?

Father went on: "I watched him, you know, during your time in •
California — do you remember?" Of course she aid, but he waited
to see her nod. "You weren't to be gone very long; he knew you'd
be coming back. Even so, I saw him begin to... to sink into
himself, become depressed -- almost morose. And this was while you
were simply far away, and he knew that you were safe."

Catherine nodded again, still guarded. She had been in
danger, very briefly, during the final night of her visit to that
distant shore; and Vincent had reached out through their bond,
through a dream, to save her in a way neither of them could begin
to explain. But Father, she was sure, knew nothing of the
incident. She wondered where this conversation was going; whether
his paternal protectiveness of Vincent was about to lead them back
down the path of blame and suspicion that had characterized much of
her relationship with the older man.

"I saw... how he changed," Jacob Wells went on. "And it
occurred to me -- "at long last,' you may well say -- that had your
separation been of a deeper or more permanent nature... he would
not have survived it."

Both of them knew that the "separation" to which he referred,
had little to do with mere distance, or time. Yet his tone was one
of resignation -- no, acceptance — rather than censure, and
Catherine felt relief wash through her like a tide. "Yes," she
said slowly, "I know."

"But I didn't," Father shrugged, helplessly. "Or at least, I
resisted knowing -- for his own protection, mind you. So much of
my life seems now, in retrospect, to have been geared toward
protecting Vincent from... from one thing or another. You
understand."

Catherine nodded. "I understand." — And she did, really.
She'd often thought (when not, herself, chaffing at that paternal
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overprotectiveness) that trying to keep a young Vincent safe from
harm would be a lot like parenting a hemophiliac who longs to play
football... And the two episodes of Vincent's capture by Topsiders
— once by research scientists, and then again by a street-gang —
could hardly have been reassuring to the old man. "You were only
trying to protect Vincent," Catherine said softly, her voice
betraying no trace of the resentment she'd often felt at his
interference. "I remember how happy I was on Winterfest night,
when you invited me to scomplete the circle.'"

"Were you, my dear?" He remembered her smile then, as she
looked up at Vincent; there had been something in her eyes, almost
too bright to look upon.

"Yes, I -- " Catherine stopped, her eyes widening. Hidden
beneath the guilt, Vincent' s hand had closed very deliberately over
hers. She swallowed hard and tried to remember whatever it was
she'd been talking about. Had Father noticed her startlement? "In
the beginning, you were so ... so..."

"'Resistant,' shall we say?" Jacob Wells said drily. "Yes; I
confess I was that, to say the least. This bond the two of you
share..." Father shook his head in wonderment. "Whether I
understand it or not, it really is something quite extraordinary."

She nodded a little distractedly. Vincent's hand squeezed
hers again, his thumb brushing over the back of her wrist. Yet,
glancing down, she saw his face composed as though he were, in
fact, still sleeping. The sandy lashes didn't so much as quiver
against his cheeks. And the thought suddenly occurred to her --
when had he really wakened? If he were awake now, could he have
been awake before, when he was -- ?

"I remember when he and I were trapped in the Maze," Father
was saying, "and you knew. You came to him... to us. And the way
he is able to sense any danger to you..."

"Yes," Catherine nodded, concentrating deliberately on the
thought, the memory of how Vincent's whisper of warning had saved
her in that parking-garage thousands of miles away. Stealthily she
turned her hand in his, returning his loving pressure. "I'm not
sure I understand it either, but there doesn't seem to be any limit
to it."

"And that is why, Catherine, you must be particularly careful
not to -- " He stopped, and smiled ruefully. "Forgive me, my
dear. Old habit, I suppose, and best forgotten. You know what I
was going to say, of course."

She returned his smile, and found her own tremulous. "Yes.
I think I know."

"Not that I don't still have reservations, of course. But
what I've wanted to say to you for some time was... I watched him
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all that week, during your absence. I watched him sinking slowly I
into himself -- into a sort of ^decline,' as it were -- trying all *
the while to remain accessible to those of us who needed him, and
despite my and the children's best efforts to distract him." •

Vincent, as the words were spoken, had grown utterly still in
her arms. Catherine could somehow see it all -- his sadness and •
withdrawal -- as though she'd been there; and even imagining it was H
a terrible thing for her.

"And then," Father went on, "I saw his joy, in the very 8
instant he knew you had started back to us . " •

He was so sincere, his brow furrowing with the need to make •
himself understood; he'd obviously given this a great deal of |
thought over recent months . Catherine bit her lower lip to hide
its trembling. Would he have spoken with such candor, she _
wondered, if he suspected she was not the only listener? She felt I
Vincent press their clasped hands confidingly, warmly into her ™
side .

Father went on, "I realized then that if you'd been prevented |
from returning -- for any reason — Vincent would have. . . He would
have followed you somehow, in his way. " He looked up at Catherine •
and thought, absently, how green her eyes looked with the tears I
standing in them that way. "So it occurred to me -- belatedly
perhaps, but not too late I hope -- that while love might be
painful for him, even dangerous. . . for both of you. . . it is nothing I
to what he would suffer, if you were suddenly to go out of his •
life. But protecting Vincent is a habit I'm finding difficult to
outgrow. "

She tried to smile. "I know."

•

"Vincent isn't like us, you see. Oh — I don't mean in any I
obvious, superficial way. I mean that when Vincent says vforever,'
he means precisely that. And for a very long time I was certain
that was something you couldn't possibly comprehend." I

She nodded, wondering if he were remembering. Even Margaret,
the love of his life, hadn't understood about forever... although •
she'd come back to it, just at the end. "Did you think I |
couldn't... because I was a Topsider?"

"You're not a Topsider," Father corrected her quickly, as 1
though defending her against herself.

"But... you didn't want to see him hurt," Catherine murmured, I
finding herself in the odd position of comforting a man she'd often I
found infuriatingly obstructive. "I can understand that."

"Yes. I'm beginning to believe you can." |

"Only now?... Jacob Wells," Catherine teased him gently, "you
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don't place much trust in the world Above."

"Well... more and more, actually," he mused, his blue eyes
crinkling at the corners. "These days, more and more."

They studied one another speculatively for a long moment.
Finally he said, "Well," briskly, and used the cane to lever
himself upward. "That's all I wanted to say, actually."

All?, she thought. "It was... enough," she said shyly.

"Perhaps. At any rate I was glad to find I hadn't missed you.
I know you're expected Above this morning. You're not going to be
late, are you?"

She decided to read nothing in, this time, beyond his apparent
concern. Always the father, she thought with new affection. "Not
very," she replied. She kept her voice pitched low, as though
still careful not to wake Vincent. "I'm hoping to pick up some new
leads, once I'm back in the office."

"I hope so," Father answered. His tone, like his expression,
was grave. "It's been over three days now, and I'm beginning to
fear — "

"Don't." She shook her head. "She's in the system; she has
to be. And if she's in the system, I can find her."

"It isn't necessary for you to make any promises, Catherine.
You've never... you've never given us any less than your all, I
know that." he stumped decisively to the door and there paused,
looking back over his shoulder. "I'm sure Vincent knows it too."
His eyes narrowed. "Don't you, my boy?" he asked pointedly and
went out.

Vincent's hand clenched suddenly against her ribs -- and then
they were hugging each other tight, rocking with muffled laughter.

After a moment Vincent pulled back a little, his teeth
glinting in the soft light. "I don't know that I ever fooled him
as a child, either."

"Well, I think it's safe to assume we didn't fool him this
morning!" Catherine blushed, wondering what the old man must have
thought. Impulsively she bent to press a kiss into Vincent's hair.
"Don't you know it isn't nice to eavesdrop?"

"What was I to do?" He blinked at her a little sheepishly.
"When I woke again, and heard... I was afraid he might stop, if he
realized. And he's been very thoughtful of late."

"You knew...?"

"It was something he needed to say, and... something you
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needed to hear."

I
I

You, too, she thought wistfully; and knew he'd felt it, heard
it in her sigh"". •

He was watching her enigmatically, and she was conscious all
at once of his rekindled warmth... how closely they were snuggled _
together. .. the ease of his nearness. When his lips found hers she I
was never sure, later, just whose idea it really was. *

Pulling back a little, she gazed into the enigmatic blue of •
his eyes and remembered that he'd said, "When I woke again..." I
Could he have been awake before? Before, when he...?

Vincent watched her, almost smiling, like a man who knows I
there is a question and waits for it; but he did not ask, and she
did not ask. Feeling unexpectedly shy, Catherine wasn't at all
sure this was the time to face that particular answer. . . or the I
other questions it was going to raise. •

When he leaned forward and kissed her again, very deliberately •
this time, she knew she'd wonder later if there were some reward in £
it for her silence; but this was a very small curiosity, and easily
forgotten in the delight of the moment. _'

Finally he laid his head down on her shoulder, rubbing his ™
soft-bristled cheek back and forth there as though to reassure
himself of the flesh hidden beneath the fabric.

Catherine said, "It's going to be okay," and was surprised at
the steadiness of her own voice. "You know we're going to make it
right again. "

He lifted his head then; and without moving any farther away,
he combed the hair back from her face, and cradled her cheek upon
his palm. "It's late... past time for you to return."

"I know," she said, unprotesting and unresisting... but for
just a moment longer, resolutely unmoved.
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It was still dark in the tenement neighborhood when the knock
sounded. Inside, a thickset man moved stiffly toward the door,
belting himself into a worn terrycloth robe as the sound came
again.

"Who's there?" A marked German accent lent a certain
brusqueness to the question. Listening for an answer, he leaned
his gray head near the door, as though there were a peephole there
to peek through. He rested one hand on the knob, so he could feel
if someone began to pick the lock; he'd faced housebreakers here
before, and now kept a baseball bat within easy reach. "Who is it?
If you're up to no good out there -- "

"Eli, it's me," came the soft response. "Can you let me in?"

A muttered exclamation of surprise; he fumbled with the lock,
opening the door just wide enough for the tall, lean figure to slip
inside. The bolt shot home again behind him at once. "What are
you doing here at such an hour?" Eli demanded. He looked stern and
a little wild, with his iron-gray beard in morning disarray. "I
have a phone -- you couldn't just call?"

"I was afraid my wife would hear," the man shrugged — and
then, giving in to a grin, he enveloped the other in a pounding
bear-hug. "Eli," he said, "I've missed you."

"Cold out there," Eli said gruffly, feeling the chill
lingering on his guest's overcoat.

" -- And in here. Are you doing all right?"

"Yah, yah, well enough. I like it cold, you know, it reminds
me of home."

Even if that weren't so, the newcomer knew the old man would
never consider relocating, surrendering the usefulness of his
position here (between-worlds, so to speak) to the demands of mere
comfort.

"Come in, come in, don't stand like a stranger. I'll make hot
tea. Where have you been?" Mixing welcome and scolding, the old
man drew him into a small, spartan apartment remarkable only for
its neatness. Even the exposed steam-pipes had bee:i buffed to a
soft gunmetal gleam; they were knocking faintly with -- just now —
nothing more than steam. "We didn't see you at Winterfest," he
went on, speaking over his shoulder as he filled a kettle. "Father
was worried. Is everything all right?"

"Sorry I didn't send word. We've been away, off and on," the
visitor apologized. "The wife's aunt, upstate... she's aging fast
and she's been pretty ill."

"Your wife is a good woman, " Eli said, with characteristic
respect. "Someday maybe a Helper too, I think. -- Sit, sit. I
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should have such a niece."

"Well, she hasn't been sleeping well. It's why I couldn't
call; I thought she might overhear. Anyway, it was no trouble to
stop by on the way to work." I

"On the way?! Pretty far out of your way, I think, this place
-- and what are these hours you're keeping? You don't need to •
sleep, these days?" £

"No rest for the wicked," the younger man said complacently. _
He cocked his head. I

"What are you listening for?"

"I forget, sometimes, how I enjoy the sound of the pipes... I
even when they aren't saying anything."

" -- Like now," Eli shrugged. "I'm used to such rattlings. 1
Usually I don't even notice, except, of course, T-'ven it gets in the
way of the messages. So," he said briskly, putting the kettle on
and taking a seat opposite his guest. "What brings you here this
morning? There's a problem? Some news, I hope? Tell me, now that
I'm awake."

"You tell me," the other scowled worriedly. "Maybe I'm just
adding two and two and coming up with five... but has something
happened Below? Something I should have heard about, and didn't
somehow?"

"You don't know?" the elder exclaimed. "Ach -- what a mixup
-- and yet I'm sure they would have sent you word -- probably it
got lost somehow..."

"Eli, please, I need to -- "

"It's a bad business," the old man said dourly, not to be
hurried. "But if you didn't hear, then how did you guess?"

"It wasn't anything concrete -- just, you know, little bits
and pieces. Clues -- "

"Our Sherlock," Eli said fondly.

"I started thinking, when I heard that an Assistant D.A. named
Chandler was involved -- "

"You know Catherine?"

"Never had the pleasure," the man admitted, "but I know of
her, of course. Anyway, that, along with a couple of other details
coming together the wrong way -- or the right way -- and I started
to wonder. What's going on?"

"A bad business," Eli repeated, wagging his beard.

"Tell me," said his visitor. "I need to know how we're
involved, before I can help."
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Catherine sat at her desk staring off into the middle
distance, oblivious to the everyday bustle going on around her, the
clamor of ringing telephones, lawyers rushing here and there --
even the waterman refilling the nearby cooler. Absentmindedly she
reached for the slender gold chain encircling her throat; and
pulling it free of her collar, she toyed with the small glittering
object dangling there --

and started violently as the waterman, upending a
replacement jug, lost his grip and sent the heavy breakproof bottle
crashing to the floor. Coworkers at nearby desks responded with
scattered applause.

"Hey, watch where you point that thing, Radc.. _ffe."

She looked up to see her boss looking down at her, his tie
loosened and a brown manila folder und~-r his arm. "Oh -- I'm
sorry, Joe, I didn't see you."

He nodded toward the pendant still hanging suspended from her
fingers. "Pretty powerful-looking crystal."

"Oh. Yeah, I guess you could say that." Wide-eyed, she
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dropped it out of sight into her blouse again. "I didn't know you •
were into crystals, Joe."

I"Well..." He looked a little sheepish. "I'm not really, but
Gina is and, uh -- "

"Gina? Our Gina, the Ray-case witness?" I

"Yeah, she's flying in from LA this weekend and she's into
that sort of thing, so I thought it wouldn't hurt to brush up just I
a little..." I

"Why, Joe," she teased, "this is beginning to sound serious!" •

"Look," he said uncomfortably, shoving his hands into his
pockets, "I just came out to tell you you did a good job preparing _
the DaSilvio case. I think we got a pretty good shot at •
conviction." •

"Thanks," she smiled. The experience she'd gained in •
corporate and financial law during her several years in her |
father's firm, had given her an advantage in the embezzlement case.
She was relieved, though, not to be the one taking it to trial. _

"Hey, Cathy, are you okay? I mean really." *

She was surprised by his concern. "I'm fine, Joe. Why do you
ask?"

"Well, it's just... You looked tired. Got the Monday blues?"

"No, I'm okay," she said evenly, thinking of the hours of
sleep lost, during the past weekend, to the search — and, even
more gruelingly, to the gnawing, endless worry. Worry for Naomi,
lost somewhere far from home. Worry for Vincent, still punishing
himself with blame and despair... She hadn't gotten much sleep
last night, even before his early-morning return. But she was
careful, now, not to let any of this show in her face. "Why do I
have the feeling you're just buttering me up?"

His boyish features creased in a grin. "You're accusing me —
me? -- of having some kind of ulterior motive?"

She sighed. "What've you got?"

He pulled the folder out from under his arm and laid it on the
desk before her. "That Corbin case we talked about?"

Catherine, keeping her expression noncommittal, felt her heart
leap into her throat. She didn't open the file; didn't even look
down at it. "What about it?"

"Well, the cops are leaning toward homicide; probably drug-
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related."

"I. . . thojaght they weren't sure. Didn't even have a suspect."

"They don't," he shrugged, "but they found some interesting
evidence at the scene."

"Which scene? The rooftop? Or the alley he fell into?"

" -- Or was pushed into. But, neither one." Joe looked
positively smug. "It was in the apartment, the one he had in the
building."

Catherine felt as if she were going to be suddenly, violently
ill. She remembered that apartment. She remembered the sight and
the smell and the filth of it... and Naomi, crouching terrified in
the corner. "What did they find?"

"They found a handprint."

It took all of her courage to ask him, "Whose?"

"They're not sure yet, but they think it was the daughter of
the woman who used to live there with him — you remember, the
hooker who was killed?"

"... I remember. But she wasn't a full-time prostitute, was
she? -- I mean, from what I remember."

Joe gave her an odd look, as though struck by something in her
tone or attitude, or by her defense of a long-dead streetwalker
with a habit to support. "Yeah... well, anyway, the mother went by
"Foster.' The kid's name was Naomi. It's all in the file, what
there is of it."

Catherine narrowed her eyes, trying for some expression that
would keep them from starting out of her head. "And they think the
child was there?"

"She'd be about the right age to leave a print that size, and
they know it was fresh -- "

"How do they know that, Joe? I mean, if she'd been living
there it could've been made any time — "

"Because it was in blood," he said with a certain triumph.
"Fresh blood. Rare, too; AB-negative."

A flashback of the little girl crouching there terrified, her
face smeared with blood, made Catherine's head spin. She released
a long, steadying breath through her nose. Her voice, when she
spoke, was mildly sarcastic. "So what do the police think, that he
was killed by a preschooler?"
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He snorted. "Use your head, Radcliffe. If she was there that
night, she probably saw something. Like, who he was struggling
with down there. And maybe, who chased him up onto the roof."

"We don't know -- "

"No, we don't, but maybe we can find out." He tapped the
folder, still closed beneath her hand. "That's where you come in.
The cops are having trouble getting anything out of Child Social
Services -- the records being sealed and all that. You know how
those people are. We'd probably have a hell of a time with them
even if we knew the kid was a witness."

"If they have her," Catherine murmured.

"Yeah, I know. If she was there that night, she's probably in
the streets. But I remembered -- what was it, a year ago? — how
you worked to uncover what was going on at that foster-home. So I
thought, if you still have any contacts -- "

"I don't," she interrupted him.

"Well, whatever. What we need to find out is, if this little
girl is back in the system. Even if she isn't, there may be a file
on her from before. You may be able to get her blood-type from one
of the local hospitals if she was ever admitted. From a background
like that — well, it's even money she was abused, and there may be
some record of it. Also, check the morgue for little Jane Does
found since the night of Corbin's death, just in case. But hey, I
don't need to tell you any of this, do I?"

"No." Catherine shook her head. "You don't need to tell me
any of this."

"If you've got any questions, or don't know where to start,
you might ask Barbara, over there." He nodded toward a dark-haired
woman talking on the phone, her desk piled high with brown folders.
She works a lot of abuse cases, y'know — her specialty. Anyway,
she's bound to have some insights into how the system works, how
the kids get routed around, that sort of thing. She knows the
bureaucracy involved."

Catherine turned to study the other lawyer, a young assistant
district attorney like herself. In the past she'd admired the
woman's zeal, but their paths rarely crossed officially; and
socially, never at all. Catherine pulled the Corbin folder closer,
her mind racing. It could be she was closer to an answer now than
she'd dared hope when she came in an hour ago.
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"Vincent!" The secret door rumbled sideways; she dropped the
rock with which she'd been hammering so urgently, the echo of her
summons still ringing along the pipe.

He swung the outer gate wide, to a rush of frigid air. It
wasn't only her signal that had brought him hurrying to the
drainage-tunnel entrance, but the excitement and anticipation he'd
sensed in her. Now he saw her haloed in diffuse daylight, and it
seemed to come not from behind, but from within her. "What's
happened?"

"Joe gave me the Corbin case this morning."

He waited, trying to gauge her reaction. Was this good news,
or bad? Not long after she'd left him this morning, he'd felt a
surge of fright, dismay and renewing determination that hinted at
some unexpected dilemma.

"They're still not sure his death wasn't an accident, but the
police have requested help with the investigation. Child Social
Services wouldn't — "

"Child Social Services?" His blue eyes widened with alarm.
He and Catherine knew there'd been a child present that night --
but how had the authorities found out? "Why have they become
involved?"

She hesitated, choosing her words carefully. "Vincent, they
know Naomi was in the apartment that night -- or that some child
was. "

"How?"

"They found some evidence — never mind, it's not important
what," she said, knowing he would find that particular detail as
upsetting as she had. Instead she described her mid-morning
meeting with the detective in charge of the investigation. Dailey
had impressed her with his air of competent tenacity. His partner,
Jergen, she recalled as a well-dressed, laconic individual who
listened more than he talked and made no secret of his interest in
the case. Catherine had found his peripheral presence oddly
unnerving. "They're not going to give up, Vincent... not as long
as they think there's a chance of finding her. They need a
witness; they're hoping she's in the system... accessible. Social
Services wasn't being very cooperative, so this morning it landed
on my desk."

"I felt, this morning, that something had happened."

"You were right. Being assigned the investigation — it's an
incredible piece of luck."
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Vincent was silent. His own feelings in the matter were
somewhat more conflicted. . . as hers had been (he knew) in those
first moments r

She went on, "Actually getting my hands on the file gives us
an advantage we didn't have before. I'm not sure, but — "

"You found something," he breathed.

"Maybe." Her eyes were brilliant with hope. "It could be
nothing, of course, but I spoke with another lawyer in the office
-- one who specializes in prosecuting child abuse cases, where the
children are removed from the home. She gave me some leads. I
think I may know where Naomi went, once they took her from the
hospital."

His heart seemed to stand still in his chest. "Where?"

"Preplacement Services. It's a sort of processing station, as
nearly as I can tell. Children are usually kept there for a day or
two, just until they can be routed to more permanent placement...
like a group- or foster-home."

"Where?" he asked again.

"It's on Laight Street. Number seven, down near Pier 26, not
far from the Holland Tunnel."

"I know that area," Vincent murmured. Terrible neighborhood,
both of them were thinking; picturing the docks, the noise and
congestion, the rampant crime... What could have possessed the
city to locate a child-services office in such an area?

"I called them," she went on excitedly. "I approached it from
the angle of identifying a lost child, not tracking a potential
-tness. They do have a little girl still there, who matches

Naomi's description — a vLittle Jane Doe.'"

His lips moved over the name soundlessly, his bewilderment
plain.

"The clerk I talked to said the child can't talk, or won't;
nobody seems sure which."

"She described the child?"

"Small, blonde... about the right age. Th • woman hadn't
actually seen her yet. She's new; I got the impression she doesn't
work directly with the children, but she had a file right there.
I'll know more when I get down there."

His head snapped up. "Catherine, no."
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"No?" Now it was her turn to be bewildered. "What do you
mean, vno'? You can't possibly expect me not to — "

"Catherine." He took her by the shoulders. "You must stay
away from it. "

"What are you talking about? Vincent, if she's there — if I
can -- "

"You mustn't go there, Catherine. It's too dangerous."
Didn't she understand the risks? She was moving just one step
ahead of the police, her own involvement in the case perilously
close to discovery. How could she even think of going there? Even
if she found Naomi, the child was sure to react -- and how then to
explain that tearful recognition? "I'll go tonight, when it's
safe — "

"It's just as dangerous for you," she snapped, shrugging out
of his grip. "More so! You know that area. You know as well as
I do, it's busy all night long! And what are you going to do,
break in and search the building room by room? You don't even know
if she's there!"

"I'll find out -- "

"No! That's for me to do. It's a simple matter of going down
there and looking at the file — "

"And if you see her? If she sees you? Do you wish me to
believe you won't try to bring her back yourself?"

She colored almost guiltily, and it was all the evidence he
needed. On more than one occasion, Eric had told the tunnelfolk
how forcefully Catherine had once rescued him from his own foster-
home nightmare. "Catherine, you mustn't involve yourself — "

"Vincent, I am involved!" After all this time, how could he
understand her so little? How could he believe she wouldn't do
anything, everything she could to help? Anger began to replace her
excitement, and the warmth of their remembered closeness. She
couldn't believe he was doing this again. "Don't you know I don't
care about the risks?"

"I do know it." He paced two anxious steps away and then
whirled to face her again, the cloak snapping around his legs.
"But you should. You must."

He was worried, she realized, because he didn't feel he could
protect her — not Above, and in broad daylight. This was part of
Father's legacy coming home, she knew; as he'd protected Vincent
all these years, so Vincent felt compelled to protect her, and
Naomi... and all those he loved. She said, "You know I'll be
careful."
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His look said he wasn't sure. "I cannot allow — "

"You have no way of stopping me!" They didn't have time for
this, and she couldn't believe she was hearing it again. A
reckless defiance bubbled up inside her -- a feeling of
exhilaration almost like laughter.

"Catherine," he said slowly, "I forbid it."

Her jaw dropped. "What?"

"I forbid you to endanger yourself further."

She closed her mouth; her chin lifted in a way he ought to
have been warned by.

"Catherine, you must understand — "

"No," she interrupted him. "I want you to understand,
Vincent. It's not your decision."

He felt as though the cold winter air had turned to ice-water
around him. She'd said those words to him once before and he felt
now, as he had then, the strength of her resolve. "I should have
anticipated this," he grated, as though speaking to himself. "I
should have known."

"Should have known what? What are you talking about?"

"Once again, you're forced to risk your own safety."

"That's my choice, Vincent."

"But you do it for me... for my world. We are a danger to
you We've always been a danger."

"You're not saying xwe,'" she challenged him. "You're saying
" I. ' " In the end it always came to this — the love that would
distance her for her own "protection," and the fear — his fear —
that fought to set her free. As though to confirm her realization,
he took a step back. She reached out to grip his arm through the
heavy folds of his cloak. "What would you have me do now, Vincent?
Go back to my desk and wait? Twiddle my thumbs and hope for the
best? They've had her since Saturday. This is Monday. What if
they're moving her today? There's no guarantee I'll be able to
track her from there."

It was as though he hadn't heard. "I can go tonight,
and — "

"And what about the risk to you? I'm not supposed to care
about that? It's all right for you to worry — but not for me?"
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"Catherine." He was drawing back, ignoring her hand on his
arm. His face was set. "Don't do this. Go home. Go back to your
office."

She saw him begin an all-too-familiar retreat, and wondered —
was this prevention, or punishment? There was an almost unbearable
sense of deja vu and she heard herself say, "Don't walk away from
me, Vincent." Something in the low intensity of her voice stopped
him in mid-turn. Had he felt, through the heavy fabric, the
trembling of her hand? "Don't shut me out."

"Catherine — "

"Not even to protect me, Vincent. Not ever again." With a
jolt she knew this wasn't about the missing child, or even this
particular danger. "You can't keep walking away, hoping I will
too. "

"It's because of me that you risk yourself," he said
miserably. "If I hadn't come into your life — "

"I'd be dead," she said flatly. "Or worse — half alivel And
do you think, even for a moment, that if you walked away — even
stayed away — I could ever go back to being the Cathy Chandler you
found in the park that night? Safe, silly and secure?"

He looked at her with the eyes of a drowning man.

"Vincent, it won't work. I will never let you do that to me
-- to us — again. I promise to be careful but you can't expect me
to become less involved, less committed -- to you, or your world."
Oddly she remembered feeling this way once before; when, sitting
cross-legged on his bed, she'd spoken similar truths. What would
we tell him, Vincent... this 'husband' of mine? "I've told you
before. If this is our fate, then I embrace it gratefully, just as
it is. But I can't ever go back, Vincent. I won't do it, and you
mustn't ask me. If you walk away," she said very deliberately,
"I'll find a way to follow you somehow."

"Catherine — "

"If you lock this door, then I'll be waiting here in the dark
of this tunnel until I starve, and the hinges rust and the gate
falls away... or until you come back to me."

He stared down into the sea-green certainty of her eyes, taken
aback by something more than her initial defiance... yet less than
the anger he'd expected.

She cocked her head. "Is that what you want, Vincent? To
have to step over my bleaching bones here, every time you come
Above?"
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A sharp gasp greeted the gibe.

Catherine-'s gaze held his, unrepentant. "The point is, you
can walk away, bar the gate and lock the door, and it won't make
any difference — not to us, and not to anything I have to do. And
we'll still have it to deal with, afterwards."

After a long moment she felt his free hand come up to cover
hers, where it still clasped his arm. His fingers tightened over
hers as though to hold them there. "I... would have come back to
you. "

She nodded, her face softening. "I know."

Was that the certainty he'd felt in her -- the strength that
was more than defiance? "You do?"

"Vincent." She smiled an almost melancholy smile. "We always
come back to each other."

"Yes." His eyes were glimmering -- though with tears or
merely with love, in this light, she couldn't quite tell. He said,
"I suppose I know it too. I just... forget."

"I'll remind you." Leaning upward, she kissed the now-
familiar sweetness of his mouth and turned to go back out into the
light. "Leave it to me." She went out without a backward glance,
knowing he still stood watching her go; sensing bemusement and his
need, unvoiced, to call after her — Be careful, Catherine!

Slipping the cabbie an extra ten for his promise to wait, she
shut the car door and paused a moment to look around her.

The neighborhood itself was as unwelcoming and congested as
she remembered it. Across the street from #7 Laight she noted a
triple-X video store, an Army-Navy surplus, and a shop advertising
burglar-alarms. (How appropriate, she thought.)

Turning, she saw that #7 itself was a narrow, freestanding
building, brick, without distinguishing features. Indeed nothing
about would have led one to suspect that there were children
inside, or that it pretended to offer them any kind of sanctuary.
No signs graced the walls or door; it looked as though windows to
either side of the entrance had been paneled over in what seemed an
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amateurish attempt to keep the world from looking in. Windows on
the first two floors were heavily barred on the outside, leaving
Catherine to wonder how anyone could reach the fire escapes in case
of emergency. And were the bars to keep people out... or in? To
the right of the building there was a quiet cobblestoned alley --
St. John's Lane, she read — that seemed a holdover from another
time.

Stepping forward, she let out a long breath she could see and
pulled the glass door open.

The reception area was warm by comparison with the outdoors.
(She was surprised; then realized that somehow she always expected
such institutions to be as cold, physically, as they were
bureaucratically.) "Hello?"

"Just a minute, be right there — " A moment later a young
woman, plump and in her mid-twenties, emerged from another doorway
to hurry back to her cluttered desk. Unlike th<=s building itself
she seemed to aspire to distinguishing features, and smiled from
beneath a neatly-styled cap of purple curls. "May I help you?"

Catherine blinked. On her own head she wore a Russian sable
hat that had belonged to her mother, donned impulsively with some
idea of concealing at least her hair color. . . just in case. "Uh. . .
I'm from the District Attorney's Office. I spoke with Jennifer?"

"That's me," the girl dimpled. "I'm afraid I'm the only one
here right now, anyway. What can I help you with?"

"You're new, aren't you," Catherine smiled back. Never, in
any of her dealings with Social Services, had she encountered such
helpfulness« She resisted an impulse to look over her shoulder to
make sure they weren't going to be overheard.

"My third day," Jennifer nodded. "You called about the little
blonde girl?"

On her way over here, she'd thought of a dozen ways to talk
her way in. Surely it couldn't be this easy? "It's... peripheral
to another case, but we think we may know who she is."

"Well, that'll be a help. I found her file this morning on
the caseworker's desk — what a mess — and you know she hasn't
said a word to anybody since she got here. The child, I mean, not
the caseworker." She was pawing unhurriedly through the brown
folders stacked haphazardly atop her own desk. When she found the
one she was looking for, it eluded her a moment longer, skidding
overtop its fellows and nearly escaping over the edge of the desk.
As it was, several loose sheets wafted gently to the threadbare
carpet.

Catherine, closer, bent to pick them up... and couldn't
smother a gasp of surprise.
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The receptionist cocked her purple head. "What?"

Too late- to conceal it. "Oh... it looks like a child's
drawing. See?"

Jennifer leaned nearer, studying the crude, colorful sketch of
a smiling brown-haired woman... and her caped and unconventional
escort. "Huh. Pretty good. A little weird, though, don't you
think? What do you suppose it means?"



Catherine shrugged. Her eyes burned and for the moment she
kept them lowered, fixed on the drawing. "Who knows what kids
think about? Why would it be in the file?"

Now it was the younger woman's turn to shrug. "I dunno.
Maybe they thought it meant something, and want to show it to the
child psychologist. . . But I know they all got to watch vThe Wizard
of Oz' this weekend, so that's all it probably is." She was paging
through the rest of the file. "Oh, wait a minute — we're missing
something. Be right back." She turned and hurried back into what
Catherine guessed must be the main office-area.

Waiting only an instant, Catherine folded the child's drawing
once and slipped it into her handbag. When Jennifer returned, she
found her guest studying the sheets of paper still in her hands.,

"Do you think this is the child you're looking for?"

"Could be," Catherine said noncommitally — *"*though her heart
was racing. It had to be Naomi, it couldn't be anyone else!
"There's mention here of an injury?"

"Oh, just a bump on the head, I think. Here's the report
you're looking for." She handed it over. "Does that help?"

"It says here she was found in Central Park."

A nod of agreement. "Abandoned, I guess. They tell me that
happens a lot. I can't imagine — I mean, I wouldn't do that to a
cat. Would you?"

Absently, Catherine shook her head. She was scanning the
paperwork at a speed that would've made Evelyn Woods proud. "No
picture," she murmured.

"Well, why don't we just go up and see her?"

Catherine lifted her head, feeling the blood drain from her
face. "Go up?" she said weakly.

"Sure," Jennifer nodded. "The kids stay on the second floor,
but I have a key. Let's go see if this is the little girl you're
looking for."

Catherine felt her heart sink — a real sensation, no longer
just a saying. "Are we allowed to do that?"

"Hey, I want to get this child identified as much as you do."
The challenge of unexpected sleuthing made her eyes gleam; she
wasn't about to pass up this opportunity to prove herself part of
the team. "I felt just awful when I read her file this morning.
I mean, what if she has a family somewhere and just can't tell
anybody?"
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Catherine reflected wildly that this girl would never know how
close to the truth she'd actually come. "Are you sure -- I
mean..."

"Oh, I'm sure it's okay. Come on. I just have to lock the
street-door first. Good thing they all have keys."

Catherine watched her secure the entrance and then, her panic
steadily rising, she followed the girl back toward the stairs.
There was no reasonable way she could think of, to refuse to see
the child. What could she have been thinking of, to come here this
way? Vincent had been right — he was always right — but there
was nothing she could think of that would stop this, no way to keep
Naomi from recognizing her and probably begging hysterically to be
taken home —

Jennifer turned left at the landing. "This way."

Catherine followed numbly; saw her guide turn the knob of a
heavy door.

"She's probably here in the playroom... Yes, there she is."
She stood aside, beaming and expectant.

There were several other children in the room; but Catherine,
walking forward, had eyes only for the little blonde girl sitting
cross-legged on the floor, her back to the door. She was leaning
forward, her unruly yellow head bent over some activity Catherine
couldn't quite make out.

She cleared her throat; but the little one didn't start or
even seem to hear, so intent was she.

Catherine bent silently, and reached down to turn that small
pale face gently up into the light.

"What exactly is going on here?" came a sharp, angry voice
from the door.
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"A Rand Corporation study had found that
juvenile records were often inadequate,
unclear, incomplete, and difficult to assess,"

Death of Innocence (p. 317)

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

"It was terrible, Vincent." Catherine's voice was choked with
tears and disappointment. She'd thrown her hat and coat aside as
she paced the confines of his chamber.

"Don't, Catherine." He put out his hand but she didn't see. . .
couldn't or wouldn't stop.

"But it wasn't her. I was so sure -- it had to've been, and
it wasn't!"

"Tell me again," he said quietly, "what happened."

His steadying voice caught her in mid-stride. Fists clenching
at her sides, she made herself stand still and face him. "It was
Naomi's new file," she began. "The receptionist found it for me.
She was just hired, and didn't know the information was supposed to
be restricted. She -- she didn't even ask me for ID." Catherine
took a shuddering breath, swiping at one tear-streaked cheek. She
still felt guilty about her receptionist-guide. On being
discovered there in the playroom with a stranger, Jennifer-the-
helpful had found herself within an inch of being fired and was
still visibly upset when Catherine left.

But retreat had been the furthest thing from her mind, as she
whirled to face that angry supervisor in the playroom door. No
easy answers here, Catherine knew at once; this was somebody who
knew what was what, and was already bristling with indignation at
finding a stranger in her domain. What exactly is going on here?,
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the woman had demanded, at the sight of the "intruder" bending over
the little girl.

"That's what I'd like to know," Catherine flared.

This was not, apparently, the sort of response the social
worker was expecting. The eyes behind the glasses widened and she
opened and closed her mouth several times, fish-like, before being
able to respond. "Who are you?"

"Catherine Chandler, with the DA's office. We're trying to
locate and identify a little girl who may have come into your
custody."

"In connection with — ?"

"A case," Catherine said tersely, knowing full well the
question was just a prelude to refusal. Her own outrage, fueled by
fear, far outshone her opponent's. She was be-rely aware of the
other children drawing quietly away into the corners of the room
while the little one at her feet played on, oblivious. "Your
receptionist was kind enough to find me the file but this is not,
I repeat not, the child described in it."

"How would you know — "

"You've only had the child three days — and already you've
lost her? What kind of a place are you running here?"

Now thoroughly on the defensive, the newcomer tossed her
short-cropped brown hair and reached for the folder still in the
receptionist's hand. "Here, let me see that," she snapped at the
shrinking Jennifer. " — And don't you ever let me catch you
bringing anybody up to see these children, anybody, do you hear me?
It could've been a parent, or a nut or something -- you never
know." She delivered this rapid-fire tirade without looking up at
all as she flipped through the paperwork, her eyes darting expertly
over every form.

"But Betty, she's from the DA's office -- "

"I don't care, that doesn't give anybody special dispensation!
We have rules, you know, we have procedures that have to be — Oh,
I see."

Jennifer's lower lip was quivering; she avoided Catherine's
eye. "See what?"

"You've got two files mixed up."

"I didn't — "

"Well, the caseworker, then." She thumbed another page
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upward. "Burns."

"Where is_the caseworker?" Catherine demanded. "And where Is
that child?"

"The caseworker isn't here right now," the middle-aged woman
replied. "They get a couple of days off now and then just like
everybody else. We've been trying to reach her all day. She's due
back Tuesday morning. Tomorrow."

Warning bells went off in Catherine's mind. Why had they been
trying to reach the caseworker? "And the child?"

The supervisor chewed her lip, studying Catherine as though
trying to determine how much trouble this stranger was likely or
able to cause the agency. "We've already reported it," she began...

Now Catherine, standing in Vincent's chamber, lifted both
hands toward him helplessly. "They lost her."

His voice, without rising, conveyed a world of tragic
disbelief. "Lost her?"

She nodded miserably.

"And the... the child you were shown?" It hadn't been Naomi,
he'd known that at once; the weight of Catherine's disappointment
had nearly crushed him.

"Same age, same general description... She'd been abandoned
and brought in the day before Naomi. Both of them were — were
speechless, although I think this child might be autistic, or
something." She would remember the sight of that little girl,
blissfully spinning a plastic record-disk on edge, for a very long
time. The supervisor had speculated that the parents could no
longer deal with the handicap — whatever it was — any longer. So
the child had been abandoned, in the same way that deaf Laura had
once been. What kind of people could make such a choice, knowing
this city, knowing the dangers? "She 11 be gone by now; they were
talking about getting her packed to go upstate."

His head was slowly falling, as though bowed beneath a weight
that had become more than he could bear; and Catherine wondered if
he hadn't suffered an instant of hope about rescuing even that
little waif. He asked, "And the missing child?"

"She seems to have gotten out, escaped somehow... sometime
during the night." Sometime while I was sleeping, she thought
guiltily. Sometime while you were --

— Searching the wrong streets and alleys somewhere else, he
was plainly berating himself. If Naomi were out of the "system"
and lost in the city now, then anything could happen — might
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already have happened -- to her.

Catherine swallowed hard against the need to burst into tears;
to rail openly against uncaring fate and circumstance. Her own
failure today had made her painfully aware of feelings she now saw
mirrored in his eyes; the remorse of a failed protector, a careless
caretaker... the helpless rage of a grieving parent. Childless,
she felt her new empathy like an open wound of the soul. She knew
the sense of responsibility Vincent felt, on a daily basis, for all
the tunnel-children... and in particular, for this troubled and
contrary child, so recently come among them.

And more than that. She wondered suddenly -- if the child
they sought had been like him, "different," vulnerable to dangers
she could even now barely imagine, would their fear be magnified a
hundredfold? No, perhaps not; all children, she felt, would be
equal in his love; but surely dread of the possibility colored his
view of the present, and his relationship with her?... If nothing
else, this realization gave her new insight into the forces that
had shaped Father over the years.

He said, with a forlorn sort of hope, "You're certain it was
her file?"

Hesitantly, almost reluctantly, Catherine reached for her
purse on the nearby table. Lifting the flap, she removed a single
folded piece of paper from the inside pocket and laid the bag aside
again.

"What is it?" he asked.

She held it out to him; watched as he slipped the point of one
nail delicately between the layers to open it.

He stood there unmoving, his face shadowed and unreadable,
staring for what seemed an interminable time at the drawing cradled
in his great hands.

"Vincent?" At the depth of his silence she forgot her own
agitation. Pressing close to his side, she studied the picture
with him. "She was thinking of us. We'll find her."

He didn't contradict her, yet his eyes were empty of hope as
he laid the drawing carefully down... on top of Naomi's little
Frost book, Catherine noticed.

"I read the file — as much of it as I could," she told him,
trying to provoke some spark of interest in him. "They found her
in the park, Friday night. A policeman accidentally knocked her
down. They took her to Emergency — " She stopped then, so
abruptly that he did look up. "At St. Vincent's," she sighed,
resenting the irony even though they'd known, really, since the
children had found the discarded sweater there. "Social Services
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came for her on Saturday morning, as we thought. She was all right
— it was only a bump on the head — but by then she'd stopped
talking. Vincent," she said, "they think she's disturbed. They
think she's been abused."

"She has been," he said very softly.

"I mean, by whoever's been keeping her lately. You," she said
urgently. "All of you! They think that because she won't tell
them where she came from, she's afraid to go back there. There's
a theory she's been forced to pick pockets in the park. The report
says that first night she called for ^Father' — so they've been
questioning the local priests!"

His eyes widened incredulously as he listened; under any other
circumstances, Catherine thought, he might have smiled at whatever
series of misunderstandings could result in such colossal nonsense.
"And the child you told them you went there seeking?"

"I never mentioned her name, Vincent — and then they were so
on the defensive, they didn't think to ask."

He nodded. In his mind's eye she'd seemed a sort of avenging
angel, so clearly had he felt the fury of her outrage.

She said, "They probably assumed I just had a description.
After all, they didn't have names for their two Little Jane Does."

"Do the police know she's escaped?"

"They don't know, yet, they ever had her." It was incredible;
one arm of the law had seized Naomi and carelessly misplaced her,
while another arm cast about blindly in search of that same child!
The Laight Street file had proven to Catherine that no one there
had any idea what child they had, or any suspicion that a previous
case history might exist on her. And without having Naomi or her
past file there at hand, the authorities could only assume there
were three children — one, long missing, who might recently have
witnessed a crime; a nameless second found "abandoned" but now
missing too; and a third whose only connection with the case lay in
a confusion of paperwork and her own coincidental silence.

The police would have to identify the little girl found in the
park, and connect her with an inactive abuse case, to even begin to
tie it all together. "I was asked to find out if Social Services
has Naomi Foster, a possible witness, in custody. They did,
without realizing it — but no child answering that description is
there now, and that's what I passed on to the detectives." She'd
also taken advantage of the file mixup to send them on a wild-
goose-chase after the "little blonde girl" already on her way
upstate. Using that child, even indirectly, had made Catherine
feel heartless, cruel in some way she couldn't quite define... but
she hadn't hesitated a moment over the necessity of it. Was
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Vincent disconcerted, she wondered, by the apparent adeptness with
which she could dissemble in her world?

If so, he gave no sign of it. "They'll check the hospitals
too," he murmured.

"They'll run into the same dead-end I did," Catherine answered
grimly. "She was discharged to the care of Social Services, and
they've lost her." (Much to their embarrassment, she was sure.
The staff's primary concern seemed to be to make sure Catherine
wasn't a reporter for "Sixty Minutes" or the press.) "They'd been
turning the Laight Street office upside-down all morning. They
don't like to Jose a child, even an unidentified one. But they're
absolutely sure, now, she isn't there."

"They'll file a police report?"

"They already have," she nodded. "They had to, to cover
themselves. The detectives will probably get it tomorrow, in
response to their general inquiry." All pedlatrlc admissions,
missing children... and the morgue, she remembered but did not say
aloud. "I'll call them then."

"And when they see it?"

"They'll probably wonder if they had her, and let her slip
through their fingers.. But they can't prove it was the child
they're looking for." Her mind had raced over and over the
details, all the way back here. As far as she knew, the hospital
hadn't even drawn blood; so there was no medical evidence to link
Friday's "Little Jane Doe" admission to the palmprint in Corbin's
apartment.

He cocked his head to look down at her. She was walking a
fine line here... a very fine line indeed. In that world Above,
only his Catherine held the puzzle-pieces that could bring the case
together. "And if they realize the "abandoned' child is the
witness they seek?" They would surely redouble their efforts then,
and enforce a more "protective" custody. And if captured and
interrogated, Naomi would certainly be forced to relive not only
the recent violence, but the nightmare of her mother's murder, so
lately put to rest.

"They're overworked, Vincent... caught up in their own
bureaucracy, and understaffed. I doubt they'll ever put it all
together."

"But if they do?"

"They still won't have her," Catherine said stubbornly. Her
head spun suddenly; she shut her eyes tight and clutched at his arm
to steady herself.
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"Catherine? -- Here, you must sit," he insisted, pressing her
back into the reading-chair. When she opened her eyes again he was
kneeling before her, his crystalline eyes darkening with worry.
"How do you feel?"

She was flustered to feel her own eyes brimming. "I have to
go back to work — "

"In a little while, perhaps," he commanded her with great
gentleness. "Not just now." He stroked her cheek, feeling the
warmth of her first tear on his fingertip. "Never think I'm
unaware what this must cost you."

She shook her head, unwilling to concede it.

"Catherine," he sighed, "my Catherine. We both know how
strong you are... but even you must rest occasionally."

She wasn't sure whether she was being comforted or scolded;
but it hardly mattered. Leaning her cheek upon his palm, she
reached up to curl her fingers around his big wrist as though she
were afraid that he might leave her. "Oh, Vincent," she whispered.
"I so wanted it to be her."

"I know," he said. "So did I."

"But..." She flushed, raising her head, and clasped his warm
furred hand in both of hers. "It was so selfish."

The crease between his brows deepened. "How do you mean?"

" I mean... J wanted to be the one to bring her home. "
Belatedly she'd realized her own vain hope -- to come back here a
conquering heroine, Naomi in tow and the city brought to heel — as
though defeating the system and retrieving the child would make her
more a part of his world somehow. Haltingly now, shamefully, she
tried to explain herself. . . and was surprised to see him sadly
smile.

"Do you think I have not known such feelings?" he asked her
softly. "Or that any of us escapes the torment of such hopes?
Vain they might be; but brave too, nevertheless. So Pascal stands
watch until he drops; Mouse and Jamie storm the streets; the
children brave Father's wrath to go Above — and even Father, I'm
certain, cherishes some hope of finding a telltale trace of her
here. "

"William was baking his strawberry tarts," Catherine
remembered, "as though — "

" — Even that might bring her back home," Vincent nodded; for
the big chef had set out the child's favorite dessert as though the
aroma alone, wafting through the tunnels, might lure her back.
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"Catherine, you have nothing to be ashamed of." He saw her eyes
fill with melancholy then and felt it, bittersweet, touch his soul.
"What are you thinking?"

"Oh.. . it was something that happened when I was very small."

He turned his hand in hers, where they lay clasped across her
lap, so that he could tighten his fingers over her smaller ones.
"Tell me."

"I was remembering that once. . . I couldn't have been more than
three or four... my mother took me into a grocery store. She was
wearing a blue coat. I followed her through the store, up and down
every aisle, and then out the door. . . but when I looked up, it
wasn't her. I'd latched onto the wrong blue coattail somehow."
Her eyes misted with memory. "I was so scared, I screamed bloody
murder. But even then, Vincent, even then I knew she was nearby;
that she'd find me. I never had a moment's doubt -- and in the
next instant she was there, catching me up in htr arms, trying to
smile... reassuring me." She bowed her head. "Naomi's never had
that in her life. And I suppose I wanted to be that — that
certainty for her, if I could..."

"You are," he said simply. "Look." And reaching up, he drew
the paper to the table's edge. "She has us both," he said, "but
you... she's drawn you smiling."

In her mother's cramped apartment in Brooklyn, Rachel Burns
sat with her feet up on the coffee-table, surrounded by brown
folders. This is ridiculous, she thought. She'd spent two days
going through inactive files, and for what? For a hazy almost-
memory and a child without a name... without a voice.

But that little face had seemed familiar, and every time
Rachel felt tempted to give up she saw it, sad and silent, in her
mind.

She sighed and put the umpteenth file back in the box, careful
to keep them in proper order, and reached for the one behind it.
It had to be a case that predated her own year as a caseworker; she
felt she would have known the child otherwise.

"Rachel, you want some cake?" came a voice from the kitchen.
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Flipping the cover open, she glanced up toward the door. "No
thanks, Mom. I'll have something in a little while." When she
looked down again, the sight that greeted her brought her bolt
upright, her heels thumping the floor. "So that's who you are!"
she gasped aloud.

"Did you say something, Rachel?"

"No, Mom, never mind -- " She studied the little black-and-
white photograph with a feeling of triumph. I knew I'd seen you
before, she thought. The child pictured here was perhaps a year
younger, one eye swollen nearly shut, but it was the same forlorn,
elfin little face; Rachel was sure of it. Naomi Foster, she read.
The mother had apparently given conflicting birthdates for the
child at different times, but her age could be approximated and all
the other details were there... even her mother's nickname for her,
which a nurse had dutifully jotted down.

The child was listed as a runner, "present whereabouts
unknown." Mother, Lydia... now deceased. Father, unknown. This
had evidently not been the first instance of abuse although the
previous caseworker, or the hospital staff, had photographed her
only once. In the year prior to the date of the picture, Social
Services had been alerted of a possible problem on three separate
occasions. After each date, Rachel saw the notation,

Abuse - Indicated
Abuse - Indicated
Abuse - Indicated

There were indications too that the mother had "no visible
means of support," and that it was a live-in boyfriend, Rick
Corbin, who --

Oh, God, Rachel thought, going cold with the memory. How
could she have forgotten? The address alone ought to have jogged
her memory. You've been working too hard, she berated herself,
feeling that although it was true, it was really no excuse. There
were so many of these kids -- but there was no excuse, in her own
mind, for forgetting even one of them.

True, it hadn't been her case, after all. Not then, anyway;
she'd been in the process of taking over her predecessor's
caseload. But someone had reported sighting this runaway, and
she'd been assigned to check it out. The report, while sketchy,
had included a small faded xerox of this very photo. File in hand,
she'd gone to into that awful neighborhood -- up into the tenement
itself -- and found the "boyfriend" living there still. An
obnoxious, obstructive young thug, she remembered. He had shown
not an ounce of concern for the child who had once lived there with
him.

Her eyes narrowed. She wondered what this Corbin was doing,
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these days. Could it be he was still abusing the child, only now
in secret? It was something she meant to bring to the attention of
the police, rrow that she had a handle on the case.

She returned her attention to the file. The child had been
known for shoplifting food in the area. (It still astonished the
social worker that a five-year-old could have a record.) Following
the death of the mother ("assailant unknown"), there were reports
that neighbors had seen Naomi half a dozen times; and that on at
least two occasions, New York's finest had engaged (unsuccessfully)
in foot-pursuit. How does a child like that elude grown
policemen?, Rachel asked herself with wonder. They had probably
reinforced an absolute terror of authority...

Impulsively she closed the folder; and tucking it decisively
into her oversized bag, she began boxing up the other files. She
wasn't due back at Laight Street until tomorrow morning, but she
couldn't wait till then.

She had to see this child again... try to reassure her... call
her by her name.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

"Vincent? You haven't gone?"

Startled from some distant reverie, Vincent turned toward the
chamber door. "Father, I..." He glanced about him distractedly,
as though looking for something. What could he have been thinking
of? The night Above was certainly over an hour old, and he should
have been well upon his way. "I know I'm late."

"I didn't mean it as a reproach," Jacob Wells said quickly.
"I only meant... I'm glad to catch you, however briefly. We've
been seeing so little of each other since... since all this began."

"I know." His tone implied that it couldn't be helped.
Lifting his cloak from the chair, he stood looking down at it as
though uncertain what he meant to do next.

"Vincent." He limped a step nearer. "You never tried to
sleep at all today." He was worried, for it was only during those
daylight hours that Vincent could be coerced to such inactivity.
The effect of foregoing it was plain. "Couldn't you perhaps — "

"No." How could he possibly have rested — either before
Catherine's misadventure, or after it?

"I suppose it will do no good for me to point out how tired
you look."

A small, forgiving smile. "None at all, I'm afraid."

"No," Father sighed. "I thought as much. Even so..."
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"And you? Have you rested?"

Turnabout's fair play, Father thought ruefully. "You needn't
be concerned, you know. I'm a great deal tougher than I look."

"Is that possible?" Vincent teased him gently.

"Don't worry about me." His manner said clearly, You have
quite enough to worry about. "I'm as strong as ever I need to be."

Vincent nodded, wondering if perhaps that could be true of all
of them. Himself, Catherine... even Naomi, wherever she might be.
Thoughtfully, he pulled the heavy garment over his shoulders. "I
must be gone."

"Can there be anyplace left, that you haven't yet searched?"

"There are always... places." No more, though, the hope of
finding her in the relative safety of some roster home or
institution.

"Yes, but... Catherine stopped in to see me earlier, on her
way up with Mouse and Jamie."

Vincent's eyes came up then, quick and direct. "All you said
to her -- about us, I mean. We wish..." He hesitated, reaching
for the words and then saying simply, "We want to thank you."

Us, Father thought, somehow unsurprised. Us, and We. He
remembered how carefully, in the past, Vincent had maintained a
distance, a division even in speaking. Catherine and I. She
thought... I've decided. Yet now, easily and unselfconsciously,
he'd said Us, and We. We wish... We want. Significant phrasing,
that; and Father filed it away for later study, wondering what it
signalled. When people began wanting together, wishing together,
perhaps anything was possible.

All this in the blink of an eye; in the moment it took the
elder to consider and react. "Please," he shrugged, a little
flustered. "Think nothing of it. I meant every word of it, you
know. I ought to've told her some time ago. I can't imagine why
I hesitated..."

Vincent nodded, gravity masking a smile. "In any case, it was
something she needed to hear. Thank you for that."

"Gone home for the evening, has she?" asked Father, with the
air of a man impatient to change the subject.

"Yes. We agreed that it would be better if she spent the
night Above, in case the police or Social Services try to reach
her." For some reason it had been difficult, this time, to let her
go; to send her back Above even when both of them knew it was best.
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Her heart, as she left him, had still been in such turmoil; full of
dashed expectations and reviving hope... Kneeling before her, here
in his chamber-, he had felt her love for him like light, breaking
through thunderclouds. She had reached up to stroke his cheek —
and suddenly, now, it was as though the warmth of her fingers still
lingered there. The memory -- or the feeling -- rocked him where
he stood.

"She told me," Father was saying, "what happened today."

Odd to think of Catherine and Father together, anywhere
without him; talking together, without his buffering presence...
Vincent felt, for an instant, as though he had lost track of the
undercurrents influencing them all. He realized then how weary he
was, and struggled to pay attention. "Did she?"

"Yes, she did." He did not ask whether his son had also meant
to tell him about the failed rescue. Perhaps the boy had had some
idea of protecting him from bad news; whatever, it was hardly
important now. He glanced up again, and found "the boy" looking
down at him expectantly. "I'm sorry, Vincent. To think of coming
so close..."

"It makes no difference," the other said stoically. What
difference could mere disappointment make to his search, or their
shared purpose? He would go on; he would do whatever he had to.
They all would.

"No, I know. But if the child did escape back onto the
streets, then she may be even more urgently in need of our help.
That's what you're thinking, isn't it?"

"It's.. . very cold up there," Vincent said. Better to mention
this more impersonal hazard than other dangers known to both of
them. "She is so helpless, Father. So utterly vulnerable."

"You mustn't blame yourself for any of this, Vincent. You
know that." But it was less a statement than a question, one he
knew wasn't likely to receive an answer.

"She is so helpless, Father. So utterly vulnerable."

As are we all, the elder thought but did not say aloud. "Yes.
I know."

"I will not have her lost again, Father... not to such squalor
and hopelessness."

Father knew he was thinking of the hell from which she'd come,
and the institutional anonymity which was the best the world QAbove
could ever offer. "She is one of us now, however she strays. You
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know that." The child had earned her place among them; and the
tunnel-world would not so easily relinquish its claim. And yet, he
thought, and yet -- if Naomi truly cannot be found and rescued,
what then? "Vincent," he said uselessly, knowing it was useless,
"you mustn't blame yourself for any of this. We'll leave no stone
unturned. I sent runners out again today, to those Helpers we may
have missed somehow... those who didn't respond to our initial
messages. Several have gotten somewhat out of touch this year."
His passing frown said this had been a worrisome matter.

Now Vincent hesitated, frowning too. "Runners?"

"Yes. Kipper and the others were glad to be allowed to help,
finally."

The children, Vincent realized belatedly, and saw at once that
Father shared his unvoiced concern about any of the youngsters
being permitted Above without supervision. But they were quick and
inconspicuous; and during an emergency there were simply not enough
adults Below to cover such duties efficiently. Between them, the
children knew virtually all of the Helpers, while few of the
Helpers knew anything about each other.

"Desperate times," Father said quietly, implying desperate
measures. "I did take the precaution of sending them in pairs. I
imagine they'll do a little scouting, too, while they're Above."

"I imagine they will." Both men knew it would have been
impossible to discourage them from it. "They still hope -- "

"We all still hope," Father nodded. He didn't mention that on
his way here he'd come upon Lena and Melissa crying together over
their babies; or that, having finally bullied Mary into a much-
needed rest, he'd had to put Brooke in charge of the nursery.
Pascal had thrown common sense to the wind and was feverishly
standing watch around the clock. Their new Helper, young Brian,
had been spending every free moment with Mouse and Jamie, and
Father strongly suspected that the boy had played hooky from school
today and would do so again tomorrow... if the crisis hadn't been
resolved before then.

He reached out impulsively then, with his free hand, and drew
Vincent's head down so that he could press his lips into the wiry
profusion of that bright hair. He wasn't sure, as he did it, which
of them was supposed to find the gesture more reassuring. "Go
along with you now," he said softly, "and be very careful. I heard
Jamie warning Mouse about the ice..."
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"I can't believe nobody got hold of me," Burns filmed, hurrying
up the stairs - to the second floor. She'd arrived to find that
Naomi Foster had been missing since morning at least. "I'm her
caseworker, for heaven's sake!"

"You weren't home," scowled the woman scurrying after her,
defensive even though none of this (none of it, she told herself
again) had been her fault. "They said they tried all day."

"I left a number."

"They filed a police report — "

"That's great. If she robs a bank they'll know exactly who
she is." -- But they won't, she realized suddenly. The "missing
child" would've been reported as a "Little Jane Doe." Burns would
have to rush the department an amendment with the child's real
name. Well, that would be no problem. The first thing she'd done
tonight, after bursting through the office door (much to the
surprise of the evening staff) was to reactivate the past abuse
case file. It had taken only a moment to integrate it with the new
Abandonment paperwork. There was one folder on this Foster child
now; and in Burns' absence even the most inept social worker would
be able to follow the case-history.

Now if only the child herself could be tracked so straight-
forwardly!

She lowered her voice as they turned down the children's
bedroom-corridor. "How on earth did she get out?"

"Well, at first they thought she couldn't have... but I guess
they scoured the building, top to bottom, and no way could they've
missed her. Oh, yeah — she stole Regina's bag-lunch, too, so at
least she won't go hungry."

"That's a comfort," Burns muttered.

"They felt terrible about the whole thing, believe me." One
of her friends was on day-shift, and had told her all about it.
"And if that wasn't enough, then some woman came in looking for the
kid — "

Burns turned on her so abruptly that the woman jumped back a
step. "What woman? A relative?"

"No, no — somebody from the D.A.'s office, I guess."

"Did she call the child by name?"

"Well... no, but she knew it wasn't the one they showed her."
And hesitantly now, she described the mixup with the records. "I
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think they think she was a witness to a crime, or something. She
left a card, in case we find the child again. Anyway, Betty was
breathing fire" all day because of it."

That was delivered by way of a warning; Burns shrugged and
started briskly down the hall again. She had more important things
to worry about now than a disgruntled supervisor. She wondered if
the police, or the District Attorney, had already discovered who
the "unidentified" child was. Was this Foster girl involved in
some kind of criminal investigation? Something more here than
snitching Hershey bars, she was willing to wager... "Is this her
room?"

The other woman nodded, standing back to let the caseworker
enter first.

There was now only one child, a Puerto Rican four-year-old,
sleeping in that shadowed space. "Which bed was she assigned?"
Burns whispered, and was nodded toward the corner set.

The woman watched her open the locker, then flip back the
coverlet. "What are you looking for?"

"I'm not sure." She knelt by the bed, and felt around beneath
it. "Aha!"

"What?"

Burns sat back on her heels, examining her find; a pair of
little blue tennis-shoes.

The attendant, still watching, cocked her head. "So? She had
slippers. She was probably wearing those."

"Would you go out in this cold in the kind of slippers they
give these kids?" Burns stood, brushed off her skirt.

"If I were here," the other replied, "I'd do anything to get
away."

"I think you're right." The caseworker chewed her lip, her
eyes faraway. She remembered the child's small unhappy face; and
the way she had run to the sewer-grate in the middle of the street.
"She probably would have, too. But I'll tell you what else I
think. I have her record now, and this is quite a little escape-
artist we've got here. I think she's still in the building. I
think she's Claying low' until we give up and she gets a real
chance to get back outside."

"Oh, come on. Where would she go?"

" Back to what she knows. " Burns turned toward the door again.
"The streets... maybe Central Park. After all, that's where they
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found her. For now, though, I've got a feeling she's still here,
so we're going to sscour' this building -- top to bottom -- all
over again."

Sevent n storeys above street-level, Catherine stood
shivering on a terrace overlooking the park. She wondered if
Vincent would use the drainage-tunnel tonight, or choose another
exit elsewhere in the city. Was he even now moving somewhere
within the darkened field of her vision?

She'd spent the late afternoon and early evening back at the
office, working on her caseload with a diligence that had silenced
even Joe.

Working... and watching the phone.

Tonight, too, she was hoping against hope for a call notifying
her that "Little Jane Doe" had been recaptured and was back in the
system, where she might at least be kept safe...

Behind Catherine, one of the two French doors stood slightly
ajar, letting out the warmth of the livingroom along with, she
hoped, the sound of the phone if it rang.

She'd agreed with Vincent — albeit reluctantly — that this
"telephone duty" was necessary, if only for tonight. The
inactivity was already starting to drive her crazy -- she knew she
was never going to be able to sleep — but she likened it, in her
own mind, to Pascal standing watch in the pipechamber.

This didn't mean she was oblivious to Vincent's ill-concealed
satisfaction at having thus ensured her safety.

-- If only for tonight, she thought wryly. In the past, she
had sometimes imperiled herself by acting impulsively on her own.
His worry, tonight, that she would do so again -- storming the
streets alone -- brought home to Catherine the hazards Naomi
herself might be facing. If the midnight streets were too
dangerous for a grown woman, what chance was a mere child going to
have there?

She pulled the heavy cardigan more tightly around her. The
wind wasn't bad, but the air was fiercely, bitingly cold. How
could an unprotected child not freeze to death in weather like
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this?

She rememiJered what Vincent had said; that after her mother's
death and before finding refuge Below -- at an age when most
children weren't even allowed to cross New York City streets --
Naomi had made her home there. Alone, in a terrible place. The
child herself rarely mentioned those intervening months, ' ahaving
almost as though that part of her ordeal were forgotten.

But even granting the little girl some unusual skills -- that
had been summertime. It was winter now, and Catherine couldn't
imagine how she herself might survive such a challenge.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

They were searching for her again. She could hear them
arguing, on the floor below.

They'd be here again too before long.

Naomi made ready to fold herself back into the cabinet-space
that had become her refuge. She would barely be able to breathe or
turn her head, but she knew the grownups would never think of
looking there. She'd hidden in it most of the morning, quiet as
Mouse.

They'd already searched this storeroom once — early, when
they'd first discovered her missing. She'd heard them going
through the building room by room, calling "Little girl, little
girl!" but she hadn't answered... and finally they'd gone back
downstairs, betting each other she'd gotten outside somehow after
all. Giving up.

But now, of course, the night-people had come back and they
were searching all over again.

Going up instead of down, last night, had been a kind of
accident. She'd pulled jeans on over pajama-bottoms; and changing
back into her tee-shirt, she'd stuffed the flannel top into one
pocket of her tunnel-coat. (That was for in case it got cold
later; Father always said layers were best against a chill.)

Leaving her roommates still sleeping, she'd crept out into the
hall in her thin slippers. (She would rather have worn her shoes,
even though she couldn't tie them, but they were under the bed and
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she couldn't bring herself to reach into that dark place.) Pulling
her coat tightly around her like a protective shield, she tiptoed
by the empty TV-jroom and toward the nurse's office.

The overhead light was on, but there were no grownups anywhere
in sight. Heart pounding, she looked in and saw a bag-lunch open
on the desk. A couple of plastic-wrapped sandwiches lay next to a
small bottle of something yellow.

The child hesitated only a moment; then her "street-sense"
returned full force. Darting into the room, she stuffed the meal
back into the bag, and the bag under her coat. Not stealing, she
thought. Taking! She'd been hungry often enough to know that she
might be hungry again before Vincent came.

A distant rumbling startled her. Feeling trapped, she slipped
to the door and peeked out.

One of the social-workers, a man, was moving a piece of
furniture on wheels toward the stairwell door, which was blocked
open. It was the first time Naomi had seen that door left open.
As she watched, the man braced the load upright, left it standing
there and walked into the men's room.

The moment he was out of sight she scurried out into the hall
and stood hesitating there by the landing, still wondering how to
get past them all and back outside.

Below her the voice of the tall nurse voice called out,
"Claude? Claude, can you hear me? Are you up there?"

Naomi heard the toilet flush behind her and knew that in a
moment the man would come back, or the nurse was going to start up
the stairs. She whirled, desperate to find a hiding-place before
she could be seen.

Nearest to her was the piece of furniture the man had been
moving. It looked like a kind of desk, but with a cabinet
underneath. Being upended had caused one of the panel doors to
slide open an inch or so. In an instant the child had pushed it
completely open, folded herself expertly into the little
rectangular space inside, and forced the door shut again.

Heart racing, she heard the man come back. "Regina? You call
me?"

"What are you doing up there?"

"Moving that credenza upstairs, like they wanted. I finally
found the dolly."

"Why are you doing that at this time of night?"

"You want this stuff moved, or doncha? Better now than when
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they're all awake, unless you want them shooting out the door like
rabbits..."

Naomi heard the nurse say, "Well for heaven's sakes, be as
quiet as you can about it" -- and then she felt the dark little
space tilt back, and begin to move...

There was an awful bumping as it went up the stairs... then
the thing fell level again with a thump! that made her head ache.

The man went away, whistling.

It had still been night then. The door of the "credenza"
stuck at first, and for a moment she thought she wasn't going to be
able to get it open from inside. Finally, inch by inch, she worked
it painfully sideways.

Naomi crawled stiffly out into the open... and found herself
alone in a dusty storeroom. There were no lights on anywhere; the
only illumination came in through a window.

She'd explored just a little, once she knew she was alone.
There weren't any rooms for children, here on the third floor; just
a couple of unused offices and, toward the back, more storerooms
like this one, piled high with furniture and file-boxes.

There wasn't a bathroom up here — at least, not that she
could find. (She'd been afraid to explore too far from her hiding-
place.) At first she was just hoping to find some more exposed
plumbing, a pipe to carry her signal Below. It wasn't long,
though, before she was faced with a more basic and immediate
problem, one she knew might give her presence away to any
searchers. Then in one corner she saw a big metal can; and prying
up the lid she found it empty except for a some paint gummed around
the bottom. Pushing the lid down, afterwards, hid the telltale
trace.

With Monday morning came the noisy search, people shouting and
going through all the rooms. Huddled into her improbable niche,
holding her breath, Naomi had felt more defiant than afraid. It
was like being back on the streets — like hiding from the grocery-
boys or the police again. She knew if she was still, they'd give
up and go away eventually. It wasn't like playing hide 'n' seek
Below, where her friends would never end the game without finding
her again; or, giving in, let Vincent summon her out just by
calling her name... These people didn't have any of that kind of
magic.

And when they tramped away down the stairs again, it was the
first spark of triumph Naomi had felt since coming to this place.

Around midday she'd eaten one of the sandwiches, grimacing
because the ham was smothered in mustard. She ate it anyway, as
she would have if she were scavenging the streets; but she couldn't
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get the top off the pop-bottle, so as the day wore on she began to
get a little thirsty.

That was okay. She remembered being thirstier.

When the room began to darken, later in the day, she thought
longingly again of her friends enjoying the common supper Below;
Mary urging her to eat her peas. . . William bribing her with the
prospect of strawberry tarts... Mouse pocketing leftovers for
Arthur. A big cup of cold milk.

And later, when she began to feel the chill in spite of her
coat, she thought of the tunnel-children having their baths without
her, in hot spring-fed pools where the water never cooled; and she
knew that the thick old towels, though patched and frayed, would be
draped over steam-pipes to warm...

But here at least there was a window, and it wasn't barred
like all the ones downstairs. That made Naomi isel better even if
she couldn't get it open. She'd tried, the moment she saw the
fire-escape outside, but it
wouldn't budge. She thought
of smashing the glass, but
was afraid everybody on the
floor below would hear... so
for most of the afternoon
she'd contented herself with
peeking out. She wasn't far
from where the alley opened
onto the street; and by press-
ing her cheek to the cold pane
she could watch the traffic
and the passersby.

The horns and sirens Up
Top never seemed to stop. For-
getting the months she herself
had spent amid such clamor, she
wondered — how did everybody
here stand it? Even the lights
seemed noisy. She wanted candles
and soft shadows... kind eyes,
and low familiar voices...

Topsiders themselves were so
loud — they always seemed to be
shouting, whether they meant to
or not. The folk Below were gen-
erally softspoken; voices carried
and were lent resonance by the
tunnels themselves. By comparison,
voices here Above were sharp and
harsh to her ears. She was glad
to be away from them.
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But it was that softest and deepest of voices she truly
missed. If she closed her eyes, sometimes she could still hear him
saying, "For J have promises to keep, and miles to go before I
sleep..." He'd said he would find her; and she tried to imagine
him keeping that promise, walking miles through the wintry streets
before he could go home to sleep,.,

Standing by the window, watching, waiting unseen, she'd liked
the feeling that none of those hurrying Topsiders knew she was
there.

Did Vincent know? She heard the searchers clumping up the
stairs and made ready to hide again, her eyes still glued to the
window, The pane was splashed with neon, streaked with headlights.
Could this be the night Vincent would come?
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The Helper stood at his bedroom window gazing out at the
night, thinking over all Eli had told him... and how little he'd
been able to do with the information.

He'd spent all day today — Monday -- at his desk, ostensibly
clearing up several weeks' backlog of paperwork, surrounded by
other peoples' "sound and fury" and the bustle of their labors...
yet unable to take even a step toward providing his friends Below
with the help he'd promised them.

He'd promised, that was it; and he smiled a little wryly at
himself. After falling out of touch for so long -- most of the
past year — did he feel the need to "earn" his way back into their
good graces? Pure foolishness, of course; he knew that perfectly
well, and he was certain, too, that such rationale would have
earned him a Fatherly scolding — as if he were a boy again.
Still, that was how he felt and there was no getting round it...

He heard his wife stir sleepily in the darkness behind him,
and smiled over his shoulder toward the bed until she subsided, a
small and slender lump amid the bedclothes.

Funny thing, his marrying a Topsider. Even though he'd chosen
to make a life for himself Above — to try and do something for the
City that made their world possible, instead of simply ignoring the
chaos going on overhead -- it had never occurred to him that he
might actually fall in love with one of "them." And three years
ago, when he'd carried the news of his impending wedding down to
the Council, he hadn't been at all certain it would work out.
After all, how could you truly join lives with someone who might
never be allowed to share your most important Secret. . . and who
knew nothing of your actual origins?

Still, in her he had found strength and gentleness, honesty
without cruelty... faith. Faith in him; the determination to
accept him as he was, despite the unanswered questions that
sometimes hung in the air between them, almost visibly. In fact,
in her he had found all those rare and perishable qualities he'd
once thought were unique to tunnel-bred girls unhardened by city
life. (Snob, he always chided himself at this point.)

But she was... like them, he admitted. He'd come Above, and
fallen in love with exactly what he'd left behind him. And more
and more often these days, he pictured himself leading her Below,
revealing the hidden world where he'd grown up... showing her off
to those people who were dearest to him. Seeking the Council's
approval. Introducing her to Vincent. (The thought made him
smile, as it always did; Vincent would know at once how special she
was, however Father might worry and scowl, as he did over every new
contact.) But the time was coming soon when he would have to

269



confront the question directly. Would he be able to bring her into
their Secret finally... or would he have to resign himself to
leaving that part of his life sealed, forever?

He would certainly have to make a decision before the children
came. They both loved children, and hoped for both sons and
daughters. She'd mentioned it again just this week, a little
wistfully. And he... he could not imagine watching their children
grow up not knowing about the magical realm that existed literally
beneath their feet. And if they were going to grow up in New York,
it would do them good to know there was still a place in the world
where truth and gentleness prevailed, and dreams were not only
possible, but sometimes even inevitable.

It had taken him a little while to learn that. He'd been a
small boy when he and his father had been invited to come and live
Below. A series of misfortunes had left his widowed father
destitute, and ill., and then homeless. Oh, nothing like the waves
of homeless that crowded the streets these dayc: but it had been
coming on winter, and the boy that he was had watched his father
sink into sickness and hopelessness... and he had been deeply
frightened. Then one Helper had spoken to another, and before
long...

He guessed he'd been about the same age as this Naomi, the
little one Eli said Vincent had rescued. He remembered now what it
had felt to be warm again, and full, and to have people look at you
kindly, as though you mattered. He thought he knew how this new
little one must have felt, and how frightened she must be to have
lost it all again.

If I can do anything to help you, I will, he promised the
night beyond the windowpane. Anything.

They'd been searching the third floor for some time now; the
child could hear them calling back and forth as they came up the
hall, though she couldn't yet catch the words. Now, as they got
closer, she pulled her feet up, folded her knees against her chest
and, with the craftiness learned in the streets, closed the
credenza door all but the last half-inch.

It was dark enough in the room that even that opening, facing
the window, let no light in to her at all. It let in sound,
though... the sound of their coming.
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So what, she thought as the voices got louder. Her heart
began to pound; she took short quiet breaths through her mouth. So
what! They hadn't found her before and they weren't going to find
her now.

"Nomie?"

Her whole body jerked with the shock. If she'd had an extra
inch of hiding-space they'd have heard her feet kick out, or her
head bang upward. As it was, she thought her heart would burst.

"Nomie?" It was that Miz Burns; the child recognized her
voice. "Nomie? -- That's what your mother called you, isn't it?"

She went on talking, her voice drawing nearer until it was
right overheard, right here in this room. "You see, we're your
friends and we know who you are."

The child shut her eyes tight but felt the hot tears squeeze
out anyway. P/e know who you are. No one had called her "Nomie"
since her mama. Since him.

She remembered that last time. She remembered the cold and
the taste of blood, and the sour smell of the apartment and Rick
saying, "Nomie?" She remembered Catherine fighting her way in and
then seeing her go down, the way Mama had... and then the noise and
the fury on the roof, and catching at the hem of Vincent's cloak.
She remembered Rick and his knife... Rick, falling backwards off
the edge.

"Nomie, can you hear me?"

They knew who she was! She thought of the tall nurse, and the
one she'd bitten. She thought of the little old lady with the
pink, powdered face and poofy hair, saying, "Izzat a face, or izzat
a face?"... Did they know? Did everyone?

How could they know her secrets? She scrunched herself up so
tight her legs cramped, and if she could've stopped the thundering
of her heart she would have, for surely it was loud enough for all
the world to hear.

"If you're here, well, you can't hide out forever. You know
we're going to find you."

In her mind Naomi seemed to hear Kipper saying, Finders
keepers. Finders keepers! That's what was going to happen. If
they found her, they were going to keep her.

"It's safe to come out, Nomie. I promise we're not going to
hurt you. Nobody' s mad at you."

Rick had said that too. Suddenly Naomi wasn't just scared;
she was furiously angry. Even if she believed them — who were
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they to keep her here? Who were they to stop her from going home?

And where was Vincent? Why didn't he come?

After a while they gave up. She heard them go away and close
the door. But it was a long time before she dared try to open her
cabinet again.

At first the panel wouldn't slide and she panicked, thrusting
with her legs and back and arms against the wood until it hurt.
Remembering how Rick and her mama would sometimes shut her in the
dark closet ("Till you can be quiet!"), and she'd feared that the
black walls would close in on her, just like this...

But she was quiet now, she thought after another long time;
and drew as deep a breath as she could in that small space. And
began to work at the panel again.

Eventually it did give way, inch by inch, °ven though in her
fright she'd nearly forced it off the runners.

Unfolding finally, she found her legs were trembling so that
she could barely stand. But she was all right; they hadn't found
her. She checked the bottom drawer where she'd hidden her
remaining sandwich and the bottle; her stash was still safe.

She slipped to the window, straining her neck for a reassuring
glimpse of the outside — headlights on the main street, and the
neon signs, even if she couldn't read them. Watching for a certain
silhouette against that brightness, she nearly froze her cheek
against the glass.

It was sometime later that she crept across the room, careful
even of her footsteps, to reopen the door they'd closed.

She tried the knob; bit her lip, and tried again.

They'd locked her in.
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In the deep shadow of an alley across the street from Number
7, someone stood in utter stillness, cloaked against the cold and
against discovery.

Even at this hour, Laight Street was noisy with traffic; and
the shops, long closed to customers, were barred and lit against
thieves and vandals.

The building faced him impassively. The child had been here;
she was here no longer. If only he had known — if only he'd come,
even a day earlier...

He studied the edifice until his eyes burned, as though hoping
brick and mortar might surrender what it knew. He'd searched the
streets and alleys for blocks in every direction, calling softly,
listening for unusual rustlings in the night. There had been
nothing, no trace at all; and neither he nor any Helper knew of
another place she might have gone, or been taken. Tuesday dawn was
only hours away. What hopeless impulse had brought him back twice
to this spot?

Tucked into the corner beneath her window, hugging her knees,
Naomi waged a losing battle against sleep. She didn't want to
close her eyes. She didn't want to risk missing Vincent, when he
came. Again and again she caught herself nodding... drowsing.
Finally she knew she couldn't hold it off any longer.

For a little while then she rubbed her eyes; rubbed until the
colors came, a kaleidescope whirling there behind her eyelids. It
was the only magic she had left; the colors helped to keep the
tears away.

275



I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Contrary to her own expectations Catherine had dozed off
finally, a book lying open and unread across her lap and the TV
flickering unwatched nearby. She never even felt her head begin to
droop, or the velvety curve of the upholstery cushioning her
cheek...

In her dream, she stood in a dark and narrow place. Wintry
bricks rose up on either side. She could not feel the cold she
knew was there.

Ahead, there was a brightness — neon, and headlights — and
she realized she was standing in the dark of an alley between two
buildings.

But what buildings, and where? Moving forward, she peered
past the wide shoulder of someone blocking her way, and knew the
street beyond and the building opposite —

— And Vincent turned to stare down at her, his eyes widening
with disbelief and consternation —

Catherine jerked upright with a gasp, knocking her book to the
floor unnoticed. Her eyes darted round the well-lit livingroom;
she half-expected to see him there, still looking down at her.

She shook her head, reaching up to massage neck-muscles grown
stiff with awkward sleeping. It was a dream, she chided herself
ruefully. Just a dream. Yet it had seemed so real! Looking past
him from that dark recess, she'd had no trouble recognizing Laight
Street, and the Social Services building she'd visited.
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But... had it been "just" a dream? Or had he really been
there tonight, watching and waiting? Was he there now? Had he
suddenly sensed her there with him, seeing what he saw...?

Catherine's heart leapt but she came to her feet slowly, as
though careful not to jar the idea coming precariously into focus.
Seeing what he saw. Something Naomi had said once — and Father,
later...

It was impossible and strange, of course; no more than a
flight of fancy in the "real" world. Only since meeting Vincent
would she have given such whimsy a second thought.

But she knew now -- or hoped she did -- how they might find
Naomi.

She paced the livingroom, fists clenched with a rising and
irrepressible impatience. Her mind raced to examine the
inspiration from every improbable angle. It might just work, where
more practical tactics had failed them.

Catherine quelled the urge to rush downstairs to the tunnel-
entrance in her sub-basement. A glance at the mantle-clock told
her dawn was only hours away. She couldn't very well canvas the
streets for Vincent, and he wouldn't return, she was sure, until
daybreak forced him Below again. Useless to waken any of the
tunnel-dwellers to guide her down, when all she could do there --
wait .— could be done as well here, without robbing weary friends
of sleep. And who among them could she trouble with such an idea
-- Mary perhaps, or Pascal? The very thought of trying to describe
it to Father made Catherine shudder now, and smile ruefully to
herself.

No. Only Vincent could help with this; only he might take her
seriously, and understand. She would have to wait, and go to him
when he returned from his night's search.

Alone there in her apartment, she nodded decisively to
herself. That she couldn't follow up her decision with immediate
action (as was her wont), was frustrating; but now at least she
felt a glimmer of hope.

She looked around her, restlessly. What could she do until it
came time to go Below? Rubbing her neck again, she realized
suddenly that she'd wakened aching everywhere. She was stiff with
recent tensions, and the lack of rest. She'd fallen asleep in her
clothes, she noticed with distase; and she couldn't remember where
or when she'd had her last bath. Had it been here, or Below, in
the bathing-pools on one of the nights she'd stayed? — Well, she
had nothing to do for hours now but wait, and perhaps it was best
if she used that time to relax if she could.

She retrieved the unread book and tossed it onto an end-table;
and turning off the irritating mutter of the television as she
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passed, she headed for the bath.

Vincent turned the cold brass handle tentatively, and pulled
the door open just far enough to peer in. "Catherine?"

The livingroom was empty, as he'd expected. He'd waited
outside, tapping at the doorpane for a full minute before trying
the knob. Now, almost reluctantly, he slipped inside and, latching
the door behind him, stood there on the edge of the quiet room.
Catherine was safe and close by, he knew at once; and he paused for
a moment's contemplation of the scene before him.

He'd ventured here more frequently of late. In fact, during
these past few months, as inclement weather sometimes forced their
retreat from the balcony, he'd come to love this room. . . because it
was a reflection of Catherine herself. Everything in it — the
clear, subtle hues, fragile keepsakes and soft, inviting fabrics —
mirrored qualities of spirit he cherished in her.

He knew, too, the pleasure she felt each time at drawing him
in... winning him over. A small concession on his part, he felt;
but a larger victory for her, and one it had often pained him to
deny her. And her complete acceptance of him here, and her joy and
ease in sharing it all, had allowed him gradually to see himself as
less an incongruity in such surroundings.

He stepped forward. Catherine was nearby, and safe... but
where? The excitement he'd felt in her, only an hour before -- and
which had indeed drawn him here — had softened now. Could it be
she'd gone to sleep?

Vincent moved toward the bedroom — but no, he realized at
once, she was not there. And there was a sweetness on the air, a
fragrance he recognized... He moved purposefully toward the
bathroom.

At the door this decisiveness ended. For a moment he stood
listening; all was quiet, within. Finally he tapped at the
polished wood, his signal at this door even more hesitant than at
the outer one. When she didn't answer, he tapped again.
"Catherine?"

The sound of a sudden splash! made him start with surprise —
it sounded as though she'd been dropped into the tub from a height.
"Catherine?"

"Vincent?!" More splashing ensued. "Just a minute — "

"Catherine, are you all right?" Could she have fallen...
perhaps injured herself?
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"I'll be right out — "

His hand-was on the doorknob, his worried heart leaping when
the door was flung wide to reveal Catherine in a long terry robe as
green as her eyes; Catherine winding a towel round her hair, her
skin still flushed and beaded from the bath. Behind her, he
glimpsed the tubful of bubbles, remnants of which still clung to
the curve of her throat... the lobe of one ear.

"Vincent, what are you doing here?" Catherine was still
flustered at having fallen asleep in the bath. The sound of his
voice had so startled her that she'd nearly drowned, trying to
scramble to her feet. "It must be nearly dawn — "

"Nearly," he nodded, bemusedly watching her tuck towel-ends in
at the nape of her neck. "But there is time... a few minutes yet. "
His eyes flickered over her shoulder, toward the frothy tub.

She glanced back too — and grinned a little rakishly. "I did
tell you," she pointed out, thinking, You didn't think I had it
here just for Naomi, did you?

Plainly disconcerted, he turned his attention to the matter at
hand. "Has something happened? I felt — "

"I would have come down, but I knew you wouldn't be going back
Below until sunrise — "

"What is it, Catherine?"

She looked up at hi.™", sparkling with suppressed excitement.
"Vincent, I think I know how you can find Naomi."

"Someone called?" he asked eagerly. "You've learned
something?"

"No... not exactly." She took his hand, lacing her fingers
through his. "Come and sit down. I need to explain." She led him
back to the nearest small sofa, and sat down there beside him.

"Catherine," he said now, with visible patience, "tell me.
What have you discovered?"

"A way, Vincent," she answered. "A way for you to find her."

"How do you mean?" he asked, the furrow deepening between his
brows. "How can we — "

"Not vwe,' Vincent. You. Only you. You're the only one who
might be able to do it."

"What, Catherine?"

"It came to me all at once, tonight. I'm sure that's what you
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felt. It happened right after — "

He was wa-tching her expectantly.

She took a deep breath. "Right after I saw you, a little
while ago... in the alley on Laight Street."

He gave a sharp gasp. "You were there!" Not for the world
would he ever have mentioned it — what even he had suspected was
some momentary hallucination, born of his own weariness and wishful
thinking.

"I was dreaming," she said slowly, although her heart was
racing strangely. There was a feeling of shared and unexpected
intimacy; it reminded her, a little dizzyingly, of the night Naomi
came visiting, when Vincent had "heard" the reassurance she had so
impulsively "sent" to him. . . "Or at least, I thought I was
dreaming. I'd dozed off wondering where you were... and wishing I
were there to help."

"I felt your presence so strongly — I turned and for an
instant I even thought I glimpsed you standing there."

"You looked as though you were going to scold me for coming
out," she said sheepishly — and then, because he looked as though
he might be reconsidering it, she hurried on; "So it was real, in
a way. And I had this idea. It's going to sound improbable --
fantastic — "

Despite his impatience, Vincent had an almost irresistable
urge to reach up and thumb the tiny opalescent bubbles from her
cheek. "Improbable... fantastic," he agreed with a sigh. "Will
you tell me?"

She rushed on, oblivious. "Well, it started me thinking about
something Naomi said once, about you coming into her dreams." And
there it was again, she thought — that almost imperceptible wince,
as though she'd spoken of something that embarrassed him somehow.
"And there was something Father said too, just the other day, about
the time I went out to California. Remember?"

"I do," he said softly.

"He didn't know I'd ever been in danger there; I never told
him how you saved me."

"Nor did I." It had been a thing too private, too...
precious... to reduce to mere words.

"But — do you remember?" she went on excitedly. "You saved
me in a dream, Vincent."

"I. . . don't understand," he admitted; and he did not, although
her enthusiasm was certainly contagious. But there was little time
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left; and what had this reminiscence to do with finding the child?

"Just li-sten," Catherine said urgently, her towel-turban
bobbing. "I know it sounds strange, but... you said that sometimes
when you dream, you can see what she dreams."

"... Yes." His eyes fell away from hers, as though this
single intimate detail stigmatized him somehow; symbolized his
lifelong, inescapable differentness.

"Vincent?" Catherine leaned nearer, folding one leg up under
the other so that her terry-clad knee nudged his leg. "This isn't
some secret you need to keep from me. I -- I know — "

His eyes snapped back to hers. "You know?"

And she answered, her face as soft as her voice, "I know that
it isn't only Naomi... is it?"

He thought, later, that his own shame might have consumed him
then, if not for the love in her eyes. How long had she known, or
suspected? "No," he said finally, "it isn't only Naomi."

"There have been nights when I dreamed," Catherine said
carefully, "and I woke up thinking you were... that we were -- "

"I know," he said quickly, painfully, as though to forestall
further description.

"Those dreams were never... nightmares, Vincent."

"No," he whispered — although why she hadn't considered them
so, he could not understand. "Nor were they... for me."

"But there were other dreams that were," she went on, her
voice and her eyes steady. "And when I woke up thinking of you,
and feeling comforted... do you think I didn't know somehow, in
some deep way?" She leaned forward, pressing her small hand over
his, upon his knee. "And do you think, Vincent, that I didn't ever
waken and look out through the glass at the balcony, knowing you'd
been there, watching over me as I slept?"

He would have risen then; would perhaps even have bolted from
the room, but for her hand still clasped over his. To think she'd
known that about him, all this time — ! Every instance had filled
him with shame and remorse, and the awareness of his own weakness.
To find himself there on the edge of her dreams, uninvited, caught
helplessly in a kind of psychic voyeurism he deplored but could not
seem to avoid... or at other times, loitering on her darkened
balcony, drawn there by the protectiveness inspired by one kind of
dream -- or the longing, ignited by the other kind! To think she
might ever have wakened and seen him there, silhouetted in the
moonlight, and been frightened —
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Catherine, watching the play of emotions in his face, guessed
the direction of his thoughts with a rush of tenderness. "I loved
knowing you'd-been watching while I slept. Once I even rushed out
onto the balcony, hoping to find you still there. It was only when
I realized, somehow, that you hadn't wanted me to know -- "

"I didn't," he said miserably, his head bowed.

"Vincent, you have nothing to reproach yourself for, nothing.
I won't let you, and we haven't the time." Another time, she
promised him and herself. There will be another time, my love, and
we will talk. . . about my dreams and yours. Her sea-green eyes
darted toward the French doors; she'd lost track of the time but
there was no sign of sunrise yet, she was relieved to see. "I was
afraid you'd feel this way. I wouldn't have brought it up now —
maybe not for a long time yet — except for Naomi."

"Naomi?" he repeated woodenly. What could any of this have to
do with Naomi?

"Sometimes in your dreams, you can see what we... what she
dreams. But Vincent... can you see what she sees?"

His head came up again slowly. "What she... sees?"

"Wherever she is, Vincent. She has to sleep sometime, and...
Could you go there now?"

He blinked with astonishment. She'd spoken as though she were
suggesting some completely pragmatic course of action. "Catherine,
I've told you, there is no bond — not in the same way that you and

__ »

"But there's a chance, isn't there?"

"I can't — I mean," he said with great difficulty, "it isn't
something I've done... deliberately." Not with her... and never
with you, he thought.

"It just... happens," she guessed. "Sometimes, with the
people you love?"

He nodded.

"Then there is a chance," she smiled, refusing to be
discouraged. "And maybe it's time you tried."

"Catherine, in all the time she's been gone, I haven't felt —
dreamed — even a hint of — "

"Every night while she's been sleeping, Vincent, you've been
Above, searching! You nap during the day, while she must be
awake!"
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His eyes widened — first with incredulity, and then with
realization. "Yes," he breathed. "Yes — " He did come to his
feet then; he-strode to the hearth and back again, electrified by
the first real hope he'd felt in days. So simple, he thought.
Could it be so simple? He clenched his fists against a tide of
frustration. "Why didn't I think — "

"Oh, Vincent 1" Catherine rose too and took his hands, which
opened at once in hers. "You're exhausted... and you can't think
of everything. You can't. It's impossible," she smiled, "even for
you. "

And his great hands turned to enclose hers, deftly and
completely. "Perhaps," he murmered, "that's why I have you."

"Oh, you have me," she conceded, alight with sudden, girlish
happiness; very aware, all at once, of his nearness, the intensity
of his eyes sparkling down into hers — everything about him.
"What you don't have, is very much time."

"It's nearly morning," he nodded, with the unerring time-sense
of one who lived much of his life in a world blind to sun and
stars.

"You have to go. It could already be risky — "

"I'll be all right. But I must get back before she awakens
again... wherever she is." If he was too late, then it would be
another day wasted, and night must fall again before he could even
hope to succeed.

"You must try to sleep," she agreed. The words brought a
sense of unreality with them. Vincent was going to rush back to
his chamber Below; and there, full of the adrenalin of risk and
inspiration, he was going to try and sleep. And why — so that he
could "trace" a lost child in her dreams, or in his! And this had
been her great idea? It wasn't just improbable, it was impossible I
And the more she thought about it, the more fantastic it began to
seem. Was she crazy? Were they both?

But how she wished she'd thought of it earlier! How much
better it would be — how much safer and more practical, she told
herself — if he could only attempt it here, now, without wasting
time on the journey back. Catherine's eyes slid wistfully toward
the darkened bedroom doorway and she stifled a sudden, mildly
hysterical urge to giggle. In the past few days, it seemed to her
they'd shared every bed Below but Father's -- so why not hers too,
finally? Abruptly then she caught herself, with a stern mental
shake. J must be punchier than I thought! Her normal reserve was
in tatters, and the customary care she took with Vincent' s own
sensibilities was nowhere to be found. What was it, she wondered
— exhaustion, or the renewal of hope, or both?

Vincent's eyes had followed hers — and flickered back again,
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startled, at the same instant. He caught her inexplicable mood-
shift, and the rueful quirk of her mouth. For a moment it looked
as though he might ask... and then thought better of it.

"You'd better go," she told him; and her utter seriousness
might have alarmed him but for a glimmer of something very
different in her eyes.

"You need to rest, as well," he said shrewdly.

"Later," she nodded. "When she's found. Now, go — you
really don't have much time."

He swept her up into his arms then, burying his face in the
still-damp curve of her neck so that the towel fell free and her
wet hair caressed his cheek in a fragrant wave... and Catherine
heard something that might have been a gasp or a sigh, except for
the sound of her name in it.

Her breathless laughter was something less heard than felt, in
every fiber of his being. "You'd better go," she whispered,
pushing him toward the door. "Go on... before it's more dangerous
for you in here than it is out there."

The memory of his wide-eyed parting look would make her smile,
she thought afterwards, for some time to come.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Naomi dreamed she was dreaming.

In her dream she wakened crying, and knew that Vincent was
there — not so much by sight as by the feeling, wrapped around her
like a hug.

Then the scene shifted and she found herself following the
swift shadow of her earlier nightmare — not down midnight streets
this time but through the endless corridors of this very building.
She didn't stop to wonder how she'd gotten out of the locked
storeroom; she only knew she had, and that she was closer to the
hurrying figure now than she had been before. Now she glimpsed the
sweep of a familiar cloak. Now she could see that maybe this was
Vincent, too --

-- and in that instant of her realization, the figure paused.
Paused, and turned —

— and it was Vincent.

Naomi couldn't remember calling out... but she must have, or
how could he have known she was there? Now he strode back toward
her, his fur-topped boots making no sound at all on the dull
institutional tile. In the peculiar, listening hush there was not
even the traffic noise that had haunted all her hours Above. When
he reached her, she stood there looking up, up into the blue of his
eyes, trying to guess whether or not he was angry with her.

Just as though she'd asked him a question he smiled a little
and shook his head, causing loose gold-red strands to fall free of
his hood.
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She wanted to throw herself into his arms; wanted to shinny up
his leg the way she'd climb into the sheltering boughs of a tall
tree. But something kept her from doing it; something about him
held her immobile, looking up into his face.

The relief and the joy in his eyes made her want to laugh or
shout with excitement. Because she was where she was, though, she
didn't do either of those things; but told him, beaming, I knew you
would find me!

He sank down onto his heel before her, so that they were
almost at eye-level. How did you know?

You always find me, she replied at once. Later, if she
thought about it, she might find it strange... not seeing his lips
move when he "spoke." For now, though, she just wanted him to take
her away from here. J want to go home.

I know, he nodded sympathetically.

She sensed the warmth of another familiar presence and peered
past him down the shadowed hallway, half-expecting to see that
graceful silhouette as well. Where's Catherine?

Vincent didn't show the surprise he felt. She's close, he
answered reassuringly, although it was not literally true. Had
this child somehow glimpsed Catherine's presence in his very soul?

She was right, Naomi told him.

About what?

Getting out on a techni... technic...

His eyebrows rose. Technicality?

— Big, big trouble! the child said mournfully.

Yes, he semed to sigh. And then, You're all right?

She forgot all about her sore lip and the bump on her head,
both of which were now nearly healed. They know who I am now, she
told him unhappily.

His eyes widened with alarm. Where are you?

She didn't understand. How could he be right there looking at
her, and not know where she was? Here, she told him helplessly.
I'm right here.

No... Where have you gone?

Gone? She hadn't gone anywhere. Her eyes darted up and down
the long corridor. I'm still here.
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His gaze, following hers, had found nothing to distinguish
this hallway from a thousand others. Once again, he shook his
head. I can't do it without your help.

She was bewildered; and with that
uncertainty came a tiny whisper of
fright.

Vincent reached out at once and
began deftly refastening the mis-
matched buttons of her coat, a
gesture at once familiar and reassur-
ing. It's all right, he told her gently.
I'm here.

He was — and yet he wasn't somehow,
too. Naomi remembered how sometimes he'd
come into the dark of her dreams, wrapping
her round in a warmth no ill memory could
breach; and drawn toward waking, she would
find herself already snuggled in the safety
of his arms. . . Was this like that? Are you dreaming me? she asked
him now, as she'd asked him a long time ago, in the beginning.

He almost smiled. Perhaps this time, we dream each other.

She didn't understand. Since he was here, though, maybe it
was all right. But if this was a dream... Am I still real?

A great softness came into his heart as he realized the story
she was referring to, and remembered how she'd come to know it.
Once you become real, he assured her solemnly, you can't become
unreal again. It lasts —

— for always?

For always, he nodded. Will you remember?

I'll try, she promised.

He seemed satisfied. Now, can you show me where you've been?

— And abruptly they were standing side by side behind the
locked door of her own storeroom; and before she had time to wonder
whether she'd accomplished this magical feat or he had, she saw him
look around them at the dim space. She indicated the credenza, its
open door a blacker square against the night. They were looking
for me, but I been hiding. The drawer holding her remaining
rations was ajar — But I can't get the drink open, she complained.
I'm thirsty.

He reached down into that dark recess, and after a moment
straightened again purposefully. His eyes were brighter than the
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enveloping night, and she saw them go past her toward the window.
Can you see outside from here?

She nodded.

What can you see?

Not too muchf she shrugged. It's on the alley.

Show me, he urged her. Show me what you see from this place.
And when she looked up at him in puzzlement he explained gently,
knowing she would not understand, J need to see It through your
eyes.

Again, Naomi didn't understand; but obediently she reached out
for his great hand, and felt the bristly softness tickling her
fingers. She led him to the glass;
showed him the alley beyond the icy
fire-escape, and the brickface \o site. See? f

' •'• • ' • " :---;:':'.: ?;••: •, : .ijk

He stood behind her, his hands
warm and heavy on her shoulders; and iSf
although she couldn't see him, she • •;V:TĜ :Î B.
could feel his impatience. Not with
her, but with something more he felt
he had to see.

The street... Can you see the
street?

The glass brightened then as she
stepped forward. She pressed heir cheek
against the pane and was surprised to
find it warm, not cold as before. She
angled her gaze out toward the avenue;
to the blinking signs and numbers she
could not read; the headlights and the ^ "
streetlamps.

Behind her, she heard a soft exclamation — more like a breath
than a word. She turned to look up at him expectantly. Was that
what he'd wanted?

She saw him hesitate, the way he always did when there was
something hard he had to say. He asked, Can you be brave just a
little while longer?

She knew then that he was going away again and reached out for
him, or thought she did — but somehow she could no longer feel
even the stuff of his cloak. Take me with you!

Soonr he promised. Stay hiddenf be very careful.
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Finders keepers, she reminded him, her voice quavering. When
he began to blur in her sight, she thought it was because her eyes
had filled with tears...

Disappointment wakened Naomi; yet it woke her to the lingering
warmth of his reassurance. She wanted to cry, or cry out... but
because she was where she was, she didn't dare do either of those
things. For a time she sat blinking into the darkness. Seeing him
had been so real; she could still feel the warmth of his hands.
Looking around, she almost expected to see him waiting for her
silently in one of the shadowed corners of the room.

Had it been a dream? Abruptly she remembered her earlier
nightmare — the one in which she seemed to have no face, and the
Topsiders had taken her away. That, she knew instinctively now,
had been a dream about somehow not being real any more. But
Vincent had told her that she was still real, and would always be
real... even in her dreams.

He'd said it like a promise, and Vincent always kept his
promises.

I can too, she decided, swallowing against the lump in her
throat. He expected her to be brave... and she would be.

After a little while she got up, and pulled open the drawer
where her sandwich was hid. Beside it stood the stubborn bottle.
The top unscrewed easily now; it was lemonade, she discovered. She
drank gratefully.

Father hesitated in the chamber door, a little disconcerted at
finding Vincent sprawled across the bed, one arm upflung over his
eyes.

It's where you hoped he would be, after all, he thought.
Hadn't he just been telling Mary how worried he was about the way
Vincent had been driving himself, going night after night without
rest? Even so, it wasn't dawn yet — what had ended his search,
and brought him back Below so much earlier than usual?

He saw the heavy cloak thrown carelessly over a chair,
trailing the floor, and his eyes narrowed. Indeed, Vincent looked
as though he'd rushed in, thrown the garment i ide and flung
himself onto the bed. Why, the wet boots were stili on his feet as
he lay there atop the coverlet. Had something happened? Was not
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the boy's entire attitude, even asleep, perhaps one of desperation?

Father had just taken a cautious step toward the bed when
Vincent sat bolt upright, gasping in a way that made the elder's
scalp prickle.

"Vincent?" He limped forward, reaching out to clasp his son's
broad shoulder. "Are you all right?"

Vincent blinked dazedly; for a moment it was as though he
didn't see his chamber at all. Then his vision seemed to clear,
and his ragged breathing slowed. "Father?"

"I'm here." He tightened his grip reassuringly. "What was
it, a dream?"

"I... I'm not sure." Vincent looked up with an expression
that was at least enigmatic — no, Father decided, it was
positively mysterious. Then the younger man swr?*"7 his booted feet
resolutely to the floor, not even noticing the damp stains they'd
left upon the quilt. "Have Mouse and Jamie returned, Father? I
must speak with them."
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Catherine had rushed to the drainage-tunnel entrance during
her lunch-hour, hoping he would be there, hoping he'd have
something — anything — to tell her. She'd been on tenterhooks
all morning, wondering if her idea had been the ridiculous product
of a fevered brain... or if he'd really been able to learn
something about Naomi's whereabouts.

But this, she thought, this was impossible. Or at least, it
wasn't what she'd expected to hear.

"Catherine, I know where she is," he'd said at once, not even
pausing to swing the gate shut behind him. His blue eyes were
alight with excitement. "She's still in the building on Laight
Street."

Trying to hide the disappointment she felt — and hoping he
was too preoccupied to feel it anyway — Catherine said, "I
don't... I don't think she can be, Vincent. They've made a
thorough search..."

"Catherine, she is. I was there with her last night, in — in
a dream. She snowed me her hiding-place. A storeroom."

"But that might be — "

"I looked out the window. I saw what she sees," he said with
certainty, deliberately recalling her own words to her. "She
couldn't read the signs but I could..." He fell silent,
remembering how it had felt; seeing through the child's eyes...
feeling her grief and confusion. Leaving her again had been
terribly hard.
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"Vincent, are you sure she wasn't just... well, remembering?
You're sure she was seeing the place where she is now?"

"I'm sure,*1 he said softly; and only with his eyes did he ask
her why she now doubted. Hadn't the attempt itself been her idea,
after all? "Catherine, we must find her tonight. She told me they
know who she is . "

Catherine stared up at him. She'd come here knowing that,
because she'd spent the morning with detectives Dailey and Jergen.
But how could Vincent know, unless...? The realization brought
home to her all at once, then, the skepticism with which she'd
answered his hopes.

"I'm sorry." She came into his arms, feeling herself engulfed
there and surrounded. Closing her eyes, she breathed in the warm,
beloved scent of him and felt the tension go out of her. "I'm
sorry, it's just that I've been spending some time in the world,
and finding it not a nice place."

It had been, in point of fact, a harrowing sort of morning,
and not one she'd care to repeat anytime in the near future. Much
of it had been spent in the conference room, trying to lead two
very competent detectives round in circles.

They'd spoken with the caseworker, Rachel Burns, who'd managed
to find Naomi's abuse-file, and put two and two together; and who
had, this morning, worked her way up through several disinterested
police officials before luckily (or unluckily) happening onto
Dailey and Jergen. Worst of all, Catherine realized as they
talked, it was her own visit and interest in the case that had
seemed to alert the hardworking woman.

Dailey had glowered at the young Assistant D.A., obviously
hoping to intimidate her while Jergen hung back with a practiced
nonchalance that made Catherine wonder if they were going to try to
pull the classic good cop-bad cop routine on her.

"Miss Chandler, you reported the presence of a child who — "
(he consulted his notes) " — a phone call now confirms might be
mentally handicapped in some way, maybe even autistic."

"She did fit the description," Catherine shrugged, her eyes
wide. "And I'm no doctor."

"No, but why didn't you report the other little girl as well?"

"Because she was no longer present. And the Laight Street
staff didn't even have a photo on hand to show me." She was glad
the receptionist and the supervisor weren't present now, to pose
uncomfortable questions. Without a picture, how had she known what
the missing orphan looked like? After all, she'd known at once
that it wasn't the handicapped child they'd shown her. "Besides,"
she went on, affecting mild irritation, "Child Social Services was



supposed to report the child missing. I checked, and they had."

"I wasn't asking why you hadn't reported the child missing,"
Dailey said tersely, "but why you didn't report she'd been there."
He didn't press for an answer, though, apparently satisfied that
she'd suffered a simple error in judgement.

"Still, she did go all the way down there," Jergen put in
lazily, as though it were some circumstance he felt obliged to
dangle in mitigation.

Catherine gave him a sharp look, thinking, Don't do me any
favors.

He ignored it. "I talked to the receptionist this morning."

"Which one?" Dailey asked. "The — "

"The purple one," Jergen shrugged; and Catherine felt her eyes
widen incredulously in the instant before she realized it was hair
color he was talking about. He went on, "The same one she talked
to. So you don't have to bother."

His gaze returned to Catherine. There was something in his
eyes, she thought uneasily; something almost mocking. Dailey was
the aggressive one, but oddly enough it was this Jergen she found
the more unnerving of the two.

The burly detective nodded, and snapped his pocket-notebook
shut. "My junior partner," he wisecracked, loosening up just a
fraction. "Sometimes I let him ask a question."

"Big shot," Jergen retorted, easily. "This Corbin case -- he
thinks he's going to crack a Colombian drug cartel with it."

"'Crack'?" Dailey curled his lip. "Huh. You never could
pun, pard."

Catherine could see that the two men worked well together, and
despite the jokes, considered themselves equals. She caught
Jergen's eye and returned his look with deliberate steadiness.
"So, they couldn't tell you anything either?"

"Just that the kid was there. They have no idea how she got
out, and they searched again this morning. Locked all those unused
rooms, storerooms and such, up on the third floor, just in case.
Oh — and I saw her picture finally, from the old file. That Ms.
Burns, she's sharp."

So, she'd thought with a sinking heart, now they know what
Naomi looks like. . . for all the good it will do them at this point.
Still, Catherine would have infinitely preferred knowing the child
was languishing in police custody, rather than continue this
torment of uncertainty for another minute...
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Their suspicions allayed for the moment, the two detectives
had thanked her briskly. "We'll appreciate your passing on to us
any further information you come across. We've put out an APB for
the child, especially around the park, where she was found, and
that's all we can do for now. Of course, we know you have other
cases piling up and so do we, but..."

She'd shown them out graciously, without showing a particle of
the relief she'd felt.

Now, remembering, she pulled away from Vincent — but not far
enough that he'd have to let go of her. "You're going to have to
be careful, all of you. They may be watching the park."

"Tell me what they said."

She repeated, carefully, everything that might be important.
"They won't give up easily," she sighed. "They think Corbin's
death may be connected with something bigger. !T "igs, maybe. They
think Naomi can tell them who was on the roof that night."

"She can," Vincent said wryly.

"And she never will," Catherine nodded, knowing this was the
least of his worries. "For her, it's part of the Secret. She'd
never tell — even if she had to stay mute or go on hiding
until. . . " Her eyes widened; she felt the gooseflesh rise along her
arms. "Vincent, I just remembered. You said Naomi seemed to be
hiding in a storeroom?"

He nodded.

"The detective said the staff had gone up and locked some
storerooms on the third floor, x just in case.' Do you think she
might be hiding in one of them? In a room they searched -- but not
well enough?"

"I'm hoping that she is," he said softly. "There are no bars
covering the windows of the third floor of that building."

Her fingers curled into the soft leather of his vest. "But
there are," she remembered, "on the windows below them."

"Yes."

"But Vincent, if that's where she is, it means she's locked
in. We have to find her."

"Mouse and Jamie are watching the building today," he said,
"in case she is discovered. If she's moved elsewhere in the
system..."

Catherine was appalled at the thought of Naomi being escorted
to a waiting car, destination unknown, as Mouse and Jamie watched,
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powerless to follow.

Vincent saw her alarm. "They would think of something," he
reassured her.

This was hardly as comforting as he'd intended. She couldn't
imagine either of those impulsive young people simply standing by,
allowing Topsiders to abscond with a tunnel-child. Catherine had
a nightmare-vision of having to defend them both in court against
kidnapping charges.

"Catherine," Vincent said, "it will be all right." There was
an unexpected certainty in the reassurance, she thought -- as
though he had recognized some path invisible to her, and set his
feet firmly upon it. He sensed the worry she did not put into
words; and almost smiling, he pressed his lips to the part in her
hair.

For Catherine, who had to return to the office to struggle
with the rest of her caseload, the day crept torturously to its
conclusion. At times it seemed as though the clocks had all
stopped simultaneously, and she felt an unreasonable, snappish
impatience with Joe and every coworker who dared to approach her
desk. A dozen times, she had to restrain herself against the urge
to phone the Laight Street office, knowing that any inquiry might
pique further inte_ast in the child's case, or even spur yet
another search. She imagined a frightened Naomi huddled undetected
in a storeroom somewhere in the building. She wondered — did the
little girl remember the early-morning "dream"? Did she recognize
it as something more, and was she reassured?

Catherine also couldn't help but picture her friends, who must
even now be keeping an unobtrusive watch in the freezing streets
outside the Social Services building. She longed to be there with
them, or to rejoin Vincent... to do anything but continue her
businesslike facade any longer.

Below, that morning, Vincent had sought out several of the
young people to ask for volunteer watchstanders. Those who had
just returned, exhausted, from a long night's search, were excused
— although Mouse and Jamie, as he'd anticipated, declared
themselves ready and willing to return Above at once. It had taken
the combined bullying of both Father and William to persuade them
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to gulp down a hot breakfast.

Father, troubled, watched them bundle up and hurry off once
more, their faces bright with hope and fresh determination. They
knew no more than he, of the source of Vincent's news; indeed
Vincent seemed to carefully avoid explaining it, letting them draw
their conclusions, if they required any, from his own quiet
assurance of manner. They did not question his inexplicable
certainty; for this was Vincent, whose magical love had saved
Catherine from unknown dangers Above, and who never asked anything
for himself. He would not have asked now, they knew, had it not
been important.

Father, watching, was astonished and nonplussed... and newly
hopeful in spite of himself.

Anticipation, like a whispering wind, wended its way from one
end of the tunnel-community to the other. And throughout the day
its members, stopping by Vincent's chamber on one pretext or
another, found him pacing restlessly, or gazing off distractedly
over the pages of whatever book he held forgotten in his hands...
waiting for night to come to the city above them.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Sunset comes early to New York in the wintertime.

It had been hard for him to remain Below until full dark;
harder still to linger here in the shadows, hour after hour, and do
nothing. But it had been necessary to wait until rush hour traffic
began to lessen here, .so close to the Holland Tunnel access.
Drifting unseen from one vantage-point to another, he willed the
commuters homeward to their suppers and their families.

He'd left Catherine in his chamber... waiting too. She'd made
her excuses at the office and hurried Below hoping to be in time to
see him off. And he had waited for her.

"You'll be careful?" she'd entreated him, and he could feel
her dilemma — the desire to wish him well, warring with the need
to keep him safe at home.

"I'll be careful," he said gently; yet both of them knew this
answer was as meaningless as her question had been. He would do as
he must tonight, as he always did.

"How will you come back?" she asked, envisioning his return
with the child, picturing him slowed with care for his burden.

"There's a little-used entrance, not far from there. I can
make my way back Belowground, if..."

— If it's dangerous, Catherine agonized in silence. If
you're pursued. He was about to perpetrate what the world Above
would, if alerted to it, certainly consider a common kidnapping.
Well, not exactly common, she thought ruefully. But if he were
caught, if anyone even glimpsed him there... "Vincent, let me come
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along and — "

"Catherine."

"But if I can create some kind of diversion — "

"No." He'd settled his cloak about his shoulders and turned
to look down into her face; and it was Catherine whose gaze
faltered first. He was remembering the last time she'd rushed
Above, intent on such a rescue. He remembered the shared pain of
the blow that had felled her; and the sight of her lying far too
still on the floor of that terrible place. He remembered how she'd
followed him up to the roof unmindful of the danger; and the way
she'd knelt to shield the little girl with her own body, from any
further harm. "No," he repeated with finality.

She stood there with her fists shoved into her jacket-pockets,
knowing he could feel the turmoil of her rebellious heart.

"Catherine?"

He would wait, she knew, until he had her promise; and once
given, it could not be taken back. After a moment she let out a
long breath of surrender, and raised her head. "I'll wait," she
said.

He bowed his head slightly in acknowledgement.

" — Even though I'm not very good at it," she went on,
frowning.

"No, I know you're not." And smiling in spite of himself, he
reached out to draw her closer, slipping one hand up behind the
nape of her neck, under her hair, in that way she loved.

"How will you come back?" she asked, the question muffled
against his chest.

"I'm not sure," he replied, knowing she would want to come to
meet him as quickly as possible. "I'll try to signal along the
way; the sentries will pass the word. Don't try to find the way
yourself."

"I won't," she said; remembering, The ways change... "I'd
hate for you to have to rescue both of us tonight."

Her faith had buoyed him up, and the memory of her embrace
warmed him even now against the cold.

It was nearly time. He moved soundlessly down the length of
the narrow alley toward Laight Street, where someone stood bundled
up against the wind and silhouetted against the dazzle of passing
headlights. He reached out to touch the other's shoulder.
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The figure spun with a gasp.

"I didn't mean to startle you," came the soft apology. "I'm
sorry, Mouse."

The young man smiled sheepishly, though with obvious relief.
"Didn't hear you coming."

"I thought you were going to let someone relieve you."

"Miss this?" Mouse was clearly incredulous. "No way!"

Vincent looked a stern reproof at him, seeing the red runny
nose and bleary eyes; but the boy returned his gaze undaunted.
"Mouse... where is Jamie?"

" — Here," came the whispered response from behind him; and
Vincent started with surprise. Turning, he saw the girl's delight
at having successfully crept up on him. Like Mouse she was scarved
and layered against the cold, her brown hair hidden by a dark
knitted cap; but like Mouse, she too was showing signs of prolonged
exposure to wind and weather.

Impulsively, Vincent slipped one cloaked arm around each of
his young friends, warming them even as he steered them deeper into
the shadows. "What have you seen?"

"Nothing, really. I mean, they haven't taken any of the kids
away today," Jamie said. "So- if she is there..." Her eyes, always
candid, were bright with questions now. Why do you think she's
still in there? How do you know?... But she didn't ask, because
she didn't expect a reply. There was a lot about Vincent, she had
long ago realized, that you never really quite got answers to.

"Ladder's down," Mouse announced, nodding smugly over his
shoulder toward the Social Services building, where several office
windows were still lit from within. Vincent's eyes followed his;
but the alley to the right of the structure — St. John's Lane —
stood in an inky blackness that obscured the details of the fire-
escape. Mouse's smile was sly. "Broke the lights."

The streetlamp nearest the alley had indeed been shattered,
Vincent noted -- undoubtedly by a well-aimed rock. Bits of glass
glittered on the pavement beneath it.

"Good one, Mouse!" Jamie grinned — and Vincent kept his
peace, sure that even Father might excuse such vandalism, under the
circumstances.

"Saw something up there," Mouse scowled. "Not sure, but..."

"What was it?" Vincent pressed him, and felt the boy shrug
beneath his arm. "Do you know?"
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"Something... moved. Fifth window back, third floor. It was
dark, but -- "

"Naomi?" Jamie exclaimed. "Do you think it was Naomi?"

"Didn't see a face," Mouse said stubbornly, unwilling to raise
false hopes. "Could've been anything. Could be nothing, too."

"You mean you didn't go up and see?"

"Somebody heard the ladder," he defended himself, stung by her
tone. "Locked it down; had to run."

"He was right," Vincent said, as Jamie seemed to draw breath
for further .criticism. "Thank you for locking the ladder, Mouse.
That was quick thinking." It wasn't really "locked" in the
extended position, of course; but a little piece of wire, inserted
almost invisibly at the proper point, would prevent its being
raised again... and Mouse always had a "little piece of wire"
somewhere or other about him. Vincent had worried that the noise
of pulling the ladder down himself would alert those inside, giving
him only seconds to find the child.

"Thank you both," he said softly, "for what you've done
today."

Jamie pulled away a little, her eyes narrowing. She thought
she knew a dismissal when she heard one. "Vincent, we're not
going — "

"You are," he replied, squeezing them both a little tighter.
"I want you to return Below now, and wait there."

"But don't you think we should -- "

"No." He would not allow them to expose themselves to any
further risk. Like Catherine they were willing to throw themselves
into the fray, fling safety to the four winds; and given the chance
they would surely create a diversion or put themselves in the line
of fire while he made good his escape. But they were tired now,
and cold, and more vulnerable in his eyes than they could possibly
realize. "I know you wish ,to help. Thank you both, but you must
do as you're told, so that I know you're safe."

Disappointment shone in Mouse's large blue eyes. Jamie,
wanting desperately to see this adventure through to its
conclusion, tried once more. "But, Vincent — "

"Jamie."

She closed her impetuous mouth, her protest silenced. Like
the children, she was quick to recognize the tone it was better not
to argue with.
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Vincent's last impression, as he sent them away down the
alley, was of Mouse's reproachful face and Jamie's mutinous one,
looking back over their shoulders at him. But they went; and he
watched them out of sight, knowing they could feel his eyes on
them, and hoping it was enough to impel them home.

After a few minutes he too moved away from the brightness of
the street; and taking a roundabout route he was able to cross,
unobserved, at a darker intersection not far away. He circled the
area behind his objective first and entered the deserted "L" of St.
John's Lane cautiously from the rear, as he'd intended. His feet
made no sound on the worn cobblestones. As he approached Laight
Street again, the Social Services building was a wall of aging red
brick to his right. Ahead he could just see the black-painted
metal of the fire-escape ladder, which had been pulled straight
down. If someone had heard Mouse and tried to raise it again, he
would just have to trust they'd given up, at least for this
evening.

An unexpected noise caused him to
flatten against the gray facade of the
building opposite, where a convenient
but purposeless gate was inset beneath
arched stonework. In its meager shelter
he waited, not even his breath visible,
until he was certain the way was clear,
his presence undetected. Then one swift,
decisive move took him to the foot of the
ladder, and he started upward.

The windows of the second story
were barred, as he remembered. Most of
them were dark as well. Catherine had
told him the children were kept there,
and he supposed that any present had
already been put to bed. The one nearest
to him was lit, however; and hearing
voices within, he leaned over the rail to
peer through the bars.

It was a child's dormitory room, now
empty of children. A thin black woman was
standing in the doorway, watching two men
examine a small bed and the area surround-
ing it, their backs toward the window.
"I don't know what you hope to find here,"
she was saying. "I already showed you
what I found."

"And you were right to call us, Ms.
Burns," said the burlier of the two men.
"I'm sorry I couldn't get out here sooner.
You find anything over there, Jerg?"

r
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"No," said the other, "and I don't think we're going to."

They both turned then and Vincent caught his breath, his eyes
widening with astonishment.

The second man went on, "Ma'am, it's been a long day, so if
you don't mind I'm going back downstairs to the office to wait."

"You go right ahead, Detective."

"Be right behind you," the first said absently, opening a
closet and peering into it.

Outside on the fire-escape, Vincent leaned back against the
cold brickwork, and shook his head over the vagaries of fate.

In a storeroom on the floor above, Naomi had wakened from her
brief nap cramped, chilled and hungry. She'd eaten the last bit of
sandwich that morning, and drunk the lemonade too. Now she felt
huddled and alone, walled all around by strangeness, locked doors
and silence. And it was cold. Without the warmer air coming in
from the hall, the temperature had dropped again.

It was then that she recalled the pa jama-top in her coat-
pocket, and pulled the wadded garment free. Why hadn't she
remembered it before?

With cold-clumsy fingers she unbuttoned her coat; took it off,
and laid it over the top of the credenza. Then she slipped the
light pajama-shirt on over the one she already wore. The buttons
were small; trying to close them all made her feel angry and tired
and she stopped, biting her lip to fight back tears.

Glancing up toward the window, the child thought she saw
something flicker against the light for just an instant. She took
a doubtful step forward.

She stood there for what seemed like a very long time. She
could see her own small, pale face reflected there... but there was
nothing outside except the dark. Finally, almost hesitantly, she
raised one small hand and pressed it to the glass. Just to feel
something — the wind rattling the glass, or the pane itself
freezing her palm and fingers.

And then, on the other side of the glass, something seemed to
stir. Naomi, her heart hammering, forgot to breathe as a large
upraised hand, sharp-nailed and gold-fringed with hair, floated in
the blackness for a moment. Slowly, with deliberate gentleness, it
drifted forward to press itself against the outside of the pane.
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I
I Its outline encompassed hers completely; her own little hand

covered barely the palm. But instead of feeling the warmth she
expected, there was only the winter-chilled glass against her skin.

I She looked beyond it — beyond her own reflection — and at
last saw Vincent kneeling on the fire-escape.

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

He saw her eyes widen, and her small grimy face begin to
crumple; and afraid she was about to cry out, he stood quickly and
waved her backward, away from the window.

Naomi knew at once what he was going to do. Stepping back,
she turned and reached up to drag her beloved tunnel-coat from the
top of the credenza —

-- and a moment later froze, horrified, clutching the coat as
the empty lemonade-bottle, hidden beneath it, went crashing to the
floor. He caught just a glimpse of her eyes, wild with fright and
shame, before she buried her face in the heavy cloth.

Both of them knew the noise would give the alarm. The second
crash came within seconds of the first as Vincent, with a single
blow, shattered the window. "Naomi!" he whispered, and the little
girl ran to him, tears on her face. Reaching in, he scooped her up
and lifted her safely over the jagged sill.

Two floors below them, two men and a woman heard the clamor,
their faces turning ceilingward; then turned to stare at one
another. Rachel Burns leapt for the stairs; the two detectives
weren't far behind.

Vincent had paused only long enough to wrap the child in her
coat against the cold, and drape his cloak around her as he caught
her up again. He could hear a commotion inside the building — on
the third floor, and getting nearer — and he knew they must not
linger.

Naomi heard shouting behind them and held tightly to his neck
as he went bounding downward. After so much stillness, her sense
of being caught up in such speed and strength was overwhelming.
The winter wind stung her face and the inside of her nose and
throat; but it felt like the first time she'd breathed freely in
days.

Vincent hit the cobblestones running, skidded on a small patch
of ice and fled the length of St. John's Lane.

No one glimpsed the shadow hastening through the alleys and
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backstreets -- no one except perhaps petty criminals and the
homeless, people who valued their own invisibility too much to
interfere. Finally he slowed a little; <and alert to any sound of
pursuit behind them, he slipped around a corner into yet another
maze of alleys. "It's not far now," he murmured. "We're nearly
there."

Naomi could feel his caution in the stealth of his walk, and
in the tension of the arms that carried her; so that when Vincent
stopped suddenly with alarm, she stiffened too.

He'd heard something, some whisper of sound — not from behind
them, but ahead. He took a step back, and in another instant would
have turned to flee --

"It's okay," came a whisper from close by; and Naomi, turning
her head, saw a slender figure step out from behind a dumpster.

"Jamier" Vincent breathed.

She started into the darkness. "Come on — "

His longer stride brought him quickly abreast of her.
"Where's Mouse?" he demanded — for if one of them was here, could
the other be far away?

"Here," came a familiar voice; and they saw him crouching on
the pavement ahead of them.

They hurried forward. The boy had been struggling to lift a
heavy manhole-cover. Vincent knelt to help him; but when he tried
to set the child on her feet she clung to him, frightened. "It's
all right," he told her.

But Naomi was afraid that if he put her down he'd go away
again, the way he had in that other dream... and her eyes pleaded
with him.

"It's okay, we can do it," Jamie said, falling to her knees
beside Mouse. Together they lifted the heavy disk aside. She
watched as Vincent swept his cloak aside and swung his feet onto
the ladder; and impulsively, as he started down, she reached out to
touch Naomi's shoulder. "You all right?"

Mouse lifted his head at the sound of distant sirens. "Later!"
he said urgently. "Hurry!"

Reaching the bottom rung Vincent looked up and called softly,
"Mouse, Jamie — "

"Meet you later!" Mouse replied — and before Vincent could
draw breath to protest, the manhole-cover had been rolled back into
place.
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He stared upward into the sudden dimness, his surprise and
consternation plain.,, and then, since they'd left him with no
other choice, he stt ped back off the ladder to lean against the
tunnel wall, still breathing heavily. The city-sounds were muffled
here; the air a little wanner, damp and still.

He saw that Naomi was still worriedly watching the top of the
ladder.

"They will be all right," he told her, hoping it was true.
"They'll meet us later, Below." At the word Below, her eyes
dropped to meet his; and he said, "Shall I take you home now?"

She threw her arms around his neck and he held her tightly,
relief and realization washing over him at last. It was over. She
was safe. After a moment, remembering his promise, he found a
piece of broken brick and tapped briefly on the nearest pipe. "To
tell them we're coming," he explained.

She didn't answer; and it occurred to him, as he started the
long walk homeward, that she hadn't made a sound, hadn't yet spoken
a word. Catherine had told him she was mute but surely, now that
she was safe...? "Naomi," he said softly, "I saw you, there at
the window. What were you doing?"

There was no reply; only a kind of waiting stillness.

Patiently he asked, "Were you keeping watch?"

She nodded against his shoulder.

He whispered, "For me?" When he felt her nod again, he turned
his head to press a kiss into her tousled curls. "It's all right,"
he sighed. "Sleep, if you can. We'll be home soon, and... I'll
keep watch, tonight."

Back at 7 Laight Street, it hadn't taken long to discover the
cause of the disturbance. In the third storeroom they unlocked,
the two detectives found the broken window.

"Nobody on the fire-escape," Jergen said, ducking his head
back inside.

Rachel Burns stalked by them to stare down at the mess. "I
knew it. I knew it!"
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Dailey turned to study her. "What are you saying?"

"I'm saying that child was hiding here in this room." With a
gasp of dismay, she reached underneath the credenza to retrieve a
child's bedroom slipper. "You see -- she was here all the time!"

"And tonight she broke out?" guessed one of the night-staff,
hovering doubtfully in the doorway.

"I don't think so," Dailey said, kneeling to examine the
scene. "All this glass on the floor here — does it tell you
anything?"

"Obviously the window wasn't broken out, it was broken in,"
Burns said impatiently. When both detectives turned to stare, she
snapped, "Well, I watch a lot of TV — but I'm right, aren't I?"

"So, what's it mean?" the staffworker asked.

"It means," Dailey answered, "that somebody seemed to know
Naomi Foster was here, and came to get her tonight."

"But who would — "

"Whoever it was," the woman said furiously, "they didn't dare
come forward openly to claim her! What does that say about them,
about their motives?" She turned on the investigators. "You told
me that man Corbin had been killed. That she might have been a
witness."

Both men nodded, taken aback by her sudden ferocity.

"Then whoever's taken her — what are we talking about here?
Pushers? Child-exploiters?"

"It may have been someone she knew," Jergen pointed out,
almost gently. "She didn't cry out..."

"What's that, a character reference? Are you two just going
to stand there?!"

The staffworker was still hovering uncertainly in the doorway.
"I don't understand how they'd know where she was."

"Maybe if we hurry, we can ask 'em," Dailey said, starting
purposefully for the door. "They can't have gotten far."

The staffworker trailed the detectives toward the stairs.
"Where would they go?"

"The park!" Burns exclaimed. "Central Park — it's where she
was found, remember? If we hurry, maybe we can intercept them!"

Dailey turned to stare at her. "'We'?"
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"She'll run from you," the caseworker predicted with
certainty, remembering the child's history, the shoplifting and
unsuccessful police-pursuits. "But she knows me, and I may have a
chance."

"You can't — "

"If you don't take me with you," she warned him, her dark eyes
narrowing, "I'll follow you anyway. Count on it."

Vincent had stopped; and Naomi, sensing his indecision, lifted
her head to find out the reason.

The ceiling of the tunnel ahead of them had fallen in. Even
if the way hadn't been made impassable, he knew it would be madness
to continue, and risk being caught in another cave-in.

That was the trouble with these little-used outlying tunnels,
he thought; regular maintenance was impossible, and these small
disasters could occur undetected.

They would have to finish their journey Above. He decided
against backtracking to find a more circuitous underground route;
the child was chilled, shivering in his arms, and the park was no
more than a few blocks away. His only thought was to get her
safely home.

Taking a rock from the rubble, he rapped out another brief
message.

The gathering in the main pipechamber fell silent, jubilation
over the first signal turning to concern as Pascal tapped out an
acknowledgement.

"What is it?" Catherine pleaded. "What's wrong?"

"The tunnel's blocked," he translated. "They're okay, but
they're going Above again so he can come back through the park."

315



'Above!" exclaimed Father.

"But I told him," Catherine cried, "the police may be watching
the park!" I
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CHAPTER THIRTY

Vincent slipped silently through the trees, leaving the
traffic-noise gratefully behind them. He carried the child in one
arm, almost hidden by the folds of his cloak. "We're nearly
there," he whispered reassuringly. Still she did not answer, but
only leaned her tousled head wearily on his shoulder.

At the edge of a clearing he paused, his senses telling him
something was amiss. They were so close and yet...

A patrol-car purred into view, lights off, all but gliding
through the darkened park. Vincent stepped back into the deeper
shadows; and a moment later he could hear, not far away, the sound
of police radios, and men tripping gracelessly through the winter-
brittle underbrush. Naomi lifted her head, and glimpsed the
flickering beams of flashlights.

"They're looking for... for someone," he murmured. He did not
say, Be very quiet; even had such a warning been necessary, the
tightening of his grip communicated it clearly.

He fled the light, and Naomi felt twigs and branches plucking
at her clothing like cold fingers as he hurried onward. Although
she couldn't hear the city traffic any longer there were sirens
wailing somewhere behind them, growing louder and louder -- only to
fall abruptly silent. Vincent darted across roads and walkways
like a shadow, melting back into whatever cover was available until
only the final familiar clearing stretched ahead, dotted with trees
at wide intervals.

He hesitated there, the drainage tunnel now in sight. Both of
them could hear the movements of the searchers canvassing the
nearby parkland, and their voices raised in occasional shouts. And
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then there was another voice -- a woman's -- faint but clear on the
chill air. "Naomi Foster! Nomie, can you hear me...?"

Vincent felt the child flinch and held her more tightly; for
the moment, the only reassurance possible for either of them. He
looked determinedly through the scattered trees toward home.
Nothing, no one, moved between them and their objective. He left
the comparative safety of the brush, went swiftly to the first
tree... then the next, and the next, pausing behind each one to
catch his breath and stand listening.

Naomi tugged at his collar and pointed urgently toward the
tunnel entrance, now so close. A faint, welcoming light emanated
from within.

"Yes," he whispered. He stepped away from that last sheltering
trunk and stood for a moment watching and listening with every
fiber of his being. There was more at stake here and now, in these
final seconds, than whether or not they woul^ get back safely.
Whatever happened, he could not risk giving away the secret
entrance.

He ran, the suddenness of it startling the child; ran down the
slope toward the entrance, his boots thudding over the cold ground
now and the cloak streaming out behind him. Only thirty feet
left... twenty. . . ten... The cement jarred underfoot and he
skidded to a stop, turning at once to look back up the incline for
any sign of pursuit --

"I thought you might come this way," came a whisper from the
shadows behind them -- from the tunnel itself.

Snarling, Vincent whirled and saw the silhouette of a man
standing in that dim recess.

"I watched you coming, all the way from the trees. I thought
you'd never get here." The figure motioned back the way they'd
come; light gleamed along the barrel of the gun in his hand.

Vincent dropped Naomi to her feet; tried to thrust her
behind him, but she clung to his leg. He was growling
thunderously, deep in his throat, and she looked up
and caught the glint of his sharp teeth, and saw
his breath steaming out into the cold night air
as though the fury of the sound itself had
taken shape.

"I've been waiting for you," came
the whisper again. They could hear
voices at the edge of the clearing
now. The figure took a step forward
and Vincent faced him with teeth bared.
The snarling echoed softly, hideously down
into the tunnel.
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Naomi stared fearfully back over her shoulder at the stranger
as he spoke again.

"You ought to be more careful," he went on, "especially in the
middle of committing a kidnapping. In the old days I could never
sneak up on you like this."

The savage sound guttered to a stop. Vincent stared into the
dimness, unable to make out the face. "Who are you?" he demanded,
his voice still hoarsely menacing.

"I know I've been a little out of touch," said the other,
diffidently now, "but I didn't expect to be forgotten quite so
easily..."

Vincent seemed to sag with relief, heaving a great sigh which
made Naomi look up again with surprise. Leaning down, he swept the
child up in one arm again. "It's all right," he sighed. "This is
a Helper." Striding forward, he reached out with his free arm and
embraced the man wholeheartedly. "We've missed you."

"I talked with Eli. He told me what happened. I'm sorry I
couldn't help you sooner."

Vincent held him at arm's length for a moment, one great hand
clasping the fellow's shoulder. "I'm sorry I didn't know you at
first. I might have... hurt you."

"You'd better hurry," said the Helper. "They'll be nosing
around here in just a minute." There was a rumbling in the tunnel
behind them. "And it sounds like somebody's coming for you. Did
they know you were on your way here?" And at Vincent's nod, he
shook his head. "Then you'd better get Below before the police and
Social Services find the door open, and all go trooping down to
Father's chamber."

There was a scurrying in the tunnel beyond the turn; footsteps
that stopped, hesitating as the strange voice was funneled back to
anxious ears. Vincent could sense Catherine nearby, sense her
worry and fright. How many others had come? Who had guided her up
here?

But the shouting in the park was closer now too.

"Go on," the Helper urged Vincent. He saw the little girl
still staring at him wide-eyed. "Get out of here; get her back
where she belongs. I'll tell them I searched the tunnel."

"You'll come Below tonight?"

"Not tonight. There's one more thing I have to take care of."

"But soon?" Vincent pressed him.
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"Tomorrow or the next day, I promise. Now, go!"

Vincent squeezed the man's shoulder once more and hurried past
him without a backward glance. Turning the corner to the secret
door, he found Catherine holding the gate ajar, waiting there wide-
eyed for him as he had known she would be. She fell back at once
to let him in, and he turned and with his free hand closed the gate
quietly behind them.

But only when the heavy door itself had slid securely back
into place did he turn, saying, "Catherine," to have her fling her
arms around him and the child both, pressing them back against the
tunnel wall. He caught her up in his right arm; his head dropped
to her silky crown so that one cheek pressed there while the other
lay against the child's tumbled curls, so closely did he hold them
together. "Catherine," he began again.

"Are you all right?" she demanded. "Both of you?"

"We are all right," Vincent said softly.

"Naomi?"

Naomi turned her head and saw tears on Catherine's face. Why
was Catherine crying, she wondered; and she let go of Vincent just
long enough, with one hand, to reach out and pat Catherine's face.

"I can't believe you got her back safely," Catherine was
saying as she took the small hand warmly in hers. "I can't believe
it's over." She pulled away a little, never letting go, to look up
into Vincent's face. "I heard you and -- and him out there, and at
first I thought — "

He waited. He knew what she had heard; the voice of a
stranger, all but obscured by... by the sounds he had been making.

"But then," she went on breathlessly, "when you two started
talking, I realized — "

"The man was a Helper," he nodded.

"How did he know?"

"Eli," he said simply. He saw that she still looked frightened
and overwrought, her face pale; and he cocked his head, pretending
to scowl. "And if he had not been a Helper?"

She blinked. "Not a Helper?"

"What would you have done then, my Catherine?"

Startlement at the endearment showed only in a momentary
widening of her green eyes. "What do you think I would have done?"
she parried uncertainly.
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"Would you have taken him by surprise?" he guessed.
"Overpowered him from behind, perhaps?"

She couldn't believe he was joking, making light of what ml "it
have happened if she'd thought he was in danger for even an instant
longer; but his blue eyes were twinkling despite the gravity of his
tone. She buried her smile in his vest so that her voice emerged
muffled from somewhere below his collar. "Probably," she chuckled,
picturing herself swarming furiously up the back of the unseen
Helper. Was Vincent also imagining such a scene? "Probably!"

"How did you come here?"

"I ran," she shrugged.

"No, I mean... how did you find your way?" Only as he spoke
did he realize that they were not alone; that there were others
close by, flickering like shadows just out of sight beyond the
turning. "Who's here?" he called out softly. "Come out, it's all
right."

From out of the dark came Kipper and Geoffrey, a little
sheepishly.

Vincent gave them a long look. "You guided Catherine up?"

"Nobody else could've kept up," Kipper said. "Anyway, she
didn't need us."

Vincent glanced down with surprise at Catherine, who was
looking just a little pleased with herself. She might not have the
instincts and the advantages of the tunnel-grown, but... "I've
been coming here such a long time now," she murmured. "I guess
I've remembered more than I thought."

"But Catherine," he reminded her, "the ways — "

"The ways change, I know. And I shouldn't have taken the
chance — I know that too. But when you signalled that you were
coming back through the park, and I knew they might be waiting..."
Her eyes grew stormy for just an instant. He surely knew -- he
must, by now -- that she would come. "Anyway, I seemed to find my
way naturally. I was going so fast, I didn't have time to think."
She remembered, during another emergency, guiding Elliott Burch
through miles of outlying tunnels after they'd been forced to take
refuge Below. She had needed urgently to get him safely back to
his own world, while skirting all of the inhabited and familiar
tunnels. The same instinct she'd relied on then, seemed to have
guided her feet tonight.

Vincent was the first to hear others coming along to greet
them; the faint echo of excited voices, the scuffling of hurried
footsteps. He saw Naomi look down the tunnel as she heard them
too. "Shall we go home?" he whispered.
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She nodded, laying her head wearily down again; and he took
Catherine's hand and nodded to the boys, and the five of them
started back.

They hadn't gone very far before the others reached them,
Samantha and Brooke, Eric, Luke and Jimmy. They hung back just a
moment to see if Vincent was going to scold; and then, seeing he
wouldn't, they swarmed forward.

There was no way to shield Naomi from their enthusiasm then as
they crowded close to welcome her back. Vincent watched with
concern as the little girl accepted their cries and kisses with a
kind of bashful equanimity.

And in a profound and impenetrable silence.

Before the westside cave-in had forced them back Above, he had
carried her through tunnels unknown to her; and striding toward
home, he'd waited to hear her ask, Are we there rr^t? Are we almost
there?, as she had on the way to and from the crysual caverns. But
she'd watched the passing scene with this same peculiar
passiveness.

Before long it was apparent that her muteness was not
deliberate -- or even that she was entirely aware of it. Simple
questions put to her, as the gaggle traveled homeward, were
answered with a drowsy nod. Anything more involved — Where have
you been? Were they mean to you? -- was met with a shrug or a
blank look, as though she was as perplexed as they... either by her
own silence, or by their inability to hear her. Finally she hid
her face in Vincent's shoulder. And with a discreet shake of his
head, he put an end to their excited attentions. They fell back
then to a more respectful distance, still chattering, Samantha and
Geoffrey taking hold of Catherine's hands as though it were an
honor they all vied for.

Naomi, her face still hidden, breathed in Vincent's warm
familiar scent as though it alone could anchor her here. She felt
tired and confused; she felt as though she wanted to burrow down
through all his layers — cloak, vest, sweater — and curl up in
his heart where it was warm. She couldn't hear his heart beating
now, while he carried her like this; but one small hand was
clenched over his collar, at the hollow of his throat, and she
could feel his pulse there, warm against her fingers.

A sentry spotted them eventually through his hidden niche in
the rocky wall, and rung an excited tattoo along the pipes ahead of
them. They heard it echoed with noisy enthusiasm from friend to
friend in a dozen different pipe-tones.

"They are welcoming you home," Vincent murmured to the child;
but she made no answer.

One of the children called out, "Father!" as they entered the
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library-chamber. Startled, the little girl raised her head. The
old man was reaching for his cane, clearly intending to stand and
come forward; but for the first time, as Vincent negotiated the
short stair, Naomi struggled to let him go and free herself.

He set her on her feet. She scurried to Father and clambered
straight up into his lap — not clinging or crying, but leaning
into his warmth, pressing her cheek against his vest.

"All right," Jacob Wells murmured, his eyes burning. She was
dirty and dishevelled, and wore a cheap cloth slipper on only one
of her feet; but she was here, and all in one piece after all. To
Vincent he said, "I don't know how you did it, my boy..." But the
details, he realized, would probably turn his beard white and could
probably wait until morning; so he was secretly relieved when,
instead of answering, Vincent smiled enigmatically and slipped one
arm around Catherine.

Father returned his attention to the little girl. He pressed
his lips into the now-weary tangle of her hair, thinking that no
youngster should ever be made to feel as tired as this one looked.
"Welcome home, child." When she made no sound he looked up, and
found Catherine watching with tears in her eyes. He looked a
question, eyebrows raised, and saw Vincent shake his head.

"Naomi?" When she didn't answer, the other children in the
room fell silent, quick to sense something amiss. "Are you well?
Let's have a look, shall we? Just to be sure?... Are you hurt
anywhere? I understood you hit your head..."

Solemnly she inclined her head to indicate the bump, now
almost invisible as he parted her hair to find it. Then she
pointed to her lip, also nearly healed.

He nodded gravely, careful to pronounce her nearly recovered.
But more troubling than either injury was her persistent silence,
and he met Vincent's eyes worriedly over her head. What had they
done to her, he wondered, to render her so... so quiescent? What
had happened to their rebellious little urchin? Tipping her grimy
face up to the light he asked, "Are you all right, child?"

She nodded earnestly.

"Perhaps," he went on shrewdly, "we ought to ask Doctor Peter
if he can come and — "

At once, she shook her head — and her refusal, he thought,
was the most encouraging sign so far. Just a week after
Winterfest, Peter Alcott had come down to administer the annual flu
shots, and that wasn't something any of the children was likely to
forget very quickly. So he knew that at least she could hear, and
understand, and remember. "No?" he teased. "You're sure?"

A second sincere but silent nod.
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Mary came rushing in at this point, and might have fallen down
the stair in her eagerness had Vincent not caught her elbow. She's
here?" she cried. "You got her back?" And Vincent thought he saw
the child's eyes brighten just before she was engulfed in flying
aprons. "Naomi, we were so worried about you. Are you all right?"

"That is what we are trying to determine, " Father said,
disengaging them both with some dignity, to rummage briskly through
his pockets. As he found what he wanted and drew it forth, he saw
Catherine take Mary gently aside and whisper into her ear.

Naomi was watching him; but she had seen his stethescope many
times and was not shy of it.

"Are you glad to be home, Naomi?" he asked, as he fitted the
earpieces into his ears. He saw her eyes widen with surprise that
he should even ask. "Can you tell me?"

She searched his face with a kind of sad perplexity.

"Well, never mind," he said, before her failure could make her
anxious. "It's not important." He spoke as though they were the
only two in the room, ignoring the several adults and children now
loitering about and trying not to seem intrusive. He warmed the
little disk between his palms, then parted the front of her coat,
unfastened the pajama-top, and stretched the neck of her tee-shirt
down. "Take a deep breath, that's right..."

It was a ritual that always fascinated the little ones, and he
watched her gravely watching him as he completed it. Finally he
removed the earpieces from his own ears and fitted them carefully
into hers. "Listen to your heart, Naomi," he whispered; and waited
until her eyes widened at that steady rhythm. "You see," he said
with quiet authority. "You see; now you are quite all right." He
looked up and beckoned his son forward with a nod.

"Vincent, we delayed the common supper, hoping you would...
all.., be back in time." His eyes declared it an act of faith.
"William insisted on keeping it warm and it would be as well, I
think, for Naomi to try to eat a little something before going to
bed."

Vincent, hesitating, realized that this would also allow the
other tunnel-dwellers to reassure themselves of the child's safe
return. He nodded.

"And afterwards... a bath, I think, don't you?" His nose
wrinkled for no more than an instant, by way of explanation, as
Vincent lifted the child into his arms again. "Most of the
children have already finished with theirs, so it should be
relatively quiet there later."

Their appearance at supper was brief enough, after all, and
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the welcome warming the great chamber made Vincent glad he had
agreed.

They were joined at the common tables by those who had not
dined earlier with their families (and others who, he suspected,
already had). Some, like Geoffrey and the other children, were
still fresh-faced from the bath, robed and in their nightclothes.

As they were all about to sit down there was a clattering in
the tunnel outside, and Mouse and Jamie stumbled through the door.
Their knitted hats had been discarded somewhere along the way and
their hair stuck out wildly in all directions. They stood there
breathing hard, cheeks still chapped red from the winter winds and
their wide eyes darting worriedly among the gathered throng.

Vincent, who had just seated Catherine near the head of the
main table, stood there unmoving as the others took their seats.
"Mouse, Jamie," he said softly, so that others glanced up.

"I know what you told us," Jamie began at once, "but -- "

"Got her back safe — Knew you would!" Mouse crowed. "Lots of
excitement up there, lots of cops — "

Jamie whispered, "Shut up!" and elbowed him in the ribs with
characteristic fierceness. Mouse always managed to say the wrong
thing!

"Something I should know?" Father asked.

Vincent studied the two young people in silence, perfectly
aware of the other diners' growing curiosity at this interplay.

Mouse's gaze dropped first. "Couldn't have done it without
us," he said, a little plaintively.

"That is very true," Vincent said, as though he were about to
add something else, something important; but he did not. "They
were a great help," he told Father gravely. Then, touching Naomi's
shoulder so that she looked up, he said ruefully, "But they tricked
us, didn't they?"

Jamie caught his tone, and risked one of her gamin grins.
"Aw, Vincent," she said, "you're not really mad, are you?"

He stepped forward then with a throaty chuckle, and embraced
them both; and the tension was broken as he urged them toward the
supper-table and the places that were quickly made for them there.

"You'll tell me later?" both Catherine and Father whispered as
Vincent sat down — leaving them smiling sheepishly at one another
as the meal was carried in.

William had prepared a hearty beef stew; and wreathed in
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I
unaccustomed smiles, the tunnel-chef emerged from his kitchen to

present Naomi with
a small bowl swim-
ming in broth. Her
serving was more a
soup than a stew,
Father noted with
approval. "Now
don't eat it too
quickly," he cau-
tioned, having been
warned of her days
of deprivation
Above.

He needn't have
worried. Naomi
hardly seemed to
notice the food. As
she had since her
return, she stayed
close to Vincent;
her eyes followed
his every move.
When he rose
unthinkingly to get
more biscuits from
the kitchen, she
slipped from her
chair and was at
his side in an
instant. Vincent
felt a tug at his
vest and looked
down to find her
holding fast to the
trailing end of a

leather lacing. He smiled, tousled her hair and casually invited
her to follow along; but she lagged at the door, looking back at
Catherine over her shoulder.

"I won't go away," Catherine told her, after a moment of
surprise. "I'll be here, I promise." And only then did the little
girl let Vincent lead her away.

The moment they were out of sight Samantha asked, "Is she
going to be all right?" in a worried stage-whisper.

"I'm certain she will be," Father said, and his eyes travelled
reassuringly round the long table. "It's only that she's been very
frightened."

"Were they mean to her up there?" Eric demanded; and the
nightmare of his own experience with "the system" was there in his
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voice for all to hear. "Is that why she was scared?"

"No," Catherine said quickly. "No, I don't think they were,
really. I think it was more that she didn't know how to get home
again."

"But do you think she's happy to see us?" Lana asked.

"Oh, yes," Mary exclaimed.

"We're happy to see her," said Jesse, a boisterous five-year-
old further down the table.

"The way the two of you feud?" Father exclaimed, pretending
astonishment. "Lana, after the way she vborrows' your things —
and Kipper, even though she makes such a pest of herself?"

"Don't tease, Father," Geoffrey said very seriously. "You
know we're glad she's back."

"I'm sure she feels that," Father said more gently. "You're
all doing very well. I don't want you to worry."

"Sometimes you can't help it, though," Samantha shrugged.

"No... sometimes you can't help it."

"Do you think she's glad she's back?" Julio demanded.

"I think she's very glad indeed," Father agreed. "We only need
to be a little patient, and I'm sure she'll be her old self again
in no time..."

Vincent returned, the child at his heels like a little shadow.
When he lifted her back into her seat she quite forgot to eat but
sat there watching and listening hungrily instead, as though
memorizing everyone around her. The lamp- and candlelight softened
every face in sight, and friendship had worn away sharp edges in
their voices too. She basked in the warmth of their regard, not
minding the attention; for when she glanced up to find one of them
watching her -- Pascal or Mary, Sally or Melissa — their eyes
didn't slide away as if they had something to hide, the way the
Topsiders' had. Naomi smiled shyly in reply; but they noticed that
her own eyes, flickering here and there, seemed blurred and
dreamy... and still she did not speak. The adults talked of
trivialities while exchanging worried glances over her head.

"Mary," Father said, "don't you think she looks as though
she's lost weight?" -- and it was clear to everyone there that he
was voicing the worry he could address, in lieu of the larger one
he could not.

"Probably didn't make her anything she liked up there,"
William rumbled disapprovingly from his place at the far end; and
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Naomi startled him with a grateful glance.

But she faded fast, nodding over her half-eaten meal, and it
wasn't long before Father suggested it was time Vincent took her
down to the bathing-pool.

" — And Catherine," he said mildly as she rose to follow, "do
you think you could stay and help Mary for a few minutes?" And
seemingly oblivious to Mary's surprise and Catherine's
consternation, he went complacently on with his supper.

Vincent saw it, of course. But, "I won't be long," he smiled;
and amid scattered "goodnights" he carried the little girl out.

Far Above them all, in an office on the first floor of 7
Laight Street, a bellow of outrage rattled the windows. "Where the
hell is the file?"

Rachel Burns turned to stare, her weariness plain. She'd been
shaken to the core to realize someone could come into her domain,
and make off with a child entrusted to her care. "Which file?"

"My case file, that's what file!" The detective thrust out
his chin, eyeing the few members of the night-staff suspiciously.
"I brought it with me. It was right here on the desk, on top of
yours." His fist crashed onto the conspicuously empty blotter.
"Come to think of it, I don't see yours either."

"Mine — ?" She hobbled painfully forward; she'd broken the
heel of her right pump in the park, and twisted her ankle for good
measure. She studied the desk-top with disbelief. "It was right
there," she protested. "The old abuse-file, combined with the new
abandonment paperwork. Detective, those files have to be here!"
Distractedly, she started shuffling through a nearby in-basket.

"Maybe," said the man's partner, "somebody refiled them or
something, by mistake."

The night-man threw up his hands. "Hey, no, man. No way. I
haven't touched anything here."

"Could somebody have gotten in?" the partner suggested.
"While we were on our wild goose chase through the park, I mean?"

"No way," the night-man repeated. Then, "Well... I mean, how
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could they? But if it wasn't anybody here then it had to be..."

"But how?" cried Burns. "And why?"

"If those files have vdisappeared,'" the first detective
growled, "then it happened for a reason — to slow us down, or hide
something." Some of the information, the portions already stored
in various police database files, could be laboriously reorganized.
Much of it, including the detective's own reports and his
handwritten notes, was all but irreplacable and would have to be
reworked from scratch. He turned his attention to the paperwork
cluttering nearby desks.

"Had to've happened while we were out chasing through the
park," the second man suggested. "Maybe it was planned that way."

The social worker turned on him. "A child's been taken, do
you understand that? That's more important than missing clues or
whatever case you're -- "

"Hold on, " he defended them. "We understand about the
kidnapping, and we've got people up there right now taking pictures
and dusting for fingerprints."

"Well, I won't accept that a kidnapping was set up as just --
just some kind of diversion! Children are more than pawns — "

"To us," the man agreed, recognizing that her anger sprang
from dedication and concern.

His partner paused briefly in his search. "But what if there
was something in one of those files, something we'd all missed so
far — "

"And Naomi Foster could tie it all together somehow," Rachel
Burns said miserably.

"Our witness, taken... and now the files." The burlier man
shook his head tightly. "We're talking conspiracy."

The other man shrugged. "Why not? As much as I'd like to see
you proven wrong, maybe you were right all along. Maybe there was
more to this Corbin case from the beginning than anybody thought.
— Except you," he hastened to add.

The first returned to his methodical rifling of drawers and
files, although his manner said he no longer expected to find
anything. "So what's their next move?" he demanded. "They've got
what chey came for — whether it was the kid, or the files -- so
where do they go from here?"

"Underground, I hope," sighed the other, with a quiet fervency
lost on his companions.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Catherine found herself helping Mary change the bed-linen in
Vincent's own chamber, a task she she might normally have
enjoyed... but which now left her feeling as sullen and rebellious
as a teenager. She was seething at Father's casual interference.
What right had he to stop her following Vincent, after all they'd
been through together this week?

Mary's eyes were sharp and kindly as she smoothed the
patchwork coverlet. "Don't worry, dear," she said softly. "He's
coming around, I promise. It's just taking a little time, that's
all."

Catherine straightened with surprise. She and Mary had never
really discussed her relationship with Vincent; Mary kept herself
so busy with the children, and was so private in her thoughts, that
Catherine sometimes forgot the woman must have strong opinions of
her own.

"Do you think so?" she asked, her voice low.

"Oh, I'm sure of it," Mary nodded. "Jacob Wells is stubborn;
he is not a fool."

The younger woman blinked. She'd never before heard Mary --
or anyone here — use Father's given name.

Mary went on, "And nothing ever really stays the same, you
know."

"^The ways change,'" Catherine smiled.
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"Yes. They do."

Catherine might have asked then what Mary herself thought of
her and Vincent, and their dream... but at that moment there was an
uneven step in the corridor outside, and a familiar figure limped
in through the door.

"Mary," he said, "Brooke found a clean nightgown for Naomi.
They're going to need it, I think." He offered her a handful of
faded flannel.

She made no move to take it. "Oh, Catherine can take it to
them, I think," she smiled. "I'm sure they're in the little pool;
you know where that is, I think?"

" — Yes," Catherine said blankly, caught by surprise. "I
know where it is."

Father had paused, plainly disconcerted tc^, Then, his eyes
going from one of them to the other, he smiled a rueful surrender.
"Yes... why not," he said, almost to himself. "Forgive me, my
dear," he said; and Catherine knew he was referring to the way he'd
stopped her following Vincent out of the dining-hall. "Old habit,
I suppose. I thought perhaps Vincent might prefer..." His voice
trailed uncertainly away.

Catherine waited, her expression quizzical.

"Well." He straightened. "Perhaps not. Why don't you hurry
along, then, and take this down to them?"

Her eyes didn't leave his face as she felt the soft flannel
pressed into her hands. "Why?"

But he would not be pressed. "Off with you now," he shooed
her along gently, "before they finish..."

As Catherine made her way toward the smallest (and her
favorite) of the bathing-chambers, she could hear, but not see,
young people splashing around in a more public pool nearby. She
thought for a moment she heard Jamie as the voices echoed faintly
through the corridor ahead of her.

The air grew increasingly warm and damp as she followed the
incline to her destination. Catherine knew that the pools hidden
in this series of caverns varied in temperature from comfortably
tepid to steaming-hot. They were fed by wellsprings both above and
below this level -- which accounted for the fact that in some
pools, the hot water burbled up underfoot, while in others it fell
from above the bathers.
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She stepped through the door of the bathing-chamber and
paused. She'd used this pool herself on occasion. The first time
had been during her retreat Below, after her father's death. There
was always a soft natural light here; now a torch blazed on the
wall as well, illuminating the little corner waterfall steaming
shower-like from an opening near the ceiling. The stony bank was
puddled here and there from the exodus of earlier bathers, and she
was careful where she put her feet.

As her eyes adjusted to the change in lighting, searching for
a dry spot to lay the little nightdress, she saw some of Vincent's
clothing folded neatly on the bank several yards away. (She
noticed that resting atop the stack was the small leather pouch
she'd sewn him to hold her mother's ivory rose, the thong wound
round it with care to keep it away from the wet.) Naomi's Topsider
attire was there too, but had been wadded up and discarded with
uncharacteristic carelessness; and despite the tunnel-worId's
"waste-not, want-not" philosophy, these articles would, Catherine
suspected, never be seen again.

There were only two in the pool tonight, there at the far end.
Naomi, paddling about quietly... and Vincent, standing with his
back to the door, carefully keeping her afloat.

For one heart-stopping moment, as he stood there waist-deep in
hot water, Catherine thought he was naked. Then she glimpsed the
waistband of his trousers, riding low around his hips and almost
level with the waterline.

Soundlessly she let out the breath she'd taken. But the bond
had betrayed her, and the force of her reaction hadn't gone
unnoticed. Vincent's head snapped around, flinging damp tendrils
of wild hair over his bare shoulder. His eyes met hers in a long,
level look over the water.

And they were so blue — How can they be so blue in this
light? she wondered irrelevantly. His expression was startled,
vulnerable; almost — but not quite — pleading in a way that she
did not at once understand.

"I... brought something for Naomi to wear," she said almost
apologetically, laying the garment down on a dry patch.

After a moment he nodded, and returned his attention
deliberately to the child, leaving Catherine shaken and bemused.
Feeling a little weak-kneed, she sank slowly into a crouch there on
the stony bank.

Vincent had always avoided allowing her to glimpse his body.
Of course, she admitted to herself, this wasn't the first time
she'd seen him partly unclothed. But on those other occasions
she'd been helping Father treat his injuries, bind up his wounds...
and under Father's critical eye she had tried to reassure them both
by the unsentimental competence of her nursing. Still, Vincent's
obvious unease at being seen by her — even only shirtless — had
saddened her immensely. Leaving him each time had been a kindness,
almost a necessity, to restore his peace of mind.
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But she had seen nothing, on those occasions, to repel her.

This he would not believe; and mere words would never suffice
to prove it to him. He had feared at every turn that something
about him, some detail of his nature or anatomy, would terrify her.

Yet she'd long suspected — and now was certain — that the
other tunnel-folk often saw him just as he was now. And if they
were not horrified by him — if even the children found him only
familiar and dear — then how could he expect less of her?

It saddened her, too, to realize that the tunnel-folk had a
casual familiarity with more intimate aspects of his life than she
had so far been allowed to share. She knew that like all of them
he worked hard to keep this underworld livable, chiseling chambers
out of solid rock, repairing aqueducts and the like... and often
she had thought of him coming back at night, dirty and aching, to
his chamber where no one waited to care for him as she longed to
do. . .

But Catherine could wait. She knew she could wait, although
it was not the way of her world. She thought of the conventional,
modern lovers she saw every day... hurried, harried, impatient.
They wanted it all at once. Trust, emotional intimacy, sexual
fulfillment, commitment... now. Instant gratification. By
comparison, the love she shared with Vincent was a thing of
beginnings, each small step a prize to be earned, cherished and
savored.

Catherine could remember every tiny triumph along the way.
The first time he'd drawn her toward him... The first time he'd
fallen asleep holding her, trusting her; and the first time she'd
kissed him and he hadn't drawn away. Once, when she'd accidentally
pricked her finger, he'd leaned forward unthinkingly to suck the
beaded blood away as though it were his own... and she had felt as
though it was.

Now, tonight, as she knelt on the bank watching him, she felt
this was another hidden milestone, yet another small beginning. He
had looked at her across the water defenselessly, as though he were
saying, This is what I am. I can be nothing else, nothing more,
and if it frightens you, I can do nothing just now to spare either
of us... But nothing about the sight of him frightened her.
Catherine wondered whether he wanted her to leave — and then she
stopped wondering, for she had no intention of leaving.

He was not looking at her — pointedly not looking at her, she
suspected — as he went on with his task. Naomi accepted his
ministrations without any of the giggling or sputtering Catherine
might have expected (and indeed remembered from a certain bubble-
bath Above). The child's peculiar gravity was matched by Vincent's
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own; and in this Catherine saw the concern he still felt for his
small charge. Even though Naomi must have been slippery as a
dolphin, his great hands were deft and sure... unerringly gentle.

He had beautiful hands, Catherine decided — strong and
graceful -- for the water had flattened the fur over the backs, and
over his wrists and forearms, and she could see the line of every
muscle and sinew.

Could she ever have thought his appearance shocking or
strange, even in that first moment? Perhaps she had — she
supposed she had -- but looking back, she could never even remember
how that had felt. Now there was only the reality of him standing
there, amberlit in the torchlight reflecting off the water, with
the wild hair tumbling over his broad shoulders...

Once you accepted that such a marvelous being could exist in
the world, she realized, his unique and stunning physicality was
undeniable... irresistable. Abruptly then, she remembered what
Father had said to her; that he no longer saw Vincent as strange,
or even very different. That sometimes, he thought his foster-son
was even beautiful.

Kneeling there, not far from the hotspring waterfall,
Catherine studied Vincent as objectively as it was possible for her
to do. He lifted the child and she saw powerful biceps move
smoothly beneath his skin.. . a skin covered with soft, short golden
hair, now clinging damply everywhere. As he turned, she saw that
the hair grew thicker, curlier over his chest, and all the way down
the muscled flatness of his belly.

He was more slender at the hips, where the water lapped at his
body. She glimpsed his navel, nested in down; and she surprised
herself by thinking, Born of woman, with a peculiar satisfaction.
Vincent had always harbored fearsome doubts about his parentage.
Now here was proof that whatever he thought, his beginning could
not have been so different from her own.

She felt a momentary guilt at studying him so candidly; at
taking advantage of this situation so selfishly. But isn't this a
part of love? she wondered wistfully. To fill your eyes and your
heart with your beloved, and to memorize his every detail? To find
him beautiful in your sight?

Because Vincent was beautiful.

She thought then, not for the first time and not without some
bitterness, of Devin's friend Charles, whose catastrophic deformity
would always be more acceptable to the world Above than Vincent's
magical, terrible beauty. He was right to be afraid; in the eyes
of strangers he had seen fear, even horror. And yet, knowing
him... how could anyone not love him?

She watched his care with the little naked child. and
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smiling to herself, she wondered if men were ever aware how
touching, how attractive most women found such tenderness in those
they loved. And she wondered too, her smile fading, if there would
someday be children of theirs for him to bathe this way... and if
she herself would ever feel his hands moving with such gentleness
over her skin...

Perhaps it was her tiredness, or her longing, or both... but
she forgot, for a moment, that these were thoughts she ought not to
indulge; forgot it was a forbidden luxury, one she rarely allowed
herself. She forgot, that is, until Vincent looked up suddenly,
his eyes widening, and she realized that only part of his attention
had been focused on the child.

Her darted away; she blushed to the roots of her hair. What
had she been thinking of? What had she been feeling, imagining —
and how much, in that unguarded moment, had he sensed as well?

When she glanced up again he was drawing Na^ni with him toward
the near side of the pool, where the water was a little deeper.
Hardly looking up, he said, "Will you give me a towel, Catherine?"

She looked behind her and saw the frayed, heavy towels warming
on a steam-pipe. Scrambling up, she retrieved one of them and
turned, half-crouching as she leaned forward over the edge to hand
it to him —

— And felt herself begin to slip off the puddled bank.

As though it were happening in slow motion she dropped the
towel, her arms pinwheeling in a useless, ridiculous attempt to
regain her balance. It was going to be a bad fall, she knew at
once, there on the rocks with no way to catch herself —

Vincent reached up and, seemingly without effort, swept her
off the ledge and into the circle of his arm.

She didn't seem to fall against him — it was nothing as
clumsy as that. Instead he seemed, in catching her, simply to be
drawing her into his embrace. She slid down the hard warmth of his
body and gasped, though with surprise at that or at the heat of the
pool, she could not have said.

His grip tightened at her waist, stopping her descent before
her feet could even touch bottom; and he held her there —

— So close, she thought breathlessly, incredulously, her
small hands open against the damp-downed skin of his broad
shoulders. She could feel his body pressed to hers through the new
wet of her clothes. His head was bent a little toward her, his
eyes sparkling only inches from hers; a damp tendril of his hair
tickled her neck.

"I didn't mean to," she stammered, afraid he might suspect her
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of premeditating so convenient a fall.

"I know," he breathed. Through the bond he'd sensed no
flicker of duplicity; and her expression, as she began to slip, had
been anything but coy. Now she was so near — the slight weight of
her buoyed up by the water, held close by his arm — that he moved
naturally, without thinking, and sought her lips with his own.

There was such heady sweetness in the kiss that Catherine, her
eyes falling closed, felt lost in it... until she felt a tug at her
sleeve. Startled, she looked down to find Naomi still clinging to
Vincent's other hand, treading water and watching them as
complacently as though she saw Vincent kissing women in the bath
every day.

"All right, sweetheart, I'm sorry," she laughed — she
couldn't help it — and she looked around for the towel she'd
dropped on the bank. A shadow seemed to cross Vincent's face, but
as he opened his mouth to speak she raised one finger to touch his
lips. "Don't you dare," she warned him half-playfully, "say you're
sorry. Not about anything."

He did not. But he stepped back, and he let her go.

Sitting up in bed beneath the stained-glass window, Naomi
watched Vincent move around the chamber. Being put to bed here,
instead of in her own chamber, hadn't surprised her; as one is
rarely surprised by the things that happen in dreams.

Catherine had left them, to change out of her wet clothes.
"Of course you'll stay here tonight," Father had said briskly. "In
the first place, your things won't be dry at least until morning."
If he'd had any thoughts about the condition of her clothes or how
they'd got that way, he mercifully kept them to himself.

Now he came into the doorway, leaning on his stick. "May I
come in to say goodnight?"

Vincent turned with a smile. "Certainly, Father."

The old man limped forward to the bed, where he leaned down
and kissed the child gently on the forehead. "You missed one or
two of the fairy-poems while you were away, you know," he said.
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"Would you like to hear one now?"

Brightening for the first time, she nodded.

He recited,

"This is where the little elves
Cuddle down to hide themselves;
Into fluffy beds they creep...
Say good-night, and go to sleep."

"What poem is that?" Vincent teased, for he remembered which
one it was, and knew Father had chosen it hoping to make Naomi
smile.

"The "Song of the Old Man's Beard Fairy,'" Jacob Wells said
loftily, wagging his whiskers; but the child did not smile.
"Naomi?" He tipped her face up and waited till her eyes met his.
"You had to hide yourself away," he said, "I know. But you're safe
now. It's time to begin thinking about coming out again, little by
little. We're here... whenever you feel ready." He turned,
exchanging a long look with Vincent, and went out.

Moving toward the bureau, Vincent glanced back and caught her
watching him -- a troubled, questioning, sidelong look.

"Don't worry," he murmured, coming back with the clean socks
Mary had left there. "I'm not angry with you." Docilely, Naomi
let him slip them on her feet. He sat down on the bed and dropped
a kiss into the still-damp yellow fluff of her hair. "Are you
angry with me?"

She started in guilty confusion, then gave her head a tiny
shake. He might have missed it, had he not been watching so
intently.

"No?" he pressed. "Not even a little... because I didn't come
at once?"

She looked frightened then, and he gathered her up into his
arms. "It's all right to be angry, too," he whispered. "You were
afraid, and I didn't come. It was hard to find you; I came as soon
as I could. I'm sorry."

Still the child did not answer. Wordlessly she huddled into
his embrace and in moments was deeply, inexplicably asleep.

Catherine paused uncertainly in the doorway, her eyes taking

340



in the peace of such a scene; Vincent sitting on the bed, the child
in his arms and the soft radiance from the stained glass window
like a halo behind him.

Sensing her presence, he looked up and saw her hesitating
there. Her hair was freshly brushed, and fell loose and shining to
her shoulders. A patched robe was belted warmly over her own
tunnel-gown — the very one she'd worn during her first days Below,
and which Vincent himself always kept ready for her among his own
things.

Thei~ eyes met, breaking the spell. He said, "You found it,
I see."

His voice was like a warm breath moving over her skin.
Catherine said, "Yes." Her eyes followed his downward, over her
apparel. He had laid out her nightclothes on the guest-chamber
bed. Did that mean, she wondered, that was where he wanted her to
stay? -- But she couldn't ask him that, of course; so she turned
her attention to the child instead and whispered, "She's asleep?"

He nodded.

"I'm worried," she confessed, moving forward just a step. "At
dinner, at the bathing-pool... she never made a sound."

"No," he conceded, "not yet."

"Do you think it's that she can't... or she won't?"

"There was no permanent injury," he replied as softly.
"Father says all we can do is wait." He himself had a suspicion,
a vague sense of what was wrong. Father had touched upon it as he
left them; some part of the child was still caught in the twilight
of hiding. When he spoke again, his eyes were far away. "I think
it's a mistake," he said sadly, "to force children to experience
the great emotions too early. Absolute terror... terrible grief,
or overwhelming rage. Their souls cannot yet hope to encompass
such such things; instead they are — "

"Encompassed by them," Catherine murmured. "Do you think
that's what's happened to Naomi?"

"Perhaps."

"Will she be all right?" she asked — and felt like a child
herself then, foolishly demanding promises and guarantees. But for
Catherine there was the too-recent memory of that other small lost
soul; the little girl who was in appearance as perfect as this one,
yet was permanently injured... perpetually silent. She went on, "I
thought, once we got her back..."

"It will come," he said, with a quiet certainty she'd learned
to trust, if not always to understand.
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She nodded, and they lapsed once more into a waiting silence.
Vincent seemed as untroubled by this as he ever was, but Catherine,
caught between the need to stay and the habit of going, was
suddenly uncertain what he expected of her. Now, with the crisis
over, would he forget the warmth they'd known... put away their
newfound closeness? She searched the unreadable stillness of his
face for any trace of what they'd shared at the bathing-pool (those
feelings hadn't been her imagination, she was sure!). Instead she
saw -- or thought she saw -- only the shield of his impenetrable
reserve, slipping firmly back into place. One step forward, two
steps back! she despaired. Any sudden intimacy in their
relationship, she reminded herself, had always been followed by his
wary withdrawal.

Vincent knew that she was very tired; he could see it in her
face... even in the way she moved. But he could also feel a
peculiar restiveness of spirit, even if he couldn't quite define
its cause. "Catherine? What is it?"

"Nothing," she said finally. "I just came to say goodnight."

"No, stay." The words, spoken so impulsively, seemed as much
a surprise to him as they were to her. "You can sleep here, with
the child." Standing then, he turned the coverlet back and laid
the little one gently down in his bed.

"And you?" she asked uncertainly, drifting nearer. "Where
will you sleep?"

"I won't," he said. "Not for a little while yet." He drew
the reading-chair a little nearer the bedside.

"You're going to sit up? — But you must be exhausted,
Vincent."

He shook his head. How to explain his need to go on watching
over them yet awhile — this dear and rescued waif, together with
his love? He felt like a man with all his treasures gathered in
one place; he could not have slept, not yet. He nodded toward one
of several books lying on the table. "I'll read for a little
while."

Knowing it would be useless to argue with him, she let out her
breath in an audible, disapproving sigh — which he countered with
a reproving look of his own. She ignored it, studiously pretending
to try and make out the title of the book he'd indicated.

"Browning," he told her, taking it up.

"Robert, or Elizabeth?"

"Elizabeth," he said, knowing her preference, and anticipating
her pleasure.
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She hesitated. "If I stay here... will you read to me?"

"If I read," he answered, "will you stay?"

Shyly now, she smiled. She unbelted the soft heavy robe and,
not looking at him, tossed it across the end of his big bed. Then,
in just her gown, she clambered up carefully, a little self-
consciously, behind Naomi; and drawing up the quilt, she pillowed
her head on one arm and slipped the other about the sleeping child.

He waited to make sure she was comfortable, before drawing the
chair closer to the bed. As he sat, he thought of how he loved the
sight of her here, with the candlelight gilding her hair and
dancing in her eyes, and the child nestled in the circle of her
arm, all unaware. With no small reluctance he tore his gaze away
before it could begin to discomfit her; and with the edge of one
nail he parted the pages where a scrap of cloth peeked out. "I
left this some time ago, " he said apologetically, scanning the page
as though trying to remember his place.

"Just start there," Catherine suggested, her eyes already
heavy-lidded with drowsiness. "Anywhere." What did she care what
he read, as long as she could listen to his voice?

He laid the bookmark aside and found himself in the midst of
that collection for which the poet had always been best known; a
numbered sonnet, untitled. He began,

"I lived with visions for my company
Instead of men and women, years ago,
And found them gentle mates, nor thought to know
A sweeter music than they played to me.
But soon their trailing purple was not free
Of this world's dust, their lutes did silent grow,
And I myself grew faint and blind below. . ."

He fell silent. The words had swept him away... back to that
other, emptier life. Could there ever truly have been a time, he
marvelled, when Catherine was not a part of him, and he of her? He
recalled it, dimly, distantly — an existence unimaginably limited,
colorless, and without meaning. Even the memory seemed pale with
the melancholy that suffused it... like the sepia of an old
photograph. And he — he'd been resigned to it, a part of it,
convinced there could never be anything more. And I myself grew
faint and blind Below. . . And then Catherine had come into his
life. He went on then, his voice a little roughened with emotion,

"Then thou didst come — to be.
Beloved, what they seemed..."
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But glancing up, he saw that Catherine had fallen asleep,
oblivious to this dramatic tribute. Vincent smiled at himself...
and at her, forgetting his own weariness; for now that his love
slept he was free to indulge that need, never quite satisfied, to
fill his eyes and his heart with the sight of her.

Catherine's cheek was pressed to the child's yellow curls, and
strands of her own hair mingled there like silk. Dark lashes still
trembled over the satiny curve of her cheek. Her full lips were
parted slightly, as if she were about to speak. The sweep of her
hair revealed the soft curve of her throat, and for a moment he
imagined he could see her pulse beating there. He watched as a
soft inhalation lifted the coverlet; his eyes followed the slope of
her shoulder down, to the slenderness of her waist and up over the
soft swell of her hip...

Only now, in secret while she slept, did he feel he could
study her thus.

The scene at the chamber-pool returned to him now like a
dream. At first, concentrating on bathing Naomi, he'd felt a sharp
dismay at finding Catherine watching from the bank. And yet the
reaction he'd sensed, rocketing through the bond in that first
moment, had been anything but fearful. Even after he'd turned —
and turned away -- she'd stayed on to watch him, flustered but
deliberate. Her determination had been as clear to him as the
growing warmth of her pleasure.

Pleasure. How could that be? He hadn't understood it; had
tried to shut it out, and could not... intermingled as it was with
his own feelings. She'd been so unguarded in those moments, her
soul so open, that he wondered now if weariness had weakened all
psychic barriers... for both of them.

Would time and rest, he wondered, return her to the inevitable
bounds of reason and reality?

Then, literally falling into his arms, the innocence of her
embarrassment had been unmistakable — and as irresistible as the
blush it caused her. She worried about his feelings — but
suddenly holding Catherine that way hadn't been shocking or
strange; it felt utterly natural to him. And the sweetness of that
waiting kiss had overtaken them both before thought or caution
could intrude. Only later did he begin to doubt himself again...
to wonder at her pleasure, and wonder too what it must be like to
kiss someone like... like him.

There had been other kisses, recently, and moments of greater
warmth and closeness than he had ever imagined possible; moments
when he found himself acting spontaneously, almost without
thinking, upon impulses he'd sworn to ignore; and later, forswore
all over again. For though his desire for Catherine was hardly a
dawning dilemma, the growing openness of her response to him was.
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How often, lately, had she thrown wide her French doors before
he could knock? When had she begun sensing his watchful presence
in her dreams. . . or on the terrace itself, fleeing even as she
woke? How could all this seem natural to her? He knew that, as on
the night she'd "reassured" him about Naomi' s visit, she recognized
it as a new and magical kind of intimacy. Why was she not
frightened? Why was their "dream" not a nightmare to her? But. . .
"It isn't a part of us," she'd told him once. "It never was. We're
a part of it.. ."

Are you dreaming now, Catherine?, he asked silently, watching
her sleep. Her breath stirred Naomi's blonde hair, and Vincent's
attention sharpened as the little girl moved restlessly. He
wondered she was going to dream tonight. His expectation that she
would, was one reason he'd wanted to keep watch.

It was strange, he reflected, how this bright small life had
come to effect the existence of everyone around her... but most
especially, his and Catherine's. Often, in the past, he'd made the
mistake of thinking of their love as a thing apart, existing almost
in a vacuum. This was not true, of course. However unique the
bond they shared, it was effected by everyone and everything that
touched it, growing inevitably, sometimes painfully, like a living
thing... And disconcertingly often, since Naomi's coming, he'd
found her the catalyst for such changes.

He smiled wryly to realize how long he'd agonized over fears
about the children he and Catherine might have — how his life
would effect theirs, and what changes their coming might bring —
when there were children like Naomi already willing to create more
worry and upheaval than he could ever hope to anticipate. Perhaps
there was a lesson in that... Perhaps, in life, it was only
possible to avert so much of the trouble in your path.

He remembered Catherine's fears over Naomi's disappearance,
and her desperate efforts to be of help. He thought too of her way
with the other tunnel-children. . . and he knew what kind of a mother
she would make. For a moment then, only a moment, he allowed
himself to imagine Catherine as a mother — the mother of his
children — and felt the flash of pride and protectiveness that
always underlay the fear... He wondered, did she ever dream of
this? -- And at once the answer came, in her own words. "I was
thinking... what a wonderful father you'd make." The words warmed
him now, as they had that night.

Now, watching over her, he felt her peace and contentment, and
knew a childish desire to put down his weary vigil and join her
there.

But he did not. Abruptly he remembered waking, not long ago,
in that very bed; waking slowly to the swelling softness of her
breast beneath his cheek, like a dream made real. (He felt the
heat in his face even now, at the memory. ) And then, in the midst
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of that drowsy delight, he'd frozen with horror at realizing where
he was and what he was doing -- realizing she was awake. Surely
she must be repelled, or outraged, or pity him his weakness. . . Yet
almost in that same instant he'd felt overwhelmed by his own
foolishness; for there was only the enveloping love and protective-
ness with which she held him... her worry for the child, and for
him... and a flicker of other feelings that had astonished him.

Feelings he'd sensed earlier tonight as well, in the bathing-
chamber, before she'd thrown her guard up again. Feelings he could
sometimes hardly discern from his own. He had, for so long,
thought himself incapable of feeling such love... or such hunger.
But had he changed — or had life itself, with her coming?

The thought reminded him of another verse then, and he began
paging toward the end of the book. A little search rewarded him
with the poem he sought; and looking up again he whispered,

"The face of all the world is changed, I think,
Since first I heard the footsteps of thy soul..."

After that there was silence in the chamber, apart from the distant
tapping of the pipes, and the guttering of this candle or that one
as the hours passed.

He was startled from a fitful doze by penny-whistle shrieks
echoing through the chamber — and, Vincent was certain, into the
tunnels for at least a mile in every direction. "It's all right,
Naomi," he said, bending over her, "you're safe now — "

But she struck out against waking, and Vincent gathered her up
before she could accidentally hurt Catherine, who'd wakened too
with a gasp. He settled back smoothly into the chair. "It was a
dream," he murmured, as Naomi whimpered tearlessly into his chest.

It was a reassurance not only for the child; for Catherine was
sitting up watching, her green eyes wide with shock and alarm.
"Vincent?"

"She's all right," he told her, rocking the little girl with
slight movements of his body.

"But the screaming — "

"It's a sound," he said with a fierce, quiet triumph wholly
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hidden from the child. "Naomi... can you hear me?"

"Don't hurt!" she cried.

"No," he said mildly, as if the very idea surprised him. "No
one will hurt you." Nothing in his tone betrayed his aching heart,
or the futile anger he felt at the pain that had been caused her.
Only Catherine, watching, could see it in his face. He wrapped his
arms more tightly round the little girl, resting his chin atop her
dandelion curls. "You've come home," he whispered. "Remember?"

Afraid she was still dreaming, Naomi hadn't yet dared to open
her eyes. But there was his enveloping warmth, and the sound and
the strength of him, the scent of candlewax and worn leather, and
the familiar weave of his jersey pressed to her cheek... She
pulled back just far enough to frown worriedly up into his face.
He met her gaze expectantly, only his eyes smiling; and after a
moment she reached up to touch his gold-bristled cheek. "Vincent?"

Her hand was cold, as though it were still pressed to that
wintry windowpane. Impulsively Vincent turned his head and
breathed "Yes" into her palm — so she would know that he was real,
there at last, and alive.

Her face crumpled. She gasped against the rush of blinding
tears. He whispered, "It's all right to cry," surrounding her
again.

And cry she did, as though all the fright and fury of her
ordeal were suddenly finding voice. Sobbing heartbrokenly, she
clung to him; Vincent could feel her tiny fingers knotted in his
shirtfront, and (he winced) in the hair beneath. He wondered if
Father, in his own chamber not far away, had been able to hear her
waking screams or her weeping now; and he knew instinctively that
the older man would leave the handling of it all to him.

Finally he began to try to quieten the child. He reassured
her in whispers so that she had to hush to hear him, and
unhurriedly gentled her toward a hiccupping kind of calm. Rubbing
her thin little back, he looked over her head at Catherine.

Relief was mixed with worry in her face. She whispered, still
shaken, "You knew she would dream."

"I... thought she might."

"I've never heard her scream like that — not even on the
rooftop that night." Not even waking up in my apartment, homesick
in a strange bed, she thought.

"No," he agreed. "The nightmares are like this." It occurred
to him then that Naomi had never had a bad dream while Catherine
was Below, until tonight. And even this, he thought, was perhaps
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more a matter of waking from a nightmare than of having one... He
whispered back, "She can face her real-world dangers silently.
Only in her dreams is she... unguarded."

"Until now," Catherine corrected him gently.

"I had a bad dream," Naomi sniffled.

There was no handkerchief handy; Vincent dabbed her cheeks
with his sleepshirt-sleeve. "Did you?"

She nodded, her head bumping his chin. . . and then she grew
still. "But some of it was real."

"... Yes."

She pulled away again to look up into his face. "I didn't run
away," she said, as though telling him was terribly important.

"No. I know you didn't."

"They took me away," she rushed on. "And they put me in a
cage!"

He didn't know what she meant, and a glance at Catherine told
him she didn't either. He could only be sure, from the child's
voice, that it had been a terrible thing. "Tell me."

"Then they took me to a — a place." Her tone colored the
word with horror. "And I couldn't get out. They didn't really
care, but they wouldn't let me go. Why, Vincent? Why did they do
that?"

"I'm sure they meant well," he sighed.

"They wouldn't let me go. . . so I hided from them. I'm good at
hiding."

"Yes, I know you are." Catherine said gravely, and in her
voice Vincent heard no irony, no hint of reproach for her own
terrible search — the risks she'd taken — and the awful
disappointment of not finding Naomi where she was supposed to be.
"I talked to them up there. Nobody could find you."

" — But I knew Vincent would," Naomi said quickly.

He looked down at her. "Did you?"

"You always find me," she shrugged, echoing the dream.

He felt humbled by the certainty of her faith, wishing he
could have been as sure.
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"They tried to get me, though," she said, looking back at
Catherine. "They even tried to get us in the park tonight!"

"But they didn't," Catherine reminded her firmly. "Vincent
brought you home, and now you're safe."

"That lady," Naomi said suddenly, turning back to Vincent.

"In the park?" he guessed, remembering a woman's faint voice,
calling her.

"She wasn't bad to me. But..." She shuddered, shrinking into
herself.

"But?" he prompted her gently.

Her voice dropped. "She called me ^Nomie.'"

"That is not your name," he said with a decisiveness meant to
dispel any uncertainty. It was a remnant of a life that had
cruelly discarded her, left her literally dying on his doorstep;
and during her first waking days Below, even the way she'd
whispered it told him it was a name she'd always heard spoken
sharply. No me, he'd heard her say; a sad abnegation of self.
"Your name is Naomi,"

"But they knew," she quavered. "I didn't tell — they just
found out."

"No, you didn't tell." Catherine drew up her knees; clasped
her arms around them thoughtfully. "After that first night, you
didn't speak at all."

But it was Vincent who gave the question voice. "Why, Naomi?"

She looked fearfully from one to the other, then down at the
flannel hem twisting in her hands... remembering that night in the
park, how she'd screamed — and what she'd screamed. Would they be
angry? Disappointed? But it wouldn't do any good not to tell;
Vincent always found out everything anyway. "I didn't tell the
Secret," she said in a small voice.

They exchanged a look of surprise over her bowed head. "Did
you think you might? Is that why?" Catherine asked, and saw her
nod miserably.

"We knew you wouldn't," Vincent told her.

"But when they caught me — when they caught me — "

"It's all right." He squeezed her reassuringly. "You didn't
tell, and we are all still safe."
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" — But I said your name!"

"You cried for help," he answered, "and that was only natural.
You were frightened." He hesitated, choosing his next words
carefully. "I was caught Above once too." He heard Catherine's
small, sharp intake of breath.

Naomi looked up with surprise. "You were?"

He nodded; feeling, through the bond, Catherine's reaching
compassion as she too recalled his abduction, and Hughes, and the
prison of iron bars... "I know what it's like, you see."

"Were you little?"

"No, I was grown. It wasn't very long ago."

Her little face creased with concentration as she tried to
understand what he was telling her.

"And when I woke, not knowing where I was," he went on
steadily, "I cried out too."

"Somebody's name?" she guessed; and at his nod she asked him,
"Whose? Father's?"

"No," he said simply, his blue eyes lifting to the green ones
he knew would be brimming with memory and love. "I called for
Catherine."

Naomi gasped. Catherine was a big part of the Secret — not
just Below, but Up Top where she lived — and Vincent had called
her name? "Did they catch her too?"

Catherine, her eyes widening, leaned a little forward. "Just
saying someone's name, Naomi... that isn't telling the Secret.
That isn't saying who they are, or where." She understood suddenly
that to Naomi, Vincent was so important — even his name, such a
powerful talisman — that surely everyone must hear the world of
meaning in it. "Nobody was going to come and get Vincent, because
of what you said."

"I thought they would," Naomi said, her chin quivering. "I
thought — "

"No." Vincent shook his head. "We are all safe here... and
now you are safe again too — "

" — Here with your family," Catherine said softly.

"But at the place," she blurted, "a big boy pushed me down.
He said I was a norphan."
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"And are you?" Vincent asked.

She looked up, her face troubled.

"Naomi, do you know what an orphan is?" He waited, and when
she hesitated he went on, "It means something more than that your
mother died. It means, to have no one, no family; no one who cares
whether you come, or you go. Now, do you think that's true?"

He sounded a little severe — just a little -- and she shook
her head earnestly. They did care, all of them. She'd seen it in
their faces; felt it in the welcome-back touches of their hands.
They had felt real, even if she hadn't.

He said, "Just because someone says a thing, doesn't make it
so... even if they believe it. Sometimes you have to reach down
and find the truth inside yourself."

"Is that one of the hard things?"

His brow furrowed. "What do you mean?"

"Catherine told me, sometimes it's best to do the hard things.
Is that one?"

He looked over and saw Catherine wide-eyed, taken by surprise.
"Sometimes," he sighed, "it is the hardest thing of all."

"And the truth here is," Catherine said slowly, "that whether
the Topsiders would understand it or not, this is your family. We
never stopped trying to find you, Naomi, all the time you were
gone. Father sent messages to Helpers all over the city, and
everyone tried to help."

The child was plainly astonished. "Really?"

"Really. Pascal signalled Eli on the pipes, and Mouse and
Jamie searched the streets day and night. Brian came down to help
them; even the children did all they could."

"They did?"

"Remember," Vincent murmured, "We talked about how it would
be." (At this, Catherine suppressed a smile, knowing it was as
close as he would ever come to an I-told-you-so.)

Naomi remembered. He had told her, the night after her return
from Catherine's; but it had still been new to her, this idea that
people's love could be measured by the depth of their concern. Now
she was awed by the thought of so many of them worrying -- not just
her friends Below, but a lot of Helpers she'd never even met. Her
swelling self-importance was instantly replaced by the realization
that she'd caused them all, friends and strangers alike, more
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trouble than she knew.

Vincent saw her uncertainty. "By now I'm sure they've all
heard you're safely back."

"But... are they mad at me?"

He smiled. "I don't think they are."

She began to swing one foot a little anxiously. "Is Father?"

"No," he said with great conviction.

"Will he scold me anyway?"

He chuckled. "Probably."

The little foot swung faster, till he stilled it with his
hand. She said, "Vincent?"

"Yes," he answered.

"Are you mad at me?"

"I'm glad to have you back," he said simply, speaking of more
than just her return to the tunnels. "We all are."

"Are you going to scold me?"

"Oh... perhaps tomorrow," he said.

"Okay," she sighed with something like contentment. Surprised,
he could only guess it was because she felt that now, there would
be a tomorrow.

"Naomi," he said, "In the park -- "

"They thought I was stealing stuff," she interrupted, in a
blatant attempt to distract him.

"Yes. Catherine told me."

"I wasn't," she said quickly.

"I know," he r plied, carefully not asking what she had been
doing.

"But I bit a lady."

His eyes widened. "In the park?"

"No, on the arm. She stopped me tapping, at — at the place.
So I bit her." She waited to see if he thought biting a Topsider
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was such a terrible thing.

That brief and panicked tapping! Vincent remembered the hope,
and the ensuing disappointment. "You were brave to try to signal,"
he told her. "That was how we knew you were all right. But when
you went up into the park — "

"I don't want to go there any more," she whispered, shrinking
back into the circle of his arm.

"You mean, until the next concert," he teased her gently.

She was conspicuously silent.

"You promised not to tell?"

Unhappily, she nodded.

"It's all right." He was astonished to find her still holding
to a promise that had gotten her into so much trouble. "We know
all about it. They told us everything, just as soon as they
realized something had happened to you."

"They were very worried," Catherine added. "They thought it
was their fault."

"But it wasn't!" Naomi exclaimed. "They didn't know I
followed them!"

"You're good at hiding, I know," Vincent said drily.

She nodded -- unsure, from his tone, how serious he was.

"You'll tell Father that, when you apologize?" he suggested.

Her tousled head drooped. "... Uh-huh."

"Are you ready to go to sleep now?"

She gave him a sidelong, pleading look. "Will you tell me a
story first?"

"Naomi," he scowled, "it's very late."

But Catherine, smiling, hugged her knees and leaned her chin
upon them. "Oh, tell us a story, Vincent!"

He gave her a sharp look, and her eyes met his with such a
roguish playfulness that he had to smile. "All right," he said,
"but then it's time for bed" -- and was rewarded by the sudden and
unexpected blush that rose into her face. But the child was
tugging at his sleeve, so he asked, "Shall I read?"
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"No," Naomi said. "Tell us a story."

"All right." Settling more comfortably into the chair with
her, he thought for a moment. "Once upon a time -- "

"The best stories always start that way," Naomi said smugly.

"Really?" Catherine pretended surprise. "How do they end?"

"^Happily ever after,' of course!"

"Naomi," Vincent said sternly, "I want you to be quiet and
listen, now. Close your eyes." He waited until he felt the child
snuggle down. "Once upon a time there was a little princess, who
lived in a castle deep inside the earth."

"Was it warm, like this?" came the muffled question from
beneath his chin.

"Yes." He smiled over her head at Catherine. "It was warm.
And bright, for they had candles to light their way, and friends to
watch over them... and love, to keep them from getting lost."

"Sometimes," Catherine pointed out softly, "people get a
little lost anyway."

"... Yes," he conceded.

"Is that what happened?" Naomi asked him plaintively. "The
little princess, did she get lost?"

He returned his attention to the story. "She was a child,
after all, like all little princesses; and she was mischievous by
nature, and sometimes did not do just as she was told." He stilled
her squirming with a squeeze, dropping a kiss into her hair.
"There were secret doors in the castle, doors leading out to
strange places... places with their own secrets; some of them
wonderful, and others not-so-nice."

"Did the people outside know about the magic castle-under-the-
earth?" Naomi asked.

"No. Or at least, most of them didn't. But the little
princess knew about them. And she knew the castle well, although
she hadn't been there very long. She knew every nook and cranny of
it — "

"Because," Catherine put in, "she was good at hiding?"

" — Because she was good at hiding; for she liked to play
hide-and-seek there with her friends. Often she hid so well they
couldn't find her at all."
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"Except for one," whispered Catherine, "who always did."

"The little princess," he went on, "knew the secret doors, and
how they worked. She was told by her friends, of course, that she
must never go out those doors by herself, lest something keep her
from coming back. But she was a little girl too, after all... and
she did not always do as she was told. So one day she decided to
go out exploring in the world. She thought no one would see her,
and not even her friends would ever know." He felt the child
shiver in his arms.

"The people there," she said. "Did they catch her anyways?"

"Yes," he answered. "They did."

"They were bigger than her," she muttered darkly into his
shoulder. "Was she scared?"

"She was scared," he nodded. "But she was even more afraid
they would find out about the secret door and all her friends
living behind it; so she didn't tell them anything, not even her
name. And that was very brave, because then they took her far away
from home."

"Why did they do that?"

"Because they saw she was a rare and perfect treasure," he
said without hesitation, "and they knew she must belong somewhere,
to someone who loved her... and they didn't know how else to keep
her safe."

Catherine said, "They didn't mean to frighten her."

Naomi turned to look at her. "They just didn't know any
better?"

She smiled. "Maybe that was it."

"Hush, now." Vincent pressed the child's head back down.
"Close your eyes, and try to sleep."

"But that wasn't the end," she protested, drowsily. "What
happened?"

"I know what happened," Catherine said, surprising them both.
"Let me finish it." At Vincent's nod, she waited until Naomi had
turned a little in his arms, to watch her. "All the people in the
castle-under-the-earth were very worried. Day after day they tried
to find the little princess, but none of them could. And their
secret friends in the world outside tried to help, but none of them
could find her either. And the little princess felt lost and
forgotten, and very frightened. But she went on being brave
anyway, knowing that soon, someone would find her."
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I
"How did she know that?" Naomi asked.

"The little princess," Catherine confided, "knew that whatever
happened, there was still someone who would not forget about her...
someone who loved her and would never stop looking."

Naomi, wide-eyed, whispered, "Who?"

"Her One Great Friend," Catherine said, her tone making the
words sacred. Deliberately she didn't look up at Vincent, but only
watched the way the child, listening so intently, twirled the gold-
red hairs on the back of his large hand. "The little princess knew
there were many people who loved her; but she had One Great Friend,
someone very beautiful and good. . . and she knew that he would never
give up, never, until he'd brought her safely home again."

"Because he promised?"

"Yes... because he promised."

"And did he find her, in the end?"

"He found her," Catherine nodded. "And at last he carried her
home, where everyone was very glad to see her. And then," she
ended with a flourish, "they all lived happily ever after." Only
then did she look up at Vincent; and found his eyes brilliant with
unshed tears.

"Thank you," he murmured.

"It was all true," she reproved him, her smile hidden where
only he could feel it.

Into the little silence that followed, came Naomi's sleepy
interruption. "I can hear your heart beat."

He blinked down at her,
snuggled warmly
there against
his chest.
"Can you?"

"Yes...
Sometimes, like
then, it goes
faster. Do you
hear mine?"

"Always," he
said solemnly.

Her voice was
dreamy, drifting.
"How long will you
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be able to hear it?"

"For as long as you
want me to," he promised.
"And now I think it's
time you went to sleep."
Carefully he rose with her;
and Catherine lifted the
coverlet, scooting back a
little to make room.

"They didn't have no
magic there," Naomi murmured
as he laid her down.

"Magic?"

Her eyes were closed;
for a moment it seemed she
might not answer. "You know,"
she said finally. "Like we
got here."

"Oh." He and Catherine
shared a curious look.
"Didn't they?"

"They thought they did...
but they didn't."

He asked, very softly,
"Do you think they miss it?"...
but the child had finally drifted off to sleep.

It was Father who, coming to the door the next morning,
discovered the three of them slumbering still — and in such a
tumble of covers and tangled limbs that he suspected it would take
them an hour, once they woke, to sort themselves out again.

A late breakfast, he decided, knowing the children would be
disappointed not to see them in the diningroom; but these three had
certainly earned the right to sleep in. He'd heard the child
crying, late last night.

He wondered if she'd made any sound but that; if she had come
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back to herself finally. It had been hard for him, not to come in.
It was hard for him, now, not to wake them at once and find out.
But she was sleeping soundly now, tucked under Vincent's arm;
Father could just see the yellow fluff of her hair.

Patience, he chided himself.

Catherine stirred, her head on Vincent's other shoulder, and
his arm tightened round her reflexively, his head turning so that
his cheek lay against the smooth soft brown of her hair. Neither
of them showed any sign of waking... and Jacob Wells realized how
entirely natural they seemed to be, together.

He supposed he ought to be shocked at the sight, and knew
there was a time, not so very long ago, when certainly he would
have been.. . but just recently he'd begun to sense changes going on
in all their lives. He withdrew quietly, thinking ruefully that
like the tangled bedcovers, it was going to take him some time to
sort it all out.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

"Want me to get what?"

Vincent, looking pained, didn't repeat himself; he knew Mouse
had heard him clearly the first time. "I know you promised
Elizabeth you'd go Above for her paints after lunch — "

"Almost out of yellow," Mouse nodded.

"So if you wouldn't mind — "

"Can't do you without yellow."

Momentarily nonplussed, Vincent took a moment to regroup. "So
I wondered," he went on determinedly, "if you would do this one
small errand for me. — Are you well enough?" he asked, for Mouse
had sniffled loudly, and Vincent suspected that only his own
presence kept the boy from raising his sleeve to give his nose a
thorough swipe.

"Well enough," said Mouse, with a manful air. And then, more
doubtfully, "Sure you know what you want?" He couldn't even
remember the last time Vincent had asked for something from Up Top
— and his expression now said he still wasn't sure he'd heard it
right.

"I'm sure," Vincent sighed. "And... it's a secret, Mouse. No
one must hear of it."

"A secret?" Mouse chest swelled. He loved secrets. "Okay,
good. Okay, fine! I can get it. Get anything. Paint, plastic
explosives -- "
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"Just the one thing, Mouse," Vincent said politely. "But
thank you just the same. — Oh, and Mouse..."

The young man paused on his way out of the chamber.

"You're not planning a late return, are you?"

Mouse shrugged. "No plans."

Vincent suppressed a smile — for Mouse, of course, never
really planned anything. "You know that supper will be early
tonight," he went on, "because of the -- "

" -- Common meeting, after," the other nodded. "It's on the
pipes . "

"Father mentioned he'd like you to be there."

Mouse looked smug but unsurprised. Of course Father wouldn't
hold a common meeting without him! "Back in plenty of time."

It was still early afternoon when Mouse skid-cad to a stop in
his own chamber-doorway, startled from his habitual preoccupation
by the sight of someone seated on the cot.

"Naomi?"

The child, who'd been nearly hypnotized by the leisurely
burblings of a nearby lava-lamp, started with surprise. "I didn't
touch anything," she said at once.

Sure enough, her hands were folded primly in her lap. A quick
glance left and right showed nothing out of place -- although amid
such clutter, only Mouse himself could possibly have known the
difference. But the children would sneak in sometimes and meddle
despite Father's sternest warnings, drawn by the incredible
collection of gadgetry crowded onto every possible surface.

He asked, "Why you here?" with Mouse-like bluntness.

She shrugged.

He stepped forward. "Anybody know where you are? Vincent,
Father?"
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Naomi shook her head — then blinked with surprise as he took
up a short metal rod and beat out a rapid signal on the nearest
pipe. "What are you doing, Mouse?"

"Telling 'em, don't worry," he said pointedly. He came over
to sit beside her, slinging a small pack from his shoulder to the
floor.

She saw he was still wearing his heavy coat. "Where you
been?"

"Topside," he said, with just a trace of boastfulness.
"Getting stuff. Paints for Elizabeth, chisel for Cullen...
Something for Vincent too. Don't know what they'd do without
Mouse. Want to see?"

She shook her head, in a way that said she had something else
on her mind.

"Class over?" he asked, and saw her head droop. When she
didn't speak again he said, "What?"

Naomi looked up at him sideways. "Father."

"Oh. In the schoolroom?"

"Well... first Mary was there. I was late." She'd slept in
with Vincent and Catherine, waking to the sound of laughter that
warmed her even if she hadn't understood it. Then Catherine had
helped her wash and dress; and after brunch with William, Naomi had
been hurried off to join the other children in the classroom-
chamber. She'd done so shyly; but was reassured, finally, by the
warmth of their welcome. Only when Mary had announced that there
would be a Shakespeare-reading, had Naomi slipped quietly out
again. "Father was coming... so I snuck away."

"Shouldn't have," Mouse said succinctly. "Can't do it
forever. I know."

Naomi, fidgeting, knew it too. It was just that all of a
sudden, even "doing the hard thing" couldn't encompass the idea of
facing Father, right there in front of everyone.

"Scold you, maybe," Mouse went on.

"Maybe he will anyways. "

After a moment he shrugged philosophically. Father was
Father. Nothing more to say.

"Mouse? This common meeting..."

"After supper," he nodded.
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"Is it about me?"

"Well... maybe," he answered guardedly. "A little."

It didn't strike either of them as odd that although Naomi
seemed to think of Mouse as a grownup, they often spoke together
like children. Now she asked, "Is everybody coming?"

His shrug sa-id, after all, wasn't that what common meetings
were for?

"Brooke said they asked that boy, Brian -- but he can't come.
She said he got grounded,"

"They want to thank him. Some other time, just as good."

"But he's being punished, isn't he?"

"For skipping school. Like you," he said, "right now."

" — For trying to help," Naomi frowned, refusing to be
sidetracked. "My fault, maybe." Like others Below, when talking
with Mouse she often fell into the same abbreviated speech-pattern.
"Think everybody's mad?"

"I'm not," he said, with a staunch and simple kind of loyalty.

She looked up. "You got a red nose."

"Got a cold," he shrugged.

" -- Trying to find me," she said. "You and Jamie both. And
Pascal — I went to the pipechamber and only Luke was there. He
said Pascal was still sleeping!" This was perhaps the most
earthshaking discovery of all; that Pascal could ever be tired
enough to sleep through his own watch. She sat there looking up at
Mouse worriedly, her thinking clear. Others had suffered on her
account, wouldn't she -- shouldn't she — be made to suffer too?

Mouse knew that she was asking his advice, and considered
carefully. Most of the adults treated him like a child, even as
they granted him a certain genius. It was an attitude he sometimes
wearied of, and only with these littlest ones did he ever get the
chance to be... well, Fatherly.

"Feel bad?" he asked.

She nodded.

"Tell 'em."

She looked up. "Maybe I won't even go."

He looked at her askance. "Got to go."

364



"Didn't you ever want to not go?"

Now it was Mouse's turn to fidget. "Lots younger then."

Naomi knew what he was thinking of. At a common meeting once,
the tunnelfolk had imposed the Silence to make him stop stealing
from Above. (Not stealing — taking!, he'd told her himself; but
later Vincent had explained that even though Mouse was trying to
help, his activities could have hurt him and everyone Below. ) That
had been a long time ago — before she came to live here -- but it
was a story she remembered because the "children's council" had
later meted out the same kind of punishment to her.

"Too many rules," Mouse was muttering now. "Hard to remember
'em all."

In her neart, Naomi fervently agreed. "But did you know they
were going to do that? Did you know they were mad?"

"Knew Father was . "

"Then why'd you go ?"

Mouse shook his bowl-cut yellow hair. He remembered how he'd
felt, discovering why the meeting was being called; how he'd
shuddered, imagining himself the center of all that angry
attention. How he'd dreaded the thought of all their eyes on him.

Naomi could see all of this now, in his face. "Were you
scared?"

He nodded, a little shamefacedly. "Want to know why?"

"Yes."

"Because," he said. "Knew they'd all be looking at me." And
for the elusive Mouse, who'd virtually raised himself in the dark
places and liked to choose his moments in the limelight, the
thought of such public censure had been horrifying.

"I'm ascared of that, too," Naomi said in a small voice.

"Wasn't so bad," he went on, still sounding surprised, "all of
'em looking at me. Wasn't the worst part."

The child's eyes grew large. How could anything be more awful
than that? "What was the worst part?"

"Not when they were looking." He spoke slowly, as though it
were very important, suddenly, that he make himself understood.
"The worst part was... when they stopped."

"You mean... when they did the Silence on you?"
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He nodded. One by one, his friends had turned their backs.
Afterwards, not one of them would speak or meet his eye. And for
all his bravado, Mouse would have given anything to have them
looking at him, then.

"But they still loved you," Naomi said quickly, eager to make
him feel better.

"Why I went," Mouse shrugged. "Why I stayed. No good running
away. Down'here they always find you anyway."

"Yeah," Naomi sighed, "they always do." As if on cue then, a
tiny noise at the door made her look up; and there stood Father,
leaning on his cane. How long had he been standing there? Why
hadn't they heard him coming?

He stretched out his free hand. "Thank you very much, Mouse.
Come along, Naomi."

She climbed down at once, and went to take .tis hand.

Mouse watched them open-mouthed, speechless at being so easily
caught unawares.

"I can be quite stealthy when I choose," the older man said
smugly as he turned. "You might ask Vincent about that sometime...
or Devin, on his next visit perhaps. We'll see you later, at the
common meeting, I hope?"

Mouse was still bobbing his blond head as they disappeared
from view.

Leading the little girl back up the corridor, Father looked
down and found her scuffling along with head bowed, showing him
only yellow curls. When he was sure they were out of earshot he
said, "Naomi?"

"I snuck out," her little lost voice confessed.

"I think I understand why," he said — and he did, although
his feelings had been hurt, at first, to realize she'd done it to
avoid him. "Even so, this is absolutely the last time, young lady,
that you'll leave anyplace, to go anywhere, without telling anyone.
Is that very clear?"

"Yes, Father," she said meekly, chin still tucked.

After a moment he said, "It's good to see you're feeling
better today." This was a vast understatement. Even in the
absence of any obvious injury, her strange muteness had led him to
fear there might be permanent damage of another, more serious kind.
Still, he was careful to let nothing in his tone betray the depth
of his relief.
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Naomi risked a sidelong glance upward. He was looking
straight ahead up the tunnel. Neither his face nor his voice
seemed very angry now; and even if he were, his hand, holding hers,
didn't feel like the bare, Impatient hands of the Topsiders. He
wore the frayed, fingerless gloves most tunnelfolk did. Except
Vincent, she remembered, whose hands were always warm enough and --

"What are you thinking, child?"

"If Vincent wore those kind of gloves, you think they'd itch
his fur?"

It was a moment before he answered. "Very probably," he said,
his voice catching oddly in his throat, and a hitch in his gait as
though he were about to stumble.

"Is your hip hurting you, Father?"

"It is rather a long way down to Mouse's chamber," he said
more seriously, "after all."

"Oh," she said, remembering he'd come all that way just to get
her. "Where are we going?"

"Well, it occurred to me," he replied, "that since you missed
lunch with the others, you might like to share tea with me in the
library."

Lunch awaited both of them at one end of the long table.
Father stacked two large volumes on the chair nearest his, and
lifted her onto them. "There, now. I see William's cut up your
sandwich just the way you like it, so..."

She didn't reach for it. "Are you mad at me, Father?"

"I'm very glad to have you home again," he answered, just as
Vincent had.

"Me, too," she said fervently. "I got caught Up Top."

"Yes, I know."

"It was a naccident."

"I rather think part of it," he said drily, "was on purpose.
Don't you?"

She picked at the crust of William's good home-baked bread
with great concentration. "I was real scared," she offered in
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mitigation.

"Yes, and so you should have been. You're safe now, but
things could have turned out very differently, very differently
indeed."

Still she didn't look up. "They were going to take me to a
different place, maybe far away. I was afraid Vincent wouldn't be
able to find me then... so I hided, till he came."

He leaned a little toward her. "But you were certain that he
would come?"

Naomi looked up then. "He promised."

"Ah. I see." He watched her finally bite into her sandwich.
"There is one thing I don't quite understand, Naomi. How did
Vincent actually come to find you? None of our Helpers seemed to
be having any luck at all."

She gulped hugely, eager to answer. "It happened, sort of in
a dream."

"In a... in a dream, did you say?"

Nodding, she lifted her cup with both hands and drank deeply.

"Naomi, do you mean that... perhaps you dreamed he was
coming?" Wishful thinking, of course, or longing reflected in
dreams; any of that would be perfectly understandable for a child
in such dire circumstances. "And then later, he did come?"

She set the cup down. "No. I mean that's how he found me."

"I... I see." There are more things in Heaven and Earth,
Horatio!, he thought ruefully, wishing he hadn't asked. But she
was watching him so seriously, so expectantly, that he felt
compelled to go on. "What was the dream about?"

"He wanted me to show him where I was," she told him. "I had
to go look out the window."

"And, er, why was that/ do you suppose?"

"He said he had to see it through my eyes."

Jacob Wells felt as though he'd somehow gotten thoroughly
beyond his depth, but wasn't quite prepared to let this go. "And
did he? See it through your eyes, I mean?"

"Yes, because then he knew right where to come."

"Well," he said heartily, "that was quite a dream for you to
have. "
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Her surprise was plain. "It wasn't just my dream."

"Oh?" he said faintly. "Was it Vincent's, then?"

" I asked him that. He said maybe we were dreaming each
other."

Dreaming each other, he repeated to himself, entirely
disconcerted. "So you're not sure, either of you, just whose dream
it was?"

"Well," she shrugged, "I guess it was somebody's." Her eyes
widened with sudden tragedy. "I was so sad, when he went away
again."

This seemed more familiar ground, and he seized upon it
gratefully. "Were you, child?"

"I wanted to cry, but I was afraid they'd hear me. Father...
is it magic, when you dream a dream together?"

"I'm certain it is," he answered, glad he sounded surer than
he felt, and improvising rapidly. "Oftentimes, we're able to
achieve things together that would have been impossible for us, all
alone."

"I didn't think there was any magic up there."

"Perhaps," he said gently, "you brought it with you."

"I thought I just didn't have the right shoes," she went on,
the memory of ruby slippers causing her to miss Father's look of
utter confusion.

He sat there staring at the little girl — at her tousled
yellow hair and her milk-moustache, her bright blue eyes -- all the
dear details he'd begun to think he might not see again. "Do you
know," he said suddenly, "I missed you very much while you were
gone."

Taken by surprise she ducked her head shyly, and played with
her sandwich a moment. "Father?"

"Yes?"

"Did you know... did you know I was sorry?"

"Yes, Naomi, I did know it."

"From the very first?"

"Yes," he answered. "From the very first."

She sneaked a look up at him through her lashes. "Does that
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mean I don't have to go to the common meeting?"

"No," he chuckled, "I'm afraid it doesn't quite mean that."

Catherine stood almost shoulder-deep in the bathing-pool,
enjoying the way the heated currents moved softly over her skin.

She was alone. Before leaving the lunch-table she'd made her
direction clear, in order to spare anyone (the boys or even Mouse,
heaven help him) the embarrassment of waiting in on her
accidentally. She wouldn't really have objected to Mary's quiet
company, or even Jamie's... but now, washing away the days of
strain and care, she found she was happier on her own. Behind her
the little hotspring waterfall sang sweetly to itself; even the
pipe-sounds seemed distant and indistinct.

She was glad she'd had the foresight, yesterday, to request a
couple of. days' "sick" leave... glad she had so many days
accumulated... glad that Joe, for once, hadn't tried to pry. She'd
known early that whatever was going to happen that night -- whether
they got Naomi back, or not — when morning came again, she wasn't
going to feel ready to conduct "business as usual" at the office.

Now it was late afternoon. She'd accomplished precious little
since waking up in Vincent's arms this morning... This thought
unseated every other and made her smile a little wickedly to
herself, as it had all day.

In the beginning, waking slowly, there had been only the
blissful awareness of his warmth, surrounding her from behind. He
was tucked in there as closely as was the child, before her. Three
spoons, Catherine had thought drowsily. Her hips were pillowed
back into his thighs, and she felt the weight of his encircling
arm --

Then her eyes had flown wide. Sometime during the night his
arm had crept around her naturally... and, just as naturally, his
hand had settled over her breast. His wrist lay snug beneath her
arm; she fancied she could feel his pulse fluttering there, against
her ribs. He was so still, behind her — too still — and she knew
without a doubt, suddenly, that he too was no longer asleep. But
Naomi had snuggled back and trapped his hand there, between them...
and Catherine suspected that for Vincent, probably the only fate
worse than waking with her breast in his hand was the thought of

370



startling her awake by moving it.

How long had he lain there, caught on the horns — so to speak
— of this awful dilemma? She started to giggle at the thought.
Trying not to wake Naomi, she shook helplessly with suppressed
laughter.

Vincent was bewildered by the sudden merriment he felt
sparkling through the bond, and enlivening every inch of her body
pressing back into his. His anguished whisper -- "Catherine!" --
tickled her ear and only made things worse.

She couldn't help it; decorum fled, and any respect for his
sense of propriety in such a setting was swept away by sudden,
irresistible mirth. "We've got to stop meeting like this 1"

"Catherine, I — "

"Here we are again," she chortled. "You, me — and our little
chaperon!"

In some consternation, now that she was awake, he started to
draw away.

Catherine had clamped her arm over his. "Oh, no you don't,"
she gasped, still quivering with breathless hilarity. Whether it
was reaction at knowing their ordeal was done, elation at waking in
his arms — or both — she neither knew nor cared. She knew the
worn fabric of her gown spared him nothing — neither the
"forbidden" softness that was now, with every laughing breath, all
but leaping in his hand... nor the little prickling peak surely
tickling his palm. She felt irreverent, utterly unrepentant.
"I've got you now!"

"Oh, you've got me." His words were an ironic echo of her
own, Above, and he was suddenly chuckling too, his warm breath
stirring the hair at the nape of her neck. She could feel the hard
contours of his body, fitting warmly and unseen along the whole of
hers .

His sleeve had ridden up, baring his forearm. Catherine
lifted her hand carefully away from Naomi, and slipped it down
between them, over his soft-furred wrist. Tentatively she covered
the back of his hand with her own. She waited for him to pull
away, and was profoundly surprised when he did not.

"You're not trying to get away," she reminded him after a
moment.

"I didn't try the last time," he said loftily, "if you
recall."

In a moment of startlement she did recall, very clearly
indeed. It required only an instant to bring it back... the
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sensation of his gentle nuzzling, where his hand was now. "I've --
I've been meaning to ask you about that." She was suddenly glad
she couldn't see his face.

"Yes," he said gravely, and snuggled just a little -- yet
unmistakably — closer.

"Just how long," she asked, the laughter coming back into her
voice, "were you awake, before Father came in?"

His pause was reflective... even regretful. "Not nearly long
enough," he sighed.

A moment later a third little voice made itself heard. "Hey,"
Naomi said sleepily, "what are you guys laughing at?"

Now, in the solitude of the softly-lit bathing-pool, Catherine
felt the water surrounding her like his remembered warmth... and
she smiled again. One might even, she realized, consider those
waking moments a kind of loveplay. . . the kind of .yuiiiisical intimacy
in which only lovers could indulge. Lovers, she thought, hugging
herself. Who knew what the future might hold for them?

It was at precisely that moment that she saw it — something
white, floating past her on the water. She stared with disbelief
as a little raft of bubbles eddied by. Another, larger one
followed in its wake, whirling gently on the current.

Bubbles? she thought bemusedly. How on earth would bubbles
get down here?

She looked back over her left shoulder at the corner waterfall
-- and saw the gay profusion rising at its base, the frothy masses
just beginning to build, toppling glossily, breaking off to drift
toward her.

She felt a warm prickling along her spine and slowly, her eyes
widening, she looked back over her right shoulder.

Vincent was kneeling on the narrow bank watching her, much as
she had done while he bathed Naomi the day before. Turnabout's
fair play, teased a voice in that back of her head; and she felt a
brief blush warming her face. She turned around fully, arms still
clasped about herself. "I... didn't hear you come in. How long
have you -- "

"Only a moment," he assured her. "I can go if you -- "

"No." She lifted her chin, a little, to look back at him. He
was so still, kneeling there; the light softened his wild hair to
amber, and flickered off the water into the blue of his eyes. Her
own eyes, smiling, darted toward the corner of the pool, now
rapidly filling with bubbles. "Vincent... did you do this?"
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He looked toward it himself, his face brightening almost
boyishly. "I wanted to surprise you."

"You've certainly done that," she smiled, drifting a step
nearer. "How did you manage it?"

"Mouse," he said simply. "He was going Above early, and -- "

"Mouse knew what to get?"

"He did offer to get plastic explosives instead," Vincent said
with becoming modesty, "but I thought you'd prefer this."

"I do," she said, laughter trembling in her voice.
"Infinitely." But the bubbles, she noticed, were building to
somewhat alarming proportions — nearly covering the surface of the
little pool, surrounding her on every side in growing opalescent
peaks -- without giving any sign of beginning to subside. He must
have poured it directly under the hotspring waterfall, she guessed
— and at this rate, it would soon spill out into the adjacent
pools as well! "Vincent," she exclaimed, "how much did you use?"

"Why... all of it," he answered, his eyes widening innocently.

Catherine laughed aloud, a low full-throated sound that echoed
softly everywhere; and she saw him smile then too. She could feel
tiny bubbles bursting almost inaudibly against her skin, tickling
her arms, her back... the tops of her breasts. She lowered her
arms and moved a little toward shallower water, to avoid being
engulfed. "Are you alone?" she asked suddenly.

He was startled into glancing back toward the door. "Yes."

"Are you sure?" She peered past him suspiciously. "Where
is — "

" — Our v little chaperon'?" he asked drily. "At the last
report, I believe, she was spending some time with Father."

Catherine grimaced sympathetically. "That'd keep her busy,
all right." (Thinking, That should keep both of them busy!)
"So... we're all alone here?"

"Yes." His voice, though soft, was clearly audible over the
murmur of the little falls. "We're alone."

"Are you sure, Vincent? That you want to be here now, I
mean?" She paused there, head tilted. "I don't have any clothes
on under here, in case you weren't sure."

"Oh," he said gravely, "I was sure."

Her world rocked a little on its axis. He was sure — of
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what? Of wanting to be here? Of finding her naked? Both? She
saw him spread powerful hands over his knees, and felt gooseflesh
rise in unseen places. He seemed very sure of himself, suddenly. . .
Was this, then, yet another one of the "beginnings" awaiting them
along the way? She could sense it happening, like a change in the
currents in which she stood; she could see it in the directness of
his gaze and the set of his great shoulders as he leaned a little
toward her.

"Vincent," she said softly, moving nearer. "What's happening?
Can you tell me?"

Her hair was sleeked back, glossy with the wet; her throat
curved sweetly to its beaded hollow, and the skin of her shoulders,
just visible to him, gleamed damply. Her eyes were luminous. He
thought she looked like a mermaid, coming to him through the
bubbles. What mythical creature might she glimpse in him, he found
himself wondering... and for the first time, such a thought didn't
bring him pain. "Catherine," he began, and hesitated.

"I'm here," she answered.

"I... need to ask you something."

She was very near the bank now, and stood there looking up
into his beautiful leonine face; into the clear, clear blue of his
eyes. "Yes."

He leaned forward, and the wild hair drifted free of his
shoulders, to fall toward her. "In your apartment, that night, you
said..."

"Go on," she whispered.

"You said that you've awakened from your dreams... knowing I'd
been there."

Her chin lifted; her fingers crept over the edge of the rock.
"Yes. Sometimes I knew."

"You said that once, you woke and... and you rushed outside to
see if — if — " Now his gaze faltered; he turned his face away.

She reached up and, with a touch, turned him back to face her
squarely. "To see if you were still there," she finished. Her
fingertips lingered on his soft-bristled chin; her deep emerald
eyes held his. "Tell me," she whispered to him. "Ask me."

His soft lower lip trembled slightly. "What would you have
done, Catherine, truly... if you had found me still standing
there?"

Oh, Vincent, her heart sighed. Do you even have to ask? She
stroked the strong line of his jaw, her hand slipping back beneath
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silken tangles to the warm, hidden nape of his neck. "I would have
let you in."

Astonishment widened his blue eyes; and she saw hope, kindling
something more. He moved slowly, then, like a man in a dream. She
felt his hands close around her upper arms; and the rocky bottom
dropped away beneath her feet as he leaned down to her.

Jacob Wells stopped in the doorway, momentarily taken aback at
the sight of the froth spilling over onto the banks of the little
bathing-pool. For a moment he thought some awful pollution had
worked its way down into their water-system —

Then he saw them there, just at the edge; an embrace almost
hidden in bubbles. . . a kiss sure to make them oblivious to anything
else.

After a moment of astounded ogling he backpedalled as quietly
as possible and retreated up the corridor again. Timing impeccable
as always, he thought dizzily.

He couldn't help but realize how he might once have reacted,
had he happened upon such a scene... the outrage and righteous
indignation he might have felt — even enjoyed. That was a hard
admission to make, even to himself... Yet life, he was learning,
could not seem to exist without change, however much he might like
this world, at least, to remain comfortably the same. Perhaps all
their lives and roles were fated to change, little by little, over
the years to come. Suddenly, fervently, he hoped he would be there
to see it.

He remembered something that he'd said Vincent once; likening
his son's life-course to watching him cross a raging river alone.
But Catherine, Vincent had told him, also swam that river; and
there was no one standing on the shore to keep her safe. "Then I
shall watch over and pray for you both," Jacob Wells had
answered... and he'd come to recognize it as a kind of promise to
them, whatever his misgivings before or since. Had he, today,
happened to glimpse an end to that perilous journey?

Still it had been startling, seeing them kissing so naturally,
almost immersed in bubbles -- and where on earth had they gotten
that, and why? He hadn't seen bubble-bath himself in forty years.
The floral fragrance of it still followed him up the tunnel —
Roses, he thought suddenly.

Now, with the idea of an early private bath firmly quashed, he
was momentarily at a loss what to do with himself. He supposed he
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didn't really feel like bathing, anyway. He felt like... like
going to seek Mary out, now that classes were done for the day.
They could talk... or read, perhaps. Something, he was sure, would
suggest itself.

The great library-chamber was filled with people. The murmur
of their conversation, as they waited for the meeting to begin, was
as comforting as the candlelight that flickered everywhere among
them.

Supper had been an unusually rushed and scattered affair, as
everyone scurried to finish the day's work, get cleaned up and dine
before this early gathering. All of the children present were
already in their night-clothes, Catherine noted as she followed
Vincent down the short stair to their waiting chairs. The
youngsters could be heard chattering excitedly about the mystery
bubble-bath they'd found infiltrating several of the pools after
their supper. All those accused of the prank — most notably,
Kipper and Mouse -- steadfastly denied any involvement, but the
mystery only served to enhance the fun. Naomi rushed over to catch
Vincent's hand as he sat down, animatedly whispering the details.

Most of the adults were robed as well. In fact, Catherine
felt a little out of place, for both she and Vincent were of course
fully dressed.

She was relieved to note that Father, at least, still wore his
day-clothes; and tattered as he always was, he seemed able to lend
an air of solemnity to any occasion. Just now he was engaged in
conversation with a tall man who stood with his back to them. A
Topsider, she gleaned at once from his clothes; a costly-looking
unpatched overcoat, its collar hidden by a sleek designer scarf.
What was he doing here, at a common meeting? Was he a Helper,
bringing more bad news? It was no one she'd ever been introduced
to, she was sure, and yet there was something about the man...

Catherine was still standing when Father called the meeting to
order, both hands clasped atop his stick, silencing the small talk
with a stern eye and looking every bit the patriarch of this
company. "All right, all right, let's come to order, shall we?
Are we all here? William, Mouse? Pascal, is Luke — ? Ah, good.
Vincent, Catherine, I was afraid you might be late. Still, you
both look very... refreshed," he said blandly, ignoring their
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startled glances. "All right, let's settle down now, shall we, and
begin...?"

The assembly quickly quieted, even allowing for the
exaggerated shushing going on among the children. "The first order
of business," Father announced, "is a rather pleasant one, as we
welcome back someone I'd begun to fear was losing touch..."

The stranger turned then -- and Catherine sat down hard,
feeling Vincent's steadying hand at her elbow. She knew she was
gaping as Father spoke again.

"Catherine, I believe you've already met -- "

"Detective Jergen?" she gasped.

"Young Sam, " the man corrected her, smiling, as he walked
forward to take her hand. The chamber fairly exploded with delight
at her reaction.

"Samuel," Father corrected him almost absent-mindedly over the
din, as though he'd said it a thousand times before.

"Young... Young Sam?" she squeaked — noticing, for the first
time, the older white-haired man also standing near Father. He was
a fixture of the tunnel-world, a man usually so reticent and
unassuming that she couldn't recall the last time she'd even heard
him speak.

Now he stroked his short snowy beard, looking a great deal
like the cat that swallowed the canary. "How did you think," he
asked her, "I got to be Old Sam?"

"I never thought — I mean, it never occurred to me," she
stammered. She heard Vincent chuckling beside her, and resisted
the urge to elbow him rather sharply in the ribs.

"Young Samuel," Father explained, "elects to live in the world
Above, where occasionally he is able to do us great good. Great
good indeed."

"Then -- then it was you, in the park entrance with Vincent
last night?" Catherine guessed.

He inclined his head modestly, eyes twinkling with mischief at
her expense. "I knew you by reputation before all this, of course.
Thank you," he said solemnly, "for allowing me to slip away in one
piece."

Even Father let out an ungentlemanly guffaw at this, joining
in the general laughter. Catherine felt her face flaming, and
glanced sideways. Vincent returned her look attentively, even
solicitously, only his eyes betraying his own amusement. She said
to the detective, "You knew who I was... from the beginning?"
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"We'd never met," he admitted. "But I'd heard talk of a
certain vCatherine' from my friends here... details, bits and
pieces here and there. And you've worked on some pretty prominent
cases lately, you know. But the first was that cop-killing -- the
one solved by a deaf witness... How is Laura, by the way?" he
asked Father, aside.

"Better," the older man nodded. "Settling in nicely. She
visits more often than you do."

Samuel Jergen cleared his throat. "Anyway, I put two and two
together. That's my job, you know," he said a little smugly. "So
when we met..."

"Oh, God," Catherine exclaimed, dropping her head in her
hands. "And to think -- I didn't even like you!"

"He can be rather irritating," Old Sam agreed, over another
wave of general hilarity.

"Seriously, though, Catherine," his son went on, "I have
something for you."

She raised her head. "For me?" she asked, wary of further
surprises. "What is it?"

"Just this." He turned and picked up two manila file-folders,
that had been lying half-hidden on the seat of a chair. He put
them into her hands. "For safekeeping."

She knew Vincent had leaned forward then to look over her
shoulder as she opened the top one. "Oh, look," she breathed.
"This is the Social Services file. And this -- " She looked up,
wide-eyed. "Your partner must be furious!"

"To put it mildly. Police files don't often come up
"missing.'"

Vincent said, "You mentioned, last night, that you had one
more thing to take care of. Was it this?"

The detective nodded. "I had to try. It wasn't easy, but..."

"They don't suspect you," his father said worriedly, "do
they?"

The younger man assumed an expression of injured innocence.
"Are you kidding? I'm one of the good guys."

"Your partner," Catherine said. "Do you think he'll give up
now?"

"Not right away, probably," he shrugged, "but he'll have to
rebuild the file from scratch. and while there's still a lot
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there, there's quite a bit that never got into the computer. The
child's photograph, for one. And even if he reconstructs
everything he had, it still doesn't prove anything but a suspicious
fall. Anyway it won't be long," he mused, "before some more
pressing case comes up, and once he gets his teeth into that..."

Catherine nodded, taken once again by an irresistible image of
the other detective-as-bulldog. His partner, standing here, didn't
look conscience-stricken in the least.

Naomi was leaning on Vincent's knee. "Look," she said softly,
pointing. "Catherine, that's my mama."

At the words, a hush fell over the chamber.

The detective came down on one knee before her. "Do you
remember me?" he asked. "We saw each other in the tunnel last
night. I hope I didn't frighten you."

"You're a Helper," she remembered.

"Sort of. I grew up here too. . . and I thought it was time we
were formally introduced." Solemnly he offered his hand, and
waited until she put her small one into it. "Young Sam," he said,
"at your service. And you're Naomi?"

She nodded again.

"Well, Naomi, you were a very brave little girl, and I can see
why everyone tried so hard to get you back. Would you like to keep
this picture?"

The child shrugged, her eyes dropping.

"How about," he suggested, "if I ask someone -- Vincent or
Catherine, or Father — to hold it in safekeeping for you... just
until you're sure. Would that be okay?"

She brightened. "Okay." Her eyes followed him upward as he
stood again.

"Oh — and something else about those files," he said. "I
found a couple of conflicting birth-dates there."

"I noticed that too," Catherine nodded.

"So, Naomi could still be five years old... or she could be
six. "

"Or she could have a new birthday," Samantha said excitedly.
"It could be her finding-day instead, like Vincent's!"

"What a good idea. Would you like that, Naomi?" Father asked,
remembering the date of that stormy night in late autumn, when
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Vincent had first brought her Below. "You could be five... for
just a while longer."

To Naomi, for whom the world had been moving very quickly of
late, this didn't seem an odd suggestion at all. "My birthday
would be like Vincent's then?"

"" .s. It would be the day that you began your new life here."
And as a symbol of that rebirth it was, he supposed, only fitting.
Seeing her well satisfied by this answer, he turned his attention
to their visitor again. "I've been meaning to ask you, Samuel; how
was it you never heard about our crisis till so late? We tried to
reach you, a note was sent -- "

"Pastrami-on-rye? Or was it corned beef?" He grinned. "I
think I've got this part figured out. Deli-delivery, right?...
Well, it seems my partner swallowed it."

"He ate it? Paper and all?" exclaimed Father.

"Later, he confessed. His conscience was bothering him —
not, surprisingly, his digestion... That's when I went to see Eli.
I thought something might be up. You see, I hadn't ordered any
lunch." He looked down at Vincent, who was chuckling openly now.
"My friend, we may have to rethink some of our procedures."

Father said, "I'd like to thank you -- we all would, I'm sure
— for your part in all this. And the others, as well; Jamie,
Mouse, Pascal, Brian when he returns to us... all of you. And
Catherine, of course. Catherine, my dear -- "

"Don't," she said softly. "It's all right. We did whatever
we could, every one of us." And Vincent most of all, she thought,
knowing they all thought it, although no one spoke his name —

— Except Naomi. "But it was Vincent who found me," she
announced in case anyone still harbored any doubts; and she fitted
herself into the crook of his arm. "Finders keepers."

"Yes," Father sighed, lowering himself finally into the chair
at the head of the table. "It was Vincent who found you."

Now Young Sara said thoughtfully, "I've been giving some
thought to that social worker who put it all together finally, and
contacted us once she found the old file."

"Yes," Father said drily. "As I understand it, she made our
task a great deal more complicated."

"She's a woman of conscience and terrific dedication," the
other defended her, surprisingly. "She was in the park with us
last night — "

"He means Miz Burns," Naomi whispered to Vincent, pressing

382



closer.

"That's right," the detective nodded. "Her only concern was
Naomi's well-being, and she would have risked her life to get her
back to what she considered a safe place. She's a rare
individual."

"She must be," Father acknowledged, "to have impressed you
so. "

"She's sure the child has come to some terrible harm. My
partner has her convinced Naomi was kidnapped to silence her as a
witness to a crime."

Vincent leaned forward. "And... you wish to reassure this
woman?"

"And just how, precisely," Father asked with some asperity,
"would you propose to go about doing that?"

"I don't know," the younger man shrugged, thrusting his hands
into his overcoat pockets with a sudden, almost boyish indecision.
"I thought, maybe an anonymous phone call..."

"Telling her what?" Father asked. "What is there that you
could tell her -- anonymously -- that she might conceivably find
believable?"

"Just that Naomi's in a -- a safe place somewhere -- "

"You mean," Catherine smiled, "like in a witness protection
program?"

They all turned to look at her. "Yeah," Jergen grinned.
"Like that."

"Will she believe that?" Mary asked him doubtfully.

"It's worth a try," he shrugged. "And the fact that somebody
cares enough to try to reassure her.. . that may mean something. It
isn't the kind of thing criminals would bother with, you know."

"Your concern for this woman does you credit," Vincent
observed.

"She gets involved," Jergen replied, "and she doesn't deserve
to feel the way she does right now. She does the best she can in
an inadequate system. Of course," he went on, "I wouldn't want you
to think my interest here is completely unselfish. I've been
thinking. We haven't had a Helper there in Child Social Services
for quite awhile, you know."

"And you think this woman has potential," Father said.
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"How you go about it is up to all of you, of course. I just
thought it was something you might want to consider... and who
knows, she might be glad to find out there's an alternative to
institutionalizing all those kids. But meanwhile," he went on,
"There's something else I'd like to talk with you about it, a
little later, if you have time... Something I'd like you to
discuss with the Council." His gaze flickered toward the members
nearest him; William, Rebecca, Mary, Vincent. "It's about Laurie."

"Your wife," Jacob Wells said at once, exchanging a
significant glance with Old Sam.

To Catherine, the detective looked suddenly younger, and very
vulnerable. "I — I want to bring her into the Secret."

There was wordless stirring of excitement throughout the
chamber. Jacob Wells said, "You know, of course, that is a very
serious matter."

"I've been thinking about it a lot. She can oe trusted. You
don't know her. . . and I want you to. I want to share my world, and
all of you, with her. Of course, I'll abide by the Council's
decision, but... I think it's time."

"Well," he answered very gently, "we will certainly discuss
it, and invite you to present your arguments. All right?"

Young Sam nodded and stepped back, a new light in his eyes.

"Now," Father went on, "for the next matter on our agenda.
Naomi, will you come forward, please?"

Vincent felt the child give a guilty start, under his hand.
As she did, the collar of her robe shifted to reveal the edge of a
glossy pink ruffle. He touched Catherine's hand to draw her
attention to it; for it was her own gift-nightie, which the little
girl had donned like a talisman tonight, for luck. And obviously
she'd been hoping to avoid further attention.

"Naomi," Father said again. "Please?"

She could still feel Vincent's warm hand at her back, neither
pushing nor withdrawing. It wasn't really very far to Father's
chair; it only seemed a vast interminable distance. She took one
meager, reluctant step forward, glancing once around the chamber at
the faces she could see.

She wasn't really afraid of them... not the way she'd been
that first time, when they'd all been strangers. Unlike even the
most well-meaning folk Above, these were all her friends; they
weren't going to hurt her, even if she made them mad. At lunch
even Father had been gentler than expected, although he was looking
very stern now.
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"Well, young lady," he began, "you and I had our little talk
earlier in the day. I trust that being caught Above has taught you
a lesson?"

Solemnly, she nodded.

"Very good. What have you learned?"

"Don't get caught!"

In the muffled laughter that followed, she saw the old man's
eyes dart sharply toward Mouse. "No," he said, quelling the room
with a look. "Not quite. What I was hoping you'd learned, is to
do as you're told, and never to wander off that way unattended."

"Oh," she said meekly. "Okay." She took another hesitant
step forward. "Are you going to punish me, Father?"

"That," he said in his Very Serious Voice, "is what we are
here to decide."

"You can," she said generously, sidling closer. "It's okay.
When I was hiding, I promised it."

He looked over his spectacles at her, blue eyes narrowing.
"What do you mean, child?"

"When I was hiding, I decided. If I could just get home, you
could be mad, and make me stay in my chamber forever and never let
me have dessert again, and I wouldn't mind a bit. . . if I could only
just get back again."

Father was so taken aback by this, that for a moment he could
not speak.

"It isn't fair to punish Naomi," Kipper broke in suddenly, his
bold eyes snapping. "Not unless you punish us too."

"That's right," Geoffrey added, "it was really all our fault."

Wide-eyed, she saw the other children nodding in her defense
throughout the chamber. Samantha said, "She was just following us,
Father."

"They didn't know I was," Naomi put in faintly, remembering
her promise to Vincent the night before.

"You are all perfectly right," Father answered, having
regained his composure finally. In the ensuing silence his eyes
found each one of them in turn, so that they were suddenly unsure
whether it was to their advantage that he'd agreed... or otherwise.
"Perhaps you should all be punished, after all."

When his eyes came back to the child at his knee, he saw that
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she was shaking her head vigorously. He said, "Why not, Naomi?"

"Because I don't want you to?" she guessed, with a flash of
her old, artless impudence.

"Ah. I see," he said, thinking it served him right, he had
asked...

Eric asked her suddenly, "Did they make you really scared, up
there?"

"Yes," she told him. "Catherine said they didn't mean it,
though... They just didn't know any better."

"Were they mean to you?"

Naomi thought of the scary young doctor and the big nurse, and
the woman who'd kept her from tapping... but she also remembered
Miz Burns, and the poofy-haired lady who kept pinching her cheeks,
and others who'd tried to be kind... and she didn't quite know how
to answer.

Father was concerned by her silence. "Were they, child?"

She leaned confidingly upon his knee. "It wasn't that they
were so bad to me..."

"No?"

She gazed up mournfully into his face. "They just didn't love
me the way you do, Father."

A snort of unladylike laughter, from the vicinity of
Catherine's chair, was quickly echoed elsewhere; but Father,
glancing up sharply, saw nothing but grave faces all around. "Yes.
Well. That is — "

"I'm sorry I made everybody be worried," the child went on,
toying with the frayed edge of his vest.

"Do you know why they were so worried? Why they all tried so
hard to bring you back?" he asked her severely.

"Because," she said brightly, "I am a 'rare and perfect
treasure'?"

" — It's from a story I told her, Father," Vincent put in
hastily. Leaning forward, he hooked the belt of her robe, and drew
her backwards to him once again.

"Oh. Oh, well then." Removing his glasses, the old man
rubbed the bridge of his nose. "Perhaps we ought to just go on."

"That might be best," Vincent agreed, utterly deadpan, and
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carefully avoiding Catherine's eye.

"All right," Father sighed. "Does anyone else have a thought
they would like to express?"

The tunnelfolk exchanged curious glances across the waiting
silence. After a moment, a small hesitant voice said, "I'd like to
speak."

Father looked up to see a young girl rising to her feet in one
corner. The infant he'd delivered slept safely in her arms. "Yes,
Lena?"

"Well, I was just thinking..." Shyly, she tossed the soft
blonde bangs out of her eyes.

"It's all right," Vincent told her. "Go on."

"When I first came here," Lena said slowly, "I was desperate,
and I didn't know what to expect. I mean you could have been
anything... and anything would've been better than -- than what I
knew. But you turned out to be so kind, and you accepted me." She
took a deep breath. "Then later, when I got confused and left
again..."

"Lena," Father said, "you don't have to — "

"No, I want to. It's important." Her blue eyes were
steady... resolute. "I ran away. I left my baby. I ran right
back to what I'd been before. I'd probably still be there, scared
to come back and face you, if Catherine hadn't found me again."

Catherine felt a large, furred hand close warmly and unseen
over her own.

"Even then, I was afraid of what you'd all say. But when I
came back down the tunnel and saw Vincent waiting there, holding my
baby..." She smiled down at the sleeping child, whose life would
be so different from her own. "He gave her back to me, and you
know what?" Her eyes lifted again, and they were wide with wonder.
"All he said was, ^Welcome home, Lena.'"

Secretly Catherine turned her hand in Vincent's, and squeezed
his fingers too.

The blonde girl continued, "I'd done a terrible thing. Left
my baby... broken trust with my new friends. Anybody I've ever
known would've had a lot to say about it, if they let me come back
at all. But you... you welcomed me home. Not just for the baby's
sake, either — but for me. " Her gaze moved from face to face
among them. "It meant everything."

"And so," Father prompted her gently after a moment, "what you
mean to say is...?"
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"Father... nobody here meant to do a terrible thing. Maybe
the kids did sneak out to hear the music, but they didn't know what
would happen, and they've been feeling pretty awful ever since."

"You know that's true," Mary whispered to him, over a
widespread murmur of agreement.

"So," Lena went on, "they've been punishing themselves all
along. Naomi's had a real hard time too. And if you want us all
to learn to be more careful, well, I think we've been giving that
a lot of thought."

"I see," Father said solemnly, his eyes twinkling surrender.
"What, then, do you propose we do?"

"Well..." Lena took a firmer hold on her child, hesitating
with a newcomer's sudden reluctance to be forward. She threw
Catherine a pleading look.

"I think what Lena is proposing," Catherine said, just as if
it wasn't already clear, "is that we just... welcome Naomi home."

"And leave it at that?" Father asked.

"Yes," she told him, sensing Vincent's support, and feeling
the child catch at her free hand. "And leave it at that."

"It's getting rather late," Father was saying, not for the
first time, "If you can't agree on what you'd like to hear..."

A circle of children crowded the worn .carpet before him. They
stopped their squabbling, unwilling to be sent to bed just yet; and
those adults still scattered about the edges of the chamber
exchanged amused and familiar glances. Vincent, his chair drawn up
close beside Catherine's, smiled too; in earlier years he too had
conspired, like them, to prolong such evenings.

The older children now bent their heads together, whispering
fiercely among themselves.

"Well?"

It was Kipper who spoke up. "Do the one about Alf."

"vAlf?" Father looked back at him blankly. "I'm not sure I
know -- "
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"Yes, you do," Geoffrey insisted, with a hintful look at
Naomi, sitting shyly at the edge of their group, on a little stool
at Vincent's feet. " You know, Father — Alf. "

"Ah, yes," the elder said, recovering nicely. "Yes, of
course. I remember. Everyone ready?" And he began,

"In Xanadu did Kubla Khan
A stately pleasure dome decree:
Where Alf, the Sacred River Rat
Ran through caverns measureless to man
Down to a sunless sea..."

Naomi, who'd been very subdued since the public welcome that
had ended the meeting, now wriggled excitedly and tugged at
Vincent's trouser-leg. Smiling too, he nodded and placed one
clawed fingertip to his lips until she subsided.

It seemed only moments later, as the reading went on, that he
felt Catherine pulling urgently at his sleeve. His eyes followed
where she pointed, down,

Naomi had been sitting very quietly at his knee. Eric had
stationed himself cross-legged only inches away, his back to her.
Now the little girl had somehow caught a bit of fraying yarn and
was unravelling, row by row, a knitted patch on the back of the
boy's sweater. She did this as small children will do such things,
innocently and with complete concentration, without a thought for
the consequences.

Hardly had Vincent glanced down when Eric -- perhaps feeling
one tug less careful than the rest — said, "Hey," and began to
turn, causing Father to look up scowling; and in the twinkling of
an eye Vincent had plucked the thread from Naomi's fingers and sat
there holding it for all to see.

Eric gaped up at him. The other children, some of whom had
seen what happened, muffled giggles behind their hands. Father
said, "Vincent, what on earth — !"

"I'm sorry, Father," Vincent said, looking up with an
expression of wide-eyed guiltlessness such as Father hadn't seen
there in thirty years. "I don't know what I could have been
thinking of."

Eyes narrowing, Father studied him — and then Naomi, who'd
leapt up and was now looking worshipfully into his son's face.

"Don't worry, Eric," said Mary, and her voice was full of
laughter. "I'll fix it for you later. It won't take a moment."

Vincent relinquished the incriminating strand and looked down,
his eyes smiling too, at the little girl pressed closely at his
knee. "Yes, Naomi?" he asked innocently, as though even she
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couldn't possibly have seen the thing aright.

She grinned back impishly. Reaching up, she caught his soft-
bristled cheek between small tweaking fingers, and looked to
Catherine. "Izzat a face," she asked, "or izzat a face?"

. . . When the chamber began to quiet again finally (some of the
adults having sunk weakly into chairs, and others -- like Catherine
herself -- still wiping away tears of laughter), Father dabbed
covertly at his own eyes and looked down at the children now strewn
gaily round the carpet at his feet. "It's past your bedtime," he
sighed. "Shall I finish this, or...?"

Samantha sat up, still holding her middle. "Tell us a story,
Father!"

"Just one," Eric pleaded, sensing a reprieve.

"Yeah," Kipper chimed in. "Tell us a storv of somebody's
coming!"

Vincent settled Naomi firmly onto her footstool again, and
took Catherine's hand as Father began. "Who should it be, I wonder
-- Rebecca, or Eric? William, or Laura?... No, I know." And he
leaned forward, lowering his voice to catch their full attention.
"Once upon a time, not so very long ago, Vincent came to me and
said, "There's a child lost in the streets.' At first I thought he
meant one of ours, one of you — "

"But he didn't," Samantha broke in, her voice hushed with
anticipation. Father always began this kind of story without
saying the name, so you had to guess who it was about.

"No, he didn't," Father agreed, "although that would, in time,
come to be true." And he looked toward Naomi, with eyes that were
at once both sharp and soft.

The child stood up, electrified. This was her story he was
telling! She remembered other evenings, listening enthralled to
the stories her friends' beginnings here; Kipper's coming, Eric's
rescue, Mouse's capture... Not once had it occurred to her that
someday he might tell her story too. She turned, her face
alight --

Catherine touched a finger to her lips, and drew the little
girl into her lap. "Just listen," she whispered, cradling that
bright tousled head on her shoulder. Glancing sideways at Vincent,
she found him watching with the eyes of love.

Father went on, his soft voice recalling all the small crises
of the tale; search and rescue, sickness and recovery; deliverance
from an evil man whose end Father made final, while allowing it to
remain (for the sake of their dreams) comfortably obscure.
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"Is that the end?" asked Eric.

"Why, no," Father answered; and he went on, almost as though
it were an afterthought, to speak of the trying time they had all
just come through. His words carried them safely to the moment; to
this chamber, on this very night. "Many of us were frightened, I
know," he concluded. "But we worked together, and we didn't lose
hope. And before long, you see, the one who was lost came to be
found again... and was brought back, to where she belongs."

In the ensuing silence Naomi turned her head on Catherine's
shoulder, to look up into her face. "Is this the part where we get
to live happily ever after?"

"Yes," Catherine whispered back. "I'm sure it is."
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Epilogue

Catherine sat up suddenly in bed, gasping at the chill of
waking. The dream... the dream had been warm.

She pressed the heels of her hands over her eyes, shutting out
even the dark; she breathed deeply, evenly, to slow her racing
pulse. Better try having nightmares instead, she chided herself,
ruefully. She rubbed the back of, her neck, finding the skin warm
and damp under her hair, though the air in the room was cool.

Adding to her restlessness lately was the worry that, in the
weeks since the common meeting, she hadn't seen Vincent as often as
she'd hoped; and when they did meet he seemed somehow preoccupied,
even distant.

And yet she was dreaming more frequently... dreaming of him.
Sometimes, like tonight, it was exactly the kind of dream he was
certain to find most disturbing, if he sensed it (and she was
somehow sure he could, and did). At other times she seemed only to
glimpse him there on the periphery, his presence almost more
sensory than visual.

Tonight, she still felt that way. Tonight it was as though
she need only turn her head to meet his eye, or reach out to find
his hand awaiting hers...

Catherine lifted her head, her eyes widening suddenly with
realization, her heart leaping with certainty. For a long moment
even yet she did not move; and then, still silently, she turned to
look.

Pale winter moonlight washed the terrace, and painted the
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glass doorpanes with his unmoving silhouette. He had not tapped,
to wake her; yet when she had, he hadn't tried to slip away unseen.

Catherine slipped out of bed and crossed the room barefoot.
She pushed the right-side door open and stood there looking up at
him, feeling more than the cold prickling over her skin.

There were ice-crystals edging the hood of his cloak, and
glittering in the strands of hair blowing free around his face.
How long had he been waiting outside in the cold? She almost said,
What are you doing here? -- and yet she knew. That same certainty
also told her that if she'd been unsure, if she'd denied his
presence or lain there pretending sleep, he would have accepted
that too. He would have gone; and never, by a single word, would
he have reproached her for it later.

A chill wind lifted her hair, plucking at her nightgown as she
stood there gazing up into his face. When he spoke finally, his
voice was no more than a whisper, full of longina. "Catherine?"

Smiling, she put out her hand to draw him inside.
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AFTERWORD

I thought about calling this book

Promises to Keep II
(Castles in the Air)

the last moment, I decided against- it.

Other t i t l e s suggested themselves, of course.
"Night of the Living Social Workers," for one; or, as it
kept growing, "War and Peace"!

Halfway through it a rather-more-organized writer-
friend happened to ask, "How long is it going to be?"
(You know the type. Counts words. Does outlines.} "I
have no idea," I stammered. "I just write t i l l I'm
finished!

And that's what happened here.

I :. -ant to have this done almost
the Navy transferred me to a job with
greater stress... but quite apart fro;
itself took on a life of its own and

a year ago. Then
longer hours and

n that, the story
just kept getting

bigger and BIGGER, until I began to think you were ail
just going to have to take numbers and cone to my house,
one by one, to read it.

To my readers who do not write: You probably think
the rest of us know what we're doing, out here. That
isn't necessarily true -- not in the beginning, anyway.
Deadlines and editing, printer's costs, missing pages,
fliers, reproducing artwork, laminating, color-copying,
covers, binding, postage (book-rate vs first-class),
overseas mailings... We learn about these things along
the way. And along the way, especially if you're a one-
woman shop like me, these things sometimes get in the way
of the creative process.

Editing can be fun, though. A friend volunteered to
type the first "Promises to Keep" into her computer; then
we proofread each other. At one point,
flying at Vincent in a "furry of denial."
overturned the great cauldron, Vincent
severely she might have been "scaled" (scalded)
the best one, though, occurred in Catherine's office

she had Eric
And when Naomi
reali zed how
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where there was t a l k of
a "police 1ion-up.

And in one chapter of
this second book, I
found I rdL typed a

passage i r*- WHICH
Father realized he'd

spent his whole lif e
"keeping Vinoent safe f rom ham.

Friends are already asking me if
there w i l l be a third b^ok in the

"Promises" series. Now that's an
interesting thought; and at our weekly
"B&B" meeting one day, we bandied about
some possible sequel-type t i t l e s :

The Return of Naomi
Son of Naomi
Naomi Lives
My Friend Naomi
Thunderhead, Son of Naomi
Naomi Wars
Naomi Strikes Back
The Wrath of Naomi
Naomi: The Next Generation
The Day Naomi Stood Still
It 's a Wonderful Naomi
Naomi Come-Home
Gone With Naomi
Abbott & Cost el lo Meet Naomi

i
and perhaps eventually, Promises to Keep VI: Naomi Takes
Manhattan.

Anyway... keep your fingers crossed.

Be w e l l , and keep the Dream alive.
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Afterthought

I'd like to dedicate this story
'specially to good friends like Laurie,
who — when I confessed one day
I thought that I'd heard Vincent say
a "Sacred River Rat" once ran
through caverns measureless to man —
said, "Doesn't he?" and joined usf after,
in our idiotic laughter...

That's what friends are for, I guess —
to share that kind of foolishness.
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