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Valentine's Day
by Lynette Combs

(with thanks to Teri Mtifanan)

ls

"Father?" Vincent paused at the top of the spiral stair-
way, the musty library stacks rising darkly at his back.
Below him, the large, cluttered study appeared to be
empty. "Father, are you here?"

Limping into view from beneath the loft, Jacob Wel
looked up in surprise. "What are you doing up there?"

"Looking for you." Vincent started down the stair
case, settling his cloak over broad shoulders -- a
gesture not lost upon his foster-father.

The old man narrowed his eyes. "You're going out?
"It's after dark." Pausing halfway down, Vincent

recognized the kind of sharp look he remembered from
when, as a boy, he might have thrown a leg over the
slippery spiral bannister and ridden it to ground-
level. Now he descended more sedately,
secretly to himself.

smiling

"Vincent,
wouldn ' t go."

"I know,"
comfort ingly.
though he were

you know I — I wish you

he said, almost
It was as
forever

iThis story takes place shortly after
the episode "Seige.")



an adolescent in need of protection; the old man had never quite
gotten used to these forays into the world Above. The love demon-
strated by such concern made this occasional censure decidedly
easier to bear. Stepping nearer, Vincent leaned down to press his
leonine lips to that gray head, reassuringly. "I will be careful,
Father, I promise."

The patriarch leaned away, clasping the head of his walking-
stick. "You do always say that, Vincent, but so far I can't say
I've seen much evidence of it!"

"Now, Father --
"Don't you 'now Father' me, dear boy. It seems to me, it was

only a few weeks ago that you came slinking back home covered in
burns --

"Father!" Vincent tried for an air of injured innocence, his
golden brows rising. "I was only a little singed. And," he added
virtuously, "I never slink."

"Even so -- "
"Father, I told you, I had no choice but to act as I did. It

all happened very quickly. If I had hesitated --
"Yes, yes," Father said impatiently, having already lost this

point on rebuttal. "I do understand: There was a fire, you could
hardly have done otherwise, and I am proud of you, make no mistake.
But really, in the future you must take greater care with your own
safety."

"I will, Father," Vincent promised him solemnly -- although
neither of them had the slightest idea how this was to be accomp-
1ished.

Somewhat mollified, the patriarch nodded. "And how are your
new friends?"

"Very well, now that no one is attempting to force them from
their homes. Sophie is recovering from the stress of the ordeal,
and soon may be strong enough to accompany Mischa here on a visit."

"Now, Vincent, you know how I feel about --
"There are good people, Father; reliable Helpers. And they

have already seen me, and accepted me."
"Well," Father grumbled, "I suppose one can never have too

many friends." He paused, pulling thoughtfully at his beard. His
keen old eyes took note of the special care Vincent had taken with
his clothes this night, and the fact that he had apparently made
some attempt to brush the tangles from the burnished hair that fell
wildly, nevertheless, over his shoulders. "But I see, you're not
going to visit them."

"... No."
"You're going to see...?" He didn't actually say "her," in

the tone he had been wont to use in the beginning; but Vincent knew
that using her name easily would have implied an acceptance of the
situation that the old man hadn't yet found in himself.

Sti l l , he had deliberately tried to soften his tone, and for
that Vincent was thankful. "I'm going to visit Catherine," he said
gently, "yes."

"I suppose there's nothing I can say to dissuade you?"
"Nothing," his son said cheerfully. "After all, it is --
"I know what day it is," Father said a little querulously.

"The children made hearts and flowers at a frantic pace all day



long. They ran William quite out of wheat-flour paste, and all but
glued themselves together by bath-time. Fortunately, they proved
to be water-soluble."

"Fortunate indeed," Vincent said with grave amusement, and
moved toward the short metal stair near the door.

"Vincent -- "
There was an odd note in his voice, one that made the younger

man pause and turn. "Yes?"
"You're not going like that, are you?"
Mystified, Vincent looked down at himself; at his clothes,

freshly washed and patched, and at his open hands as he raised them
questioningly. "Father?"

"What I mean to say is, you're not going... er, empty-handed,
are you?"

Vincent's blue eyes widened; he could barely conceal his
astonishment. It was quite literally the last thing he would have
expected to hear.

"After all," the old man said, with a wry puckish smile, "to-
night is --

"I, too, know the date," Vincent teased him in return.
Of course you do, Jacob Wells thought ruefully. I must have

been deluded to think that I could keep you home on such an even-
ing! And after all, what can all such previous holidays have meant^
to you through the years -- except to exalt a romantic ideal the
whole world seemed to share, and you could not? I'll wager this
year will be different; and however it may end for you and Cather-
ine eventually, I'll try to put away my misgivings just this once,
and wish you whatever happiness you may find in it. "Well, then?"
he went on, pressing the question. "What have you in mind?"

"Kipper told me," his son confided, "that there are early
spring roses blooming in the park."

"Ah, yes, of course." Roses, he thought with a sudden pang.
There had been a time -- oh, once upon a time! -- when rosebuds had
a special meaning for him and for someone he held dear, as well.
He shut away the stirrings of memory at once, out of long habit;
and before Vincent could remark upon his sudden quiet, there was
the sound of running feet in the tunnel outside.

"Vincent, Vincent!" Ten-year-old Samantha burst into the
chamber in her nightgown, her brown hair flying and her brown eyes
dancing. "Oh, good, I was afraid you left already!"

She fairly flung herself off the top of the low stair into his
arms, knowing he'd catch her; and he did, spinning around with her
once before he set her on her feet again, chuckling.

"Samantha," Father said, "isn't it past your bedtime? What's
all this?"

"Mary let me help with the baking," the girl said, still a
little breathlessly. "I wanted to make something special for
Vincent, and we just got finished. I was afraid you'd leave before
I could give it to you!" She beamed up at Vincent. "Close your
eyes and hold out your hands."

He complied at once, spreading his great furred hands in anti-
cipation. "All right."

Reverently she gave him a rather lopsided packet loosely
wrapped in ragged cloth.



Eyes still squeezed tightly shut, he let his face show sur-
prise. "Still warm," he murmured.

"Okay, you can look."
He did, turning the bundle in his hands as carefully as though

it might contain the finest crystal. After a moment he lifted it
to his face, and sniffed.

The child, able to see only his eyes, saw them smile at her
over the wrappings. She grinned back at him. "Guess what it is!"

Father said, "Whatever it is, it certainly smells delicious."
Samantha erupted into giggles. "It's cookies! Mary helped me

make them, for a present."
Vincent opened the bundle -- carefully -- and gingerly with-

drew a large sample. It was a thick and lumpy cookie, roughly and
painstakingly heart-shaped and lightly blackened round the edges.
A slather of pink frosting, pocked with the baker's fingerprints,
completed the illusion. Placing the misshapen thing back among its
fellows, Vincent looked up to see Samantha's hopeful eyes upon him.
He said, "For me?"

"Nope." Her brown eyes sparkled merrily. "They're special
holiday cookies. I really made them for Catherine. You're going
there now, aren't you? Will you give them to her?"

"I will," he promised, deeply touched.
"Good," she nodded. "So maybe I'll meet her someday?"
"Perhaps," he smiled, shaking his head. He could only marvel

at the "underground" intelligence that operated so efficiently that
even this child knew details of his life he had assumed were
private. "Samantha, this is very generous of you."

"Yes, it is," Father agreed. "What made you think of it?"
"Well," said the child, "I was thinking, when we were all mak-

ing cards for each other today. You and Mary said you kept the
cards you got all during the years -- even back when Vincent and
Devin were little."

"That's right," Vincent said, "he's kept all the gifts we
children have given him through the years."

"Anyway," Samantha went on, "I was thinking that, from what
you said, Catherine doesn't have any children -- maybe hardly any
family at all. So, who will send her cards that she can keep in a
box, like Father does? Or special presents? I wanted her to know
somebody was thinking of her, even if we never met. I didn't want
her to be lonesome."

"That's very kind of you," Vincent told her sincerely. "I
think it will mean a great deal to her."

"When you guys get married someday," she told him solemnly,
"then it will be your job to think of things like this."

"I understand," he assured her, ignoring Father's snort of
astonishment, or outrage. "Off to bed with you, now... and thank
you."

She threw her arms around each of them in turn before she
left, well satisfied with the way things had gone.

"You'll be off as well, I suppose," Father sighed.
"Yes. The moon will be well up."
"Now, remember --
"I know, Father," Vincent smiled. "I'll be careful."



Vincent stood in one corner of the balcony, looking out over
the city lights and the darkened expanse that was Central Park.
The air was fresh and cool on his skin, and once again he felt the
sense of fragile, indescribable freedom that his arrival here
always brought him.

It was a place she shared only with him; a retreat that some-
how existed between, or perhaps outside of, their own restrictive
worlds. Yet even now, after months during which he had felt the
bond between them growing in strength and meaning, he sometimes
felt like an intruder here; if not unsure of her welcome, then
perhaps unsure of his right to that welcome. Sometimes, it was all
he could do to lift his hand to give the diffident tap that would
signal his arrival to her.

He stood looking over the city a moment longer. Each point of
light, a window; each window, a glimpse into other lives going on
all around him. He allowed himself to think, for a moment, of
couples meeting each other for dinner this holiday night; newlyweds
hurrying home from work, young lovers keeping secret rendezvous...
Such thoughts had always caused him pain, and he'd avoided them as
assiduously as he had the sickness of envy they had sometimes
aroused in him.

Until fate had brought Catherine so unexpectedly into his
life.

Now he saw this city with new eyes; saw it filled with people
who were perhaps more like him -- or he, more like them — than he
had ever dared to suppose. Even now, although he couldn't see
them, he knew that everywhere, men were calling on their dearest
loves; arriving, as he had, bearing gifts.

He already held the cookie-packet in one hand. Now, with the
other, he reached into a pocket of his cloak and drew forth the
perfect red rose he'd picked in the park garden. Its color was so
deep and rich that in this dim light it seemed almost a velvety
black. One petal caught in a fold of his cloak, and fell away
through the dark; and clumsy with dismay, Vincent pricked his thumb
on a thorn he hadn't seen.

No matter, he reassured himself, reexamining the bloom. It
was not much the worse for wear despite being pocketed for the
journey here.

He turned toward the French doors. For a moment he saw the
city lights reflected there; then his eyes focussed beyond the
glass, probing the softly-lit livingroom within.

He did not see Catherine, although he felt her nearby; in
another room, perhaps. Shifting the cookies to the crook of his
arm, he raised his hand to rap at the panes.

The sound of the doorbell rang out in the apartment.
Startled, he stepped back into the shadows. Was Catherine expect-
ing guests? Had his trip here been in vain after all?

He caught his breath as Catherine emerged from the bedroom.
She was wearing a gown of rich red velvet, a shade that matched
exactly the rose still in his hand. There was a bow of the



identical shade in her hair, which fell in a soft light-brown wave
over her bare shoulders.

He'd never seen her in red before. She is so beautiful, he
thought, hearing the words as though they had been spoken by some-
one else. It hurt to look at her and yet he couldn't look away.
She must be expecting someone, he thought, his heart sinking.
Deliberately, he bruised himself with the disappointment he ought
to have expected. Why else would she be dressed in such a way?

He shrank further into the darkness as she unlocked the dead-
bolt and swung the door wide. Outside, in the hall, Vincent could
see a middle-aged man clad in a blue-gray uniform and cap; her
doorman, perhaps? Vincent could hear the fellow joking with her,
then apologizing for bothering her so late; but he'd nearly forgot-
ten to make a delivery that had come earlier that afternoon.

Into her hands he thrust a stunning bouquet of long-stemmed
red roses, rimmed with a froth of baby's breath; and then, as she
struggled to keep it all from spilling onto the carpet, he produced
an enormous heart-shaped box of European chocolates, complete with
card and satin bow.

With thanks, Catherine shut the door; and dropping the candy-
box on the nearest sofa, she slit the card open with a fingernail
and read the contents.

It would be from Elliot Burch, Vincent was sure. Elliot,
who was a king in his own way, in his own world; Elliot, who was
wealthy beyond imagining and who could afford to give Catherine all
the magnificence she deserved in life. She had rejected him, it
was true; but a man like Elliot Burch was used to finding a way to
get what he wanted, and Catherine had mentioned only days before
that he hadn't given up.

Or perhaps the gifts were from Tom, the architect she'd been
seeing last year, before she'd been attacked. Had he returned, was
he attempting to woo her back?

His heart sinking still further -- if that were possible --
Vincent looked from the huge bouquet she held in one arm to the
rose now trembling in his hand. It somehow looked more bedraggled
than it had only moments before, with its wild, gnarled stem and
missing petal .

Then he raised his eyes again, and they fell on the glossy box
of sweets. While knowing nothing of the actual cost of such things,
Vincent was perfectly aware that someone had gone to great expense
to impress Catherine tonight.

He gazed down at the rag-wrapped, lopsided packet of cookies
he'd brought with him; and pictured them, burnt and lumpy and mis-
shapen, revealed to her eyes. Eyes that would still be dazzled
with the fineries she'd just received. What were his poor offerings
compared to such things, which after all were no more than she de-
served?

But she need not see these offerings — or him. He was sudden-
ly resolved. No doubt she was only marking time, anyway, until it
was time to leave for the party for which she was apparently
dressed, or until her dinner-date arrived... And it would be one
of the aforementioned suitors -- or one of the men from her office,
an attorney, a man of significant and visible accomplishments and
formal education. A man suited to her needs, suited to the world



in which she lived, and would always live.
It was a world that had no place for him.
In a hurry now to be gone, Vincent stepped backward; in step-

ping, stumbled; and in stumbling, upset a small potted plant in a
tall, thin wrought-iron stand. It went over with a crash, and he
froze.

"Vincent? Is that you?"
A glance through the glass; Catherine had dropped the bouquet

near the candy-box and was hurrying forward, already reaching out
to unlatch the doors.

Vincent looked around him wildly. In that instant his only
thought was to hide his unworthy gifts; later, he wondered why he
hadn't simply thrown them back over the balcony-rail behind him.
But there hadn't been time to think, as panic paralyzed him.

— Then the doors swung wide and not knowing what else to do,
he thrust both hands behind him.

"I'm so glad to see you!" Catherine cried, throwing her arms
around him. The force of her hug, and the joy that surged through
the bond from her heart to his, rocked Vincent to his heels.
"Catherine..."

"I was hoping you'd come." Lifting her head from his chest,
she looked up into his face. What she saw there dimmed her wel-
coming smile. "Is something wrong?"

"I -- I didn't mean to disturb you."
"You're not 'disturbing' me," she scolded, feeling the need to

reassure him, and not sure why. She pulled away a little, without
relinquishing her hold on his massive shoulders, realizing as she
did so that he hadn't returned her embrace. It was so unlike him;
Catherine knew that he cherished those too-brief moments of phys-
ical closeness just as she did. In fact -- and she glanced down to
make sure -- his hands seemed to be hidden behind him, underneath
the heavy folds of his hooded cloak.

But that wasn't as immediately perplexing as the guarded sad-
ness she saw in his expression, and the way his blue eyes avoided
meeting hers. "Tell me what's the matter, Vincent."

"Catherine, I won't stay. I don't want to keep you from..."
"From what?" She frowned. "Keep me from what?"
"From your..." He shrugged, feeling the warmth of her small

hands through the patchwork fabrics. "It's plain that you have
plans."

"Plans? No." She smiled again. "I don't have any plans.
Only... hopes."

"But your -- your dress," he stammered.
"Oh, this?" She stepped away and turned once for his

inspection. The skirt of the garment swirled outward, then fell
back around her body in deep crimson folds. "Do you like it?"

. His mouth went dry. "It's... lovely."
"Good, I'm glad you think so." Moving closer, she reached up

to clasp his shoulders again. "Maybe it was wrong of me to just
assume you'd come tonight -- you hadn't said anything about it --
but I really did hope..."

His eyes widened, as though he couldn't believe what he was
hearing. "You wore -- this -- for me?"

"Of course." Her puzzlement was plain. "Who did you think I



was wearing it for?"
His eyes darted past her, to the apartment's interior and the

items lying on the sofa; and as if reading his mind, she sighed.
"Oh, those." She didn't wait for him to ask the question that she
knew must be foremost in his mind. "Yes, they're from Elliot. He
hasn't given up on me yet. Unfortunately."

"Beautiful things," he murmured.
" — But they're only things." She shook her head, and the

moonlight glinted softly in her hair. "Elliot hasn't learned, yet,
that even the most -'valuable' gifts are worthless, if given with an
empty heart."

His voice, when he spoke, was nearly inaudible. "You could
teach him, Catherine. Someone with a heart as — as full as
yours, could easily redeem such a man."

"Oh, Vincent," she exclaimed, "surely you didn't see all that,
and think —

"I had just arrived," he said quickly, not wishing her to
think he'd simply been lingering, voyeurist ical ly, out on her
balcony. "And when I saw his gifts arrive, I thought... I was
sure..."

"You thought I'd reconsidered my decision about Elliot?" Her
eyes filled up with a kind of compassion. She remembered the
tragic fatalism with which Vincent had so recently said to her,
Someday, someone will come. And you ui 11 live another life... and
dream another dream. "After all that's happened, did you think I'd
already found someone else to --

"I thought you'd be going out," he said simply. "On a night
like this, when the whole world is celebrating love —

-- I was waiting for you," she said, with quiet and unmis-
takable emphasis.

"I thought, surely you deserve --
"I don't want you to think," she told him, impulsively. "In-

stead, just for a minute, I want you to feel."
Startled, he stared at her. "To... to feel?"
"And trust in your feelings." And in mine, she thought. "Just

for a minute," she urged him. "Please?"
Resistance was impossible; he could deny her nothing. After

a moment he inclined his wild head, just fractionally; a kind of
wordless surrender.

"What did you feel..." she began, haltingly. "What did you
feel me feeling, when I realized you were here? When I ran to open
the door?" She remembered the rush of love and joy she had felt;
and she saw his eyes widen now with remembrance -- or perhaps he
was experiencing it afresh, along with her. "You can't deny that,
Vincent. You can't." Daring him deliberately, so that he almost
smiled. Almost.

"You mentioned my heart," she whispered? and still holding him
by the shoulders, she gave him a little exasperated shake. "My
heart is full, Vincent... because you are there. Surely you know
that?"

He was shaking his head, but hope blazed in his deep eyes,
however he might try later to suppress or deny it.

She said, "This 'connection' we share... It was all so new to
me, so different from anything I'd ever experienced or been led to

\



believe was 'real.' It is real, Vincent. I meant what I said to
you that night at the tunnel entrance: Our bond has become the
most real thing in my life. But at first I hardly understood what
I was feeling. I mean, sometimes I'd find myself thinking, 'How
can this even be happening?' I didn't know how we were connected,
or what it could mean to my life. I didn't know what 'part' you
were meant to play — (with her eyes, she apologized for the
word) -- or what part you wanted to play. But I think sometimes
you aren't sure either."

His silence was eloquent, his eyes brimming with emotion; but
he stood like stone, not reaching out either to draw her closer, or
to push her away.

She went on, deliberately. "So, yes, there are things I still
don't understand. And I think that sometimes, even though I haven't
learned to sense your feelings as clearly as you do mine... some-
times, I feel your fear, and think that it's my own. But it's all
right to be afraid, I think, as long as it doesn't paralyze us.
After all, we're both sort of feeling our way along, aren't we?
It's new to both of us. There may never have been anything like
this... like us... in the world before."

Her fearless wonderment stunned him. "Catherine," he inter-
rupted her, his soft voice roughened with emotion. "There may be
good reasons for us to be afraid."

"There may be better reasons for us not to be," she pointed/^
out, thinking, Oh, why won't you put your arms around me?

"There are dangers," he said desperately, as though in answer.
"Love is always dangerous — especially in New York City," she

tried to joke. "Just ask any of my friends."
"But Catherine —
"Those are things we can't know yet," she insisted. "But when

Elliot came into my life -- swept in, in that way he has -- then
something in me knew there was a choice involved. An important
choice, Vincent, even if I didn't feel ready to face it yet."

There was pain in his face, and hope, and despair. "And now?"
"I've thought a lot about it, ever since," she admitted. "You

must know that. And I've come to believe that I would have chosen
you, whatever kind of man Elliot had turned out to be. Good or
bad, weak or strong... because our love, yours and mine, this bond
we share, has nothing to do with Elliot or anyone else. He was a
distraction, Vincent. But then, thinking about him made me focus
completely on you and what was happening to us."

"And now?" he asked again. "What is to happen to 'us' now?"
"I don't know," she said honestly. "And you don't, either.

The only thing I'm sure of, is that we can only go forward. We
can't go back."

His face was desperate, as though he'd hoped that she could
grant them both that special dispensation. "And if we could?"

"What would you do — or undo?" she demanded, softly but no
less insistently. "I know that sometimes you hate yourself for the
changes and the 'dangers' you think you've brought into my life.
-- Oh, yes, I know," she answered his surprise. "But would you
change any part of it, even if you could? If you really had it to
do over, would you somehow not rescue me in the park that night?"

He let out a great sigh, his head dropping in defeat. The



though of not having her in his life -- of choosing that, once his
soul had known the touch of hers — was unbearable. She had
changed his life, irrevocably, as well. "No," he groaned, and she
felt the great muscles in his arms tense beneath her fingers.

"No? Are you sure?" she teased him gently. "You wouldn't
just drop a quarter in the nearest street-phone, and call nine-one-
one? "

He threw back his head suddenly, as though challenging the
very heavens with his reply. "No!"

"No." Serious again, Catherine nodded, as though that were no
less than she'd expected. She waited until his eyes dropped to hers
again. "Love is selfish, isn't it. But that's okay too, you know.
And I don't think we've found -- either of us -- that there's so
much of it in the world that we can afford to deny any that comes
our way, just because it might be dangerous, or 'unworthy,' or --
or whatever. Can we?"

"Catherine," he said, shaking his head with a rueful kind of
wonder. "What shall we do?"

"Take it one day at a time," she suggested. "Or one night.
Nights like this have a magic all their own, don't you think? It
would be a shame to waste it."

She was waiting for me, he thought, finally daring to accept
the realization, cherishing it anew. She was hoping I'd come...
tonight, of all nights.

Catherine felt him begin to relax. She moved her hands down
his arms a little; and found them still locked in place, his hands
still hidden. "Vincent, what's the matter? Ever since you got
here I've been waiting for you to... I mean..." She sighed; it was
hard for her to ask, even now. "I need you to put your arms around
me, Vincent."

She saw his eyes widen at her forthrightness; then he bowed
his head again, but with a kind of guilty shyness that took her by
surprise, and piqued her curiosity. "Vincent?" She ran her hands
down to tug persuasively at his elbows. His hands remained where
they were -- hidden behind him. It suddenly occurred to her that
she hadn't seen them since he'd arrived, and that "hidden" was
perhaps the operative word here. "What is it? What have you got
back there?" What could he have brought with him, that now he
didn't want her to see?

He was like a schoolboy, caught in some misdeed and hiding the
evidence behind his back. It was a part of his nature Catherine
had rarely glimpsed? a vulnerability so unexpectedly endearing that
she felt her heart break a little all over again, sweetly and with
hardly any pain. Could you feel that, too? she wondered, and
reached up to touch his cheek, and lift his gold-bristled chin.
"There is something, isn't there?" she asked, when his eyes met
hers again. "Show me."

She saw the decision in his eyes. Slowly, hesitantly, he
brought one hand from behind his back. In it, he held a rough
bundle tied up in a clean but tattered bit of cloth.

"For me?" she asked.
"For you," he answered.
In his waiting silence then, Catherine felt a tentativeness,

a hopefulness she didn't quite understand. Carefully she untied



one end of it and reached inside. "Oh!" she said, bringing out one
lopsided, thickly-frosted heart. It was large in her small hand.
"Doesn't that smell wonderful! Who made them?"

"Samantha," he answered, still shyly, his eyes shining at her
transparent delight. "A little girl who lives Below with us. She
knows of you, and made these as a special gift."

She knows of me, Catherine thought, surprised. Even the
children know? How many in your world know of me -- and, unlike
Father, are so happy about my continuing to be a part of your life?
For during the ten days she'd spent Below, recovering from her
injuries, she'd spoken with no one but Vincent. And even as he'd
walked her back to the surface, he'd introduced her to none of the
people she'd glimpsed in passing. "Samantha," she repeated, savor-
ing the name of this new friend. "I can't wait to meet her." Smil-
ing, she put the cookie back; and taking the package from him, she
set it aside on a small table by the door. "Why were you hiding
them? — Oh," she said, remembering that he'd watched Elliot's
gifts being delivered. "Oh, no."

"Yes," he confessed. "I saw those beautiful things arrive, and
I thought..." But he saw her shaking her head with comprehension,
and was grateful that he needn't elaborate. "It's clear that I owe
you and Samantha each an apology."

She looked at him thoughtfully, her head on one side. "How old
is she?"

The question seemed to surprise him. "Ten... nearly eleven, I
believe."

"Then apologize to her in your heart, for now," she chided him
gently, "because it will be years before she'll be able to under-
stand, and not be hurt."

"But... you understand?"
She nodded, her emerald eyes holding his. Her hand lifted

again, as though of its own accord, to stroke lightly along the
line of his jaw.

He caught her fingers in his. "Then... how shall I apologize
to you?" he asked.

"That's easy," she answered. "Just show me what's in your
other hand."

For a moment he didn't respond, but stood motionless, his head
bowed. It was late now, and dark, but the small terrace-lamp lit
his face with amber lightlights; and a little light shone through
the glass behind her too. Despite the city glittering at his back,
she could see the sparkle of his blue eyes as he watched her from
beneath sandy lashes.

"Don't be afraid," she whispered to him, as he so often had to
her.

Still holding her hand, Vincent upturned it in his own; and
carefully, from behind his back, he brought forth the wild red rose
and touched it to her palm.

"Oh, Vincent!" Her fingers closed around his, enfolding them
and the bloom. This was no pampered hothouse flower but an outdoor
pioneer, no less lovely for all its hardiness. "Isn't it beauti-
ful! Where did you find it, so early in the season? I haven't
seen anything blooming anywhere."

He smiled, delighted and relieved at her reaction." "It's been



so warm, these past weeks," he said. "In the park gardens there's
a rosebank that catches the early sun. Some of those bushes are
budding already."

"Then I hope we don't have any more cold weather." She
touched the scarlet petals. "I wonder what variety it is," she
mused, remembering the book of Shakespeare's sonnets he'd left out
here one night for her to find. Pressed between the pages, to
mark one particular verse, she'd found a rose. This flower had
that same rich hue.

Vincent, watching her, was thinking neither of botany nor of
horticulture. He was thinking that the rose was the same deep
vibrant color as the velvet of her dress, and the ribbon in her
hair. My love is like a red, red, rose, he-thought, this line of
Burns' running through his mind like quicksilver.

"Vincent... that sonnet you left for me."
She was standing very close, looking up into his face.

Hardly trusting himself to speak, he nodded.
"It's given me a lot to think about." When, in disgrace

with fortune and men's eyes... "I think I understand why, seeing
Elliot's flowers, you may have felt — "

"Catherine," he broke in, "I know there's nothing I could
hope to bring you, nothing I could offer — "

"Except yourself," she answered. The merest shadow of a
smile softened her mouth. "And my life."

He gave an impatient jerk of the head, as though to dismiss
any such idea, or his own importance in it.

"And remember," she went on, "you at least brought me a gift
tonight. I didn't give you anything at all." This was true.
Despite the holiday and their mutual desire to celebrate it, what
were they to each other? What were they to become? The poem he'd
left her certainly implied love and commitment — but, commitment
to what? And why did it seem to frighten him so? Why had he felt
the need to resist seeing her for more than eight months after
rescuing her in the park? The "bond" they shared seemed like the
stuff of fairy tales (as he was, himself); at times it seemed to
offer breathtaking glimpses into an uncertain future. She could
not have extricated herself even had she wished to... and she was
beginning to find that she did not wish to.

Tonight, uncertain of the future and the truth of their con-
nection, afraid to presume too much, not sure he was even planning
to visit, Catherine had decided to adopt a wait-and-see posture...
and to take her cues from him.

"Catherine," he said hoarsely, "you give me all I could ever
hope for. You give me..."

"Everything?"
He nearly smiled at her tone; she could see it in his eyes.

He nodded. "Yes. Everything."
' "It's the same for me," she whispered. She lifted the rose.

"A gift like this is precious to me because it comes from you.
Vincent, with all the money in the world Elliot could never hope
to make me feel that I do when I look up and see your silhouette
outside my door. But," she said with sudden realization, "you
already know that." Of course he did; from the beginning, he'd
had a greater sensitivity to the bond than she.



Head still bowed, he looked up as though his knowledge of
her feelings were some voyeuristic shame they both must bear.

"You have nothing to feel guilty about," she told him.
Knowing it for the ingrained habit that it was; sensing that it
would take time to defeat.

"I would undo this, if I could." The words broke from him
almost unwillingly.

"Why?"
The simple question seemed to surprise him; his bewilderment

was plain. How can you look at me, he wondered, at all that I am,
at all that I am not, and ask such a question? "There can only be
danger in this, for you," he said, "and unhappiness, and pain — "

She felt a flash of futile rage.
He looked surprised. "Why do you feel such anger?" he

asked, forgetting his own discomfiture. "Tell me."
She smothered this first small ember, and forced a smile.

"I feel angry at whoever it was who taught you that you're not
worthy of being loved. That it's too much for you to hope for."

His gaze dropped. They both knew who she was talking about.
"Tell me why you came tonight. What you expected."
Once again he looked startled. "I don't know what I expect-

ed. I suppose I... I hoped..."
"You hoped, Vincent." She raised the rose to her face,

sniffing its wild fragrance. Above it, her green eyes were soft
and smiling. She allowed the import of his words to sink in.
"Tell me what you hoped." Knowing that voicing those hopes would
help to make them real.

His voice was barely audible. "I hoped... that you would be
here. That we could spend the evening together, talking, reading,
anything — "

"I was hoping that, too," she whispered.
"You were waiting for me," he said with a kind of wonder-

ment, as though accepting it for the first time. "You're not
going out?"

"Why on earth would I go?" she asked.
He could hear the smile in her voice; but the flower, with

its spreading green leaves, hid the sight of it from him. He
lifted his hand to move it aside; and she saw the small smear of
blood on the ball of his thumb.

"You've hurt yourself!" she exclaimed. She dropped the rose
to the small tabletop with the cookies, and caught up his large
hand in both of hers.

"It's nothing," he said, embarrassed. He started to pull
away. "A thorn."

"Hold still," she said, with a certain imperiousness he
hadn't seen in her before, and which gave him pause. She lifted
the digit into what little light there was. The small puncture
there was still bleeding; another bright droplet appeared even as
she watched. Impulsively she bent her head and pressed her mouth
over the little wound.

Vincent gasped. The intimacy of such a gesture, the accept-
ance it implied, overwhelmed him. He saw his own thumb framed by
her sweet lips, his nail curving talon-like along her own slight
smile. The sensation of her lips, her tongue upon his skin



stunned him. "Oh, Catherine!" he whispered, and swept her into
his arms.

She suspected he did it as much to stop her as to surrender;
but it didn't matter. She was in his arms at last. Enfolded in
that hard embrace, Catherine held onto him with all the strength
of her body and mind, willing him through the bond to accept love
for the gift it was. You see, she thought, you see, it's not so
bad. His hair felt like raw silk beneath her cheek and she
thought — no, she was sure — that she could hear the faint thun-
der of his heart there as well. Can you hear mine, or feel it,
too? she wondered. Can you feel it, when you're far away and
underneath the ground?

After a little while his hold relaxed; but she still stood
in the circle of his arms, giving and gaining comfort. Turning
her head, she let her eyes drift over the darkened balcony. There
should be candles, she thought suddenly. Why didn't I think of it
before?

Well, there would be other special nights, other celebra-
tions. An anniversary, perhaps. She smiled into his shoulder.
Yes, an anniversary. In another couple of months — .April — it
would be just a year since he'd found her. What better night for
a special celebration? Would he remember? She was willing to
bet, suddenly, that he would. A thrill of anticipation warmed her.

"Catherine?"
Shaking her head, she snuggled closer. "It's nothing," she

said. "I was only thinking."
His voice was a soft rumble, just above her head. "It...

made you happy."
"Yes. But it's for later." Now they need only live in the

moment, and enjoy it. She pulled away, just far enough to look up
into his face. "Can you stay a little while?"

His deepset eyes glimmered with something that might have
been tears. "As long as you'll have me."

She melted back into his arms again, brushing a kiss into
the hollow of his throat before he could draw away, and smiling to
herself when he did not. Instead, to her surprise, he held her
more tightly. In fact he was close enough, when she spoke again,
that even had they stood among a crush of others, only he would
have been able to hear her voice.

"Happy Valentine's Day, Vincent," she whispered.



Manhattan Transfer

"Dear God," exclaimed Jacob Wells, "what was that?"
The echoes of the sudden, thunderous rumbling were fading now,

to be replaced by the screams of frightened children and the shouts
of their parents and the other adults at the long breakfast-tables.

The old man stood, his eyes darting to the roof of the great
chamber; but no cracks had appeared over their heads, and there
were no cascades of dust or silt to warn of an impending cave-in.
The table under his fingertips, as he leaned forward, had stopped
its uneasy thrumming. "It's all right," he called out. "Please be
calm and stay here." This, to those tunnel-dwellers who had risen
and seemed about to rush away in either curiosity or panic. "What-
ever it was, it seems to have stopped."

Naomi, in the chair to his left, was crying, "Vincent, I want
Vincent!"

Vincent, however, had rushed up the stair and out of the
chamber after the first moments of shock; had rushed toward the
noise, Father remembered, and felt the worry that he always felt
when his son took it upon himself to protect them all from harm.
Reaching out almost absent-mindedly now, his eyes still reassuring
the crowd, he pulled the little girl against his side, stroking her
hair. "It's all right," he said. "We're all right, and Vincent
will be back soon, I'm sure."

On her other side, even small deaf Stony had felt the distant
vibration through his chair; and at the sight of everyone else's
excitement, he'd stopped eating, the spoon still halfway to his



mouth. Jamie, noticing the four-year-old's growing fright, quickly
signed "big noise" and "OK" to him. "What do you suppose it was?"
she asked Mouse, across the table.

There was a clamor on the pipes; a hush fell over the
gathering as everyone listened.

"It's Pascal," Mary told the children nearest her, thinking
they might be too young, or too frightened, to understand the
rapid-fire and complicated tap-codes. The pipemaster, back in the
main pipechamber after an early breakfast, would be in charge of
receiving and disseminating all information regarding whatever had
happened. "He says the sentries have begun to send in their 'all
clears,' but everyone is to stay where they are until they find out
what it was, and where."

"Maybe an explosion," Mouse put in worriedly, remembering the
blasting that had signalled the Burch excavation.

"Do you think it could be some kind of cave-in?" Olivia asked
Kanin, clutching baby Luke in her arms. Before he could answer,
there was another loud flurry of taps on the pipes.

"'Not here Below,' he translated. "At least, he says that
all of our own central areas seem to be intact... Where, then?"

The pipes came to life again, as if in answer.
"North of here... northeast, he says. Of the park, anyway,"

Cullen said. "They're following the sentries' reports back to the
source of the noise."

"What about Vincent?" demanded Naomi.
"He's gone to help them, child," Father said.
"We'll go too," Jamie said, springing to her feet. "C'mon,

Mouse."
"Now, wait just a minute," Father began.
"We'll be careful," she said impatiently, already halfway to

the door.
"Tunnels are safe," added Mouse behind her, "but somebody

might need help. Vincent might need help." In another moment they
were gone, to be followed at once by three more young people.

"The rest of us will stay here," Father said sternly, "until
we learn the details."

Over the next two hours, the reports that straggled in re-
vealed that disaster had struck, not Below, but in the city Above.

"Harlem," Old Sam was the first to say, one ear cocked toward
the pipes. "Maybe up around a Hundred-Thirty-Fifth Street. Some
of our people have gone Up Top to check, but..."

"We have Helpers in that area," Rebecca exclaimed. "I hope
they're all right."

"Was it an explosion?" Mary wondered. "It was so loud."
"No, no," Cullen said, as they all sat eavesdropping on echoes

of messages going directly to the pipechamber. "There. Something
about a building."

"A business?" Father stood, leaning on his stick, his face
creased with worry. "Or an apartment?"

The truth, when it came, confirmed their fears. Part of a
six-story apartment building had collapsed, throwing its occupants
to the pavement below. The sound of the fall, and perhaps the
damage to the foundation beneath, had been funnelled and magnified
by the tunnel-system until it reached the heart of their own



community like a forecast of imminent disaster.

By early afternoon Mouse and Jamie had returned, their hands
and faces filthy and their clothing full of masonry dust.

Father looked up from the tattered blueprint he had spread
over his desk. "Sit down, both of you. You look exhausted."

"It was awful, Father," Jamie sighed, sinking into a nearby
chair. "A whole wall just peeled away."

"Dumped everybody out," Mouse said bleakly.
"Dear God. Was there no warning? Had the building been con-

demned, or -- ? "
Jamie shook her head. "It's an old neighborhood. I heard

somebody say it that building had been standing there since the
'twenties. By the time we got there, there were fire trucks,
paramedics, cops..." She wiped the back of her hand across one
cheek, leaving a new and dirtier smudge. "They're still going
through the rubble now, with sniffer-dogs."

"You look as though you tried to help, too." Father leaned
forward. "Were there any casualties, that you know of?"

Mouse nodded. Jamie said, "There's this huge pile of bricks
and cement and... Anyway, we helped dig through it. Everybody
did, who was there. Even a homeless guy, and some neighbors still
in their pajamas. They took some people to the hospital, but..."
She shook her head. "I know at least a couple were killed. They
didn't have a chance."

Father didn't ask how she knew; her face, strained and pale,
told the story of what she'd seen. Mouse, too, showed the effects
of their ordeal. "What was the address, do you know?"

She shook her head. "We were working behind, in the alley,
where it happened. I've never been up in that area much, though."

"Me neither," Mouse said. "The rest're still there. More
news later. Vincent sent us back." He tried to pout resentfully
at this, an effect somewhat hampered by his obvious weariness.

"Well. I'm sure we'll find out soon. I only asked because we
do have a Helper or two in those neighborhoods, and... I suppose
we'll just have to be patient, and wait. Where is Vincent, by the
way?"

"Still there." Kanin had come through the door, brushing the
dust from his clothes. "He's coordinating the search underneath."

"Any damage there?" Father asked him.
The tall man stepped up to the desk and cocked his head to

study the blueprint. He pointed to one area of the faded intri-
cacies displayed there. "That it?... Okay, then. The wall coming
down damaged one of the tunnels running underneath it. I don't
think it'll be safe to use until we do repairs."

"Thank God," Father said, "that none of the outlying families
lived in that area."

"No," Kanin agreed, "we won't have to evacuate anybody. Of
course, we won't be able to do any repairs t i l l the city finishes



inspecting the water mains, the gas lines and the sewers down
there."

"Was there any damage to those systems?"
"There's a little flooding. Nothing serious, and it won't

effect us here. Good thing it happened over an outlying area.
Lately Vincent's been the only one using those tunnels."

"Vincent?" Father raised his gray head, and looked at the
other oddly. "Why has Vincent...?"

"Didn't he contact you?" Kanin looked distressed. "I'm
sorry, Father, I thought you knew. He's very worried; he told me
someone he knows lives in that building. An old woman, a past
Helper. As far as we can tell, she's one of the ones they've taken
to the hospi tal."

By midday Catherine had been contacted; and by nightfall, at
her request, Dr. Peter Alcott had made use of his connections with-
in the medical community to confirm that the widowed Mrs. Effigenia
Hall had indeed been one of those residents admitted to the nearest
hospital. Peter and Catherine, together, had arranged to pay her
bill , and to have her moved to a private room as soon as one became
available the following morning.

"I was surprised when Benny brought me your note," she said.
"I had no idea you had a Helper living in that building. How old
did you say she was?"

Slouching wearily in his reading-chair, Vincent looked up at
Catherine. "She is ninety-four."

"It's a miracle she wasn't killed."
"... Yes. Peter said she was still unconscious, but aside

from a blow on the head she was only bruised in the fall." He
turned his head, grimacing at feeling a kink in his neck that not
even the hottest of the bathing pools had been able to soak away.

"Here, let me." Her tone forbidding any protest, she moved
behind him. Working her fingers through the still-damp mass of
red-gold hair, she began to work on the muscles of his neck and
shoulders. He dropped his head forward with a gutteral sigh of
relief that made Catherine smile. "She wasn't still active as a
Helper, was she? I don't remember seeing anybody like that at
Winterfest."

"No. She was a Helper when I was a child, but it's been years
since she was active. She's become somewhat frail in recent years.
I think Father had even forgotten her existence."

• "You said they'd never met?"
"No. She has never been Below."
"Never been Below?" She thought all the Helpers had been

Below, at one time or another -- even if only at Winterfest.
"We do have Helpers like that," he said with a gentle kind of

irony. "People who love their lives Above; who've never required
the sanctuary we sometimes offer; people who enjoy keeping the
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secret they share, without having to have proof of its existence."
"It's a kind of faith, then, isn't it," she realized.
"A kind of faith," he agreed.
"And at ninety-four, she still lives alone?"
"She's very independent, and her mind is a delight."
"You've been going to visit her?" Catherine went on. "Like

you did with Mitch's father, before he died?" The Helpers were not
often affluent people; and they got old, and had their troubles,
just like anybody else.

"Occasionally I've gone to see her," he admitted, and she felt
the muscles tense beneath her fingers. "She no longer has a family
... at least, no one who can care for her."

There was something in his voice, she decided... something he
wasn't saying. Perhaps he would tell her more later.

"I go sometimes, to make certain she's safe, and that she has
enough to eat."

So, she thought, things had gotten that desperate. "And when
you discovered it was her building that had collapsed?"

"I didn't realize, at first," he said. "It was already dawn
when i t happened ..."

So you couldn't go Above to see, she thought.
"The tunnel was damaged where it ran beneath the alley," he

explained, "and not under the building itself. So I thought -- I
hoped -- it was the next building." This was said as though he was
ashamed to have wished such misfortune on anyone else.

"You must have been frantic when you found out."
"Kanin was there, by that time." Unspoken were the words, He

kept me from going up to see... and to be seen.
"I'm glad he was there. But you must know there was nothing

you could have done, Vincent. Jamie said the rescue crews were
there in minutes."

"Yes. They were very efficient."
But of course, she knew he would have wanted to go to his

friend, himself. To rescue her, himself. It was who and what he
was. For an instant she pictured him bursting out into the day-
light, into the crowd of rescuers and bystanders. She shuddered.

If he felt her fear, he chose not to confront it. His voice,
when he spoke again, was neutral. "Do they have any idea yet what
caused it?"

"Not yet. Of course, it may not have been anyone's fault. It
was an old building. Nothing lasts forever." Catherine was familiar
with the case, and the area, by now. The District Attorney's Office
had spent the day investigating the circumstances surrounding the
building's collapse. Should anyone be prosecuted? Should the
structure have been condemned years ago? It had been visibly in
need of repair, but no more so than other buildings in the neigh-
borhood. Was the realty corporation at fault for allowing tenants
to continue living there? Many of the evacuees had been elderly or
poor, taking advantage of the laws on rent-control. Were the owners
to blame, for taking equal advantage of those circumstances, and
their tenants' unwillingness to complain, in not bothering to make
cosmetic -- and more important -- repairs? Was the city at fault
-- had someone been paid off -- for overlooking obvious dangers?

Catherine had even visited the site, just before coming Below,



and found more hazards there than were covered by the city's
building codes. "It isn't a safe neighborhood." Not for her, she
thought, and not for you.

"It used to be," he answered. "She's told me how it was, in
the beginning. Vividly; colorfully. A city within a city. She was
a teacher, almost forty years ago. Her husband was a musician. She
has made me see things ... a neighborhood, a way of life... I might
never have seen otherwise. She's lived on that block all her life.
Even though it's become dangerous in some ways, in recent years, no
one could get her to leave... not even the authorities, who would
like to move her to a retirement facility or a nursing home."

"Does she actually need nursing care?"
"No," he said. "She is only old. Perhaps now... but she is

quite vigorous, for her age. And there are other reasons."
"So... you have spoken to her about coming to live Below."
He started, lifting his head almost defensively, like a wit-

ness caught unawares on cross-examination.
She went on, "But not to Father, yet, I would guess."
"No... not to Father," he confessed. "Until today."
"And she's refused?"
"Until now." He sighed again. "Yes. But with her home gone,

she will have nowhere to go."
"Nowhere to go, you mean, that she could afford on her

teacher's pension. I assume it isn't much."
"It is no more than a pittance, Catherine."
She moved to one side and knelt by the arm of his chair, to

look up into his face. "What other secrets do you keep?"
His blue eyes widened. "Catherine?"
"I keep finding out," she said, the accusation softened by her

smile, "there are areas of your life I don't know anything about."
He reached out to stroke the satin-brown fall of her hair;

brought his hand around to cup her cheek, warmly. "I do not mean
to keep anything from you."

"No," she whispered. "I know you don't." Still, his was a
life of secrets, constructed layer upon layer like the tunnel-world
itself. Loving him was a voyage of discovery. "When are you going
to see her?"

His eyes sparkled with humor, and appreciation, that she would
know this about him. "Tomorrow night, perhaps... if she regains
consciousness, and is well enough."

She did not say, Wait until she's released, it's not safe for
you to visit the hospital, you might be seen. It would be useless
to say such things; useless to give him warnings about dangers he'd
lived with all of his life. And after all, had he not visited her
own father in the hospital, before his death? Catherine had no
idea how he accomplished so much of what he did; but she could not
doubt him now. So instead she only said, "Take me with you. I want
to meet Effigenia Hall. She must be someone very special."

The next morning a Helper sent down the morning newspaper. On
the front page, an article gave the details of the disaster.
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NATIONAL NEWS

Wall of 6-story
N.Y. apartment
building falls,
killing 3; 7 hurt
ASSOCIATED PRESS

NEW YORK - An outside wall
of a six-story Harlem building
peeled away Tuesday, exposing
apartments like a doll house and
spilling tenants and their belong-
ings onto a pile of rubble. Three
people were killed and seven
injured.

At least 30 emergency workers
and 100 firefighters rushed to the
72-unit apartment house and got
down on their hands and knees to
lift away bricks and look for vic-
tims. Police dogs sniffed through
the rubble.

Among the survivors was a 94-
year-old woman.

Officials had no explanation for
why the wall of the white brick
building collapsed.

The 1920s-era building had been
cited in recent years for elevator vi-
olations, but records showed no
complaints about structural dam-
age, city officials said. .

The building's owner, Mount Wil-
son Realty, temporarily disconnect-
ed its phone, according to a record-
ed message.

The floors of the exposed apart-
ments tilted down 30 degrees,
dumping occupants and their be-
longings into an alley.

The first body, that of a 47-year-
old man, was found within minutes.
Hours later, workers using a crane
to remove debris came across the
body of a woman. A 76-year-old
woman who was taken to a hospital
died after surgery.

A 45-year-old man was hospital-
ized in serious condition with bro-
ken bones. Six others were treated
for injuries.

All the victims apparently lived
in the building, police said. It
wasn't immediately known how
many residents were evacuated to
shelters.

ASSOCIATED PRESS

Top, firefighters survey the damage
to a building whose wall collapsed in
New York's Harlem neighborhood
early Tuesday. A medical examiner,
bottom, and fire department
officials examine the body of
someone who fell to the alley below
when the building collapsed.



"Dear God," Father whispered, examining the photographs accom-
panying the story. The first, showing a rooftop-view of the build-
ing involved, a whole corner wall of which had peeled off and
fallen into an alley. The second showed rescue-workers attending
a covered body on a stretcher. "And there was no warning?"

"None," his son said quietly.
"You're right, Vincent. I had forgotten of this woman's exis-

tence. It had been so long since any of us had heard from her."
"Winslow's father used to take us to see her," he remembered.

"She was his teacher, many years ago. He remained her one contact
Below. Then, when he died..."

"It is too easy to fall out of touch, these days... too easy
to assume that people we care about have moved away, or... Well.
It makes me wonder about others with whom we have lost touch,
others to whom we owe... so much. But that is another matter, and
one we will deal with later. Now, this Mrs. Hall, whose plight has
suddenly become so urgent: I suppose, if we thought about it at
all, we assumed that her family was caring for her."

"They cannot," replied the other. "Or they won't."
"As a Helper, even one so long out of touch, she has to have

known that she could call upon us —
"Effigenia has always been proud, and independent." Vincent

settled one hip against a corner of the desk, which creaked in pro-
test. "She has never been comfortable, asking anyone for help."

"Yes... You said that she has long qualified for public
assistance, but has never applied for it."

Vincent nodded. "She would rather go without food -- and she
has, Father."

Jacob Wells studied his son's strong leonine profile, think-
ing, So she might have starved, living there in that tenement,
except for your help. You were the only one of us who remembered
her. "Will she accept our offer of help now — belated though it
may be? It is something she will have to learn to do, if she con-
sents to live among us."

Vincent's eyes crinkled at the corners, the only sign of the
smile that signalled his relief. Father had not refused him. De-
spite their chronic lack of resources Below, he would speak on
Effigenia's behalf at Council. And that virtually assured her of
a place here. "She is a practical person, Father. I think she
will see that accepting our help is preferable to any choices the
city may have to offer."

It was late... long past midnight. Inside the hospital, only
the emergency rooms and the public areas remained well-lit. The
nurses came and went on padded soles, and all authorized visitors
had long ago departed for home.



Catherine had been surprised at how easily they'd been able to
make their illicit entry. It was an old building; why should it
surprise her that the basement boasted a tunnel-access? And once
inside"it had been a simple matter to creep up the darkened fire-
stairs to the correct floor.

The private room that Peter Alcott had arranged, lay in dark-
ness now. Moonlight fell in stripes through the Venetian blind and
across the single bed.

The figure there was hardly more than a bump in the coverlet.
In the moments since they'd arrived, Catherine had been uncertain
at times whether she could see the fabric rising and falling with
the patient's faint respirations. The temptation to hurry forward,
to make sure the old woman was still breathing, was almost irresis-
tible. Only Vincent's hand, clasping hers, kept her in place.

"Vincent?" came the rasping whisper, finally. "You here?"
"I'm here."
The figure in the bed tried to struggle up onto her elbows.

Letting go of Catherine's hand, Vincent moved forward to fit
another pi How behind the old woman's shoulders. "Thank you. I...
hoped you might come."

"You know what happened?"
"That young doctor... Peter Alcott. He was here this evening,

once he heard I was awake and making a fuss. We talked."
Still in her corner, Catherine smiled at the idea of anyone

describing Peter Alcott, the man who'd delivered her, as "young."
"Who's that... you've brought with you?"
It was a moment before he answered. "Catherine."
"Your own Catherine?" she asked, much as Mouse once had. A

darkness stirred against the pillows. "Come out, child, and stand
where I can see you."

Selfconsciously, Catherine stepped forward. Her hand, as
though it had a mind of its own, slipped back into Vincent's larger
one.

"Well, well," came a soft, dry chuckle, like a rustle of
autumn leaves. "I do see what you mean."

Catherine felt herself blushing unaccountably, her cheeks
warming to the cool hospital air. Her eyes, finally growing accus-
tomed to the dark, began to pick out details of the woman in the
bed. Small, thin, almost emaciated, Effigenia Hall had hair as
white as snow, and skin the color of old parchment. In the light,
Catherine caught herself thinking, that skin would be almost trans-
lucent. But it was the old woman's eyes -- or rather her gaze,
bright and direct — that caught the younger woman's attention.
Unlike the voice, those eyes were young, unwearied, luminous. They
drew her forward; made her want to smile in reply.

"How do you feel?" she asked, her voice pitched low enough
that it wouldn't carry out beyond the door, into the hall.

The answer had an ironic lilt to it. "My head aches... but I
suppose that's to be expected, considering that I fell five stories
onto it. Well, I suppose all those people who've called me 'hard-
headed1 through the years feel vindicated now. Or they would, if
any of them were still alive to gloat." She looked to Vincent. "My
building. They'll knock it down now, I suppose."

He inclined his head with agreement. "I'm sure they will.



The damage was so extensive, I can't imagine how it would be
possible to repair it."

"ft'd be nice, though, if they'd try. This world is too often
eager to get rid of old things. And it was a good place, once. I
lived there a long time."

"There are other places," Vincent said. "Safer places. You're
not finished yet."

"They think I am. The doctors -- all except your Peter Alcott
-- talk around me like I'm deaf, or I'm not 'all there.1 They're
already talking about putting me in a state home. They can't
imagine why I'd still want to be out on my own. 'At your age,'
they tell me!" She snorted. "My age! Why, I feel as good as I
ever did, except for this bump on my head." She turned suddenly to
look at Catherine. "I was a teacher, once. Did he tell you? I
still miss being with the children."

"I can understand that."
Vincent said, "We have children Below, children in need of

teachers. And none of them have heard the stories you used to tell
Winslow and me."

"Winslow. It's been a long time since you mentioned his
name." Suddenly she lifted one thin old arm and waved her hand
emperiously at him. "Sit down, child, sit down. You're too tall
for me to lie here looking up at you for very long. It's cricking
my neck."

For a moment, Catherine thought, he almost appeared flustered.
Then, recovering, he reached for a chair and drew it quietly up to
the bedside. Catherine moved behind him as he sat, and rested her
hands on his broad shoulders.

He took her brown, withered hand. "Better?"
"Much. I'm glad you're here. It's a disconcerting thing, wak-

ing up in a strange place, learning you can't go home again... that
'home' isn't there any more, and something you thought was solid,
has more or less just crumbled away. I'm not even sure they'll let
any of us back in for our belongings."

"I'll try to find that out for you," Catherine promised.
"Thank you, honey. I do appreciate it." The old woman looked

at Vincent, her eyes narrowing. "Don't you go back in there. Those
are just things, and things aren't important enough to risk your
life for."

"We'll see," he said, and Catherine knew he'd already half
made up his mind to try.

"No," the old woman said, her voice strengthening. "You
promise me, this minute."

"Effigenia --
"You promise me, Vincent, or we won't be talking about any-

thing else I know you want to talk about this night. You've never
broken your word to me; I'll believe you if you promise."

After a moment, reluctantly and with some chagrin, he agreed.
Catherine caught the old woman's eye and mouthed, Thank you, over
his shoulder.

"Well," Effigenia replied, "I've done what I can to keep him
safe for you. . . although I don't envy you the task, in the years to
come when I'm not around to help."

Catherine, smiling, felt herself blushing again.



"Now," the old woman went on, with an echo of school teacher ish
briskness, "I suppose now you're going to insist we talk about that
other matter?"

Vincent leaned forward. "You know what I've come here to
propose."

"'Propose'? You proposing to me, boy?" she demanded, slipping
into idiomatic slang with hardly a blink. — With your lady
standing right here?" She cackled softly at his discomfiture; then
as quickly sobered again. "Yes, I know why you came tonight. Have
you talked to anybody else about it?"

"Father knows. He'll speak for you at Council... but I think
no one will have reason to object."

"Not object?!" There was a sound in the corridor outside; the
old woman seemed to hold her breath, all three of them freezing
into an uneasy tableau until the footsteps passed. "Not object?"
she whispered fiercely. "What about when they find out I'm not one
but -- Her eyes darted over his shoulder. "Does she know?"

"No one knows. I did promise," he reassured her quickly,
leaving Catherine to wonder. "Where...?"

"I've had a cold, these last couple of days. So my neighbor-
lady, the one in the next building, she offered to help for a day
or so. But she came to see me this afternoon, Vincent. Welfare's
been sniffing around already, asking questions... They've heard
something. And when they find out that my grandbaby's in trouble
again..." She looked at Catherine. "My daughter — she's gone now
-- she had one child, a girl. And that girl, my grand-baby, has
been fighting the crack-cocaine habit for ten years now." She
gripped Vincent's hand in both of her own, like claws. "We can't
let the welfare system get hold of... you know."

"I know," he said softly. "But I told you, we can help. Have
you made your decision?"

She shook her head. "Well, with all this happening, I don't
guess I have many choices left, have I? You're probably counting
on that!" But there was another tone, another meaning beneath the
practiced cynicism; and, to Catherine, a bright spark of hope in
those old eyes.

"Are you ready to come with us tonight?" Vincent asked.
The old woman stared at him. "Tonight?"
"Peter says you weren't really hurt. If you feel strong

enough to travel ..."
With an effort she sat up, her wrinkled old face alive with

curiosity. "How would we get out?"
"The same way Catherine and I got in," he said enigmatically,

his unspoken message clear: There's only one way to find out.
She cocked her head, looking at him conspiratorially. "You

know we'd have to make a stop along the way."
"I know," he nodded, standing up. "Are you ready?"
"Well," she said coyly, "you know I'm not as spry as I was."
"That is easily remedied," Vincent said; and reaching down, he

gathered her up among her blankets, like a child. "Shall we go?"
"I hate the idea of worrying these young nurses, they've been

so kind to me, but..." She shrugged, hooking one arm up around his
neck, under his hair; and craned her neck to peer over his shoulder
at Catherine. "What the hell. You're only young once."



"Mrs. Hall," Father greeted her warmly,
from the doorway of the guest-chamber. "We
are so glad to be able to help."

She lay tucked up against the pillows
like a small brown sparrow. "We have your son
to thank -- or to blame -- for the fact that I'm
here at all. He can be very... persistent, can't
he?"

Father took her hand with a wry smile.
"'Stubborn,' I think, is the word you're looking
for."

She darted a fond glance at Vincent, leaning
modestly against the wall on the far side of the
bed; then turned her attention back to Father. Her
bright, sunken eyes circled the comfortably furnished chamber with
an appreciation that had not abated since her arrival. "I should
have come to visit a long time ago. After all these years...
Young man, I had no idea."

The "young man" -- no more than a quarter of a century her
junior -- blinked back his surprise at being so addressed. Far
from a pensioner humbled by dire circumstance, Effigenia Hall was
quite a bit livelier than he'd expected. "Well... It will do, I
think, until we have more permanent quarters ready for you."

"I want you to know that I feel a lit t l e like Alice down the
rabbit-hole, or Dorothy thumping down in the land of Oz."

"You're pleased, I hope?"
"It is nice to know that, this late in my life, the good Lord

is still looking for ways to surprise me." She cocked her head,
bird-like. "How are you at surprises?"

"I?" He looked a little taken aback. "Er... why do you ask?"
"This is why," came Catherine's soft voice, from the doorway

behind him.
He turned and saw her standing there with a baby in her arms.

No, not a baby, he corrected himself; nearly a toddler, a striking-
ly beautiful brown-skinned youngster with a mop of black curls.
"'This'?" He endeavored to scowl, conscious of all their eyes on
him. "I was just about to ask where you'd got to, Catherine. So,
is this a conspiracy?"

Vincent smiled. "An entirely benevolent one, Father, I assure
you. "

Catherine, instead of looking guilty, appeared to be rather
pleased with herself -- even smug, Father thought. She said,
"Isn't she wonderful? I've just been introducing her to Mary."

Father stepped nearer the child, who gazed up at him with wide
dark eyes. "And who is this, may I ask?"

"You may," the old woman answered. "This is also Effigenia...
my great-grandbaby, named for me. She'll be a year old next week.
We stopped to pick her up on the way here."

Vincent said, "She wouldn't agree to come, otherwise."
Father sighed. Another mouth to feed, he thought, as he



always did; but, as usual, it was a need that could neither be
refused nor, it seemed, met elsewhere. And after all, who, he
thought ruefully, could deny such a face? Now all he said aloud
was, "What an absolutely beautiful child." And, to Vincent, "So,
you knew about this, did you?"

"Now don't you go blaming him," scolded the beaming great-
grandmother. "I swore him to secrecy."

"And if there's one thing we've all learned to do," Catherine
smiled, "it's keep a secret."

Weary of standing -- and of surprises -- Father indicated the
bedside. "May I?"

She'd noticed his limp when he entered, and nodded with the
air of royalty offering an audience at high tea. "Please do."

Gingerly, he sat. "Now. How is it that you've come to be
responsible for raising the child?"

"I haven't had her all the time," Effigenia answered willing-
ly. "Sometimes she stays with her mother, my granddaughter... when
she has a place."

"Fallen on hard times, has she?" asked Father sympathetically.
"Well. . . My daughter died some years ago, with my husband, in

an automobile accident. I expect Vincent probably told you." She
waited to see them both nod. "Her daughter... well sir, I've done
what I could but the drugs surely do have a hold on her life." She
shook her head, then lifted her chin. "Surely do."

"It's a terrible problem," Father agreed.
"I've been helping out with this little one here, whenever it

gets to be too much for her mother... but sometimes she just goes
off and we don't see her for weeks or months at a time."

"And this was one of those times?" asked Catherine.
The old woman nodded. "And I have to tell you, it's been hard

for me, now that the baby is learning to walk. She's into every-
thing -- and I am not," she declared, as she had to Vincent
earlier, "as spry as I was."

Privately, Father suspected that she was a lot more "spry"
than she appeared. "Where is your granddaughter now?" he asked.
"Do you know? Does anyone?"

"I'm afraid not. It's been almost three months this time, and
I'd begun to wonder if... Well, I know what kind of a life she
leads, and it isn't pretty -- or safe. I hoped she'd hear about
the accident yesterday and come to the hospital. For all she knows
we both could have been killed. But the world she lives in...
well, they don't pay much attention to current events. I've heard
nary a word."

"We'll leave word with the Helpers, Above, in case she sur-
faces," Vincent said kindly.

Father asked, "Where was the child when the building col-
lapsed?"

"With a neighbor in the next building -- one of my 'helpers.'
We stopped there on the way here."

At a sudden thought, the patriarch turned anxiously. "Vin-
cent, did anyone...?"

"I waited outside, Father. I was careful. No one saw me."
"No... No, of course not." But he slumped a little with

relief.



Effigenia went on, "This friend of mine, she offered to keep
the baby for a day or two, until I got over my cold." She sniffled
experimentally. "Look at that — not a sign of it left! Isn't
that amazing? You're a doctor, young man — Have you ever heard
that one can cure the common cold by falling out of a building onto
one's head?"

"No," he smiled; and heard Vincent chuckling too. "I hadn't
ever heard that. "

"Well, maybe you'd better look into it!" Then she sobered.
"But a neighbor complained about a woman my age having the care of
a baby. The social workers were beginning to ask questions, even
before the building fell. I managed to keep the baby out of their
sight, but they'll be looking for us now... wanting to put us both
into 'care.' Her in one place, and me in another." She lifted her
head with a vestige of pride. "This is all the family I have left.
She's my responsibility. I couldn't let her go into foster-care.
I just couldn't."

"I understand," Father sighed.
The baby, suddenly having enough of strangers and change,

leaned toward the bed, reaching out for her great-grandmother.
Catherine delivered her reluctantly to the old woman's side, where
she snuggled contentedly. Her eyes, Catherine thought, were the
elder Effigenia's eyes all over again; curious and bold, utterly
unafraid. Despite being at opposite ends of life's spectrum, they
were plainly two of a kind.

Watching them, and feeling her arms suddenly empty of the
child's warmth, Catherine felt the need to be closer to Vincent.
She went to him; and lacing her fingers through his, she ignored
his surprise at the openness of the gesture. After a moment, his
grip on her hand tightened.

The elder Effigenia studied them for a moment, her head tilted
as though she were eavesdropping on some unspoken exchange; then
she looked up sidelong at Father with what he could have sworn was
coquett ishness.

Suspiciously he asked her, "What are you thinking?"
"That life changes. It doesn't take a building falling on me,

to learn that," she said, paraphrasing Dorothy. "They're going to
have to drop it on you brick by brick, though, aren't they?"

Father heard Vincent's gasp of surprise, and Catherine's soft
delighted laughter. "I'm sure I don't know what you mean," he said
loftily.

There was a sound in the corridor outside, and he turned
toward it almost eagerly. "Who's out there? Come in, please."

The little girl came in rubbing her eyes. "I couldn't sleep."
"Naomi," Vincent sighed, "didn't we put you to bed?"
"Mary put me to bed," she pouted. "I was waiting for you an'

Catherine to come back."
"It's after three," he told her sternly, "and you know you

should be asleep."
"But I'm not. See?" She clambered up onto the foot of the

bed, and regarded the new arrivals with unabashed curiosity. "Hi."
The old woman smiled at this sleepy-eyed waif with the

dandelion curls. "Hi, yourself. You must be one of the 'little
ones' Vincent has been telling me about."



"This is Naomi," Father said, surrendering. "Naomi, these are
our new friends, Effigenia and, er... Effigenia." Looking up at
Vincent and Catherine, he shrugged helplessly.

"If you got a big one and a little one," Naomi said, "couldn't
one be a 'junior'?"

"Right you are," the old woman chuckled. "This is my great-
granddaughter, Effigenia Junior."

"Are you going to stay here with us?"
"As long as I can. I used to be a teacher. Vincent said I

might help with the classes."
Unnoticed, Vincent and Father exchanged telling glances. It

was plain from the way she spoke that the former teacher was look-
ing forward to getting back into harness and making herself useful.

"We don't have school tomorrow. We're having a holiday,"
Naomi told her. They studied one another for a moment. "I guess
you're pretty old, huh?"

"Naomi!" Catherine sounded shocked. "You shouldn't say that
kind of thing to people! You might hurt their feelings."

"Oh, I don't mind." Effigenia shook her snowy head. "I
didn't get as old as this just so's everybody could pretend they
don't not ice!"

"How old are you, anyways?"
"Since you ask," the woman told the child, "I am ninety-four

years old."
"Ninety-four!" She was appropriately impressed, and turned to

look up at Vincent. "Is that as old as Father?"
"Every bit as old as Father," he assured her solemnly, feeling

Catherine's mirth through the bond. "With some to spare." He heard
Father himself give a harrumph! of outraged dignity.

Naomi went on, "Then it's really, really old?"
"Honey," said Effigenia, "it's nigh onto a hundred."
"A hundred?!" That was a recognizable number; a huge, not-

quite-imaginable quantity. Naomi looked awed, then intrigued.
"What happens when you get to a hundred? Do you get to start all
over again at one?"

"Now, what a lovely idea that is," the great-grandmother said
thoughtfully. "Thank you very much."

"You're welcome very much," the child said gravely, with a
sidelong glance at Vincent.

As if on cue, he stepped forward to lift her to the floor.
"All right, now, it's time for bed."

"For all of us, I'm sure," Father said, stifling a yawn. "Mrs.
Hall must be tired after her ordeal and her long journey." After
all, she'd not only lost her home and traveled from one place to
another, but from one world to another.

"11 ' s Effigenia," she corrected him cheerfully. "Actually, at
my age I don't sleep very much any more."

At the door Naomi, one hand in Vincent's and the other in
Catherine's, looked back over her shoulder. "If you're a hundred
years old," she said, "I bet you know lots of stories."

"Honey," the old woman smiled, "I don't like to brag, but by
now I just might know all the stories."

"She might know all the stories," the little girl challenged
Father, shamelessly.



"We shall see about that," he said, winking broadly as he
shepherded the trio out of the chamber ahead of him. "Go along,
now, and get some rest. Mrs. -- ah, Effigenia, if you need any-
thing, anything at all, don't hesitate to call out or bang upon the
pipes. We won't be far away."

"Goodnight," she said sincerely, then nodded toward the infant
now sleeping at her side. "And thank you."

"We'll see you tomorrow -- or later on today, I suppose."
"Oh -- and young man," she said suddenly, waiting until he

turned there in the doorway. "I've never been much good at being
idle... so in the morning, since there won't be any classes, you
can show me whatever it is you all do down here to amuse yourselves
and pass the time."

"Why... yes, of course."
"I play chess, myself." She gave him a long and measuring

look. Her dark eyes were hooded, her voice deceptively light. "I
don't suppose you know the game?"
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Judgment Cod

- One -

Vincent stepped cautiously, almost soundlessly, into the door-
way of the l i t t l e chamber. "May I come in?"

There was no answer. He saw the child s i t t i n g disconsolately
on the quilted cot, her back against the rocky wall and her
stockinged legs sticking straight out in front of her.

He said, "It's almost suppertime."
She stared down at her feet, wiggling her woolly toes with

fierce concentration.
"Naomi? Aren't you hungry?" He saw her give a l i t t l e shrug;

he went on helpfully, "William's made cornbread. Isn't that
of your favorites?"
"Is rather s t i l l mad?"

and sat down beside the tiny five-year-old. "No,"
"Not any more.

look up. "Did he tell you?"
Suppressing a smile, he slipped one arm round her
Mary had told him; had in fact described the

incident in great detail. Naomi and young Jesse had disrupted the
classroom -- again. A morning of teasing and bickering had, after
lunch, escalated to pushing and shoving and a screaming debate over
who was really an " o l 1 poop-head!" Naomi had flown at the boy in
a rage -- and when adult hands intervened, she'd forgotten herself
and called Mary an ol' poop-head and then, as he entered the
fracas, even Father an ol' poop-head. And had been sentenced, on
the spot, to spend the afternoon back in the quiet of her chamber.

Vincent shook his tawny head, recalling hours spent in the
"solitary confinement" of his own chamber, long ago, commanded to
"think about" offenses that had seemed equal 1y heinous. Often, his
big brother Devin had played the instigator; but, like Naomi,
l i t t l e Vincent had also been perfectly capable of making his own
mischief. Why, he remembered once, when --

and
one

He came i n,
he said gent 1y.

She didn't
"Mary did. '

small shoulders



"Vincent?" Naomi interrupted his reverie. "When you were
l i t t l e , were you ever, um..."

"Naughty?" he supplied, s t i l l remembering. "Oh, yes.
We l l , " he amended thoughtfully. "I don't think I ever actually
ca 1 led Father --

"A big ol' poop-head," Naomi said miserably, despite the humor
in his voice.

" .-. .Yes . That . "
"I didn't mean to!"
"No," he said, sympathetically. "I'm sure you didn't."
"It was a naccident."
"Well." His voice was doubtful. "I think that in the

exc i tement of the moment ..."
Eagerly, she nodded. Of course he understood; Vincent always

understood. "So... you wouldn't have sended me to my chamber?"
"Yes," he answered at once, "Certainly, I would have. You and

Jesse were both very wrong."
"Oh," she said, in a small voice. She was suddenly very glad

he hadn't been there in the classroom to see it a l l .
"I said I understood it, Naomi. I didn't say it was a good

thing." Since she'd been rescued from the New York City streets
last autumn, she'd often found herself at odds with the tunnel-
world's ways of living together peaceably. That was understand-
able, he felt, considering the harsh and loveless l i f e Above that
had spewed her out. S t i l l , there were days when fright and mis-
understanding led to upsets... and occasions like this, when she
and another child squabbled as any might.

In fact, he preferred incidents like today's, for they spoke
of the "normalization" of her relationships, so to speak. And it
wasn't the first time she and Jesse had clashed. It wasn't even,
he realized, the first time this week. Only two days before, a
peaceful Monopoly game had erupted into global war, and only the
intervention of the older players had kept Naomi from stuffing her
gamepiece (a tiny tin shoe, he recalled) up her opponent's l i t t l e
snub nose. Now he said, as he'd often said before, "You must try
harder to control your temper."

"But that ol' Jesse --
"Especially with Jesse. You quarreled," he said firmly. "And

that takes two, remember?... This has been happening a lot,
lately."

Stubbornly, she didn't answer.
"Naomi... you knew what we've said about figh t i n g . "
"But he --
"It doesn't matter how i t started t h i s time. You two tease

one another until you lose your temper, or he does. And what has
Father told you," he said, "about hitting?"

The five-year-old squirmed uncomfortably against his ribs; but
after a moment -- "We don't sock people here," she quoted the
patriarch. "But Jesse hit me first!"

"Because you called him --
"An ol' poop-head. Then Father --
"Yes," he said. "Then, Father."
Her bright head drooped. "Well," she mumbled after a moment,

"maybe I am a little bit sorry."



Vincent t i l t e d his head to look down at her... and considered
his words carefully before gong on. "Naomi... do you remember what
it was like, before you came Below to live?"

Startled, she lifted her head. "You mean, when I was living
outs ide?"

"No." He shook his head. "Before."
"With my mama, and -- and him?"
"Yes."
Her blue eyes darkened. "I don't like to remember that."
"I know... But I want you to think back, just for a moment.

Do you remember what happened sometimes," he said carefully, "when
they were angry with you?"

She hid face in his side. Her voice, when it came again, was
muffled. "They hurt me."

He held her tighter, his heart aching with pity. "That was
wrong of them," he murmured. "And do you remember what I told you
when you first came Below? You were frightened." One fingertip
beneath her chin, he lifted her face again. "And I promised you
that no one would beat you, here. In these tunnels, we try not to
hurt each other."

"Like they did." Her wide eyes were tragic.
"Like they did," he nodded. "And do you also remember," he

went on gently, relentlessly, "how it made you feel, when that
happened?"

Her hand went, automatically, to clasp the arm that had been
broken. "You mean --

"Not there; not on the outside," he said quickly, knowing she
would always bear the scars of that past violence. "Inside you,
where no one could see."

"I didn't care!" she said fiercely.
"You did," he said knowingly, "although you may have told

yourse1f that."
Her lower lip trembled. "It -- it made my insides hurt,

too. "
"You felt frightened, didn't you... and angry?"
She nodded, not surprised he knew.
"Sometimes," he went on thoughtfully, "people who h i t , feel

angry and frightened, too."
"You mean... they hit because they're scared?"
"Don't you, sometimes?" he pointed out. But it was a sophis-

ticated concept for a child to try to grasp; so he said. "Naomi,
the next time you feel like h i t t i n g . I want you to stop and think
about what you're feeling -- and how it's going to make the other
person fee1 , too."

She studied him, scowling. "Even if i t ' s Jesse?"
•"Especially if i t ' s Jesse."
'Then can I hit him?"
"No," he chuckled, tickling her into submission.
After a moment she said, "Vincent?" once again.
Knowing what was coming, he said, "I'm listening."
She leaned confidingly into his side. "... I'm sorry."
"I know," he sighed, giving her a squeeze. His mouth quirked

in a rueful smile, unseen. She was always sorry -- afterwards. "I
think it's best forgotten."



"Except..."
He looked fondly down on her dandelion curls. "Except?"
Her voice was muffled in the warmth of his side. "Vincent, do

I gotta go t e l l Father and Mary I'm sorry?"
"I hope you are. Apologizing would be a good idea."
"I hate to apologize."
"Don't hate," he said mildly, mussing her perpetually unruly

hair. "It isn't good for you. Now. . . don ' t you think it's t ime we
went to supper?"

"Well ..."
He played his hole card. "Catherine is waiting for us."
Brightening, she pulled away to look up at him. "Catherine's

here?"
He smiled at her transparent delight. "Now, where are your

shoes?" Leaning forward, he glimpsed one half-hidden under the
bed. He found the other -- kicked off in a temper, he was sure --
adorning the third shelf of her small bookcase. Retrieving both,
he settled back again and lifted her feet onto his knee, a movement
that turned her to face him more squarely. He clasped her l i t t l e
feet warmly between his hands. "All right now?"

She smiled up into his kind blue eyes. "All right."
He slipped the shoes back onto her feet and got up, swinging

her into his arms.

Naomi slipped into the large dining-hall and to the head of
the first table, where Father and Pascal were involved in a vigor-
ous discussion of the sound-carrying capabilities of copper versus
other kinds of pipes.

She tugged a l i t t l e timidly at his sleeve; waited, and tugged
a second t ime.

Father looked around rather distractedly. "What -- ? Oh,
Naomi. Yes, what is it, child?"

She leaned upward and whispered into his ear.
"Yes, I know you are. That's a l l right, then." He pressed a

kiss into the blonde curls at her temple. "Go along with Vincent,
now, and have your supper."

She repeated the scene with Mary, nearby. . . and then, looking
considerably brighter, she ran to throw her arms around Catherine.

"Well, hello!" the woman greeted the l i t t l e girl, returning
the ardent sideways-hug. "I heard you had an interesting day."

Naomi climbed onto the chair, stacked with books, beside her.
"I called Father an ol' poop-head," she announced. These words,
falling into an unfortunate l u l l , stopped nearby conversation in
its tracks. Naomi looked round her rather defensively. "Well, I
did," she said. "But he said it was all right."

Nearby, Jesse waved his spoon with glee. "Father," he sang



out, "Father's a big o1' --
"Jesse, hush!" scolded his mother.
"Well, he said it was a l l right!" the boy protested -- and

promptly found a heaping spoonful of peas crammed into his
mouth.

In the ensuing laughter, Pascal leaned toward Father, who was
staring rather morosely at his plate, his ears turning discernably
pink. "I don't think we need copper, tin or lead pipes to 'spread
the word,' he smi1ed. "We'II just use Naomi.

- Two -

It had been an extremely productive morning, thought Jacob
Wells a few days later, surveying the cluttered storage-chamber
with satisfaction. Catherine had come Below early that morning at
the Korean market entrance; and Vincent and the children, meeting
her there, had helped to bring a heavy cartload of fruits, vege-
tables and other foodstuffs back to the home tunnels.

Now, after several hours in W i l l i a m ' s domain, Father could see
the end of a job well done. Not only had he, Catherine and Vincent
catalogued the supplies that had arrived that week from their
Helpers; but they'd managed to map out the needs of the tunnel-
community for the next quarter as well -- barring, of course, any
unforeseen crises.

"Well," he began, gingerly stretching a kink from his back, "I
think we've done enough for -- He was interrupted by a scurrying
sound in the corridor outside, and by what he thought was childish
laughter. "What on earth -- ?"

Vincent turned in his chair just as a small, ragged thunder-
bolt burst through the chamber door and threw itself unhesitatingly
into his arms.

"Naomi!" exclaimed Catherine, beside him.
"Naomi," Father scowled, "you know it isn't safe to run like

that -- He leaned forward, realizing it wasn't laughter he'd
heard, but tears. "What is it, child? What's happened?"

"Is she hurt?" Catherine asked Vincent, anxiously.
"I don't think so," he whispered, settling the sobbing child

more securely in his lap.
Father, watchin-;, reassured himself with the thought that no

child who could run that fast, could possibly be very seriously
injured. "Have you been fighting again? Is that it?"

Vincent shook his head, looking uncharacteristically alarmed.
"I think it's more serious than that, Father." The l i t t l e girl was
trembling in his arms, and crying so hard that she could barely
catch her breath. W i l l i n g l y he rocked her in a protective embrace,
laying his soft-brist1ed cheek atop the blonde tangle of her hair.
"Naomi," he whispered. "Naomi, i t ' s all right. I'm here;
Catherine and Father are here. Can you t e l l us what happened?"



It was at this moment that Father glimpsed another small
shadow, hovering uncertainly in the tunnel outside. "Who's hiding
there? Come out at once, please. Don't be afraid."

A redheaded g i r l of about seven years old sidled into the
1 ight .

"Erin?" The patriarch reached out a hand. "Are you all
right?" he asked, for the youngster was white-faced and wide-eyed,
and plainly on the verge of flight. "Come here, child." Erin was
new to the tunnels, one of a l i t t l e family of displaced Helpers, to
whom the Council had been glad to offer refuge. The parents seemed
to be settling in well, but their daughter seemed a shy l i t t l e
thing. Now, after a moment's hesitation, she put her small hand in
Father's, and allowed herself to be drawn a step closer.

He kept his eyes from flickering away from this child to the
one s t i l l sobbing in Vincent's arms. "Erin," the old man said,
"you and Naomi were playing in your family's chambers this morning,
weren't you? Did something happen there to frighten her?"

Erin bit her lip. A scattering of freckles stood out across
her cheeks and snub nose. Father knew her to be a sweet, passive
child whom Mary had described to him as being very good with the
younger children. "I just -- I just came to see if she was all
right," she faltered. "She ran out."

Catherine turned. Her face and her voice were kind. "Do you
know why she did that?"

Erin's gaze darted away g u i l t i l y .
"We don't think you did anything wrong," Father said kindly.

"But i t ' s obvious that something has upset you both, and we do need
to know what happened."

Naomi raised her head from the now-damp comfort of Vincent's
vest. "He hit her!" she cried, her face tear-streaked and miser-
able.

"Erin? Did someone hit you?" Father asked her, scowling again
in spite of himself, and automatically scanning for cuts and
bru i ses.

"No, not Erin," Naomi gulped. "Erin's mama!"
Catherine drew in a sharp breath. "Someone hit her? Who?"
"Er i n's daddy!"
Tears brimmed in Erin's gray eyes, and overflowed. She looked

terribly ashamed, and more than a l i t t l e afraid.
Father put his arm around her, drawing her close before she

could think to run away. "Your father hit your mother?" he asked
her softly.

After a moment, her chin sinking onto her chest, she gave an
almost-imperceptible nod. "I'm never s'posed to tell."

The three adults heard the word "never," and knew what it
implied. Father saw the quick flush of anger on Catherine's face;
Vincent felt it in her heart.

"He knocked her on the floor!" Naomi went on.
"Now listen carefully, both of you." Father said. "Was he

s t i l l hitting her when you ran out?"
Erin whispered, "No. He -- he was helping her get up."
Naomi leaned away from Vincent just far enough to knuckle the

tears from her eyes. "We were -- were playing," she began, s t i l l
ha 1f-hiccupping with hysteria. " -- In Erin's room."



Catherine took her hand, nodding encouragement. They all knew
how the daughter's smaller alcove branched from her parents' cham-
ber . "Go on."

"Her mama was in the big chamber. Then her daddy came in, and
they started fighting and he knocked her down!"

Father looked past Erin now, to Vincent. "Didn't know the
children were there, perhaps," he suggested, sotto voce. And to
the girls, "And you saw this?"

Erin said, "We went to peek around the corner when he started
yelling. Naomi saw."

"We runned away. He tried to grab us, but we -- we -- " The
younger child leaned forward, hiding her face in his shoulder and
the tangled fall of his long hair. She went on, her voice muffled.
"You said -- you said -- he can't do that here, can he, Vincent?"

Father watched his son murmuring reassurances to the child.
For Naomi, quite beyond the shock of simply seeing such an act,
there would be the reminder of witnessing her own mother's brutal
murder. Without realizing it, he drew Erin protectively close.
"No, my dear," he said softly. "He most certainly cannot."

Catherine, looking up, was surprised by something in his tone
she hadn't ever heard before.

"Come along," Father said, standing and taking Erin's hand.
"We're all going to go and make certain Erin's mother is all
right." The children needed to be reassured... and there would be
other matters to discuss, as well.

"Please don't say anything, Father!" Erin pleaded. "Please?
We'll get in trouble! You don't know!"

Catherine reached out to take her other hand, rising too.
"Oh, sweetie, we won't let anyone hurt you. Honest."

"I don't want to go back there either!" Naomi protested, as
Vincent got up to follow. Her small fingers knotted in the soft
fabric of his vest.

"I know," Vincent nodded, carrying her toward the door. "But
we must."

"You want to make sure Molly is all right, don't you?" asked
Catherine; but plainly the child would rather trust them to handle
it. Catherine looked back at Vincent. "Has this happened before?"
she asked him softly.

"Not... as far as we know," he answered carefully. "But
they've only lived among us for the past month." She could feel
him fighting an anger that mirrored hers -- not only that such
brutality had occurred, but that it had happened here, in this
"safe" place, and within sight of children who could not help but
be affected by it. She thought of similar cases that crossed her
desk every week. Above; cases the city could only ignore until some
chargeable offense had been committed, and irreparable harm done to
the people and the families involved. Underlying her anger, now,
she felt the familiar stirrings of frustration and hopelessness.
She squeezed Erin's hand and looked to Father, now limping ahead of
them all with surprising resolution. How could he hope to deal
with the situation, without even a court of law to fall back upon?



- Three -

They could hear the young couple talking in low, urgent tones
as they neared the family's chamber door.

"Hello?" Father called out. "Kyle, Molly? We've come to
speak with you."

The angle of the doorway prevented them from seeing inside;
but there was a moment of startled silence, followed by a flurry of
frantic whispers.

"Kyle? Molly? It's Father — "
"Just a minute, Father," came a young man's voice. Then:

"Uh, maybe if you could come back a little later —
"No, that won't do, Kyle. We've brought the children back,

and I'm afraid we really must insist on coming in." So saying,
Father led the way inside.

The family's chamber was one of the newer ones, only recently
made ready for habitation. On the rock walls, newly smoothed, the
marks of Kanin's chisel were still fresh and raw. The smells were
still those of earth and stone, rather than the warmer scents of
beeswax and wood-smoke that would accumulate with time. The atmos-
phere in the chamber was thick with tension.

A tall young man stood on the far side of the big bed. He
tossed the brown hair out of his eyes and tried to smile. "Is
there a problem?"

"We thought perhaps you could tell us," Father said grimly.
Catherine stepped into view. The young man saw his daughter

clinging to her hand, and his smile faltered. It vanished alto-
gether when Vincent, carrying Naomi, also appeared.

"Molly?" Father turned to the young woman standing at the
bureau nearby. Her back was turned; her red hair, so like her
1i11le gir1's , was tied back and trailed down between her shoulder-
blades. She seemed to be busy with a basin of water on the bureau-
top. Father said her name again.

She wrung out a cloth, and raised it to her face before
turning. Even above the wet fabric, they could all see that her
forehead was bruised. "Sorry," she said, trying to smile, "but I
fell and hit my face on the -- "

"We already know, Molly, what it was you 'hit' your face on,"
Father said sternly.

For Catherine, the tableau seemed to freeze then for an inter-
minable instant of time; the young woman facing them in an agony of
embarrassment, her hair gleaming redly in the lamplight, her
silence a mute plea that they not press this any further. And
Catherine thought, Her name -- even her name is the same! It
hadn't been so very long ago that the husband of another auburn-
haired Molly had ended years of unrepentant abuse with the killing
of their five-year-old son. Catherine had prosecuted the man...
but there was no triumph for her in his conviction. The child was
beyond help; and she would never forget his wife's broken-spirited
terror, and the anguish of her self-blame. Catherine felt ill
suddenly, as though time were unexpectedly repeating itself.

Almost at once, then, she felt Vincent's hand close warmly



round her own; and she knew that he had felt the change in her, and
guessed its cause. His response steadied her, as it always did.
She took a deep, quieting breath and returned to the moment.

Father was moving toward Molly. "Here, let me look at that."
She made no protest, but flushed with humiliation as he lifted

the cloth away to reveal that her eye was discolored and already
swelling shut.

"Child, child," Father sighed, his immediate anger giving way
to pity and exasperation. "How were you hoping to hide this from
us?"

Her gaze fell to the carpet. In the world Above, makeup might
have disguised the injury; but down here, any application heavy
enough to hide it would have drawn the attention she dreaded,
rather than avoiding it.

"Here," Kyle began, "let me --
Releasing Catherine's hand, Vincent put Naomi down and in one

small, swift movement, ha If-turned to block the younger man's path.
Nearly a head taller, he stood there easily, in a deceptively
casual stillness. Only the smoldering directness of his crystal-
blue eyes betrayed him.

Catherine stepped forward too; placed a warning hand on his
forearm, and felt the corded muscles there relax slightly. She
knew that in these past weeks he'd begun to like Kyle, with whom
he'd had little contact before the family's move Below; she knew
that he'd worked with him often since their arrival here. But she
could also feel the menace of his anger filling the space between
the two men.

Kyle stopped in his tracks -- looking somehow hurt, she
thought, rather than really frightened or angry. "Hey," he said
weakly, and spread his hands as though to show them all he meant no
further harm.

Vincent glanced over one broad shoulder. "Is she all right?"
"Aside from what you see... I think so, yes." Father care-

fully avoided looking in Kyle's direction.
"It's nothing," Molly blurted, unable to bear the uneasy

s i lence. "Really!"
Her husband was quick to agree. "Sure, it's nothing, Father.

I know the kids were startled, and I did try to catch them before
they could bother you all about it --

"Why?" Catherine's voice was icy. "So you could 'persuade'
Naomi to keep your secret, the way you've taught Erin to?"

He had the grace to blush; looking, for a moment, sullen as a
boy. "Now, look, this really isn't anybody's business but --

"You frightened the children," Vincent accused him, without
raising his voice. Naomi was tugging anxiously at his trousers;
without taking his eyes from the young husband, he reached down and
picked her up again.

Kyle took a deep breath; let it go, and squared his shoulders.
He was a good-looking young man with a square, honest face; not,
Catherine thought, what anyone would expect under the circum-
stances. She'd been involved in enough of these cases now, though,
to know that there wasn't any one "type" more prone to this than
others.

Now he raised his eyes, and looked directly at the child in



Vincent's arms. "I'm sorry I scared you, Naomi. I didn't mean to;
it was wrong of me."

"And Erin?" Catherine said pointedly. "Don't you think she
might have been scared too?"

Startled, the young man looked down as though really seeing
his own daughter for the first time. It hadn't seemed to occur to
him, until then, that she might be frightened as well. He held out
his hand. "Come here, honey."

She let go of Catherine's hand and went to him reluctantly,
her head down. Vincent, watchful, let her pass.

Kyle waited for her to take his hand; and when she did not,
dropped it back to his side again. "I'm sorry," he told her. "I
love you."

She shrugged. "I know it."
It was the first sign of hardness Father had seen in her, and

he scowled. "And what of Molly?" he demanded, turning his full
attention on the young man. His knuckles whitened round the head
of his cane. "Are you not sorry for hurting and frightening her?"

From behind him Molly broke in timidly, "Honestly, Father, it
wasn't anything you need to --

"Be still, child."
"You do him no kindness," Vincent murmured to her, "by becom-

ing his accomplice in this."
It was a harsh word, however softly spoken, and she stared at

him in shock.
"Now, look here," Kyle began again, reddening, "we were just

having a little misunderstanding and I lost my temper! Molly under-
stands that! There's no reason to go off the deep end --

"And it isn't anyone else's business anyway?" guessed
Catherine.

"That's right!" he retorted, and stuck out his chin.
"Please, Catherine. Kyle: Understand this," Father began,

his clipped and measured tones speaking of some terrible restraint.
"This sort of behavior will not be tolerated here. Ever. For any
reason. And we w i l l deal with it because it is our business, and
because we care for you both. Have I made myself perfectly clear?"

The boy gave him a white-faced nod.
"You're sure? Because I would hate to have any further... mis-

understandings... on this score."
After a moment, Kyle managed to choke out an acknowledgement.

Catherine, glancing down at his daughter, was surprised to see Erin
looking up at Father with an expression of worshipful surprise.

"Now." Father moved up to stand beside Vincent. "Am I safe
in assuming that this isn't the first time something like this has
happened? -- No, don't look at Erin," he said sharply. "She never
said a word. Your own actions give you away. Answer my question."
No one in the little family did answer -- which was, he reflected
grimly, answer enough. "Well," he said briskly, "many who find
sanctuary here, bring such problems with them. We will find a way
to deal with this --

'We'?" Kyle found his voice, trying to muster some honest
outrage. "Now, wait just a minute --

"You're members of a community now," the old man said, in what
Naomi always thought of as his Very Serious Voice. He looked at

So



Molly as well. "Both of you. Your actions no longer affect only
yourselves... and that entails certain responsibilities."

"'Responsibilities'?" The boy bristled, plainly thinking of
the hard physical labor he'd willingly been a party to, nearly
every day since his arrival here — digging aqueducts, shoring up
shafts. "After all I've —

"To care for each other," Vincent said.
"And that being our first priority," Father continued, "there

are crimes which the world Above may comfortably ignore, that we
cannot... and rules that must be followed."

"'Rules'?" Kyle dropped Erin's hand, forgetting her again in
his anger. "What kind of rules?"

The answer came from Naomi, who turned in Vincent's arms to
frown at him. "We don't sock people here."

At a sound in the doorway Father looked up from his book,
peering over his spectacles. "Ah, Catherine," he said, hiding his
surprise at seeing her arrive here alone. "Everything all right?"

"Vincent is helping Mary put the children to bed," she smiled,
stepping down the short metal stair. "What are you reading?"

"I am attempting to discover," he sighed, "how the law looks
at cases such as this."

"It's been my experience," she said, "that the law would
rather not look at cases such as this." She shook her head, then
brushed the soft brown bangs out of her eyes. "For a moment, when
we went in, I thought you were going to take your stick to him."

"For a moment, when we went in, I was sorely tempted." They
shared a brief, rueful smile. "Not, I'm afraid, a terribly effec-
tive object lesson. But, to treat someone you love in such a
fashion -- ! I can't imagine it."

"Down at the bathing pools, we heard the notice of the Council
meeting on the pipes."

"Yes, I've asked everyone to meet here at eight o'clock."
"Well... I know you want to prepare, so if you don't need me

I'll just --
"No, no," Father broke in, "I'd rather you stayed for the

meeting... if you don't object."
She hesitated. "I'm not a member of the Council."
"No, you're not, but..." He gestured toward the chair on the

other side of the big desk, and waited until she took it. "It is
our prerogative, to avail ourselves of any expertise..."

"I'm no expert."
"No, but you do see many such cases in your work, Above. Why,

just last week you were telling us of a situation very similar to
this." He cocked his gray head. "I'm sensing a certain cynicism
in you, Catherine. That's not like you. Or can it be... disillu-

S



sionment?"
Coloring slightly, she avoided his shrewd blue eyes. Down at

the bathing-pools, helping with the children, Vincent too had
noticed a certain tension she'd managed to hide from the rest...
and she was uncomfortably aware that slipping away had been her
attempt to avoid his deep and penetrating gaze. Irritated now, she
said to Father, "I don't know what you mean."

"This is no Utopia, Catherine. Do not be so quick to idealize
us." Her startlement was his reward; that, and her full attention.
"We encounter the same problems, here, that you see in the world
Above. We only hope to deal with them differently... perhaps more
effectively, if we're thoughtful, and careful... and lucky. But
we're only people, after all, and prone to all the usual human
failings." His mouth quirked. "I should have thought our own past
differences would have shown you that."

She answered his wry smile with one of her own. Rarely now
did either of them refer to that time, in the beginning, when he
had objected so strenuously to her presence in his son's life. She
thought for a moment. "I guess I do tend to idealize this place...
this society you've all tried so hard to build. And I suppose I
was disappointed, to find that husbands beat their wives down here
too. "

"It is an insidious sort of infection," Father mused. "Vio-
lence at its most basic level. I was utterly serious in what I
told Kyle, Catherine. I'm determined that we not tolerate this for
an instant. We cannot afford to turn a blind eye, even at this
stage."

"No," she agreed. "That never works."
Peeling his spectacles off, he dropped them into a ragged

vest-pocket. "Tell me again," he said, "what you proposed, in the
case you were assigned last week. We need to approach this as
straight-forwardly as possible, considering every alternative..."

- Four -

"Come in, both of you."
The young couple descended the short metal stair hesitantly,

daunted by the sight of the Council members gathered down both
sides of the long library-table. Father, at its head, motioned
them toward the two empty chairs to his left. "Please."

Kyle and Molly gingerly took their seats, finding themselves
facing Vincent and Catherine across the polished wood. There was
more than one sharp indrawn breath at the sight of Molly's black-
ened eye which, to her credit, she had made no attempt to disguise.

"I have apprised the others of what occurred this afternoon,"
Father began. "And I think you've been Below long enough, now, to
know all those who could attend this evening: Vincent, Pascal,
Mary, Sarah, Rebecca, William, Old Sam..." Each of the members



nodded, as his or her name was called. "And of course, you both
know Catherine."

Kyle looked at her with some suspicion. "She's a Topsider,
though, right?"

"Catherine isn't a member of the Council, it's true," Father
agreed. "But she is, in fact, one of us; and I have asked her to
sit in, because of her familiarity with such cases in the world
Above."

Molly said,' uncertainly, "Isn't she with the District Attor-
ney's office?"

"Yes," Catherine said, and felt her mouth quirk reassuringly.
"But I'm not here in any... 'official' capacity."

"Well," Kyle bristled, "but the D.A.'s office -- that's puni-
tive, isn't it? If that's all this is going to be --

"Not necessarily," Father said, his tone clearly dismissing
the objection. "That w i l l depend largely on both of you."

Catherine kept her eyes fixed on the young couple as Vincent's
hand, beneath the table-top, closed gently over hers.

"And normally," Mary said, "we would allow you to be faced
with your accusers, or witnesses... but I think you'll both agree
that isn't necessary."

"Brooke came to sit with Erin," Molly said. "Thank you for
sending her. Is... is Naomi all right?"

"I've just put her to bed," Vincent told her kindly. "She
seemed quite recovered."

"I felt awful, that we frightened her," she said, with a quick
sidelong glance at her husband.

"Now, look," Kyle burst out, "we appreciate your — your
concern -- honest we do, but this is just a family matter. I lost
my temper, that's all. You know I'm still looking for a job Up
Top. I got turned down again, and --

"There are a thousand reasons you could give," Rebecca broke
in impatiently. "Not one of them excuses what you did!"

"You don't need to worry about it, I tell you," he flared. "I
can take care of it. This is my problem, my family, and --

"You know, of course, why that isn't true," Father said re-
provingly. "Why it cannot be allowed to be true, especially here
Below. In the world Above, it may have been possible for you to
cling to the illusion that your actions affected only yourselves."

"But that's all it was," William rumbled. "An illusion."
"We don't have to stay here!" Kyle blustered. "We can find

someplace else. Above --
"There isn't anyplace else," Molly whispered urgently to him,

stopping him from rising with a soft hand on his arm. "You know
there isn't. And Erin likes it here. J like it here!"

"Your wife and child," Catherine said forcefully. "They're
not people you own, Kyle. You can't just do whatever you please
with them."

"Your actions," Vincent told the young couple, "must inevit-
ably affect everyone around you. Your friends and neighbors... the
child you both love."

"And we can't just ignore it," Pascal added, "the way they do
up in the city."

"Now," Father said briskly, "we are going to proceed, here, on



the premise that you are as interested in solving this problem as
we are. There is no need to feel defensive, I promise you. All we
require from you is absolute honesty." He gazed intently at both
of the young people, who looked at that moment as though they would
rather be anywhere else in the world. "Now, we need to know... has
this happened before?"

There was no answer; they seemed afraid to look even at each
other.

"If Catherine were to access her computer-files tomorrow
morning," Father went on, with an apologetic glance at her, "would
she find a record of this kind of... domestic disturbance?"

"... Once or twice," Kyle said finally, red-faced.
"When you asked me to petition that you come Below," Sarah

reproached them, "you never mentioned this."
"We were afraid," Kyle mumbled. "We thought — if you found

out, you wouldn't want us. 'And we -- I -- never meant for it to
happen again."

"You are our Helpers," came a soft voice from the far end of
the table. It was Old Sam, who seldom spoke. "It might have
affected our decision, but... in the end, I like to think we would
have helped you."

"So, what happened?" Sarah asked. "Did the city ever take any
action?"

"They didn't do anything!" Molly blurted, tears standing in
her gray eyes. "They called it a 'domestic disturbance,' and they
went away!"

"And you resented this," Vincent said, noting her husband's
startlement.

"Yet you didn't press charges," Catherine guessed.
Kyle answered heatedly, "She wouldn't do that!"
"That's right. I couldn't." Molly looked up, bewildered.

"How did you know that?"
"From what Catherine has told me," Father said, "it is abso-

lutely typical. The wife doesn't wish to be the 'cause' of her
husband's removal from the home. Or perhaps he is the only one
employed, and without that income she cannot imagine being able to
feed their children, or pay the rent. The husband depends upon the
wife to be a better person than he is able to be. . . and what should
be everyone's job, preserving the family, falls only to her. A
'conspiracy of silence,' such as we have here, is the result."

"Kyle's not a terrible person," she cried. "However this
looks! He doesn't mean to hurt me -- he's always sorry afterwards!
He was just tired and discouraged, that's all, and when I said he
ought to --

"And yet in your heart you know," Vincent told her gently,
"that there are times when it doesn't matter what you say or do."
His blue eyes looked deep into the gray of hers, and she was
stricken silent by the truth of his words. He went on, "You've
simply become the person upon whom he vents his anger, and there's
nothing you can do... no way of avoiding it. Isn't that what
you're truly afraid of?"

Molly paled at the insight, but before she could answer or
deny it --

"There isn't anything you could do," Sarah said fiercely,

SM



"anything! -- that would make what he's done, right! Well, I'm
sorry, Father, but you know it's true. Just look at this poor girl
-- look what he's done to her!"

Father had been hoping to avoid such outbursts despite the
outrage Molly's injury was sure to provoke. Knowing something of
the hardness of Sarah's own history, he let the interruption pass
and returned his attention to the young couple instead. He saw
Kyle's jaw clench and his eyes fall with shame; but the boy didn't
get up and storm away in a rage, which is what they all half-
expected. After a moment Father said, "You're both very young, and
so you do not realize how very common a pattern this is."

"But in protecting Kyle from the consequences of his actions,"
Mary told her, "you're showing him that it's an acceptable alter-
native to learning to control himself. You're actually encouraging
him to accelerate the cycle of violence."

"That's right." Catherine's gaze traveled around the long
table. "In the world Above, I see this all the time. Case after
case comes into our office... Cases where the husband 'got angry'
once too often, hit a little too hard, broke a bone, 'accidentally'
knocked the wife down the stairs... Or cases where, after years of
quietly taking it, the wife suddenly snaps and kills her abuser.
Those are the saddest cases of a l l . No," she said fiercely, "I
take it back. The saddest cases are those where the parents' rage
is taken out on the most helpless victims of all... their children.
Too often, people are so busy looking the other way that a child
has to die before anyone sees. And all because no one up there has
the courage to face the situation and do something about it in the
beginning." Her green eyes caught Molly's cloudy ones, and held.
"You've got to be strong," she said. "You have to put an end to
this now... before it's too late. You can be so much happier than
you are right now."

She gasped. "But I love him! I couldn't ever leave him!"
"No one's suggesting that," Pascal said quickly.
"At least, not yet." Mary leaned forward. "But you have to

think of your child."
"Erin?" She looked confused. "But he's never hit Erin!"
Father said, "Perhaps not. But she is being brutalized, all

the same."
Kyke spoke up then, his voice rough with emotion. "I swear,

I've never so much as laid a hand on her!"
"Even so," Vincent allowed, "you must never think she is

unaware of your actions, or the tensions between you."
"Children see and hear everything," Pascal said, with charac-

terisitic intensity. "Their whole job in life is to take in every-
thing around them, every waking moment of the day."

"And you're teaching Erin that violence is normal," Catherine
added.

"I don't believe that!"
Father leaned toward them. "I'd be willing to wager that

either one or both of you suffered some kind of abuse -- not
necessarily physical -- at the hands of your own parents."

Both of the young people were staring, as though profoundly
shocked by his words.

"Molly? Am I correct?"



Her lips trembled as she spoke. "My... my father. He used to
beat us, all of us, when he drank."

Kyle turned, his jaw dropping. "I didn't know that!"
"And so," Father said pointedly, "you find yourself in a situ-

ation which, if not exactly 'comfortable,' is at least familiar."
"I never told anyone," she said miserably. "But I -- I looked

for a husband who didn't drink." Her eyes filled with tears. "Kyle
doesn't drink."

"And you, Kyle?" Father pressed.
"I... my mother raised me." He shook his head. "She didn't

hit me, but after my father left... well, she had to work, and she
left me alone a lot. And when she got home, she used to lose her
temper and yell all the time. I never knew what was going to set
her off."

"Uncontrolled anger," William pointed out, "is a form of
emotional violence."

"And a poor example for children to follow," Mary nodded.
"So, you never learned to control your own temper. Now you have to
realize, both of you, how continuing and repeating this pattern may
affect Erin."

"With few exceptions," Father went on, "children growing up in
these circumstances either learn to accept violence... or to create
it. That is, they learn to abuse, or to be abused. In the world
Above, with so many other problems of overt 'criminal' violence to
deal with, the authorities can hardly do other than to ignore it,
and hope that it will go away."

"We can't afford to do that," Pascal said. "Not down here,
where we all live so closely together -- "

-- And have to depend on each other for everything," Rebecca
agreed.

"So you see," Father said earnestly, "it isn't just that you
blackened Molly's eye, Kyle, reprehensible as that may be -- " (and
his tone left no one doubting that it was) " -- or that you, Molly,
tried to help him conceal that offense. It isn't just that you
frightened your own daughter and another child."

"It's what you were teaching them," Catherine said, willing
these young people to understand.

"And to expect them to keep such a secret ..." Mary shook her
head, a movement that was repeated around the table.

"This is a secret place," Vincent mused. "A place, in fact,
of secrets. But there are some secrets that should not be kept...
secrets that hurt us more deeply, the closer we hold to them."

Father leaned back in the big chair; looked at the young
couple long and levelly. "You love each other," he said. "That
much is apparent." He could see their fingers twining tensely
underneath the table-top; just as earlier, on his other side, he'd
glimpsed Vincent's hand reaching for Catherine's. "Before that is
destroyed -- because make no mistake, this can destroy all that is
good and right between you -- you both need to find some better
answers than you're using now."

Molly gave him a tremulous smile, as though afraid to hope.
"What we need to know now, Kyle, Molly, is whether you wish to

remain among us, for the time being at least; and, if you do,
whether you're prepared to abide by the judgement of this Council."



Kyle looked around a little defiantly. "We could just leave,"
he said, daring them all to deny it. "We could."

"You're free to go whenever you please," Vincent agreed. "Is
that what you both wish to do? We'll help in whatever way we can."

Kyle glanced sidelong at Molly, honestly disconcerted by this
soft answer. He looked back at Vincent. "This isn't exactly what
I expected. You all are — not what I expected."

Catherine felt herself warming a little toward him. "What did
you expect, here tonight?"

He shrugged, a little sheepishly. "You were all so angry when
you came to our chanber; even I could see that. I don't know, I
guess I expected a lot of anger and yelling here, once everybody
saw what I'd done. Blame and recrimination. And with you here..."
He shrugged again. "Some sort of 'cross-examination,' I guess."
He turned to look at his wife. "God, I'm sorry, Molly. You know
I didn't mean to hurt you —" He looked to Father again, his face
strained and pale. "I never mean to do it! Then it happens and I
can't figure out how! And sometimes I can tell Molly and Erin are
feeling afraid of me, and it makes me madder, at them, at me -- it
makes me feel desperate! But I don't know what to do about it.
Everything I do only seems to make it worse!"

"Yes, yes," Father said brusquely, soothingly, and reached out
briefly to clasp the young man's hand with his own. "We will help
however we can." There was a sudden clanging along the pipes; he
saw Pascal cock his head, wincing, and knew that Zach, on duty in
the main pipechamber, was banging out an hourly "all's well" with
his usual enthusiasm. Kyle looked startled; he and Molly hadn't
lived Below long enough to learn to understand even the most
routine message-codes . After a moment the tattoo began again, with
renewed vigor. Some of the Council members, listening, shared
small secret smiles.

"Getting late," Vincent murmured when it was done.
"Yes," Father said. "But my question still hasn't been an-

swered. Kyle, Molly: Are you willing to accept the decision of
this Council?"

"I am," Molly said at once, with a pleading look toward her
husband.

Kyle looked so boyishly uncertain then that Catherine wanted
to reach out impulsively, reassuringly, as she might to one of the
children. It's all right, she wanted to tell them both, Don't be
afraid, it isn't going to hurt... But this was a leap of faith
they were going to have to make for themselves.

"All right," he said finally. "I guess we decided to trust
you all the day we moved down here, right? And after all, up in
the world you trusted us."

Father regarded his fellow Council members, up and down the
long table, solemnly; they answered him with nods, one after
another, until he was satisfied they were all in agreement. They
had discussed the matter at some length, of course, before the
meeting had "officially" begun, and several alternatives had been
proposed; the final decision would depend on their impressions of
the young couple themselves.

Kyle's decision to trust had, Father knew, been the deciding
factor. His gaze returned to the two nervous people waiting at his



left. He would not mention, at this point, that one of the options
suggested was that Kyle, or all three of them, be exiled from the
tunnels forthwith. That would have been a harsh judgement indeed,
and one to be resorted to only had there been no hope of healing;
it had only been enforced, out of dire necessity, twice before in
the whole history of their world.

"Here is our judgement, then. We've spoken with Catherine
about the best and most effective way of handling this problem. She
has explained that punishment appears to be less effective than
counseling and education; and so that, for now, is the direction we
have chosen. Understand this, however: We will not tolerate a
repetition of what happened today."

He fell silent until first one, and then the other, gave sharp
little nods of comprehension.

"Kyle, there is a program for men accused or convicted of
abusing their wives — (he waited to see the words strike home)
" -- that meets for discussion three afternoons a week in one of
the shelters near the park. Catherine knows the doctor who runs
it; he recommended it to her after hearing of a case she was work-
ing on, and she's sat in on a session. She reports these men are
fairly ruthless with each other, and they've doubtless used, or
heard, every excuse known to man. We will have her to thank, for
seeing to your enrollment. On the days that they meet, you will
not be helping us here Below; nor will you be looking for work,
Above. In fact, for the duration of your participation in this
program, you will not seek any sort of employment that would inter-
fere with it. Do I make myself clear? Yes? Good... Now, Cather-
ine also tells me, Molly, that, there are similar programs underway
for women."

"Women?" she squeaked.
"Yes, women," he scowled. "You didn't think this problem was

Kyle's alone to overcome, did you? There are things you need to
understand, as well, about what has been happening to you both.
And to Erin. Our overriding concern in this, of course, is how it
will affect the child. She too may require counseling."

"But, Father," Kyle began --
"No 'buts,'" the patriarch said sharply. "And I'm not quite

f inished yet."
"There's more?" asked Molly, faintly.
"Indeed there is. Beginning tomorrow, Kyle may spend as much

time with you and Erin each day as he wishes. Come nightfall, how-
ever, he will be leaving you to stay in the guest-chamber."

Kyle reddened to his hairline. "You've got to be kidding," he
choked. "You can't do that!"

"This is the judgement you've agreed to obey," Vincent said
with softspoken reasonableness, diverting the younger man's anger
for a moment. "It could have been more severe."

"Much more severe," William put in ominously, from his end of
the table. Rebecca elbowed him reproachfully.

"And it isn't forever," Catherine said, less to mollify him
than to comfort Molly, who was looking equally stricken.

"How long?" Kyle demanded.
"Listen to me," Father said more gently. "You two need time

to think. You need time, especially, to get to know one another



again... on a new level. Meanwhile, you will have a great deal to
think about — and later, to talk about."

"How long?" he repeated, obstinately.
"For at least a month; perhaps more. Until we begin to see

changes in your attitude and awareness that will mean you are
willing to learn, and grow. Both of you." He regarded them for a
long moment. "You can still leave us, of course... You need not
be bound by our decision, or our rules, unless you wish to be.
We're all agreed, though; we hope you'll stay." He looked around
him with satisfaction. "Well, then. Does anyone have anything
else they would like to say? ... No?" He stood. "Then this
meeting is hereby adjourned."

They broke up quietly, not lingering to chat, each going his
own way; William to his kitchen, Rebecca to her chandlery, Old Sam
up the winding stair to find a book to take back to his chamber.

Molly and Kyle kept their seats opposite Vincent and Cather-
ine. Watching the young man's preoccupation with the table-top,
Vincent suspected he was s t i l l feeling ashamed and vulnerable...
and unwilling to have anyone's eyes boring into his back as he went
out. Probably they'd be the last to leave.

Father excused himself to visit the bathing-pools and Molly
watched him go, her expression one of puzzlement mixed with awe.

"He's really something, isn't he," she whispered across the
table.

"Yes," Vincent replied, his blue eyes crinkling in his tawny
face as he felt Catherine's amusement. "Really something."

She hesitated a moment; then, as no one seemed to be inclined
to scold them any further, spoke again. "That message," she said.
"On the pipes?"

"Yes?"
"Well, I'm -- we're - not very good at understanding that sort

of thing yet. What was that about?"
"The first part," he said, rising and pulling Catherine's

chair back for her, "was just the hour, and 'all's well. 1

Mary passed by just then with Sarah, on their way to check the
nursery. "Vincent," she sighed, "I trust you'll find Naomi, and
put her to bed?"

Kyle looked up, startled, from his brown study. "Wait a
minute," he said. "I thought you said you did that already."

Vincent gave him a wry quirk of a smile. "That," he said,
"was the second part of the message."

"'Brooke says Naomi isn't in her bed,' Pascal quoted cheer-
fully, on his way back to the pipechamber. 'Again!1

Catherine took Vincent's arm, smiling. "I'll bet I know where
she is."

- Five -

A half-dozen candles, scattered throughout the chamber, burnt



low to lend a flickering amber glow to the scene. "See, I told -
you," Catherine whispered.

Vincent only smiled for he, too, had known that they would
probably find the child here. Whenever Naomi was sick or troubled,
she found refuge in the big bed beneath the stained-glass window.
It was here, in his chamber, that the little waif had begun her new
life in the tunnels, and here she felt most safe. She made an
almost unnoticeable bump beneath the covers now, although they
could see her curls brightening the patchwork pillow.

Vincent sat down on the bedside. Catherine, leaning on his
shoulder, called) "Naomi," very softly.

She sat up at once, blinking sleep away as though she'd been
fighting it, awaiting their return. "Is it all right?" she asked
plaintively.

"It's all right," Vincent told her. "Did you have a bad
dream?"

"No..." She rubbed her eyes, then looked up at him hope-
fully. "Maybe I was going to, though -- so I came in here."

His leonine mouth curved into a soft smile. "I see."
"Did Erin's mama and daddy go see the Council? Is it all

over now?"
"All over," Catherine nodded.
"Did Father punish Kyle for what he did?"
"Naomi," Vincent began patiently --
'Cause he was really, really mad down in their chamber."

"Well," Catherine hedged, trying to soften the memory, "I
don't know that he was mad, exactly, so much as --

"He was so!" the child said stubbornly. "I never seen Father
so mad!"

"Yes," Vincent sighed (with a wry glance up at Catherine,
advising surrender). "Father was angry, at first."

Naomi hugged her knees. "So were you."
"It was the kind of thing," Catherine said carefully, "that

good people get angry about."
"Then... is Kyle a bad man?"
"No," Vincent said at once. "Molly and Erin both love him

very much; you know that. But he made a mistake. He... did a bad
thing."

"A very bad thing," she echoed him solemnly. 'Cause it's
wrong to hit."

"And he knows that now," Catherine assured her.
All traces of drowsiness gone, the little girl pressed on.

"What did the Council do?"
"I don't think you need to worry about that tonight," Vincent

said. "Do you?"
"I do," she told him earnestly. "I been awful worried all day

long."
"So you have." Vincent phrased his answer thoughtfully. "We

decided that Kyle needed to learn why hitting is wrong. Up in the
city, Catherine knows of a group of men who also... hit... and they
gather together to talk about it. We're sending Kyle to meet
them."

Her blue eyes grew round. "Are they going to beat him up?"
His own eyes widened. He said "What?" -- and Catherine thought

C.o



that only when talking with Naomi was he driven to such graceless
exclamations. But in trying to simplify the idea, he'd given her
precisely the wrong idea.

"Is that going to be his punishment?" She thought of a term
she'd heard before, somewhere. "To go see hit-men?"

"Oh, no," Catherine gulped, choking back her own amusement.
"No, sweetheart. It's like a -- a class, that's all. To teach him
what he needs to know, to be a better husband and father. He'll be
moving into the guest chamber, too... just until he can learn to,
urn --

-- Be good?" Naomi guessed.
"Yes."
"You mean, like a time-out?"
"Yes," Vincent said, with visible relief. "Like that."
"Oh. Okay." Time-outs were something she understood quite

well. She looked from one to the other of them, uncertainly.
"So... they're going to be all right?"

"They're going to be all right," he said, and hoped that it
was true. With one great, furred hand he reached out to cup the
back of her head. "I'm proud of you for caring. I know how
frightened you were."

She gave a tiny, smothered cry and shrugged his hand away.
Hugging her knees more tightly, she huddled into herself, hiding
her face there. Vincent, who had meant to be encouraging, faced
this change with consternation.

"Naomi?" Catherine leaned toward her. "What is it?"
She looked up, her eyes brimming. "Aren't you mad at me?"
"Mad at you? What on earth for?"
The tears overflowed. "I runned away -- runned away -- just

like when my mama -- !
Vincent caught her up, covers and all, and held her while she

wept. Catherine settled worriedly beside them. "Her mother," she
whispered, and he nodded. She thought, Of course! Kyle's sudden
violence hadn't only reminded the child of her mother's death; it
brought back the guilty memory of having to run from it to save her
own life. Catherine's heart broke. "Naomi, listen to me," she
said quietly, fiercely. "Today you ran for help. You did exactly
what we would have wanted you to do. You're five years old --
there wasn't anything else you could have done." Rubbing Naomi's
back, she waited t i l l the little girl dared to peek timidly around
Vincent's sheltering arm.

"Really, Catherine?"
"Really. And sweetheart, the night your mother died... the

night she was killed. . . she told you to run because she wanted you
to live. Knowing you'd died too wouldn't have made her happy. But
wherever she is now, Naomi... I'm sure she's glad you're here."

(.1



- Six -

Later that night, after Naomi had been read to sleep and deft-
ly carried back to her own chamber, Catherine sat with.Vincent on
the mossy promontory overlooking the lake and the crystalline cas-
cade beyond. In the c i t y above them it was long past midnight; but
this place was bright, as it always was, with a soft golden light
that came from everywhere and nowhere, like the coming dawn.

Vincent's world was sleeping now; only an occasional "all's
well" rang out on the pipes in the corridor nearby, so faintly that
he could barely hear it over the distant thunder of the falls.

Catherine could not hear it at all, and felt peaceably removed
from the clamor and demands of both their worlds. "Thank you for
indulging me," she smiled, leaning her head on his shoulder. "This
is exactly what I needed." This -- and you, all to myself, she
thought boldly.

He slipped his arm around her, nuzzling the dark amber soft-
ness of her hair. "You're tired," he murmured, feeling it as she'd
known he would. "It's very late."

His breath, stirring her hair, raised goosebumps down the back
of her neck. "Oh, I think by now it's probably early again," she
teased.

"...Yes. It's been a very long day, for you."
She nodded. Certainly the morning, when she'd greeted their

friends the Korean grocers and begun her errand, seemed long ago
and far away. She thought back over the events of the day. "Will
they be all right, do you think?" she asked, knowing that he
couldn't know -- not really -- but needing the comfort of his
reassurance anyway.

"Kyle and Molly?" He hesitated. "They w i l l try, I think.
And... they do love one another."

"Yes," she sighed. "That has been known to help. And I do
know of cases where rehabilitation seems to happen. Some of the
men in the group," she offered, holding fast to their example.
"And if it doesn't work..."

"If it doesn't?"
She lifted her head to look up at him briefly. "I was watch-

ing Erin, after we first went back to their chamber. The way she
looked at Father when he defended them; when he told Kyle that this
sort of thing 'wouldn't be tolerated.'

"And how was she looking at him?"
"With... a kind of awe. I don't think it had ever occurred to

her that anyone else could intervene -- could stop the cycle, stand
up for them. Change things. She loves her father, yes, that's
only natural. But even if Kyle never becomes reformed enough to be
a solid father-figure, there are others here she'll feel safe
turning to. Father... You."

"And you," he said softly. "In the years to come she'll also
need strong women among her role models. She looked to you, Cath-
erine, as well; I saw that."

"I... I didn't notice." She paused. "Sarah wanted the Coun-
cil to send Kyle away, didn't she?"



"At first. Her own history, Above, makes it difficult for her
to remain objective in such issues. But what would such condemna-
tion have accomplished... except to send his family hurrying after
him?"

" — And end your influence, all of you, along with any chance
you might have had to help."

"Yes. Molly and Erin do love him —
"As you were careful to remind Naomi."
"We all love... unwisely... sometimes." Gazing off across the

water, Vincent pretended not to notice the way she straightened up
to look at him.

It was a minute or more before he spoke again. "There was a
moment in the beginning, in their chamber, when I felt in you..."

"I was remembering. Yes." As her thoughts returned to the
court case a shiver moved over her skin; she felt his arm tighten
round her reflexively, although she was sure she hadn't moved. "I
knew you felt it too."

"And now?"
"I -- I thought it was going to be like that. Bitter... hope-

less. It was so sad, Vincent. I've always felt there wasn't any
real healing possible in that case. I mean, here was a child's
life beyond saving, a woman whose spirit seemed broken beyond re-
covery, a man sunk into pure unadulerated evil. And because of
that. . . healing seemed beyond the reach of everyone who'd dealt
with it, as well. You, me... except for the distance of time."
She waited until he turned to look at her; in his face she saw the
sadness of memory she'd expected. "And for a moment I thought --
Oh, no, not here too! But today I learned... it doesn't have to be
that way. For us, at least, there can be a kind of healing... or
comfort... in helping people like this Molly, and her Kyle, who
aren't quite so far gone. We can use what we learned, even though
it seemed an ugly, barren lesson at the time. We can warn them."

"... Yes." Oddly, unexpectedly, he removed his hand from her
waist and turned his head to look off across the cavern once again.

Studying his blunt profile, Catherine felt that his heart was
filled with uncertainty and misgivings. She squeezed his arm.
"What is it?"

Only the roughness of emotion made his answer audible. "To
think that love can bring such harm... to see it demonstrated so
clearly, as if I could forget..."

"Forget what?" she pressed him, knowingly. "Tell me."
He turned. Hurt and urgency darkened his eyes to a blue

deeper than the waters below them. "Molly's husband is merely a
man, Catherine. Young, blessed --

As I have never been, she knew he was thinking; and her heart
contracted painfully.

"A man," he went on, "full of possibilities -- and rage. In
all men, Catherine, there may be some vestige of this brutality,
this -- this weakness. If one like him could do such harm, then
how can we know, you and I -- how can I ask you --

"Shhh." She touched his lips with warm fingertips, stopping
the words. Tears stood in her eyes. "You don't have to ask me
anything. I volunteered, remember?"

"But, Catherine..."

t



She ran her hands down his muscled forearms, lifting his
wrists, turning his great hands palm-up in hers. "Do you remember
what I told you once?" she asked, the very gesture recalling the
moment.

She saw his throat move as he swallowed, visibly. He whis-
pered, "I remember."

She repeated it anyway. "These are my hands." He was trem-
bling; she could feel soft gingery hair tickling her palms. "There
is nothing of the Kyles of the world in you, Vincent. Nothing. You
could never hurt .someone you love; you never will, whatever you may
fear about yourself. Even Naomi knows that, with the all simpli-
city and the certainty of a child."

"But she is a child --
" -- Who's seen you as you most despise yourself! It didn't

matter. She sees through that to someone she loves, someone who
loves her... someone who deserves everything." Catherine leaned
forward, her voice low and vibrant with all she felt for him. "She
sees in you what I do, Vincent."

He bowed his head, but not before she saw a single tear making
its way down the tawny softness of his cheek. Releasing his hands,
she turned hers quickly, laying them palm-down, warmly, in his. A
gift of touching; a surrendering. After a long moment he clasped
them tenderly, and raised his head.

Catherine smiled up at him; and Vincent could not tell if the
soft radiance he saw was shining into her face, or out of it. She
said, "We may not love too 'wisely, ' Vincent. . . but no one else has
ever loved so well."



Good Business

"A true moral dilemma," Catherine murmered. "It must have
been difficult for all of you."

"Particularly, as they meant to do no wrong." Vincent turned
from his perusal of the city lights, shining like stars beyond the
darkness that defined Central Park. He leaned back against the low
balcony wall, crossing his arms. His heavy cloak pooled like a
shadow on the rim behind him. "They only meant to benefit the
community."

"So, when the Council met... Father found no fault with their
motives?"

"Oh, no; none of us did. That was what made it so uncomfort-
able for us... and so difficult for them to understand."

"Poor Zach," Catherine sympathized. At almost fifteen he was
the eldest of the young people involved, and would have felt most
responsible — for their actions, and for defending their point of
view. "How did you find out what was happening?"

Vincent's mouth quirked in a wry, familiar smile. "Naomi was
delivering the morning's candle-stubs to the chandlery, and heard
them making plans."

Catherine drew nearer, looking up into his face. "It didn't
sound right to her?"

"No. And the more they tried to explain it..."
" — The more they couldn't make it sound right," she finished

his thought.
"Small children," Vincent mused, "often have an inalienable

sense of right and wrong."
"We stray from that, most of us, as we grow up."
"You learn to live in the world," he shrugged, as though that

in itself were neither good nor bad. "It isn't always as fair a
place as we would have it be."

"No." Catherine, watching his face, wondered if he were
remembering unfair and unwilling compromises he himself had been
forced to make, through the years — and not always on his own



behalf. "Can you remember what it was like to be a child, and to
be so sure of everything?"

He bowed his head, his face softening... saddening. "Do you?"
"Ohy yes." She touched his arm with one small hand, conscious

of the warmth of his skin beneath the sweater's coarse weave. "In
the past couple of years, more and more. It was a part of myself
I'd lost, till just recently." She saw his head bowed still
further, his face falling into shadow, and she lightened her voice.
"So, Naomi told on them?"

"The argument upset her — and, to be honest, it upset the
boys as well. It truly had not occurred to them, until then, that
they were thinking of doing anything wrong. Rebecca came back
then, and heard the last of it; and they started over, trying to
explain it to her as well."

"And while this was going on, Naomi went to Father with the
story?"

"With the question,~ Vincent said thoughtfully. "She looks up
to the older children, and it seemed to her they were going to tell
a lie — a 'big fib,' she told Father. I think she hoped that he
would find the words they hadn't, to make it all seem right."

Catherine nodded. The five-year-old had been abandoned to the
harsh life of the streets the autumn before, and had learned to
survive there before coming into the gentler realm of the tunnels.
She depended on Father, and Vincent, to "explain" a world whose
workings were often bewildering to her. "And he couldn't?"

"Father thought she must have misunderstood the situation," he
replied. "He called Zach, and Luke, and Stephen in to explain."

"Which they did."
"They did," he nodded, his unique mouth curving with irony.
"But not to his satisfaction?"
"It was clear they felt they had nothing to hide; they didn't

feel they were doing anything dishonest. When Father tried to
explain why he thought it was, they could not seem to understand
his reasoning."

"And that was when he called the Council meeting?"
Vincent nodded. "There had to be a decision. It had to do

with the very foundation of our dealings with our Helpers — and
with the world in general."

The Council had convened in Father's great library-chamber
with uncharacteristic haste; it was midday, but Father had felt
that this was a matter that ought not to wait until night, after
supper, when such meetings were normally held.

The waiting silence had been a tense one. Jacob Veils sat at
his desk, looking over the small gathering. Mary, and William sat
at the reading-table. Nearby, scattered over the odd collection of



chairs and other furnishings, were Cull en, Rebecca, Sarah and
Pascal. Old Sam was recovering from a virus, and had been unable
to attend; so also with Edwin, who had gone to visit with Elizabeth
in her Painted Tunnels earlier that day. Vincent was standing,
leaning with apparent casualness against the winding metal stair
that led to the library's upper level. Midway up, on ascending
stair-steps, sat the three teenage boys, their solidarity and
defensiveness apparent in their postures and expressions.

"Rebecca, " Father began, "you've spoken with the boys. Do you
think you have a fair understanding of what this is all about?"

The young woman nodded. Her sharp, pretty face was troubled,
and she twisted a lock of strawberry-blond hair between her
fingers.

"Do you think you could explain it, please?" He looked to
Zach. "If you boys don't object?"

He glanced at his fellows, and shrugged. "I guess not."
"All right, " Rebecca said uncomfortably. "You all know that

in the past year, Zach has been helping out, part-time, at the
stores run by some of our Helpers."

Some of those present nodded. As the children of their
community began to grow up, they were not discouraged from famil-
iarizing themselves with the world Above, so that the inevitable
choice each would eventually make — whether to remain Below, or to
live in the larger world — would be an informed one. Some of the
adults, Father included, tended to resist such exposure... But
allowing the young to earn their own pocket-money also served to
ease the adolescent, sometimes material needs which the tunnel -
world could not meet. As often as not, though, the children's help
was offered out of simple goodwill, or in exchange for goods or
services. Bartering was a skill the tunnel-dwellers learned early
in their lives, and one they enjoyed — whether it was Cullen,
trading his woodcarvings for raw materials in Greenwich Village, or
Rebecca offering candles for herbs and supplies in Chinatown.

"He's been acting as go-between, especially since I've been
getting more requests for candles; and Luke and Stephen have been
helping me here Below when they can. " The tunnel-world candles
were made almost exclusively of beeswax, which was pleasant to
smell and almost smokeless — a real advantage in the close
confines of these caverns and chambers.

"You've been doing very well with the candles this year,"
Vincent said.

"Yes, they're becoming very popular. The Helpers, like Doctor
Wong, trade for them; and the others, like the woman who opened
that new-age store up in Soho, pay us in money."

"She doesn't ask where they're made, or where they come from?"
asked Pascal, who hardly ever went Above.

"None of them care, " Zach put in. "I've heard them say
factory-candles cost a lot more than what we're asking, so it's
good business for them not to ask too many questions."

"'Good business, '" Father mused.
Rebecca said, "Orders have been increasing all year."
"Are we in danger of running short of beeswax for ourselves?"

Sarah asked her. "I'd hate to go back to using those smoky old
candles we used to have."



"Sometimes they pay for raw beeswax for us to use."
"And 'there's the rub, '" Father said grimly.
"fie didn't do anything wrong," Stephen protested, wounded by

his tone.
"No, not yet," the elder responded, though not without a

certain humor.
"What did you do?" scowled William, twisting his bulk around

in his chair.
"Nothing bad," Luke defended them. "Honest!"
"It 's what .they're planning," Father replied.
Vincent stirred. "Go on, Rebecca."
"Well," she said, "last week Mrs. D'Angelo, at the new age

store, asked us to make her ten dozen candles. When I told her we
were almost out of beeswax, she said she'd pay the cost of the raw
supply — and of course, that would account for part of the price
for the finished candles.

"And you told her how much 'cost' would be?" asked Cullen.
"Yes," she said. "We get it from someone Doctor Wong is in

contact with, on a beefarm upstate. The price never changes.
Well, hardly ever. "

Father leaned forward. "And once you had made this arrange-
ment?"

"She didn't need the order till the end of the month. That
was three weeks away, so we had plenty of time. Then Doctor Wong
ordered another two dozen, and he needs his next week. "

Luke broke in. "But then Zach heard about a place where we
could get the raw wax, half-price."

"It 's just this once, " the older boy said eagerly. "And it 's
a great dea1. "

"It's high-quality too?" Pascal asked him.
"Uh-huh. I mean, I wouldn't want us to use bad stuff or any-

thing. But it's half-price!"
"So, I say we use it." Cullen shrugged lean shoulders. "Is

that the question?"
"No, " Father answered. "Of course, I think we should buy the

wax, and use it."
"And pass the savings on to our customers?" Mary asked. "Both

Doctor Wong and — ?"
"That is the question," Father said heavily.
"Why should we tell her?" Stephen demanded.
"How much money are we talking about here?" William asked.
"I don't think we ought to talk about that, " Rebecca demurred.
Pascal said, "That's right. The amount shouldn't matter. Big

or small, the principle's the same.
"Tell me, Zach," Vincent said quietly. "What was in your

mind, when you first discovered you could buy the wax at the lower
price?"

"Well..." The boy cocked his dark head. "Saving everyone
some money, I guess."

"'Everyone. '"
"Well, yeah." He looked confused. "I mean, I thought that

was a good idea. "
"Sure it's a good idea," William said gruffly. "Nothing in

the world wrong with that. ~



"But then, when I got back, " the boy went on, "Luke and
Stephen and I got to talking. And we thought maybe...

"Mrs. D'Angelo already agreed to pay a set price," Luke
interrupted him. "I don't see the harm in just letting her pay
that. Why would ue have to tell her anything?"

"Luke!" exclaimed Mary, shocked. "I'm surprised at you. Of
course we have to tell her!"

"Why, Mary?" William asked, frowning and scratching his blond
beard. "If the woman agreed to pay a certain price —

"I should think that would be obvious," Father said stiffly.
"She agreed to pay the 'cost ' of the wax. If that cost has been
halved, then how can we in good conscience --

"I don't think conscience has anything to do with it," Cullen
put in. "I've been in that woman's shop, and she's doing okay.
You know we're always short of — well, of just about everything
down here, Father. We could use that money. We need that money —
certainly more than she does!"

"That isn't the point, though, is it," Pascal countered.
"Just the fact that we need it... I can't see that that makes it
right for us to just take it. If you follow that logic, we might
as well be mugging people up on the streets.

"Does the end in fact justify the means?" Father demanded.
"It's stealing, that's what it is," Mary said, with unaccus-

tomed vehemence.
"It's not stealing," Cullen retorted, "it's — "
"'Not stealing... taking'?" came Vincent's soft voice. An

uncomfortable silence fell over the group as they heard Mouse's own
flawed logic, echoed back at them.

After a moment Father said ruefully, "I had thought that right
and wrong in this issue were clearly indicated. Apparently, I was
mistaken.

"I'm sorry I ever brought it up," Zach said miserably.
"No, no, you mustn't feel that way. It's through things like

this that we learn." The old man leaned forward, hands clasped
over the head of his walking-stick. "Although I confess that I too
am disturbed by our disagreement, on something I felt was so
basic. "

"What would be wrong, exactly," Sarah said carefully, "with
letting Mrs. D'Angelo pay the money she agreed? Cullen is right;
we could really use that kind of windfall."

"Any kind of windfall," Cullen put in sharply. "Kanin and I
could use some new tools, the kids need shoes, and Father, you were
just saying the other day that we're getting low on some of the
medicines —

"I am aware of our needs, Cullen," Father replied, a little
test ily.

"Zach?" Vincent said. "You sounded, before, as though you
were having second thoughts.

"I'm not sure any more. " The teenager shrugged, his gaze glued
to the carpet. "I don't want to do anything wrong. "

"It wouldn't be wrong," William said impatiently. "This kind
of thing happens in business all the time. It's called profit, and
it's how the world gets by."

"We aren't a business, William," Mary said softly.



"And are we to seek out this 'profit, ' ' Father demanded,, "at
any cost?"

"What about Doctor Wong?" Sarah put in. "Were you going to
tell him about the savings, and charge him less?"

Stephen looked surprised. "Well, sure."
"Why?" Vincent asked.
"I guess... because he's a Helper. Mrs. D'Angelo isn't."
"So... it would be all right for us to cheat someone who isn't

'one of us'?"
"It isn't cheating!" the boy said hotly, stung by the words.
"What exactly," Father said drily, "shall we call it then?"
It was Cullen who answered. "It 's good business, Father, and

that 's all it is. "
"To lie?" Pascal asked, his quiet voice intense. "To take

money under false pretenses?"
"I think," Father said, "that we cannot dismiss too lightly

Zach's original intent. In good faith, with the best of motives,
he obtained a better deal, to benefit everyone. If he allowed
himself to be talked round to something else later on, that does
not invalidate his original intent.

(At this, the ears of the boy in question grew distinctly and
noticably pink.)

"And how would we feel, " Mary said, "if someone did something
like this to us? What if we gave one of them money to buy us
something -- medicines or whatever -- and they kept it all instead
of giving back the extra? Wouldn't we feel we'd been cheated?
Wouldn't that reinforce the feelings some of us have about
Topsiders a 1 ready?"

Zach looked at her, his eyes widening. "So if it's wrong for
them to do to us... it's wrong for us to do to them?"

Cullen was red-faced with frustration. "It isn't wrong! We
wouldn't be hurting anybody, and if we really need the money --

Pascal leaned forward, his eyes fixed on the woodworker. "And
what if that woman hears something? What if she asks us, later,
about the price we paid --

— And if there was any money left over, " said Rebecca,
who'd been sitting quietly, listening. "We'd have to lie then,
wouldn't we? How would you feel about that, even if she didn't
have any way of finding out the truth?" She looked carefully at
Stephen, Luke and Zach in turn; and then at Cullen, William, and
Sarah. The boys had the grace to blush at the thought. Cullen
looked defiant, Sarah uncertain. William's eyes dropped to his
large, meaty hands.

"Perhaps that is as accurate a measure of our behavior as
any," Vincent said, into that uneasy moment.

' -- How we'd feel, if we were found out," Pascal nodded. "I
remember that when we were boys together, Devin used to come up
with wonderful schemes, sometimes. " He gave his friend an unex-
pected, mischievous grin. "Remember the trouble he used to get us
all into?"

"Somehow those schemes always sounded very different," Vincent
said soberly, "when it was Father describing them, afterwards."

"Yes," the old man said drily. "I remember, as well."
"I still don't think this would be wrong, exactly," the big



chef growled.
"Perhaps not — exactly, " Father agreed, surprising him. "Per-

haps it is a perfectly acceptable business practice, in the world
Above. And yet... "

"Mary was right," Pascal said. "We're not a business."
"And we're not Topsiders," Rebecca said. "If we start doing

business like them... thinking like them... well, what would be the
point of our living apart this way? I mean, didn't we set our-
selves apart from that world, in more than mere geography?"

"I think that's very true," Vincent said quietly.
Stephen looked rebellious. "I still say, if it's okay to do

in business...
"Many things are done in the world of business, " Father told

him, "which, if not exactly wrong, aren't right either, in the best
and strictest sense of the word. The temptation to come out ahead,
to make a profit, can cloud our judgement. I'm certain, given the
conversations I've had with our Helpers in business, that even some
of them are different in their dealings with us, than they are with
their everyday customers. It's the way they've adapted to living
in both their worlds.

"fie siphon power from the city, for some of our lights, " said
Sarah, as though suddenly troubled by that. "And we don't pay
anyone for it. "

"We have also, " Father pointed out, "helped people there, in
ways their fellow citizens will — we hope -- never know about.

"So," Cullen said sharply, "it all comes down to what we can
rationalize, and what we can't?"

"I suppose it does, in a way," Mary said thoughtfully. "Few
things are really as black-and-white as we would like to have them,
are they? There are 'shades of gray. '"

Pascal said, "I suppose we can only try to be as honest as we
can be, in our dealings — "

' — With them, and with each other, " Father nodded. "We must
hold to our highest ideals. He may not always be able to achieve
them; in fact, often I fear we fall far short — "

"But we must at least begin there."
"Yes, Vincent... or how can we continue to see ourselves as

'different ' ? And if there are two choices — one slightly question-
able, and another which you know is right -- (and here, he was
looking at the three boys) — it would be impossible to err on
the side of right — or, to use a less controversial word just now
— on the side of generosity. Don't you think?"

"It reminds me of something I read in a story once, " Mary
remembered, "about a young nun.

William looked startled. "A nun?"
"Yes, a nun. One morning she was looking at her white habit,

wondering if it was clean enough for her to wear for one more day,
or if the hem was too dingey to 'pass inspection. ' They had to
wash their habits themselves, you see, and it was a lot of work.
But the mother superior told her, 'If there is the slightest doubt
in your mind, don't wear it.' I suppose the idea was that it's
impossible to err on the side of cleanliness... but it's an idea
that I find applies to more than clothes. Sometimes, when I'm
unsure about whether or not something is right, I think, 'If there



is any doubt, then maybe this is a habit I don't want to wear. '"
Father regarded her with fresh respect. This was an idea

which even the boys could understand (although he couldn't help but
wonder if, during some future moral dilemma, they would envision
themselves donning rumpled nun's-habits). "Ah, thank you, Mary."
He looked around again at his assembled friends. "Hell, then.
Does anyone have anything else to say?... No?"

"I think it is important to remember, " Vincent interrupted him
quietly, "that, however the vote may go, no one here intended to do
wrong. These boys meant to benefit the community."

Rebecca concurred. "Yes, it isn't as though they were going
to pocket the money.

"That is understood," Father said solemnly. "Now, shall we
vote? Boys?"

"fie're not members of the Council," Luke pointed out.
"You may be, someday, " Vincent told him. "It 's an important

responsibility.
"Yes," Father said. "It 's probably time you began to under-

stand how difficult these decisions really can be. So, unless
there are any objections, I don't see why you boys shouldn't vote
today, as well.

"And the vote?" Catherine asked, leaning comfortably into the
warmth of his shoulder.

Yielding, Vincent slipped his arm around her. "Five voted to
tell of the price change, and return the money. Four voted against
it; and two abstained."

"It was that close!"
"Yes."
"Let me guess who voted what," she said; and she did, naming

each of the other Counci1-members thoughtfully, and ending with the
three boys.

He looked down at her, raising his gold-bristled brows. "You
know us wel1."

"I was only surprised by the boy who changed his mind. I
didn't expect two abstentions." She wriggled more snugly beneath
his arm. "And Naomi?"

"I put her to bed before coming Above," he smiled. "She was
very curious about the Council's decision. When I told her, she
was very pleased that —

-- If she couldn't get away with any 'big fibs,' nobody else
was going to, either?"

His soft laughter joined with hers. "Yes."
"You didn't tell her who voted for returning the money, and

who voted to keep it?"
"No. It might make her more thoughtful to wonder, as she sees

them every day. She loves them all too."
"The lawyer part of me," she mused, "is fascinated by the



rationales each of them used to support his position. — I saw a
movie* once," she said suddenly, "where one of the characters said
that rationalizations were really more important than sex."

He drew away enough to stare down at her. "You... you did?"
Preoccupied with remembering, she overlooked his start lament.

"It went something like, 'I've often gone a week without sex, but
just try going a week without a good rationalization. ' She looked
up triumphantly — and then she remembered where she was and with
whom, and her green eyes widened. "Oh!"

Even in the moonlight he could see the color flooding her
face. Through their bond, he felt her embarrassment at bringing up
such a "forbidden subject." But a rueful mirth followed swiftly on
the heels of that first emotion; and in a moment she was laughing
at herself, and he was laughing quietly along with her.

"I'll have to pass that on to Father," he said finally.
She wiped her eyes. "Don't you dare!" she protested —

although the very thought of Father's face, at hearing such words
from him, set them both to chuckling all over again. After a
moment she fitted herself happily beneath his arm again; and
slipping one arm around his waist beneath the cloak, she leaned her
head on his broad shoulder. "So, you feel good about the way it
went?"

"...Yes. Most of us do, I think."
"And those who'd disagreed with you?"
"They may have been angry at first —
"You were right," Catherine said, "and that can be hard to

forgive."
"We've weathered worst storms," he said. "But in our world,

we try not to take such things personally. None of it, after all,
was meant that way. Zach was concerned, I think, that Father not
be disappointed in him. 'If I wanted to keep the money,' he asked,
'does that make me a bad person?' We said no, of course it didn't;
and Father confessed he'd shoplifted once when he was twelve --

"He did?" Catherine exclaimed. The picture of Father as an
Artful Dodger, pocketing ill-gotten gains, was irresistible.

"Yes," Vincent smiled, seeing it too. "His point being, that
all of us do things when we're young that we're not proud of later.
We learn to make better decisions as we grow older. No one holds
those old mistakes against him... and Zach mustn't think this would
be held against him, either. William wanted us to know he might be
angry and he still disagreed; but he wasn't angry at us."

"And Cullen?"
"Cullen remains... somewhat disgruntled."
"But nothing like he was, I hope, the year his 'ship came

in'?"
"No," he smiled, remembering the treasure-wreck they'd found

buried deep beneath the city, and the resulting furor of greedy
excitement among them. "Nothing like that." He turned his head,
pressing his cheek to the sweet-smel ling silk of her hair. "It was
a day for learning about each other."

*"The Big Chill



"Were you surprised?"
"By one or two of us... yes. And I know Father was. These

are people we love, people we see every day, and with whom we've
chosen to live out our lives. Yet just as we begin to think we
know them well enough to take them for granted, they do or say
something completely unexpected."

"Yes. People are full of surprises."
"It made me wonder if it is possible, after all, for one

person to truly know another."
"Oh, I think it is," she whispered, half to herself.
He felt the shift in her mood. "Do you," he answered softly.
"We can only keep on trying." Catherine lifted her head, and

brushed her lips over the velvet-soft gold bristles of his cheek,
near the corner of his mouth.

His heart skipped once in his chest; he felt she was near
enough to have heard it... felt it. "And you," he murmered.
"Shall I find you full of surprises, as well?"

"Just you wait," she said, and kissed him again.



"Father" Figure

It's given me some food for thought,
this thing we're all a part of:

this splendid so-called fantasy
and what i t ' s been the start of..

And sometimes s t i l l I wonder at
the power of your passion,

and what it is that draws vis a l l
together in this fashion.

It goes beyond the scope of an
outsider's first impression --

a league of dreamers, caught up in
a fairy-tale obsession...

The truth beyond the knowledge
of the folk who rise Above it,

is that we choose to be a part
of this because we love it.

The fairy tale tells us of a bond
that won't be broken;

yet there's a greater magic here,
unnoticed and unspoken.

I see it in the way you've come
to trust in one another,

and in the way you all have learned
to try to help each other.

And what it is, I think, is that
this "story" we've been sharing

inspires an especial kind
of gentleness, and caring.

You've found in it a richness.
more than simple recreation.

A family. A home. And friends
who meet in celebration.

And as for me, I find with every
vi s i t , card and letter

that what I thought was just a role
I played, is something better.

If pressured for an explanation --
well , I haven't any...

But never has one fellow been
a "father" to so many!

for Foy (with love



Here Tftere Be Dragons

It was Catherine, stepping through Vincent's chamber doorway,
who found him sitting in his reading-chair and chuckling to
himself, all unawares.

"What is it?" she asked him, smiling.
"Catherine -- He looked up with a startlement she rarely

saw in him. "I'm sorry, I didn't hear you."
"What is it?" She stepped around the small reading-table

until she could see -- as she'd rightly suspected -- a book lying
open in his lap. "What are you reading?"

He lifted it for her examination. "The Outlaws of Sherwood*,"
he quoted, his eyes still lit with amusement.

She settled one slim hip against the table's edge. "Oh, are
you enjoying it? I thought you might." She'd been delighted with
it, herself, and had been pleased to offer this more contemporary
treatment of the "Robin Hood" story to Vincent, who'd long ago read
every other version. Odd to see his great hands cradling a paper-
back, though; it all but disappeared in a grasp more familiar with
the larger leatherbound tomes of Father's library. But he must
have been enjoying it, she thought, to remain unaware of her
approach.

"Did you find Jamie?" he was asking.
"Yes, and we finished our l i t t l e business. She was happy to

help." Catherine had wanted to arrange an anonymous donation to a
family of Helpers who'd recently fallen on hard times. "What were
you laughing about, when I so rudely interrupted you?"

"Only this -- And much to her surprise, he reached out to
draw her nearer, onto the heavy wooden arm of his chair. She
perched there almost gingerly, although whether this was due to her
care for the furnishings, or her surprise that his arm had draped
itself loosely round her hips, she could not have said. So she
slipped her arm across his shoulders and pretended an interest in
the pages he displayed.

*The Outlaws of Sheruood, by Robin McKinley, Ace Publishing 1989
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"The author paints her characters with all the humanity and „- •

humor they were likely to possess," Vincent said, obviously I
relishing the uniqueness of this approach. "Here, for example,
toward the beginning: The outlaw Saxons have retreated to Sherwood •
forest in response to Norman tyranny," he explained, forgetting in J
his enjoyment that she'd read the book too, "but they've only begun
to think of themselves as anything like a band. And then one day _
Robin is talking with his friend, Much -- I

'Any man may be called merely Robin, ' grumbled Much *
one day; 'we need a better name for you.

'Normanslayer?' Robin suggested ironically. 'Deer- •
thief? Sheriffs-bane? — Would that I were.'" I

Vincent looked up, sharp teeth glinting rakishly at the sound of
Catherine's laughter. "And here -- He paged further back, to •
the point where he'd evidently been reading: "During one raid, |
Little John shut up the maidservants in wardrobes, and threw the
keys in the pond. But later, Marian reports: 'I hear Little John
threw wardrobes full of maidservants into the lake — alone, and I
with his bare hands, you understand -- and miraculously none was •
drowned. ' Vincent chuckled. "I'll have to remember to tell Devin
about this, during his next visit. This is the kind of 'Robin •
Hood' he could relate to." |

"Particularly the 'maidservants' part," she grinned, "if I
read my Devins aright -- •

"And I think you do," he smiled, leaning his wild head back I
against her arm, and liking the way her soft brown hair brushed his
temple.

"Did you and Devin read a±>out Robin and Little John, when you I
were boys?" she asked. '

"Catherine, Devin and I were Robin and Little John, when we
were boys." •

"In that order, I suppose," she sympathized, toying with the |
long strands of his hair that fell across his shoulder, under her
free hand. _

"Devin was older, after all," he told her, deadpan. "I didn't I
mind. The greatest difficulty, when we played it here Below, was
seeing the forest for the lack of trees."

"I can see how that would be a problem," she agreed. "But I I
suppose that's what the stalacmites are for?" •

"Exactly," he nodded, appreciating the way her imagination
fel 1 in wi th hi s. •

"And his other 'merry men'?" |
"Pascal and Winslow, of course, and Rebecca and the others

when they could be persuaded -- although Rebecca tired very quickly
of playing Maid Marian, since Devin would never give anything to do I
except be 'kept safe.1" ™

"I can understand her frustration," Catherine said gravely.
"I thought you might," Vincent replied, and went on: "Mitch •

usually insisted on being Sir Guy of Brisbane -- he could at least |
be sure of one good swordfight then, and he didn't have to follow
Devin's -- 'Robin's' -- orders." •

"Sounds like the Mitch I met, all right," she said drily. J
"Did you even have swords, or was this all make-believe?" (

"We did have some wooden and papier-mache props we'd made for

I



our stage-plays... and some of the older boys had pen-knives they
could brandish as daggers. Father would confiscate them, though,
if he saw. He drew the line at real blades."

She remembered hearing about the trouble this rule had caused
Devin later. "But if you were Little John," she pointed out, "you
must have gotten pretty handy with a staff."

He chuckled at the sudden memory. "Devin found me a broken
hockey-stick in the trash Up Top; he wound it up with red
electrician's-tape. It looked just like a barber's pole, and was
taller than me. Once I'd practiced a bit, it did give me a certain
advantage. "

Catherine grinned at the thought of young Vincent wielding his
"barber's pole" with heroic enthusiasm. "I don't imagine those
papier-mache props were much of a match."

"No, I shattered them with great regularity -- virtually every
time we had a battle, and our Merrie Olde England was fairly teem-
ing with battles." That smile, again. "We went through a lot of
swords that year. Shakespeare suffered, I fear."

"Not to mention Sir Guy and his evil cohorts, I'd guess. Who
played the fat Norman lords, needing to be relieved of their i l l -
gotten gains?"

"Father, I'm afraid — singly and collectively," Vincent said,
to her obvious delight. "He wasn't fat enough, it's true, but we
hadn't got William yet, back then... and when robbed at 'sword-
point,' his indignation was nothing less than spectacular."

"I can imagine," snorted Catherine, who in truth had seen
Father often enough in that state to have no need of imagination on
such a point. "And the damsels needing rescue?" she pressed on.

"Few and far between," he sighed. "We were too young to have
much interest in them, and could never quite figure out what to do
with them after they were rescued."

"Well, never mind," she smiled, her green eyes twinkling; and
she dropped a quick kiss onto his furrowed brow. "You've made up
for i t, since."

At that moment they were startled by the sound of running feet
in the corridor outside; and an instant later Naomi dashed giggling
through the door, pink and dripping and entirely naked.

"Naomi — " Vincent reached for the five-year-old as she shot
by, but was impeded by Catherine's presence on the arm of his
chair; and when his grab almost overbalanced her, he held onto her
instead.

"Naomi," Catherine began, craning her neck, her voice rich
with laughter -- "Naomi, aren't you supposed to be down at the
bathing-pools?"

But the child had thrown herself, sti l l giggling, onto the big
bed, where Vincent's cloak lay thrown over the foot. In a trice
she'd squirmed her way between the quilt and that large, weighty



I
garment; and by the time Vincent had risen to look, there was •
nothing to see but a dark patchwork lump, humping its way I
caterpillar-like across the foot of his bed.

Muffled giggles could still be heard, however, when Brooke •
appeared rather breathlessly in the doorway. She carried a thick, J
ragged towel in soapy hands; and looking past Vincent and Catherine
at the now-lively bed, she blew disshevelled strands of dark hair _
out of her eyes. "Mary said she'd probably come in here. — Come I
on, Naomi, you'll catch your death running around these tunnels *
like that..."

The child showed no sign of hearing Brooke's entreaties, but •
was now humping blindly toward the bedpillows, the cloak trailing |
behind.

"We're going through a stage," Vincent explained, sotto voce, m
suppressing a smile. "This is the second time this week." I

"Mary says they all go through it," Brooke added.
"And to think I thought the 'streaker' age had come and gone," _

Catherine whispered back. Then her eyes flickered toward Vincent's I
and away again, and he felt the sudden shift in her amusement. •

"What is it, Catherine? What are you thinking of?"
"Only you," she said with an impish grin, "at the same age 1 " •
To her delight, thus caught unawares he actually blushed, his |

tawny face darkening. They both heard Brooke smother a giggle
behind her hand. m

Vincent covered a sheepish smile with an attempt at sternness. I
"Naomi, have you finished your bath?"

But the sound of his voice only provoked more childish merri-
ment , at having gotten his attention. With a sigh, he stepped for- I
ward. "Naomi?" he called, and tapped the noisy lump on what might ™
have been its rump. This only spurred it to a further flurry of
movement, this time straight toward the edge of the bed. Shaking •
his head, he caught the whole thing up and -- after a ticklish |
moment spent determining which of her ends was "up" -- he threw her
over his broad shoulder, cloak and all. •

"Vincent -- no, Vincent!" came a muffled protest, from the I
struggling bundle.

"Perhaps we had better go and help," he said to Catherine,
with a wink in Brooke's direction. I

"Thank you," breathed that young woman, her relief plain. •
"She's a slippery one!" And she followed them out of the chamber.

I

I

I
Catherine stayed the evening. Back in her apartment there was

casework she'd brought home to work on; but this was only Friday, •
and for once it didn't have to be done before morning. While her |
free time during the week was too often measured and limited, week-
ends had become an inviolable luxury as she she'd felt the growing
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need to spend more time Below with Vincent. In recent months, her
friends had grown accustomed to dealing with her answering machine
on weekends, and to not expecting a return call until at least
Monday morning.

Jenny and Nancy, who'd known her during her "social butterfly"
days, had seen important changes occurring in her life during the
past two years; and both had had hints of some "involvement" she
was concealing. And while they didn't understand the necessity for
her ironclad discretion, they had so far respected it -- although
they teased her, now and then, about her "secret life" and the
rendezvous and assignations she must be keeping from them. You
have no idea, she thought now, with the delicious thrill that
secrecy often brings.

Even Joe had become resigned to the fact that she was dedi-
cated to something greater than their work together, and that it
seemed to have its own imperatives. Her occasional disappearances
were inconvenient; and her excuses, she knew, were sometimes uncon-
vincing. He'd demonstrated his loyalty to her, time and again, by
keeping whatever suspicions he had about it to himself.

But this was Friday and now, safely Below at last, she had
neither obligations nor interruptions to worry about.

Tonight, as often happened, she and Vincent had joined the
children for Father's story-hour, a longstanding bedtime tradition
in the tunnels (and one which some people never quite outgrew, she
thought, watching Pascal and Rebecca slip quietly into the great
1i brary-chamber).

Sitting with Vincent on a worn velvet loveseat in one corner,
Catherine tucked her feet up beside her and leaned up to whisper in
his ear. "I didn't think Pascal ever left the pipechamber."

He glanced back toward the slight, balding man who'd been his
boyhood friend. His expression was deadpan. "Pascal has always
been a great listener," he murmured.

"I might have guessed." She smiled; for surely, she thought
affectionately, his ears were his most recognizable feature!

Sitting crosslegged at their feet was Naomi, who had forsaken
her usual post, front and center, in favor of being close to them.
She was clad (finally) in a nightgown and patchwork robe. At least
a dozen other children, in similar attire, were scattered over the
chairs and the carpet nearest Father, their whole attention on him
as he began the evening's tale.

"Now this is the story of The Four Skillful Brothers," he
said, opening a book of Grimms' Fairy Tales to the page already
marked.

"Huh," one of the boys said doubtfully. "That doesn't sound
very exci t ing."

"Be quiet. Kipper," Samantha said. "You don't know."
"I bet it doesn't have any monsters or dragons in it, or any-

thing," he teased her.
"Oh, you're mistaken, Kipper," Father told him. "It does

indeed have a dragon."
They settled in to listen; and the patriarch began the tale of

a poor father who had four sons. "And when they had grown up,"
Father read, "he said to them, 'my dear children, you must now go
out into the world, for I have nothing to give you. '" A consum-
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mate storyteller, Father let his voice fade to become that of a I
more aged, world-weary and impoverished parent. "'Make your way to
foreign countries. Learn a trade and try to succeed as best you m
can. ' " |

A bespectacled boy at his feet looked up at him doubtfully.
"You gonna throw us out that way when we grow up, Father?" _

"Certainly not, Eric," the patriarch said gruffly, as though I
the very thought were an outrage. "You children will all be per- ™
fectly free to make your own decisions when the time comes — just
as Michael and Laura were, do you remember? ...I think the father •
in this story probably couldn't afford to feed such great strapping I
young men as his sons had turned out to be."

"Because he was poor?" Eric asked. •
"Yes, because he was poor." g
"And we're not poor," Samantha sniffed. "Go on. Father."
"Why, thank you, Samantha." Adjusting his eyeglasses, waiting

a moment to make certain he still had their full attention, he went I
on: "So the four brothers got ready for their journey, took •

leave of their father, and went out of the town gate to-
gether. After they had traveled for some time, they came •
to a crossroads that led in four different directions. I
Then the oldest son said, 'We must separate here, but let
us meet again at this spot four years from today. In the •
meantime, we shall try our luck. '" I
Catherine, watching, thought that Father must have read such

stories a thousand times through the years, for he seemed to barely
glance at the pages as he brought to vivid life the words printed I
there. She looked at Vincent and saw him listening with a faraway H
expression; and she wondered when it was he'd first been led to
picture the four brothers as they took leave of their father. Four •
brothers, she thought. Had Vincent, Devin, Pascal and Winslow seen |
themselves in the tale, going off on their own to seek adventure?
Her eyes sought out Geoffrey and Eric, sitting at Father's feet, _
and in their rapt faces she saw they imagined themselves part of I
the story. Vincent too would have been young enough, at their age,
to still have such dreams, and to share them. Had he been differ-
ent, she wondered, when he believed it might someday be possible I
for him to travel the world -- as Devin was doing -- in search of I
"fame and fortune"? What had he hoped to see? Where had he hoped
to go someday? South of Oz, she remembered, a little sadly. North m
of Shangri-La. |

Vincent didn't turn his head; but as though sensing her drift-
ing melancholy, he reached over to her hand as it lay upon her
knee, and covered it with his own. I

Catherine laid her head on his shoulder; and smiling to her- •
self, she deliberately returned her attention to the story.

The four brothers, Father read, left one another at the
crossroads and went off to find -- or make -- their fortunes.

"How were they going to do that?" asked Naomi, who had no
clear idea yet just what a "fortune" was, or how one might be made. •

"Well, children, you remember that each one had to learn a J
skill, or develop a talent, in order to make a living -- to get
food to eat, for example, or clothes to wear. And so, as you might
imagine, they were all very keen to get started. Now, it happened I

I
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that, not far along the way, the oldest boy met a man who asked him
what his plans were. He said that he wanted to learn a trade; and
the man offered to teach him to be a thief."

"A thief?!" The children hooted and chuckled with glee. "Is
that a skill, Father?"

"Well, perhaps it was, back in those times. Of course it isn't
considered a respectable profession now, and I know none of you is
considering perfecting it in the future." And for a moment he
gazed sternly over his spectacles at some of the little former
pickpockets -- Kipper included -- before him. "As it happened, the
oldest son's first impulse was to reject the stranger. 'It's no
longer considered an honest trade,' he said, 'and one generally
ends up dangling from the gallows. '"

"They got no gallows in New York," scoffed a boy sitting at
the fringes of the group.

"No, they got worse," said one of the older boys, who had
reason to know. "They got Juvie Hall."

"Be that as it may," Father pressed on, "the stranger promised
to teach the oldest son to steal what nobody else could otherwise
fetch, and how to do it without ever getting caught; so the boy let
himself be persuaded. Eventually he became so proficient that
nothing was safe from him, once he decided he must have it."

"He could have anything he wanted?" asked Jesse. His voice
was awed. The idea was as great a fantasy to him as any myth or
magic the story might offer.

"He had to steal it," Samantha told him primly.
"Not stealing," Geoffrey stage-whispered. "Taking!" -- Which

caused all the children to fall about the carpet helpless with
mirth -- and Mouse, near the door, to blush at the flattery of
finding himself a legend among them.

Zach hushed them all. "What about the other brothers?"
"Yes, Zach, thank you. They also met with strangers offering

choices... as each of you will, also, as you grow older." He went
on to explain that the second son had become a stargazer, from whom
nothing could remain hidden. His master gave him a telescope upon
his departure. The third son became a hunter, and in honor of his
marksmanship was given a gun by his master the huntsman. The
fourth son became a tailor so skilled that when his training was
done, his master gave him a special needle. "'With this, '" Father
read, ''you'll be able to sew together anything you find, whether
it be as soft as an egg or as hard as steel. And you'll be able to
make anything into one complete piece so that not a single seam
wi 11 show. ' "

"Huh." Kipper made a show of looking around at the assembled
company. All of them were clad in "tunnel-clothes," the commonest
features of which were their brazen patches, "decorative" stitches
and shamelessly rolled hems and seams. "I guess we don't have a
needle like that down here, right, Father?"

"Why, no, Kipper," the old man chuckled, "I don't guess that
we do." He went on with the story, describing the sons' reunion
after four years, and their return to their father's house:

'Well, ' said the father delightedly, 'look what the
wind has blown back to me again!'

They told him what had happened to them and how each
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had learned a particular trade. As they sat in front of |
the house under a big tree, the father then said, 'Veil,
I'm going to put you to the test to see what you can do. ' _
After this he looked up and said to the second son, I
'There's a chaffinch's nest up there in the top of this
tree between two branches. Tell me how many eggs are in
it.' I

The stargazer took his telescope, looked up, and said, •
'Five. '

Then the father said to the oldest son, 'Fetch the m
eggs without disturbing the bird that's sitting on them. ' |

The skillful thief climbed up the tree and took the
five eggs from under the bird, who sat there quietly with- _
out noticing a thing. Then he brought the eggs down to hia I
father, who took them and placed one on each corner of the *
table and the fifth in the middle and said to the hunts-
man, 'I want you to shoot the five eggs in two with one •
shot. '" I
Now there were cries of protest from the children gathered in

the chamber. "He was just going to use them for target practice?" •
cried Lana. "That's mean!" But the boys, Catherine noticed, seemed J
mainly concerned with the scientific impossibility of making such
a shot at al1.

"Shhhh!" came from Naomi, at her feet. "It's a story!" I
-- Meaning, Catherine guessed, that anything could happen. •
The huntsman, Father went on, did indeed succeed in making the

shot his father had set up (much to the dismay of the more soft- •
hearted listeners present). The fourth son, the tailor, was then I
assigned the task of sewing back together the eggs and the young
birds inside them, repairing the damage to both. The young man did •
so, and in the end the father congratulated his sons on the skills •
they all had mastered:

'I can't say which of you deserves the most praise, but
if you soon have an opportunity to apply your skills, I
we'll find out who's best. '" '

Not long after this there was a great uproar in the
country: the king's daughter had been carried off by a •
dragon. Day and night the king worried over this, and he |
let it be proclaimed that whoever brought her back could
have her for his wife. The four brothers discussed the _
situation together. 'This could be our chance to show I
what we can do, ' and they decided to set out together to
free the king's daughter."
The stargazer, Father continued, looked through his telescope •

and saw the girl sitting on a rock in the middle of the ocean, m
being guarded by a dragon. The four brothers immediately went to
the king to request a ship, so that they could go and free her. •

"She ought to've tried to free herself," Samantha complained. |
"Don't you think so, Father?"

"Well, perhaps in this day and age, she would have," he said _
quickly, for of late even he had been hearing a great deal about I
"equal rights." "You must understand, though, that this was all ™
supposed to have happened quite a long time ago."

"Aw, Samantha," Kipper broke in, "it was the Olden Days, •

I



that's all. She couldn't just rescue herself, you know? It
wasn't, it wasn't — " The boy struggled to find words to define
the concept. "It wasn't nice, back then."

"Easy for you to say," Lana retorted. "You're not the one
twiddling your thumbs on a rock in the middle of the ocean, sur-
rounded by a dragon!"

Behind them, sounds of stifled hilarity came from various
corners of the great chamber. Vincent and Catherine were shaking
with suppressed laughter; she hid her face against his shoulder.

-- The dragon, by the way," Father said, seizing the initi-
ative back again, "was fast asleep -- with his head in the prin-
cess 's lap. "

The children were appropriately impressed. "Why'd he do
that?" l i t t l e Anna wanted to know.

"Dragons," Father replied, lowering his voice confidingly,
"have rather more than a passing fondness for princesses, if the
truth be known."

"They do?" Naomi felt behind her for Vincent's large, booted
foot. "Do they eat "em?"

"Sometimes they do," he said thoughtfully, "and sometimes they
don't. It depends entirely upon the dragon... and what sort of
mood he's in when the princess happens by."

"Where do dragons live?" young Jesse wanted to know.
"Well, I am sorry to tell you that normally they make their

lairs in caves... and in tunnels... and in vast caverns deep be-
neath the earth." He looked gravely around him, seeing their eyes
grow wide.

"Like this?" the child squeaked, his eyes darting round the
underground chamber.

"Very much like this," Father nodded. "Of course, I've never
seen such a thing myself, but I've heard it said that --

Vincent cleared his throat softly, his golden brows rising.
Startled, Father looked up; then he smiled. "You are quite

right, Vincent. I was getting carried away, and I of all people
ought to know better."

"Better than what?" asked Geoffrey, his brown eyes round.
"Father," came Pascal's soft humorous voice, "told this same

story to all of us, when we were boys." He nodded his balding head
toward Vincent, who smiled enigmatically at the memory. "Remember,
Vincent? He did the same thing then, and afterwards Devin insisted
we all go off dragon-hunting in the middle of the night."

"I remember.
-- With our swords," Pascal grinned. "Papier-mache props.

What good we thought they'd be against a fire-breathing dragon, I
don't know. But we went --

-- Down the south pass, into the Abyss." Vincent gave in to
a soft, rasping chuckle. "Devin said it was the only place dragons
could be. 'See that?' he told us, pointing to the mists swirling
up out of the dark. 'Dragon's breath!'"

Pascal shook his head ruefully. "He could be pretty convinc-
ing, couldn't he. "

"It was the storyteller in him." Vincent glanced fondly toward
Father. "It runs in the family."

"Persuasive, too," Pascal went on. "Remember?"
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"You and Winslow and I didn't want to go. It was dark, and

late, and none of us was really sure there weren't dragons in the
Abyss." He looked at Catherine, sheepishly. "But Devin dared us." I

She smiled. "He would, of course." '
Naomi was looking up at him worshipfully. "Were you gone a

long time? Did you see any dragons down there?" •
"We were only gone that night, and part of the next day," he |

answered. "We'd marked a clear trail, just in case we got lost,
and Father sent some of the men down after us. And... did we see •
any dragons?" He paused, his smile more enigmatic than ever. I
"Dragons are large creatures. You would know if there were any
about, don't you think?"

"The Abyss is big," Eric said. "Real big. Nobody's ever even I
found the bottom. You could prob'ly fit lots of dragons down '
there."

"What were you going to do if you found one?" Julio asked. •
"Devin -- in the tradition of the Knights of the Round Table |

-- wanted to slay it, of course." This was said with some regret.
"You shouldn't kill dragons?" Kipper asked. •
"What about those new books Father read to us?" Samantha re- I

minded him. "The ones that talk about dragons being intelligent,
and good, and wise*? They helped everyone — they even knew what
the people they loved were thinking!" I

"Yes," Father smiled, "those are wonderful stories; I enjoyed •
them too. Well, Samantha, I suppose that people in different times
and places have looked at such magical creatures in different •
ways. . . and people are usually frightened of what they don't under- |
stand. But it could also be that dragons are like people; some are
good, while others are intent on making mischief." _

"Aw, Father," Zach broke in, "you're talking about them like I
they're real."

"One never knows," he said, with the sort of deliberate mys-
teriousness he usually reserved for Hallowe'en. "There are more •
things in heaven and earth, Horatio..." I

"Yeah, Horatio," Kipper chortled.
Father held up one hand for silence. "Dragons are devious and •

intelligent creatures. And quiet as mice. Why, one could be stand- J
ing just behind you and you'd never know it until you heard the
rasp of his scales moving over the rocks." He pretended not to see
several of the children casting covert glances over their shoul- I
ders. "One usually doesn't hear anything, of course -- until it's ^
too late."

Naomi scooted back a little, and hooked an arm around Vin- •
cent's leg. She leaned her blonde head against his knee. "Can you J
run away?" she asked a little breathlessly.

"That might be difficult," the patriarch replied. "They are, _
as I've said, devious creatures... Tricky, even. I've heard that I
when travelers are lost in their caves below-ground, dragons have
been known to block first this passageway, then that one with their
own bodies, hoping to confuse their prey." I
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Their prey. Eric hugged a sudden delicious shiver to himself.
"How could they do that?"

"Well, you see, Eric, a dragon's hide is composed of large,
hard scales. I understand that in some cases, it might resemble
the smoothness of round, polished cobblestones... or perhaps the
layered fish-scale look of mica. At any rate, you might come
through an opening -- then turn to find it blocked behind you by
what appears to be a stone wall. That is when you must beware."

The children shuddered with shared fright and delight.
"When they brought you back," Naomi broke in, "did you get in

trouble?"
"Sure did," Pascal told her. "The pathways down into the

Abyss were off-limits then, same as now. It was worth it, though.
I was glad we took the dare."

Vincent's and Pascal's Incredible Adventure, Catherine
thought, biting her lip against the thought.

"All right, now," Father said, "shall we get on with the
story?" He went on to describe the brothers' perilous sea-voyage
(at much greater length, Vincent whispered to Catherine, than the
tale-in-print bothered to go into). On arriving at the great rock
where the dragon lay sleeping, the huntsman said he dared not risk
shooting the creature, since he might hit the beautiful maiden at
the same time. The thief then decided to try his skill; and he
crawled over to the princess, stealing her from under the dragon so
deftly that the monster never noticed a thing, but kept right on
snoring.

'Snoring'?" Geoffrey cocked his head. "Dragons don't really
snore, do they?"

"Those noises in the Abyss," Zach suggested darkly, wiggling
his eyebrows at the younger boy. "The wind and all. Who knows
what it really could be, down there?" But his companions shushed
him roundly, clamoring for the story's conclusion. Obligingly,
Father went on:

"...The brothers joyfully hurried off with her, boarded
the ship, and sailed away on the open sea. Upon awaken-
ing, however, the dragon discovered that the king's
daughter was gone, and snorting furiously, it flew after
them through the sky. Just as it was hovering above the
ship, about to dive down upon the vessel, the huntsman
took aim with his gun and shot it through the heart.
The monster fell down dead, but it was so large and
powerful that it smashed the entire ship to pieces --
"I've got some good news," Kipper quipped, "and some bad news.

I just killed the monster, but -- Aghhh!" He and Geoffrey mimed
diving out of the way of a falling dragon, causing a domino-effect
among the other children, who fell giggling all around him like
ninepins.

"Did they put the ship back together, Father?" Samantha asked,
elbowing a noisily dragon-squashed Kipper out of her way.

-- Er, yes, Samantha, they did. Or rather, the tailor did,
quickly sewing the planks and sails back together with his magic
needle. Now, when the king saw his daughter again, there was much
rejoicing. The king said to the brothers, 'One of you shall have
the princess for your wife, but you must decide among yourselves
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which one it's to be. ' A violent quarrel broke out among the
brothers then --

"Topsiders," Zach said knowingly. "We wouldn't ever fight •
about a thing like that." I

" -- Not about some ol' girl, anyway," Kipper grinned.
"Father," Naomi called out, "why did they fight?" •
"Well, you see, child, each of them had helped equally in the J

rescue, and each believed he had the best claim."
"The stargazer saw where the princess was being kept pris-

oner," Lana remembered, "or the others would never have known where I
t o go." •

"But only the thief could steal her back," Eric reminded her.
"Still," Samantha said, "they would have all been killed by •

the dragon if the huntsman hadn't shot it dead." |
-- But it fell on the ship!" laughed Kipper. "If he was so

great, he should have seen that would happen." «
"Once it fell, only the tailor could save them all from I

drowning in the ocean." Geoffrey shook his head. "I think the
tailor was the hero after all."

"Nah!" Kipper countered scornfully. "A tailor can't be a I
hero!" •

"He can so!" Eric argued. "You don't have to be a knight or
a hunter or some kind of big shot to be a hero! Anybody can be a •
hero -- right, Catherine?" |

She gulped back her surprise as a dozen fresh-scrubbed faces
turned in her direction. "Uh -- right, Eric. Absolutely." With- _
out having to look up she felt Vincent's amusement; and under cover I
of his arm, she poked him in the ribs reprovingly.

"Well, anyway," Geoffrey went on stubbornly, "I think the
tailor should get the princess." •

"'Get' the princess?" Samantha looked outraged. "Why couldn't I
she decide for herself, who she wanted to marry? She hasn't said
one word through this whole story -- •

"Princesses -- girls -- didn't get to decide anything back I
then." Kipper grinned. "The good ol' days!"

Samantha balled up her ladylike fist as though she were
thinking of delivering a little sisterly correction. Father, I
watching, cleared his throat warningly. *

Naomi started to scramble to her feet, perhaps intending to
help the older girl, or simply to join in the free-for-all; and •
quickly Vincent leaned forward to catch the belt at the back of her |
robe. "Now, now," he murmured.

With a sheepish look over her shoulder, the little girl sub- •
sided. I

"Tell us what happened, Father," the older children urged him;
and soon they were all clamoring to hear the end.

"All right, all right -- quiet now. Well, the king heard the I
brothers arguing, and after some consideration he made his decision •
known. 'Each of you has a just claim, and since it would be impos-
sible to give my daughter to each of you, no one will have her. •
Nevertheless, I shall reward each of you with half a kingdom. '" |

"Wait a minute," Kipper put in. "Four halves? Doesn't that
add up to two whole kingdoms? Where' d this king get an extra _
kingdom all of a sudden?" I
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"It's in the book," Samantha argued.
"The brothers," Father pushed on, "were well satisfied with

his decision, and said to each other, 'It's better this way than to
be at odds with each other. ' So each of them accepted half a king-
dom, and they lived happily ever after with their father."

"With their father?!" Samantha cried; and "Is that the end?"
demanded the others. The girls' protests drowned out the snort of
disbelief Vincent heard at his shoulder. He turned to see Cather-
ine plainly smothering some outburst of her own, her green eyes
snapping. His eyebrows lifted enquiringly.

She shook her head, laughter trembling on her lips. "Later,"
she whispered.

"All right, now," Father was saying, "that's all for tonight.
Off to bed with the lot of you."

A chorus of protests answered him. "Another story!" pleaded
the smaller children. "Yeah, Father," Kipper chimed in, "there
wasn't nearly enough dragon in this one!""And you didn't say what
happened to the princess!" Samantha reminded him.

"No, I'm sorry, that really was the end, and it really is well
past your bedtimes, as I'm sure you all know." And so saying, he
closed the book decisively and levered himself up out of the great
reading chair. "Go along, now..."

Reluctantly recognizing the tone of voice that ended these
evenings, the children began to stir themselves. Naomi hastily
joined them, pushing through to Father for her share of the good-
night hugs and kisses; then just as quickly she returned to Vin-
cent and Catherine. "Come on, come on," she said, tugging at their
hands. "Don't you want to put me to bed?"

They allowed solemnly that they did; and holding hands, the
three of them followed the gaggle of noisy children and adults away
from the great chamber.

"I was good, I didn't interrupt -- much," Naomi said, hopping
forward and suddenly kicking her feet off the ground, knees bent so
that her friends could swing her between them. "But, what's
'rejoicing'?"

"Ah, yes," Catherine remembered, "when the princess came back
there was 'much rejoicing,' wasn't there?"

Vincent raised his arm as the child swung again so that he,
and not Catherine, lifted most of her small weight. "It means," he
said, "that the king was very glad to have his daughter back, so
there was a great celebration throughout the land -- "

"Like a party? Like Winterfest?"
"Like that," he agreed.
The group ahead of them was breaking up; friends calling out

goodnights, families going home, children playing tag on the way to
the nursery or to their own small chambers.

Naomi glanced through Vincent's doorway as they passed it;
then she began to drag her feet, looking winsomely up through her
lashes. "Catherine," she said, "are you going back Up Top right
away?"

Catherine gave Vincent a knowing sidelong look. "Why, no,
Naomi... not right away. I was thinking of staying here a while."

More foot-dragging. "Are you guys going to read?"
Vincent looked down at her, his blue eyes hooded. "To each
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other, perhaps... yes." |

"Then how 'bout if I --
"No," he said at once, though not unkindly. "You've had one _

story, and it's past time you were asleep. This is Catherine's I
time." They reached the door to the little chamber that had, be-
fore her arrival here, been no more than a storeroom. Within, he
saw that someone had already lit candles in the niches that were I
chiseled into the solid rock of the walls. This gave the cubbyhole I
a warm and welcoming glow.

"Aw, Vincent..." •
"Go on, now." He let go of her hand. |
With a martyred sigh she pattered through the door ahead of

them and cl imbed ..into the quilted cot. Following, Catherine bent _
to tuck her in. I

"Can I have a drink of water?" ™
"I'll get it," Vincent said, "but only one, remember." The

warning was habit now, born of nights spent mistakenly quenching a I
"thirst" for attention with water that only caused more calls-of- •
nature" later. He reached for the cup on the bedside table.

Sitting up, the little girl watched him go, then turned back •
to Catherine. "Are you scared of dragons?" |

Catherine sat down on the edge of the mattress. "You know,"
she said thoughtfully, "I might be, if I thought there really were _
dragons. But I think... not everything we hear about in stories, I
really exists -- at least, in the world we know now." *

Naomi cocked her head, considering. "That's not what Father
said." < •

Catherine shook her head, smiling ruefully. "Father loves to I
tell stories," she said, "remember?"

"But Vincent said he and the other boys even went looking for •
the dragons." J

"He didn't say they found any, though, did he?"
"He didn't say they didn't, either." _
"Naomi," Catherine sighed, "you're going to give yourself I

nightmares." ™
"But what if I want to believe in dragons?"
"Then go ahead and believe." She smiled again. "But you •

don't have to be frightened of them unless you want to be." I
"Catherine... have you ever had an adventure?"
"Yes," the woman said at once. "I have." •
Naomi struggled up onto her elbows again. "What was it?" |
"Silly -- Catherine leaned forward to kiss her on the fore-

head. "You're smack-dab in the middle of it. Didn't you know?" _
She heard Vincent come through the door behind her then, and I
stepped back. ™

He came to sit down on the edge of the bed. Naomi looked at
the moisture beading the outside of the cup in his hands. "Is it •
from the -- I

" -- The best spring," he finished for her. "Yes. Would you
like some now?" •

She shook her head. "Thank you, Vincent." J
He put the cup down within her reach, where she could see it

by the light of her bedside candle. "Now, do you think you have to
go to the -- I

I



"I went already. -- Honest," she said, seeing his amused skep-
ticism.

"All right. Catherine and I are going for a walk; I won't be
in my chamber for a little while, but Mary or Father will hear you
if you cal1 out."

She lay back against the pillow as he tucked the covers up
under her chin. "Are you absolutely sure you don't want to read to
me some more?" «

"Absolutely sure," he said gravely; and leaning forward as
though to kiss her goodnight, he nuzzled her cheek and down into
her neck until the tickling of his gold chin-bristles made her
squeal with delight -- an emotion he felt echoed by Catherine,
behind him. "Sleep now," he murmured, getting to his feet.

"'Night, Vincent. 'Night, Catherine!"
"Goodnight, sweetheart." Catherine blew out a candle in the

niche nearest her, and Vincent took another from its place as they
went out. "She has a favorite spring?" she asked, when they were
out of earshot.

"The one in the Chamber of the Falls." He took her hand.
"She likes it as much because it's in the prettiest setting, I
think, as because it's the coldest."

And because it's in one of our favorite places, too, she
guessed, knowing they were going there now. She said, "You're
wonderful with her."

"She is... an easy child to love." He did not say, She misses
you when you're not here -- as I do; for this was something that
couldn't be changed just now, and they both knew it. He remembered
the feeling of their shared delight a moment ago; and that reminded
him of something else. "What was it you were laughing at, before?"

"When?"
"In Father's chamber, at the end of the story."
"Oh -- She gave an unladylike snort of amusement. "What

was it I was trying not to laugh at, you mean?"
"Yes."
"I don't know if I should tell you."
"Catherine," he protested, pretending to be shocked.
"Oh, all right. -- Didn't you think it was funny, how the

story ended?"
"How it ended?" He turned his head to look at her, perplexed.

"What do you mean?"
"Vincent," she said, exasperated, "tell me the end."
"The princess was rescued --
"No," she prompted, "the very end."
"The four sons each accepted half a kingdom," he said slowly,

"and they all lived happily ever after with their father."
"All I could think of when I heard that," she giggled, "was,

'Veil, isn't this just the kind of story Father would like -- all
the sons stay home where it 's safe, and nobody gets the girl! ' Are
you sure he didn't write it himself?"

Taken by surprise he laughed aloud, the soft sound of it
echoing with hers down the tunnel ahead of them.
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It was several hours later that Naomi, wakeful after an uneasy •

but unremembered dream, gave up trying to go back to sleep and went I
in search of company instead.

Padding up the corridor, the stone floor cold beneath her
stocking feet, she found Vincent's chamber empty and realized he I
must still be with Catherine. A little further on she discovered •
that Father too was absent, perhaps gone to visit Pascal in the
pipechamber, or W.illiam in the kitchen. •

Restlessly she wandered toward Geoffrey's chamber, near the |
nursery, and was surprised to hear the sound of voices within.

"Well, if I was going to be one of the skillful brothers," •
Geoffrey was saying, "I wouldn't want to be the thief." I

"Kipper could be the thief," came Eric's voice. "He's had
experience!"

Kipper apparently took this reference to his pickpocket ing I
days in stride. "Okay, then, I can be the thief, and Geoffrey can I
be the hunter."

"Which one could I be?" Eric asked. •
"You said the other day you wanted to be a doctor, like |

Father," Geoffrey offered.
"Yeah, and if you are," Kipper put in, "you'll be sewing _

people up all over the place. So, you can be the tailor." I
"What about the fourth brother?" "
"I can be the fourth brother." Naomi stepped into the door-

way, causing the three boys within to start visibly with surprise. I
Kipper was the first to recover. "What are you doing out of I

bed? Does Vincent know where you are?"
"Vincent is out of bed too," the little girl pointed out. •

"How come you're all dressed?" I
The boys exchanged glances. "Never mind why," Geoffrey said

big-brotherishly, reaching for her hand. "Come on, I'll take you
back -- I

"I don't have to." She shrugged away from him, sidling •
further into the chamber.

"Naomi," Kipper said impatiently, "do what he says." •
"You're not the boss of me!" |
"We'll tell on you."
"I'll tell on you," she countered. "What are you doing?" •
Eric said, "Nothing!" rather defensively, pushing his glasses I

back up his nose.
"You are so." They were dressed, not in their nightclothes as

she was, but as if they were planning to go outside. In fact, each I
boy had a small knapsack sitting lumpishly at his feet. "Are you I
going someplace? Is it an adventure? Let me go too!"

"No," Kipper said bluntly, shaking his dark head. "You're too •
little." I

"Kipper!" warned Geoffrey -- but it was too late; he saw Naomi
stick out her chin. _

"I'm big enough!" she shrilled. I

I



"Shhhh ! "
"Well I am! And if you don't take me along I will tell -- or

I'll follow you anyways!"
"If she does, and she gets lost again," Geoffrey sighed, "we

really will be in trouble."
"Yeah, but this always happens!" Recognizing the familiar

trap didn't make Kipper any happier. "It's not fair. We can't
take a little kid dragon-hunting! Naomi, why do you always have to
spoil everything?"

"I do not!" the five-year-old protested.
"Do so," Eric said glumly, seeing his adventure with the older

boys becoming a babysitting expedition. "Guys, I think we're
stuck."

"Naomi," Geoffrey said pleadingly, "why can't you just go back
to bed?"

"'Cause I want to be the fourth skillful brother."
"You can't be the fourth brother," Kipper said scornfully.

"You're a gir1."
"Oh, yeah?" She folded her arms across her beribboned front.

"Well, this isn't the Olden Days! Catherine says now girls can do
anything!"

"When did she say that?" Eric frowned.
"She always says that." Kipper looked from one of his friends

to the other. "Well, I vote we still go."
"Won't we get in trouble for bringing her along?"
"We were going to get in trouble anyways," Geoffrey shrugged.

"Vincent said they got in trouble when they did it. You know we're
not supposed to go down the sides of the Abyss."

Naomi's mouth dropped open. "We're going in the Abyss?"
"Aw, it's safe enough," Kipper said quickly. "Vincent said

there's a path, and they even marked it. But you have to do
exactly what we say, or the deal's off."

"I will," she said instantly. "How far does it go down?"
"Nobody knows," he said with elaborate nonchalance. "Maybe

right down to the center of the earth."
"She can't go like that," Geoffrey pointed out, nodding toward

her nightgown. The two boys exchanged looks.
"Naomi," Kipper said craftily, "why don't you go back to your

chamber and get changed?"
She didn't budge. "You'll leave without me."
"No, we
"I'll follow you if you do," she promised stubbornly. "You

know I will. Then if I get lost in the Abyss forever, it will be
all your fault, Kipper!"

"Okay, okay! I'll add your name to the note!" Surrendering,
the boy waved her and Geoffrey toward the door. "Go on, then, and
help her get dressed. Pack a change of clothes for her, too."

"Will you tie my shoes for me, Geoffrey?" she was heard to
ask, as they faded up the tunnel.

Kipper turned to Eric with a jaded expression older than his
ten years. "If somebody's too young to tie their shoes," he said
sourly, "then I think they're too young to go looking for dragons
in the center of the earth. Don't you?"

J



"Going after them?"
"Yes; we don't know how far down they might try to go, and

I
I
I

It was long after midnight that night when, walking Catherine •
back to the Threshold beneath her building, Vincent looked up and |
glimpsed a flicker of movement crossing the tunnel-intersection
ahead. _

"Mouse?" he called out. "Is that you?" I
After a moment that young man's blond, bowl-cut head popped

back into view, to be quickly followed by the rest of him. "Found
you!" He trotted to them, plainly out of breath. "Been trying the I
pipes -- no answer." His expression was reproachful. "Where1ve •
you been?"

"In the Chamber of the Falls," Catherine replied. She •
realized as she spoke that its upper reaches, where they'd been |
walking, were out of the range of pipesounds. "Is something the
matter? What's happened?"

Mouse was s t i l l gasping for breath. Vincent took him by one I
patchwork shoulder. "Mouse," he said, "tell us." *

"Kids -- gone. Left a note; guess they thought it wouldn't be
found t i l l morning. Father says -- they went dragon-hunting -- •
like you and Devin -- " I

"Which children?" Vincent broke in.
"The boys," Mouse told him. "Kipper, Geoffrey, Eric..." •
"We should have known they would want to," Vincent said drily, I

"once they had heard about our adventure." Catherine saw him scowl,
but it seemed more an expression of annoyance, or exasperation,
than of urgent concern. "Still, they are at the age where -- " I

-- And Naomi," said Mouse, wincing in anticipation. •
His head dropping, Vincent gave a gusty sigh that Catherine

might have found amusing under any other circumstances. "Did she •
just follow them, or..?" |

"Went with," Mouse assured him. "Hours ago, looks like."
"They've got quite a head-start, then." _
Catherine turned to take his arm. "Do you think they went the I

way you told me about? Past the Catacombs...?"
"Down into the Abyss," he nodded. Then, feeling the worry he

saw mirrored, unspoken, in her eyes: "I'm sure they'll be all I
right. Kipper has explored enough to know there is only one way I
down out of the Catacombs, and we left the trail from there clearly
marked." •

"But, if it was all those years ago..." |
"We have neither wind nor weather, Below, that might have

obliterated the signs," he reassured her. "Mouse, did Father say
if they'd taken anything with them?" I

"Raided the kitchen," the other nodded. "And in their ™
chambers, packs are gone. Blankets too."

"Good," he said, clearly relieved that they weren't likely to •
be cold or hungry. "They'll be all right, then, until we can find I
them and bring them back."

I
I



even the slightest injury might..."
' -- Keep them from getting back?" Catherine finished, grimly.

"Especially with Naomi along."
"Yes." He looked as though he'd hoped she wouldn't think of

that. But it was true; there were chasms and climbs along the way
that would test even the boys. How could a five-year-old possibly
manage it? Still, he felt compelled to reassure her. "Naomi will
be all right. Geoffrey is there, and he would never let anything
happen to her." He looked to Mouse. "I'll have to leave at once."

"Me too," Mouse said eagerly.
Vincent nodded. It went without saying that no one in their

world knew the uninhabited tunnel-systems as well as Mouse did.
They would need his knowledge if the children decided for any
reason to leave the more familiar trail.

"Jamie too," Mouse added.
"Jamie?" Vincent started to shake his head. "I think it

would be better if --
-- Said she'd follow if we don't let her come," Mouse warned

him. "Heard her, arguing with Father."
And all three of them knew that she'd do it. Unwilling to

waste time arguing, Vincent shook his head -- not with denial, but
with brusque resignation. "All right, then." He turned to take
Catherine's hands in his. "I must go. You know the way back from
here, it's only a little way --

"Oh, no you don't," she cut him off, shaking her head sharply.
"If you think I'm going up to my apartment just to sit there all
weekend and worry t i l l you get back, you've got another think
coming."

He stared at her, astonished. "But, Catherine --
"I mean it, Vincent. I'm not leaving. I'm coming with you."
He tightened his grip on her hands, his eyes imploring her to

be reasonable, and to do as he asked. "I understand your concern,
but this could be dangerous, and in any case the way may be
difficult in places --

"I'm not made of glass," she said impat iently. "I'm perfectly
capable of doing anything Mouse and Jamie can do!" He could feel
the resolve hardening her heart. She went on: "Besides, you've
already agreed to make this an equal opportunity venture."

"Catherine," he began --
"Vincent," she countered, for she could see him about to try

to forbid her to go. Her green eyes were snapping with the chal-
lenge. "If you try and leave me behind, I'll follow you! Now,
we're wasting time. Those children could be lost down there
already. Let's go." And slipping her hands free of his, she
started briskly back the way they'd come.

He watched her with consternation, taken completely by sur-
prise. Mouse scurried after her. "Catherine's right," he called
over his shoulder, his meaning -- even to Vincent -- ambiguous.
"Should leave soon, got to hurry," he excused himself, but not
quickly enough to hide the small quirk of a smile on his face.

After a moment Vincent realized he'd lost both the debate and
the initiative, and was rapidly being left behind. He hurried
after them.
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Entering the library chamber, they saw Mary, Jamie and William
helping Father to assemble supplies into several backpacks sitting _
open on the table. I

. "Found fem!" Mouse sang out triumphantly. "
Father looked up distractedly. "Thank you, Mouse. Ah, Vincent,

there you are — at last. Catherine? You're still here?" •
"Still here." She was surprised, although she shouldn't have I

been, to see all of them, except Jamie, in their nightclothes.
Father's gray hair was sticking up in all directions; even his •
beard was in disarray. "We were in the Chamber of the Falls. We I
came as soon as we heard."

He returned his attention to Vincent. "Mouse told you, then?"
"Yes, Father." He led the way down the short metal stair. I

"How long have they been gone?" •
"It's after three now, so, several hours at least, I should

imagine. They were crafty enough not to give any of the sentries •
cause for alarm... You're going after them, of course?" |

He nodded. "We'll leave as soon as possible."
"We're nearly finished here," Mary told him. •
"And I'm sending Mouse with you -- " I
"So he said," Vincent agreed, with a shadow of a smile that

young man couldn't see.
"Pascal wanted to go, but I persuaded him that he could be I

most helpful here. I wanted him in the pipechamber, alert to the B
slightest sound from below in case any of you try to signal."

"I don't remember seeing many pipes down there," Vincent •
reminded him. |

"Even so," the other said briskly, with the air of a man con-
sidering every possible eventuality. "And, as Mouse will have told _
you, Jamie has decided to go as well." He peered disapprovingly I
over his spectacles at the girl, who returned the look a little
defiantly; but before either she or Vincent could respond, Father
went on, "Oh, before I forget..." And reaching into one of the •
many pockets sewn into his patchwork robe, he offered Vincent a I
crumpled sheet of notebook paper.

Catherine peered round his shoulder as he unfolded it and read •
it aloud. " ' ffe are going dragon hunting where Devon took Vincent |
before, so please don't worry. We will follow the sines. Will be
back by tomorow night. Kipper, Geoffrey and Eric. P.S. Naomi made
us take her to. '" I

"Bet I know how that happened," Catherine murmured drily; for •
this sort of thing had happened before.

"So, anyway, it wasn't their idea -- taking a five-year-old •
along," Jamie offered, as though in mitigation. "It sounds like |
she blackmailed them."

"Regardless," Father said severely, "what can they have been •
thinking of? It is far too dangerous a journey for a child so |
young." He shook his head ruefully. "Still, I should have fore-
seen something like this happening. I should have known better than
to tell that particular tale -- it's what gave Devin the idea I

I



originally, after a l l , and Kipper is very much like him."
"That was years ago," Vincent reproached him gently, with a

humor meant to reassure. "And you could have no way of knowing,
once Devin had left us, that any of the other boys would try to
follow in his footsteps."

"Well, you always did," the other said wryly. "I should have
considered that fair warning. I shan't be telling it again, though
-- of that you may be sure!"

William, in a robe of vast proportions, offered up several
medium-sized packages wrapped securely in oilcloth. "Here, Vincent
-- food for the trip. All that was left, that is. They took
enough for a couple of days."

Mouse brightened. "Okay good. Okay fine. They won't be
hungry.

"Might teach 'em a lesson," grumbled the tunnel-world chef
who, despite his legendary grumpiness, had never been known to let
anyone go hungry.

"And the boys, even Eric, have gone camping overnight down
here before," Mary went on. Her hair, released from its daytime
bun, fell gracefully in one long braid over her shoulder; Catherine
decided that it made her look somehow younger, although the silver
streaking the light brown was more apparent. "You know they'll be
carefu1.

"Yes, yes," Father said impatiently, "but these are regions
most of us have never seen. And even though you have," he cut
Vincent off, "who knows what may have happened to the terrain down
there in all the years since? I mean, anything could have happened
-- floods, cave-ins, landslides..."

Vincent studied him for a moment; and seeing that he was
determined to worry, turned his attention to the others. "Mary, do
we know what clothing Naomi took with her?"

"I was just going to go and check," she said.
"I'll come with you," William offered. "I think I have more

bread in the kitchen..."
As they left, Vincent turned to Jamie. "Do you have another

pack, and perhaps an extra set of boots?"
The girl, who'd been waiting rather defensively for the argu-

ment she was sure was coming, looked startled. "What for?"
"Not 'what,' replied Catherine instead. 'Who.' I'm coming

wi th you."
Jamie gave her a frankly mischievous grin of delight, but any

response she might have made was drowned out by Father's immediate
protest .

"Good Lord, Vincent -- it's bad enough that Jamie insists on
going, but I can't believe you're seriously thinking of --

"I thought of i t , " Catherine said evenly. "There wasn't any-
thing he could do about it."

"But, my dear!" He reached out to touch her hand. "Surely it
must be obvious there w i l l be no place on this trip for a --

"A woman?" both Catherine and Jamie chorused, outraged for
entirely different reasons. Jamie went on, "So what am I?"

"Now, now," Father said hastily. A glance toward William and
Mary showed him only the former's amusement and the latter's skep-
ticism; no support could be expected from that quarter. "Er, I



I
I

didn't mean it that way, exactly. But Catherine, while I understand
the special relationship you seem to have developed with Naomi — " •

"Catherine shares a special feeling with all the children." I
Vincent's tone was deadpan but his eyes, she saw with astonishment,
were twinkling. "Go with Jamie," he murmured. With one hand under •
her elbow and the other under Jamie's, he turned them toward the stair. I
"I'll speak with Father." He pretended not to notice Mouse hustling
after them. •

"I don't think this is a good idea," Father was whispering fierce- •
ly before they were even quite out the door.

"I know," his son answered, almost comfortingly. He took up the •
task of fitting provisions and clothing into the nearby packs (giving '
himself, Father noticed, the lion's share of the weight). "What
Catherine said was true. It was her decision, Father; there is noth- I
ing I, or any of us, can do to change her mind. She is quite deter- •
mined." What might have been a certain rueful admiration colored his
voice. Through their connection he had felt the strength of her I
resolve, and quickly decided it would be useless to argue. Like Jamie,
Catherine was wont to let the depth of her emotional commitment cloud
her judgment... and it was just as well, he thought, that he was going I
along to keep her, and the others, safe from harm.

"But surely," Father persisted, "if you explain to her — "
"I did try." His tone said, Leave it, please. * I
"But, Vincent..." The old man reached out to clasp his son's

wrist, stilling his deliberate busyness. "There is another reason why _
this might not be wise." I

Hearing the urgency in his voice, Vincent reluctantly turned.
"Yes, Father?" .

"Vincent." Faded blue eyes searched his deepset bluer ones. |
"Have you thought of..." He hesitated, loathe to tread upon uncertain
ground. "Have you thought of what it will mean to be close to Catherine •
under such circumstances as you propose?" |

"We won't be alone," Vincent sighed (with something very like
regret, thought his startled father). "Mouse will be there, and Jamie;
and with any luck, in a matter of hours, the children as well. I doubt
we'll be out of one another's sight until we return."

"It isn't that I doubt you," Father said. "You must believe •
that." It was true that at time, Vincent's love for Catherine — even I
her mere proximity — caused him a melancholy close to anguish. Father
supposed it was the realization of all that might never be, and the •
need to share what they as yet could not. And while it was also true •
that Father himself could no longer object to Catherine's presence in
his son's life, or begrudge her the happiness their bond had brought I
them both, as a parent he could not bear the occasional pain it also '
caused his son. "I... I remember how difficult it was for you, hav-
ing her stay here Below after her father died." I

I
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Vincent's eyes grew distant. "To have her here, so close... yes.
And yet..." He gave a sudden shrug, almost a shudder, as though to
shake off the memory. "It will be all right, Father. We'll be gone
perhaps a day —""

"Or a day and a night," the other suggested, pointedly.
"We will have the finest of chaperones," Vincent said drily.

"Jamie and Mouse — "
"What's a 'chaperone'?" Mouse interrupted them, landing flat-

footed at the bottom of the stairsteps with a thump! that startled both
men.

"You are," Father sighed, shaking his head — for a less likely
or more disshevelled guard could hardly have been imagined. Mouse's
current look of wary mystification didn't help matters in the elder's
mind, and he scowled. "And I'll thank you to take your responsibili-
ties seriously."

* * * *

"Naomi," Kipper called out. "Naomi! You come back here!"
The little girl's voice floated toward them from around a bend in

the corridor. "I'm just exploring."
Tired, Geoffrey unshouldered his pack and followed it to the

ground. "You promised to stay in sight," he reminded her. "Come on
back now."

A single "Aw, heck," was heard before her footsteps began to echo
back toward them again.

"You also promised to do what we said," Kipper said sourly, as
she reappeared. Then he, too, dropped his pack and sank down on his
heels, his back against the dank rock wall.

Naomi trudged into sight in time to see Eric delving into his
smaller pack. "Can we eat now?" she asked eagerly.

Eric looked to Kipper, who shook his head. "We're saving it for
morning."

"But I'm hungry now," Naomi complained.
"You don't want to use up all the food, do you, Naomi?" asked

Geoffrey, playing peacemaker. "Then we won't have any for the rest
of the quest."

"I'm tired, anyways. Can the quest be finished now? I haven't
seen any dragons."

"Oh, for Pete's sake," growled Kipper, who'd become increasingly
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impatient with her over the past several hours. "We've hardly even
started'.'

"Who said you're the boss?" Naomi demanded. •
"You did," he retorted, "when you promised to do what I said." |
"What we said," Eric put in.
"Huh- uh!" Naomi shook her head. "You're not my boss too!"
Geoffrey said, "We're just looking out for you. What would

Vincent and Father say if we let you get hurt?"
"We're not by the Abyss any more," she answered, a little uncer- •

tainly. •
"Maybe not, but there are still cliffs and holes and rocks and

things, and you could still get hurt if you're not careful." •
"I was careful, when we were by the Abyss." •
"You were," he agreed, "but that's not the only place." He'd been

a little nervous, himself, clambering down the narrow path that skirt- I
ed that seemingly bottomless chasm, and he'd held hard to the little •
girl's hand. Swirling mists and faint strange sounds rose up out of
a nothingness that seemed neither dark nor light; and he'd been glad I
to follow the path away from the drop and back into the lower tunnels,
even if they were unfamiliar.

"Besides," Kipper said craftily, "if you wander off you might get I
eaten by a dragon."

Naomi scowled at the three boys where they sat or squatted in the
semidarkness. "Well, I don't think there are any dragons down here. I
What do you think about that?"

"I think we shouldn't have brought you with us after all," Kipper _
retorted. I

Geoffrey saw that Naomi's feelings were hurt. "Don't be mean,
Kipper," he said. •

"But she's taking all the fun out of it!" |
Eric's eyes went from one older boy to the other. "She doesn't

mean to," he offered. "She can't help being little." •
"I'm still sorry we brought her along," Kipper grumbled. |
"Then I'm sorry I didn't tell on you!" the little girl cried. "So

there!" •
Geoffrey's brown eyes widened. "You wouldn't tell on me, would |

you, Naomi?"
She was instantly contrite. "No, not you — only Kipper." •
"C'mon and sit down," he said, stretching out one arm. "If we're I

tired then I bet you are, too."
"Getting cranky," Eric observed. •
"I am not!" I
"You are, too."
"Am not!" I
"Are too!" •
"She's not the only one, I guess," Geoffrey broke in. "Maybe we

all better rest for a while." I

I



"Huh," Kipper replied scornfully. "I didn't come all the way down
here just to take a nap." Yet even as he spoke, his eyes were grow-
ing heavy-lidded... beginning to close.

"Should one of us stand guard?" asked Eric.
After a moment Geoffrey said, carefully, "I think we're pretty

safe here."
"Yeah," Kipper nodded, punching his pack into shape as a makeshift

pillow. "This tunnel's way too small for any ol' dragon to fit into."
Naomi, settling in next to Geoffrey, glanced involuntarily back

over her shoulder. "Well, anyways, I don't think there are any drag-
ons down here," she said with a fine show of bravado.

At that moment, a soft rushing sound seemed to fill the tunnel
somewhere beyond the next bend. It was a noise like rushing wind or
water... but not quite. It was a sound almost, almost, like something
heavy being dragged over loose gravel... and yet somehow it was not
quite that, either.

The three boys, surprised into immobility, held their collective
breath as a soft greeny-gold glow filled the end of the tunnel that
had a moment before been only dark.

As it began to fade, Naomi sprang up and took two steps forward
to watch it go.

"Stay here, Naomi!" Geoffrey warned her, catching her by one
pants-cuff.

She turned to him, her face alight with curiosity. "What was
that?

"It sounded like something moving." Eric sounded suddenly younger
than his eight years.

"Nah," Kipper scoffed. "It was probably just some kind of echo."
Eric turned, eager to be reassured. "Of what?"
"Well... I don't know, exactly." He looked to Geoffrey for assis-

tance.
Geoffrey kept hold of Naomi's cuff. "Water, maybe? Or air —

like in the Chamber of the Winds, you know?"
"If that's all it was," Naomi challenged him, "how come you won't

let me go see?"
"Nobody's going anywhere," Kipper said with authority. He looked

nervously toward the tunnel's end, the direction from which the noise
had come. "We're all going to stay together, and that's that."



* * * *

I
I
I
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"Oh, isn't it beautiful!" Despite her concern for the children,
still somewhere ahead, Catherine couldn't help but exclaim over the •
view before her. Standing beside Vincent on the precipice, she looked J
out over a subterranean canyon that, she knew, ended over a mile away
in a sheer drop into the Abyss. The ever-present phosphorescent •
lichens provided just enough light for her to see that the walls of |
this vast space were a kaleidescope of soft pastels; even the stalac-
tites overhead seemed lit from inside with shades of rose and mauve and •
every variation of purple. |

Far below, the "floor" was cluttered with their rubbled remains,
and with stalagmites whose upright masses clearly made the grotto
impassable.

"The children couldn't have gone that way," Catherine murmured.
"No," Vincent agreed. "I know the way they've gone; we're tak- •

ing a shortcut, which I hope will bring us out closer to where I think •
they actually are."

And you wanted me to see this, she realized. She also knew that, •
after several hours of hiking over uneven terrain, Vincent was aware H
of the tiredness she'd been trying so skillfully to hide from him. Now,
as Mouse and Jamie scouted for a way around a small but inconvenient I
rockslide, Vincent had seized this opportunity to force a respite. ™
Gratefully Catherine tucked her small hand into his larger, wanner one.
"You come here often," she guessed; for he hadn't hesitated a moment I
anywhere along the way.

He shrugged. "Often enough, I suppose."
"More often than you tell Father?" I
"Father worries," he said. "This grotto leads into the Abyss — "
" — Which, for twenty years, he thought Devin might have fallen _

into." She nodded. "No wonder he worries." I
"And yet at times I've been amazed," he said, as though talking

to himself, "at realizing how little of our world he has explored... _
how little of all this he's actually seen over the years." J

"But, you've described it for him?"
"In a way, I suppose I am his eyes Below, as he has been my eyes, •

Above. Each of us describes, as completely as possible, the sights and |
experiences he knows the other will probably never have the opportuni-
ty to see." •

Catherine nodded. "Father seems to be content... no, complete," |
she mused, "within the tunnel-world he's helped to build. I suppose
there's a certain safety within those limits." On the other hand, my •
love, you were created for the challenge and the majesty of reaches m
like these.
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He glanced at her sidelong, almost shyly, as if sensing her thought. For
an instant it seemed to Catherine as though there was something he was was about
to say —

There was a small sound in the tunnel behind them. Vincent turned.
"Mouse and Jamie are coining back," he said. "They will have found a way
through."

She wondered at his certainty; but when the young pair came huffing and
puffing up the slope, it was to announce that they had indeec found a way to
circumvent the obstacle presented by the rockslide.

But what Mouse actually said (Catherine was to remember later, and always
with a smile) was, "Vincent! Found a hole! Big enough even for you!"

Catherine bent to readjust her packstraps and, incidentally, hide her
amusement. "Shall we go on, then?"

Vincent hesitated. "It is nearly dawn."
"Is it?" This far belowground, Catherine had found she had absolutely

no sense of the passage of time; and she knew she would have to depend on her
companions' more developed time-sense.

"And I don't know about all of you," Jamie told Vincent, "but I would-
n't complain if forced us to rest for an hour."

"Then," he smiled, "that is what we'll do."
Catherine herself was relieved, although she'd been determined not to be

the first to ask. "Do you think we're very far behind them?" she asked, fol-
lowing the trio off the precipice.

"No, not far," Vincent replied, shepherding them toward a hollow rela-
tively free of rocks and debris. "It's a matter of levels, and passages."

With his words, Catherine realized that indeed they could be a matter of
yards from the children without being able to either see or hear them. She
watched Mouse and Jamie settle on the hard cold ground as though they'd done
it a thousand times, their heads pillowed on their packs; and when she turned,
she was disconcerted to find that Vincent had spread his cloak for her.

"You must be tired," he said, knowing that she was; both of them know-
ing he could feel it through the bond. "None of us has slept —" And you are
unaccustomed to this kind of exercise, his eyes reminded her. "Lie down now,
and rest."

She did, reluctantly; and found that the heavy cloak did shield her some-
what from the earth's chill. "What about you?"

Her question seemed to surprise him. He'd sat down several feet away on
the cold stone, as though hesitant to come closer.

"Supposed to rest," came Mouse's voice, from behind them. "All of us."
"Yeah," Jamie said, her voice already sleepy. "There's no need for any-

one to keep watch down here, is there?"
"No," Vincent said. "I... don't suppose there is."
As he spoke Catherine took the edge of the cloak and flipped it toward

him, unrolling another three feet of the fabric. "Lie down now, and rest," she
echoed him playfully, her laughing eyes challenging him, daring him to refuse
her.

* * * *



I
Naomi wakened feeling that someone — or something had come into I

her chamber and was watching her. She sat up with a start, looking
wildly around her strange surroundings, realizing where she was. •
"Geoffrey!" •

The other children woke, equally startled.
"Geez, Naomi," Eric complained, reaching for his glasses, "did I

you have to yell like that?" •
"I got scared," she said sheepishly, crawling over to Geoffrey.
The ten-year-old put his arm around her. "There's nothing to be I

afraid of." *
Eric turned to Kipper. "How long do you think we slept?"
"Couple of hours, maybe." The older boy was already rummaging I

through his pack. "Anybody hungry?"
They all were, and lost no time getting out the meatrolls and

dried fruit they'd pilfered from William's kitchen. I
"Can I have some water?" Naomi asked. "I'm thirsty."
Geoffrey offered her his canteen. "Don't drink it all," he warned _

her. I
"Yeah, we're not going to be stopping every five minutes again,"

Kipper grinned. _
"No, I mean maybe we might need it." J
Eric shrugged. "If we use up all the food and water, it'll sure

make the packs easier to carry." •
"And there's water down here," Naomi added, wiping her mouth. "I |

heard it last night."
"Lots of it is sulphur, though," Geoffrey told her. He closed up

the canteen and put it carefully away. "You wouldn't want to drink
that'.'

Kipper took another bite of his sandwich, savoring it visibly.
"This sure is good. I was starving."

"Mary says you shouldn't talk with your mouth full," Naomi remind-
ed him. •

"The grownups aren't here now," he retorted. He took a great bite I
of bread and beef, so that his next words were almost unintelligible.
"It's just us down here, and stuff like that doesn't matter." •

"Yeah," Geoffrey said, liking the idea. "We have only ourselves •
to depend on now."

"No grownups, no bedtime, no rules — " I
"I want Vincent," Naomi whimpered, feeling suddenly alone and •

unprotected. "I want Catherine!"
"No crying," Kipper said quickly. "You promised, Naomi. You I

wanted to come on this adventure — you made us bring you — and there's •
not going to to be any crying."

"Yeah," Eric nodded. "That's a rule." I
She dashed the tears away with grimy knuckles. "I thought you

said there wasn't going to be any rules."

I

I

I



"Wfe'jne making the rules." Kipper finished his meatroll and,
crumpling the wrapping-paper, put it carefully into his pack. "And
the first one is, no babies allowed. No crying."

"Not even if there's a dragon?"
The boys were still, taken by surprise by the question — and

the image it brought to all their minds.
"Kipper," she persisted, "can I cry if there's a dragon? I

think maybe I'm ascared of dragons."
"Then you shouldn't have come," Eric said, with characteris-

tic pragmatism.
"We'll protect you, Naomi," Geoffrey said valiantly.
She regarded him seriously for a moment, her blue eyes doubt-

ful. "If you don't mind, I think I'd really rather have Vincent."
Eric cocked his head. "Could Vincent beat a dragon, do you

think?"
Kipper looked thoughtful. "Maybe."
"Vincent could beat anybody!" Naomi said hotly.
"Maybe," Kipper allowed. "If he had a sword."
"He doesn't need a sword — I seen him!" She jumped to her

feet. "Let's go. I don't like it here."
Taken by surprise the boys hurried to gather their belong-

ings, and scrambled to their feet. "Which way?" Eric asked the
older boys.

Kipper looked around — and then made a slow 360° turn, scowl-
ing at the cavern around them. "Hey," he said, "didn't we come in
over there?"

The other children looked toward where he was pointing. There
was now only one exit visible in the chamber. The opening that had
brought them into this place seemed to exist no longer; and what
they all remembered as a tunnel, appeared now to be an oval of
smooth, opalesque granite. Kipper stepped foward, one hand raised
as though to knock on it.

"Don't, Kipper," Geoffrey warned him. "I don't like it."
They all heard the uncertainty in his voice. "Let's just go,"

Eric said, not quite able to conceal a shiver of apprehension.
"Devin's markings point the other way, anyway." He shouldered his
pack.

"Follow me!" Naomi called, already disappearing round the cor-
ner of the only exit remaining.

"Naomi!" Kipper shrilled after her. "Come back here! Don't
get out of sight!"

"Wow," her voice echoed back to them. "Come look at this!"
Cautiously they did, filing through the opening through which

she'd disappeared.
"Wow is right," Geoffrey said, wide-eyed. The cavern they

faced was vast, a veritable cathedral hung with stalactites above
and studded with their counterpart stalagmites below. "Careful,"
he warned the others, pointing a glossy incline off to their left.
"You could slip on that and slide right down to the center of the earth."

"What is it?" Eric asked, stepping closer to see it better.



"Careful , Eric," Geoffrey repeated, grabbing the younger boy's arm.
"It's flowstone."

"It looks like ice." Eric leaned down to run one finger along the
nearest edge of the stuff. "Hey, it's wet."

"Yeah," Kipper nodded. "Thin water runs over it — "
"Skinny water," giggled the five-year-old.
" — Do you want to learn this or not? Anyway, water runs over it

and makes it smooth and slippery. So we can't go down there — and watch
where you step."

Naomi studied the shiny surface. "It might be fun to slide down to
the center of the earth."

"You'd be lost forever, then."
"No, I wouldn't be." She shook her head. "Vincent would find me.

Vincent always finds me."
"Hey, look over here," called Geoffrey, who'd moved off toward the

other side of the entryway. "Here's where some of the water comes from."
The others crowded behind behind him on the bank of a little pool.

"Ooh, pretty," Naomi crowed, leaning forward. "What are those, down in
the bottom?"

"Cave pearls," Geoffrey answered, studying the gleaming orbs, some

• •
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of them inches in diameter. "Pascal told me about them once, but I I
never saw any before."

"Can we get some?" The little girl stepped forward as though to •
lean right over the water. I

"Come back here, Naomi." Kipper caught the collar of her tunnel-
coat and hauled her unceremoniously backward. "That's a lot deeper •
than it looks." And to Geoffrey — "Don't show her anything else, |
okay?"

"But they're pretty," Naomi protested, trying to twist free. •
"Yeah, they are," Eric agreed. "Maybe we can get some later." J
Momentarily appeased, she followed them away from the edge. "How

do they happen?" _
"The same way real pearls happen. C'mon, let's go," Kipper said, I

leaving the younger child mystified in his wake.

I

I

I

Unbeknownst to the children, not an hour behind them Catherine |
was waking, the first among the four rescuers to do so after their own
brief rest. •

Opening her eyes, she found Vincent's face less than a foot from I
her own. He was sleeping still, his remarkable deepset eyes closed and
his expression peaceful. •

Catherine lay there unmoving, almost unbreathing. She so rarely I
got the chance to study so closely the man she loved; Vincent was so
self-conscious about his appearance — and even if he were not, he was •
still so intrinsically modest — that any such attention during waking •
moments was, for him, an unthinkable embarrassment. Catherine savored
the moment for as long as it might last. I

He was lying on his side facing her, his wild hair almost hiding ™
the arm pillowing his head. Her eyes traced the soft gilt wings of
his brows; followed the bright bristles down one side of his face, into I
the hollow beneath his cheekbone, and out again over the strong line ™
of his jaw.

His lashes, she noticed again with her secret delight, were of I
that same fine golden hue, trembling palely against the bronze of his
skin. She wondered, Are you dreaming? Can I go there too, someday?

His eyes opened, startling her (as they often did) with their I
blueness. Watching, she had noticed no stirring toward wakefulness;
one moment he'd seemed deeply asleep and the next, wide-awake and look- _

I



ing back at her curiously. She caught her breath.
"Did you sleep well?" he asked her, the question hardly more than a breath.
She smiled her reply, whispering, "Jamie and Mouse are still asleep."
He nodded, but his eyes didn't stray over her shoulder toward where the other

two had bedded down. "We must go on soon."
"Do think they're all right?" she asked. "The children?"
"If they're following our markings," he said.
"Then they should be all right... right"
"They will be all right," he said, his certainty making it a promise.

Unexpectedly, then, he reached out to touch the side of her face. "You're worried
about Naomi."

"I worry about them all. But the boys... Eric is eight, at least, and Geoffrey
and Kipper are ten, and you did say they're at the age when all of you seem to go
'adventuring' down here. But Naomi..."

"The boys will watch over her," he assured her, "just as Devin, Winslow and
Pascal watched over me every time I trailed after them."

"I'm beginning to think, though," she said ruefully, "that Naomi has nine
lives, like a cat — "

" — Or if she doesn't, she ought to have," he chuckled.
The sound, while no louder than their conversation, woke Jamie. She in turn

poked Mouse, who sat up yawning, with his bowl-cut yellow hair standing up in all
directions.

Catherine sat up too. "Ooooh," she moaned, laughing at herself. "I didn't
feel stiff while I was lying down! Guess I'm going to have to start jogging again."

Jamie jumped to her feet. "There's a little pool just around the corner, over
there," she said, nodding toward the shadows at the end of the cave, "and I want to
get washed up." She caught Mouse's shoulder as he started to rise, and pushed him
playfully back. "Ladies first. Coming, Catherine?"

"Right behind you."
The pool was almost perfectly round, and ice cold. Crouching on the bank they

could see, beneath the surface at either end of it, a hollow darkness where the
water flowed in and then silently out again. In reality this wasn't a pool at all,
but an underground river winding its way through the earth, its "back" exposed at
just this point.

Pushing up her sweater-sleeves and splashing her face and neck, Jamie shiv-
ered. "I'm sure there are hot springs down here somewhere. Too bad we don't know
where!"

Gingerly, Catherine followed her example. The temperature of the water, numb-
ing her fingers, raised gooseflesh all over her body. "I promise never again to
take the bathing-pools for granted."

"Me neither."
"Jamie... have you ever been down this far before?"
"Oh, sure." The young girl grinned over her shoulder. "Not this way, though.

I mean, sometimes I think you could wander around down here forever and never see
the same thing twice."

Oh, that's encouraging, Catherine thought; but her companion certainly did-
n't seem discouraged by this revelation.

Jamie stood, satisfied with her perfunctory ablutions. •"Well, that's enough
for me. Ready to go?"

"In a minute." Catherine watched Jamie trot back around the corner; and then
turned toward the surface of the pool again. Thoughtfully she reached out, and
deliberately caused ripples to spread toward the rocks opposite.

"Catherine?" Vincent's soft voice echoed round the corner behind her.



"I'm okay." Turning her head, she saw him step hesitantly into view.
Once he was certain he hadn't caught her in some inopportune pose, he came

forward more confidently. "We're nearly ready."
"I was just thinking."
He knelt beside her to look down into the pool, himself. "Such places as

this, encourage it."
She nodded, remembering what he'd told her once. There's a nameless river

that runs through the darkness, miles below the surface... Sometimes I go there.
Could this be that same river? Catherine supposed that she might never know; but
thought, without saying it aloud, that he ought not to go alone into such lonely
realms as this truly was, for all its desolate beauty. "I'd like to come explor-
ing down here with you sometime," she heard herself say instead.

"Then perhaps we shall." He stretched out his hand, pointing with one taloned
toward something deep in the pool itself. "Look."

Catherine leaned forward. "What is it?"
"Something I have wanted to share with you."
"But I don't — " And then she did see it... the pattern on the bottom of the

pool. There the current had created a series of striations which seemed to have
taken on a life of their own, growing up coral-like toward the little light there
was. Creamy and pearlescent, they looked for ail the world like —

"Roses!" she exclaimed. "They look like white roses."
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"Yes," he smiled. He reached up to fondle the small handsewn bag
hanging about his neck on a strong leather thong. Inside it, Catherine
knew, nestled her mother's treasured ivory rose. He said, "I come
here... to think of you."

"You don't have to do that." Her eyes, shining up into his,
looked as green as emeralds to him. "You could always come to me
instead."

* * * *

By early afternoon even the boys were exhausted, and Naomi was
cranky and near tears again. "There aren't any dragons down here!"
she cried, looking reproachfully at Geoffrey. "I want to go borne!"

"Father will scold you — "
" — Us," Kipper reminded them, stopping to look back at them.

They'd entered a large bowl-like cavern, and their own voices echoed
all around them. "He's going to scold all of us — especially for
bringing you along."

"I don't care!" She sat down on the tunnel floor, unwilling
to go any farther. "Let's just go back."

"Naomi," Kipper began —
"We can't," Eric broke in.
"Yeah," the older boy went on, "we can't."
"No — " Eric seized the older boy's jacket-sleeve. "I mean

we really can't. Look!" He was pointing back along the way they'd
come, back toward the tunnel entrance —

— Which plainly wasn't there any more.
Naomi jumped up. "'Didn't we just come in that way?"
Geoffrey frowned uncertainly. "We couldn't have," he said.

"Look, there's nothing there now but solid rock."
"This is just like what happened while we were asleep," Eric

said, his voice going shrill with alarm. "First there was a door
there, and then there wasn't!"

Geoffrey took a step backward. "Remember what Father said
about dragons? That sometimes they make you get lost by — "



" — By blocking the way back," Naomi gasped.
Kipper rounded on furiously on Geoffrey. "I told you not to

talk about that! You'll just scare them!"
But the little girl was running forward suddenly, throwing

herself toward the stony oval that marked their "disappearing"
exit, beating on the hard surface with her small angry fists. "Let
us out, let us out!" And then she stumbled back, turning white-
faced to her companions. "It's warm," she cried out.

They fled screaming, all four of them, catching at each
other's hands in a panic as they ran; panting toward the black open-
ing on the far side of the great bowl.

Yet as they approached it they were horrified to see two lights
shining out of that darkness, twin beacons gleaming like eyes, bob-
bing and moving toward them —

"It's a dragon!" shouted Eric, pulling them all to a stop.
"Another one!"

"They've got us!" Kipper yelled, causing the four to mill
about in total confusion.

At that moment the thing stepped out of that blackness — a
thing, however, that resolved itself not into some nightmare shape
but into a human figure; a figure clad in patchwork clothing and
wearing, on its head, a sort of "helmet" with a flashlight strapped
to either side.

"Okay good," Mouse said smugly, "okay fine! Found you!"
"It's about time," Jamie added, stepping forward too.
The children froze, staring at them dumbfounded.
Naomi blinked to see Catherine step into the light, followed

closely by a cloaked and familiar figure.
"Vincent!" she cried gratefully, running forward.
The look he turned on her was one of such stern and loving

reproof that the little girl stopped in her tracks. Then, without
an instant's hesitation, she threw out one arm to point an accus-
ing finger at the three boys. "They made me come!"

* * * *



It was, Catherine felt, late in the day in her world far above
them. Here belowground, though, there was nothing to mark the pass-
ing of time but events as one experienced them.

The children, once they had been found and "rescued," had been
well and thoroughly scolded — until, in fact, even young Kipper had
looked uncharacteristically contrite. They had then been fed and
forced to rest before the uphill journey home.

Now, as they gathered their things from around the makeshift camp-
sight, Eric said, "We were really scared there at the end. We really
thought Mouse was the dragon, coining to get us."

"To eat us," Naomi added.
"Aw, don't tell 'em that," Kipper grumbled. "You make us sound

like a bunch of babies."
"Yeah," Geoffrey said, shouldering his pack and Eric's too, real-

izing the younger boy was more tired than he. "And anyways, there
aren't any dragons, are there?"

"Hurry along, now," Vincent said, shepherding everyone before him
toward the solitary tunnel opening. "We've a long way to go."

"Are there, Vincent?"
He appeared not to hear, reaching down to ruffle Naomi's bright

tumbled hair. "Run and hold Catherine's hand," he told her.
"Aren't you coming?"
"Of course," he said warmly, "right behind you. I just want to

make sure we have everything." So saying, he paused to make certain
she would do as she was told.

Then, as the small company passed from view into the outer tun-
nel, Vincent stepped back from the door and turned to survey the round
and silent cavern they had left.

It was Catherine who, having sent the children on ahead with Mouse
and Jamie, came back to see what might be keeping him... Catherine who
saw him standing there, his back to her, his hands upon his hips as he
looked out over that vast and seemingly empty space they had just left.

It was his waiting pose that made her pause; made her hesitate
before speaking or coming out into the light.

And looking past him, she saw the other tunnel-entrance reappear
in the rocks opposite, a hole that seemed to fall into itself with a
rasping sound like a breath... or the soft echo of something heavy
being dragged over solid stone.

"We are leaving," Vincent said then, his deep voice carrying reas-
suringly into the waiting stillness that followed. And Catherine,
still hidden in shadow behind him, knew that he was not addressing her.

"It's all right now," he went on. "I'm sorry we disturbed you.
Rest now... We are taking them home."



The Other Painted Tunnek

"I found her, Father."
Jacob Wells looked toward the chamber door, and saw Kipper lead-

ing Naomi down the short metal stair.
— Well, not leading, exactly, he amended ruefully to himself.

The boy had hold of the shoulder of her jacket; but the little girl,
although following quite docilely, was preoccupied with something col-
orful in her hands, and plainly hadn't the vaguest notion where she
was.

In response to Father's enquiring look,, Kipper gave him a rue-
ful grin and jerked one thumb toward the city above them.

The patriarch shook his head. "Thank you, Kipper. I knew I could
depend upon you."

"You're welcome." Then, with an unerring sensitivity born of long
experience, the ten-year-old sensed an impending scolding and seemed
only too happy to make for the door again.

"Naomi," Father began sternly.
The tiny five-year-old looked up, surprised to find herself in

his great library-chamber. "Oh, hi, Father." Her face alight with
innocent excitement, she stepped around the corner of the desk and
offered him the treasure in her hands. "Look what I did!"

Leaning forward in his chair, the patriarch touched the woven gar-
land of spring flowers. "Yes, I see. Now, Naomi — "

"Isn't it pretty?" Proudly she held up the twining stems and
blooms, then dropped them around her neck.

"It's very pretty, yes. Child, where have you been?"
"Samantha showed me how to make it, and gave me some flowers,"



I
Ithe child replied, fondling the blossoms, "but I didn't have enough for

a necklace. So I had to go get some more."
"You went where, Naomi?" •
"I went up..." Her blue eyes lifted disarmingly to his — and I

then widened, realization dawning.
"You went Above again," he sighed, "didn't you? By yourself." •

It wasn't even a question; of course she had. She'd slipped Above I
alone, and without permission — and that was absolutely forbidden, as
she well knew. He saw her eyes grow large; tragic. I

"Urn... I forgot?" •
"Yes, I should think you did," he said, in his Very Serious Voice.

This kind of "absentmindedness" had been a continuing problem with this I
particular child, ever since her rescue from the city streets the pre- •
vious autumn. "I had no idea where you'd gone. Now, Naomi — " His
eyes lifted to the entryway behind her. "Ah, Vincent. Your timing is I
impeccable, as always."

Naomi turned to see Vincent and Catherine descending the stair-
steps, hand in hand. "Catherine!" she cried, and ran to the young I
woman.

"Hi, sweetie." Catherine bent gladly to the hug. "How've you
been all week?" I

Naomi pulled away to catch hold of a fold of both her and
Vincent's clothing. "You're not going to scold me too, are you?" _

Vincent looked down at the child clinging to his trouser-pocket. I
"I don't know," he said good-homoredly. "What did you do?"

Father cleared his throat and cast his eyes significantly ceil- •
ingward. Cityward. J

Vincent sighed, sharing a rueful look with Catherine. It was a
serious offense. Reaching down, he lifted the little girl into his •
arms. |

Naomi sensed him preparing to be serious. "See what I been mak-
ing?" she said quickly. She started to show him the flower-chain and •
then — truly an inspiration — she lifted it over her own head and |
placed it on his.

Catherine grinned at the sight of the "lei" draped rakishly over •
his wild hair. She mouthed, It's you, but he was trying so hard to be I
solemn that she didn't dare show her delight at the sight by laughing
out loud. •

"It's beautiful," he told Naomi, giving the accomplishment its 1
due but looking long and levelly into her eyes. "Do those flowers grow
here, in the tunnels?" I

She grimaced, her eyes wandering everywhere. "Um, maybe down by •
the — "

"Naomi?" I
Her face fell. "Well... no?" "
"No.. I somehow thought they might not. Where did you get them?"

I



She brightened. "I got some from Samantha."
"And the rest?"
Small fingers toyed with the lacing at his collar. She smiled

winsomely. "I made it for you." And when this seemed to have little
effect — "For Catherine?"

He furrowed his brow.
At this, her bright head drooped. "Aw, Vincent."
"I thought we'd agreed, you and I," he began, "that you wouldn't

go up into the Park by yourself any more."
"I forgot," the child mumbled, with a pleading sidelong glance at

Catherine; but Catherine, was looking at her just as somberly.
Vincent went on, his soft voice relentless. "Did you also 'for-

get' what happened the last time, when you were caught?"*
Naomi looked up wide-eyed. "But there wasn't any police-mans

around this time."
"No," he allowed, "but there might have been." There had been,

before and there would be, again. Small children were often not as
watchful as they meant to be, and there was nothing to guarantee that
the authorities were not still looking for this child and her suspected
"kidnapper" in the Park.

Naomi shrugged a little mutinously. "I just forgot, that's all."
He kissed her on the forehead, and set her firmly down again.

"Then I want you to go back to your chamber now, and think about why
you should try harder to remember."

"But — " She caught urgently at his trouser-leg again. "But
Vincent," she said, "Catherine's here!" — as though he might have for-
gotten this fact. "You were going to take all us kids down to the
Painted Tunnels!"

"I'm sorry," he said sincerely, "but you've had one 'outing' today
already, haven't you?"

"But I want to go to the Painted Tunnels with you!"
"You may not. I'll come and look in in you afterwards," he said

pointedly.
Close to tears now, the child looked to Catherine for reprieve.
The woman knelt to take her hand. "I've been missing you all

week, Naomi, and I'm sorry you've misbehaved. I was really looking
forward to all of us going to visit Elizabeth. But Vincent is right."
The sadness in her voice told everyone present that while she regret-
ted his decision, she had no choice but to agree with him. "You're
going to have to stay home today — "

" — As a punishment," Father put in softly, from his desk.
"But, but — " The child looked up, imploringly, into Vincent's

stern leonine face. " — I'm sorry!"
Too little, too late, Catherine thought. Standing again, she

* Read "Promises to Keep" and "Promises Fulfilled'
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watched as he shook his flowered head; knowing, as Naomi did not, that |
disciplining her came hard for him, given the soft spot she held in
his heart. He said, almost kindly, "I'm sure you are. Go on, now." •

"Do as Vincent says," Catherine said softly. I
Naomi glared up at the one who'd been her rescuer, her protector,

the center of her world since her arrival here. "You're mean!" she •
cried, bursting into tears and running noisily from the chamber. •

"I'm sorry," Vincent said when she'd gone. "I know you were look-
ing forward to seeing her." I

Catherine didn't try to hide her disappointment; with Vincent the «
effort would have been pointless anyway. "It's all right. I know
she's got to learn to be more careful... to see that there are conse- I
quences to her actions. It's just that I've been so busy at the office, •
I didn't have a chance to see her all week."

"She's missed you, too," Vincent said, aware that Naomi hadn't I
been the only one to suffer as a result of her transgression.

"And I know she's already seen the Painted Tunnels — but we
hadn't done it together yet. Oh, well. It's not as though the others I
won't enjoy it. And there's always next time."

On impulse, Vincent reached up for the garland he still wore like
a lopsided crown; and lifting it off, he settled it about her throat I
instead.

"Thank you," she said, brightening a little. _
"After all," he said, deadpan, "she made it for you" I
"Oh, yes," she chuckled, "so I heard."
Behind his desk, Father cleared his throat. "Mary or I will look •

in on Naomi in a little while, never fear," he said. "Now, if you two g
are quite finished?"

They turned almost guiltily, having forgotten him until that •
moment. "Has William finished packing the lunches?" Vincent asked. |

"Oh, yes," Father said, "hours ago; and the rest of the children
are quite excited about this little outing you've proposed, picnic and
all. You'd better get started, though; it is quite a walk, you'll
remember, and you're getting rather a late start."

I

I

I
In the evening they returned, leading a gaggle of weary but happy I

children, whom they sent off to the bathing-pools and a late supper *
before returning to Father's chamber. They found him poring over a set

I



of blueprints as though looking for something.
"And did everyone have a good time?" he asked, taking in their

rather smudged and disshevelled appearance.
"Wonderful," Catherine smiled, sinking into a chair at one side

of the long library-table and, to his startlement, putting her sneak-
ered feet up on the polished wood. She rubbed one ankle, wincing hap-
pily.

"You're tired," Vincent murmured. He moved to her side, blue eyes
twinkling at Father's quickly-concealed surprise; realizing that not
too far in the past, Catherine would never have felt comfortable enough
here to act so informally.

"Well," she confessed, "I really don't get enough exercise — and
I tend to forget, between-times, what a hike it really is."

"And, er, Elizabeth?" asked Father, recovering. "How does she
seem these days?"

"As spry as ever," Vincent reassured him. The elderly artist had
greeted them excitedly, chirping about this and that and eager to show
the children the smooth walls vivid with her work. "She seems some-
how ageless."

"None of us are, I fear," Father replied. "And she spends so much
time alone down there, I'm afraid that one day — "

"Elizabeth doesn't feel she lives alone," Vincent reminded him.
"She lives for her art, and it is all around her."

"Like Narcissa," Father sighed, "who lives far below surrounded
by her 'magic.'" He spoke the last word as though it described a whole
legion of things that could not be considered real.

"To Elizabeth, her art is magic."
"Yes," the elder mused. "I think she must never have been allowed

to express herself so, in the life she lived Above."
"Well," Catherine said, "she's making up for it now. And it all

looks so alive! She's done a picture of Elliott, just from the news-
paper, that looks like it could talk. And I came around the corner at
one end of a tunnel, and she'd painted a picture of Mouse there, com-
ing out of the shadows so realistically that it made me jump."

"Mouse does have that quality," Father said drily. He came for-
ward, to stand leaning thoughtfully on his stick. "Is it innate, do
you think? In mankind, I mean — the need to create?"

"In some of us, perhaps," said his son.
"Where do you think that comes from?"
"Well, I wouldn't know." Catherine shook her head, then tossed

the soft brown hair out of her eyes. "I'm afraid society has yet to
declare 'lawyering' an art form. Until it does, I'm content in the
role of spectator."

"Elizabeth has a new work-in-progress." Vincent sat down next to
Catherine. "Has she told you?"

"You know that I rarely see Elizabeth." He often thought of her,
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Iand often had reason to be concerned for her welfare; but in truth the

two of them were like planets, each content in its respective and
familiar orbit. Only the rare celebration — or the even rarer emer- •
gency — seemed to bring them together, and then there was little time I
to socialize. "What is she working on?"

"It's Catherine," Vincent told him, unable to suppress the pride •
in his voice. •

"It's both of us, really." Catherine put her feet on the floor
and sat forward, blushing with pleasure. In addition to being a source •
of beauty, Elizabeth's Painted Tunnels offered the world Below a sort •
of visual history. In Catherine's visits there she'd seen pictures of
Vincent as a baby, portraits of various recognizable Helpers, murals I
depicting past crises and adventures she'd only heard about. It had •
never occurred to her that one day she might find her own likeless
there too, looking green-eyed back at her. "She's painting us the way I
we were at Winterfest."

"Well, well," Father said softly. "Then you really must be a part
of us, now, my dear. Elizabeth never paints anything lightly." They I
all heard the deliberate echo of his holiday words, when he'd invited
her to join their circle. You're one of us, now... Father saw that
Vincent, too, had realized the importance of Catherine's appearance in I
tunnel-world art. "And did the children have a good time as well?"

"They always do," Vincent smiled. "Elizabeth is somehow so child- _
like herself that they have no trouble relating to her." |

"And since she gave them a wall all their own to 'decorate,'"
Catherine added, "they're never bored when they're there. I was real- _
ly sorry Naomi had to miss it." J

"Ah, yes," Father said regretfully. He reached for the chair
opposite them, and settled into it. "Regarding Naomi..." •

"Was there a problem while we were gone?" Vincent asked quickly. |
" — A problem with her staying in her chamber?" Catherine

frowned with concern. •
"Well, that would be right," Father said, one eyebrow quirked |

upward, "if she had in fact done that."
Out of the corner of her eye, Catherine saw Vincent scowl in a •

way that was not, she thought, especially encouraging. He said, "She I
didn't go to her chamber?"

"Oh, she did," Father answered. "She did indeed; I checked on •
her myself, directly afterwards. However, she did not stay there." •

"She didn't?" Vincent shook his head. "Where did she go?"
Father's expression was one of mystified consternation. "I don't •

know, actually. She was caught coming back — from the direction of "
the Maze, I might add — and she wouldn't tell anyone."

"She wouldn't say where she'd been?" Catherine sat back, non- I
plussed. "That doesn't sound like Naomi." Once caught in some mis- *
deed, Naomi was usually relieved — even happy — to confess and be

I



forgiven.
"No, it isn't like her, is it," Father said. "I thought at first

that she'd simply been playing in the Maze, and was trying to avoid a
scolding."

"And you don't think so, now?"
"She seemed almost pleased with her little secret... but she did

promise me solemnly," the old man said, "that she hadn't been in the
Maze. Also, she had some odd, colorful smudges on her clothes — "

"'Smudges'?" Vincent cocked his head. "What do you mean,
Father?"

"Oh, well... like nothing I know of in the Maze. I was think-
ing ... paint, perhaps."

"Paint?" Catherine turned, thinking of the Painted Tunnels. "Do
you think she could have been following us?"

"I wondered that at first, myself," the patriarch admitted.
Vincent said, his brow furrowing, "I'm certain she didn't."
"She was coming back from the wrong direction, if she was. At any

rate," Father went on, "there was that, and she was terribly dirty...
so I was trying to figure out where on earth she could have been play-
ing, or hiding, to get into such a state."

"Is that what you were doing when we came in?"
"Yes." Father nodded toward the fragile old blueprint still

spread across his desk. "I was looking over all the areas she might
have been exploring."

"There's the Maze, of course, and beneath it the Catacombs — "
"And Mouse's leaking aqueduct," Catherine reminded him.
"That's just it." Father frowned. "The whole of that area is

permeated with ground-water and shot through with faults. There are
often cave-ins and rockslides. Certainly it's been far too dangerous
to settle in — and all the children have been told over and over again
that it's strictly off-limits."

Vincent shook his head. "That doesn't necessarily mean — "
"Yes, yes," Father sighed. "I do realize that, of course. But

if she truly wasn't in the Maze or the Catacombs, then where?"
"Perhaps it's time we found out," Vincent said, "since it's very

likely to be dangerous." He stood. "Is she still awake?"
"The last time I looked in on her," Father nodded. "I do think

she meant to try to wait up for you."
Catherine smiled. "She usually does," she said; and to Vincent,

"I'll be along in a minute."
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The little girl had nodded off, propped up against two fat patch-
work pillows. Vincent settled himself gently on the bedside, watching •
her... and after a little while she stirred, blinking to wakefulness. |

"Vincent?"
"I'm here," he said softly. •
She threw herself blankets and all into his arms, hiding her face I

in cloth and soft leather, waiting to feel the soft kiss he dropped
into her hair. •

He sat rocking her for a few moments. "You had a bad day," he •
murmured finally.

Her voice was small and muffled. "Father was cross." I
"And why was that?" "
She pulled away, not looking up. "You know."
"He told me, yes." I
She risked a glance upward. "Are you mad at me?" •
"I'm disappointed," he said, "that you didn't do as you were

told." I
"I didn't mean to do anything bad," she quavered. "I was lonesome

and I — I just wanted to go with you and Catherine, you know?"
"I know," he sighed; and he did, in fact, know what it was like I

to be "lonesome," and to want something very badly and not to be able
to have it. "Naomi... we can't always have what we want."

"I know it," she said, a little defensively. "And I didn't go I
with you."

He drew away to look down at her. "You didn't follow us?" _
A sincere shake of her unruly blonde curls. "No, I didn't." J
Vincent reached out to finger her faded blue coveralls, hung over

a chair by the bedside. The leg of the garment was smeared with what •
looked like dried clay, and a reddish kind of paint. Father had been |
right; it didn't look like anything he'd ever seen before. "What is
this on your clothes?"

The child pushed out her lower lip, blue eyes evasive. "I don't
know."

He settled her more squarely on his lap, tucking the coverlet
round her. "I think you do," he said, and lifted her chin with a fin-
gertip. "Naomi ?"

There was no answer. •
"I'm going to ask you a question," he said gently, compellingly, I

"and I want you to tell me the truth, because Father thinks you may
have been playing in the Maze — " •

"I wasn't!" •
" — Or in some other dangerous place, a place where you might

have been hurt." I
"Are you going to scold me?" *
"I may," he answered evenly, "but not for telling me the truth.

I

I
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Now... are you ready?"
She shrugged.
"Naomi," he began, "where did you go today?"
She bowed her head. Her voice, when she answered, was hardly more

than a whisper. "It's a secret."
"A secret place?"
She nodded. "It isn't anyplace you told me not to go."
He considered. "Is it a place I know?"
She shook her head, decisively. "Nobody knows about it — nobody

but me!"
"And why is that?"
"Because it wasn't there before."
"Are you sure?"
Eagerly she nodded. "I was exploring. It wasn't there the last

time I went. But this time I saw where the rocks fell down and I
crawled in — and there it was!"

He was quiet for the moment it took to consider the full impli-
cation of her words. In none of the inhabited or familiar areas of
their world had there been rockfall lately. He said quietly, "You
were in a place where rocks had fallen?"

Too late, she saw the trap she'd sprung, herself. Her face fell
with transparent dismay. "Well... it wasn't very many rocks."

"Where?"
She knew that tone. "Are you going to be mad?"
"Probably," he sighed. "Now tell me: Where did you go?"
She drooped, defeated. "To see the pictures."
That brought him up short. "What pictures?"
"The pictures, the paintings in the cave."
He scowled. "Do you mean the Painted Tunnels?"
"No." Naomi shook her head. "You wouldn't let me go there, so

I went to the other ones instead."
"What other ones?"
"The ones in the cave," she said impatiently, as though that

should have been apparent to anyone.
Vincent stared at her, his consternation plain. "What cave?"
"Let me," Catherine said from the door; and seeing the relief in

both their faces at the interruption, she came in and sat down on the
bed beside them. "Naomi, what Vincent and Father want to know is,
where is this cave with the paintings? Can you tell us?"

"I can show you," the child said, with a sudden eagerness to
share.

"Tomorrow," Vincent said firmly, keeping a firm hold when she
might have jumped to the floor. "After breakfast."

"For now," Catherine pressed on, "can you just tell us where it
is? What is it near?"

"The Maze." Naomi glanced up furtively at Vincent, who was omi-



"What do you really think she's found?" she asked Vincent, as he
walked her back later that night.

I
Inouosly silent. "It isn't in the Maze, though."

"And there are paintings?"
"Yes. Mostly not of people, though. Not like Elizabeth's." •
"What are they of, then?" Catherine asked her. I
"There are some animals. It was hard to see. I lighted my can-

dle" (for most of the children carried a candlestub or two in their •
pockets) "and held it up, but I couldn't tell very much." •

"But you could see some things?"
The little girl nodded at her. "I think there was a big ol' fat I

deer. And some handprints." •
"Handprints?" Catherine looked over the child's head at Vincent,

her eyes widening, seeing the surprise mirrored in his. I
Naomi cocked her head. "Do you think the guys who painted those *

walls are still around someplace?"
Catherine hesitated. "Why do you ask, sweetheart?" I
"Because some are still wet. See?" The child pointed to the col-

orful — and incriminating — smudges that Vincent had noticed on her
coveralls. "By the door, inside, a piece of wall fell off. There's I
part of a picture still on it, though, and it made my pants dirty when
I leaned on it." _

"I think that tomorrow," Vincent announced, "in the morning, I'd I
like you to show me this place."

"Can Catherine come too?" _
Catherine nodded, her smile a promise. "I'd like to see anybody g

try to keep me away!"

I
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"I'm almost afraid to guess," he replied, still preoccupied with

the things the child had described. "If it is... what we suspect... •
then it could be very exciting. Father will never believe it." I

"Are you going to tell him?"
"Not tonight. Not until we're sure — and then the Council will •

have to meet, to decide what to do about it." He felt her pause and •
looked up, startled, to find they'd arrived at the Threshold beneath
her building. The light Mouse had installed shone down the ladderwell I
like a beacon. •

"Wake up, my love," Catherine whispered, her green eyes lit with
amusement. "You could wander off the edge of a cliff in that state, I
and then what would I do?" ™

Vincent blinked with the surprise, and the shyness, that he always

I



felt at such unexpected endearments. And somehow they always were
unexpected, however close he felt to her and whatever he sensed,
through their bond, that she might be feeling.

Catherine saw, and understood. Taking his large, furred hand in
her much smaller one, she drew him gently closer rather than moving
forward herself. It was a step he always seemed to take with trepi-
dation and wonder, as though it were the first time, every time. "Thank
you for including me in the children's outing today," she said soft-
ly. "It was a lot of fun."

"The children were glad you could come."
"And you, Vincent?"
He bowed his head; and then, after a moment, raised it again, his

crystal-blue gaze meeting and holding hers. "I was... more than glad,
Catherine."

More than glad, she echoed silently, her heart singing; giving
her joy its head, knowing he could feel it too. Seeing it, finally,
reflected in his deepset eyes.

"Tomorrow morning?" he asked, after a breathless moment.
"Early," she nodded. "It's Saturday, so there isn't anyplace I

have to be, except here." With you, she added to herself. Now she
took that final step into his arms; and leaning up — "Don't do any
spelunking tonight without me, now," she whispered in his ear.

Closing his eyes, he felt her warm breath stirring his long
hair... and her lithe form, pressing close, stirring him body and soul.
"Goodnight," he said a little hoarsely, stepping back.

"Goodnight," she sighed; and though he'd felt her pang of regret
as he ended the embrace, he saw her smile as she turned and went into
the light.

In the morning Catherine, true to her word, was waiting for
Vincent at the Threshold. They hurried through an early breakfast with
the children and a surprising number of early risers among the tun-
nelfolk; and then Vincent took Naomi by one hand and gave Catherine his
other, and the three of them started for the Maze.
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As they moved downward through the levels, Catherine recognized |

tunnels and turnings she'd neither seen nor thought about since a cave-
in had trapped Vincent and Father in the Maze two years before. She •
noticed now that there were fewer lights in this section than in the I
inhabited areas; and the walls were often dank and dripping. "Why
would you want to play down here?" she asked Naomi. •

"I was exploring," the child explained. 1
The way continued to darken. At one point Vincent took a slight

detour — over an impatient Naomi's protests — to find a small cache I
of candles and lanterns. He took one of the latter, and lighted it '
before they continued on their way.

Catherine looked around, discovering that the light cheered their I
surroundings very little. "Well," she said, "I think I'd be afraid to •
come down here alone."

"As you should be," Vincent agreed, steadying both her and Naomi I
as they half-slid, half-stumbled down a slippery incline. "This is not
a safe area."

"You said you and Devin went exploring down here," Naomi said I
rather daringly. "Why can't I?"

"Because then he was a child," Catherine told her gravely, "and _
now he's all grown up. And it's his job to keep you safe." I

Vincent caught the child's hand as she started to dart away down
a small side-tunnel. "Naomi — " _

"It's this way," she insisted, tugging free. "Come on!" J
They hurried along in her wake until suddenly, rounding a bend in

the tunnel, they saw ahead what appeared to be a recent rockslide. The •
rockface above and around it seemed raw, the earth "wound" still fresh |
and open.

"Was this here before?" Catherine asked. •
"Not the last time I was down here," Vincent told her. |
"It's right here!" Naomi dropped to her knees by the pile of rub-

ble and had already started to scurry toward the low opening behind it
when Vincent caught her up and set her on her feet again.

"You're not going back in there," he said firmly.
"Aw, but Vincent!" •
"This whole area is unstable," he replied. "Look around you." I
"But I want to see the — "
"Vincent is right, Naomi," Catherine said. "This could be dan- •

gerous. Why don't you stay out here? That way, if anything happens, B
you can go for help."

The child looked at her doubtfully. "You mean, like a cave-in?" •
"I'm sure nothing will happen," Catherine reassured her. "But •

it' s best to be safe." Vincent had dropped to one knee to study the
opening, his lantern lifted; now Catherine knelt to join him. "See I
anything?" •

He shook his head. "Nothing from here. Catherine, it might be

I
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better after all if you let me go in alone — "
"I knew you were going to say that," she frowned. "No dice,

Vincent. I'm going in with you." So saying, she scuttled rapidly for-
ward out of reach, and disappeared into the dark recess ahead.

"Catherine — !" Seeing that he had no choice but to follow,-
Vincent turned and fixed Naomi with a stern look intended to freeze her
in place. "Stay here, now. You're not to follow. We won't be long."

"But Vincent — "
"Stay here!" he repeated. Holding the lantern out awkwardly ahead

of him, he began to shoulder his way through a space hardly more than
three feet high. "Catherine?"

"In here," she answered at once, her voice a hollow echo. "I'm
okay. Can you make it?"

It was a tight fit for a man his size; but at last Vincent saw the
ghostly outline of the end of the cramped passage. There was a dim lumi-
nescence beyond that he recognized, almost without thinking, as the faint
phosphorescence that lit so many of the caverns here Below.

"Oh, Vincent, hold up the lantern! Is that what I think it is?"
He could hear the excitement in her voice; feel it, fairly

sparkling through the bond. Hurriedly unfolding himself from the mouth
of the passage, Vincent stood up and lifted the lantern high.

"Look!" Catherine was turning slowly in place, her face lifted
to study something on the the vaulted ceiling overhead. "Oh, Vincent!"
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He was struck wordless at the sight. All around them in the large
cavern, starting at shoulder-height and running up over the walls and ceil-
ing, were the primitive forms of predators and prey. Executed in a free-
flowing style that suggested both beauty and movement, antelope and rhino



I
cavorted in silence all around them. B

Abruptly, he felt Catherine's hand seeking his.
"I can't believe it," she whispered. "Aren't they incredible?" •
"They are," he agreed, his voice equally hushed. I
"It was here all this time — and no one ever knew." She point-

ed to what looked like a great elk. "Look, there's Naomi's 'big ol' •
fat deer.'" •

He moved forward almost reverently. "And there, a bison." It
couldn't have been anything else. I

"And horses! Look, a mare with a foal." She turned to him excit- •
edly. "For whatever reason he painted them, you can't tell me this
artist didn't know that they were beautiful, too." I

"He knew." Setting the lantern down, Vincent let his eyes fol- •
low a great herd of bison streaming over and filling one wall. The
flickering of the manmade light gave them the further illusion of move- I
ment. "He had to have known."

"I've never heard of anything like this being found here in
America. Only in... oh, France, isn't it?" I

"Yes, that's right," he said distantly. "France."
Catherine chanced to turn and look at him then — his head tilt-

ed back so that the wild gold-red hair fell away from a lionesque face I
made bronze by lamplight — and she was struck by the realization that
he was, in his way, as beautiful as any living thing depicted here. _
"Your world is full of miracles, Vincent." I

He turned to look at her, startled, and seemed about to speak —
"Are you almost finished?" came a small voice near the opening. •

Naomi had crept in and was standing uncertainly by a large crumbling g
slab that had apparently fallen from higher up. Catherine noticed that
it still bore the colorful outline of some large animals, and realized •
it must have been this that had left traces on the child's clothing. |

"Naomi," Vincent was saying severely, "I told you to wait out-
side." •

"But it' s my secret place — and besides, it was scary out there |
without you." She went to Vincent without hesitation and he picked her
up, shaking his head. •

"Don't be frightened," he said. I
"Those animals." Safe in his arms, the little girl looked over

his shoulder. "Do they live down here?" •
"No, Naomi," Catherine assured her, remembering that small chil- •

dren live in a world where all things are possible — and it hadn't
been so very long ago that Kipper had convinced Naomi that William got I
their breakfast honey from tunnel-bees the size of buffalo. "Those •
animals lived in the world Above, a very long time ago... like the
artist who painted them." I

"How come the paint's still wet?" *
"The dampness in the air, I think," Vincent said thoughtfully,

I



"and in the walls themselves. Father will know."
"Isn't it strange," Catherine said, "that they did all these beau-

tiful pictures of animals... and yet there aren't any of themselves.
Why do you suppose that is?"

"Perhaps they had some aversion to self-portraits," Vincent said
absently, hardly hearing her.

"Father will want to see this," Catherine said, "the moment he
hears."

"Everyone will," he said regretfully. "And yet..."
She turned, caught by something in his tone. "What?"
"Listen."
She did... and heard, suddenly, what she'd been too enchanted to

notice before. The sound of water dripping quietly and insidiously all
around them; and then, as if on cue, a small rattling avalanche of peb-
bles in some unseen corner.

"Time to go, I think," Vincent said, reaching down to retrieve
the lantern. "Tell the animals goodbye, Naomi."

"Can we come back again sometime?" she asked, as he put her down
near the opening.

"No," he said, kneeling to bring himself to her eye-level. "I
don't think we ever can. Go on, now; you're first. We'll be along in
a moment." As the child scurried reluctantly out of sight, he felt
Catherine's hand on his arm. He turned to find her crouching behind
him.

"What did you mean," she asked, "that we can't ever come back?"
He thought carefully before answering. "This is a sacred place,

Catherine... but a dangerous one, for all its beauty. Once its secrets
are revealed, not only Father and the other adults will want to come
here, but all of the children too."

" — Whether they have permission or not," she realized aloud.
He nodded. "This gallery has held up for thousands of years...

but its very foundations are crumbling now. You can hear that, all
around us. Naomi would never have found it otherwise. There will be
other cave-ins; that's inevitable. It only remains to be seen, whether
or not this chamber will be empty, when it happens... or full. Someone
will eventually be trapped here, or killed. And there's another con-
sideration as well."

She saw the concern in his eyes. "Tell me."
"This is a treasure far more dangerous to us than the ship Mouse

found underground. Should any of us breathe so much as a single detail
of it in the city above..."

"Oh, my God, Vincent." She hadn't yet thought that far ahead;
hadn't thought beyond the scientific and historical value of this room
to the inevitable public furor such a discovery would cause. "But...
what are you saying?"

"Vincent-and-Catherine," Naomi's plaintive voice came echoing,



I
"are you coming?" I

"In a moment, Naomi," Vincent answered, in a soft voice that car- •
ried clearly down the length of the tunnel. "And you mustn't shout,
down here." •

He hadn't answered Catherine's question but she knew, looking into I
his face, what he'd decided. "You're saying that we have to seal it
up," she breathed. "And never tell a soul what we've seen here." •

"Not a soul," he repeated, his voice and eyes steady. |
"Oh, but the loss to science, and to history," she cried, sudden

tears stinging her eyes. •
"I know," he said, sadness roughening his soft voice. J
"And it's so beautiful!" Catherine lifted her head, scanning the

cave-paintings one more time as though trying to commit them all to _
memory. In doing so she glanced over Vincent's shoulder and suddenly I
had a clearer view of the fallen slab, and what was painted there. Her
eyes widened. _

"We must go now," he was saying. I
"In a moment. You go first," she pleaded. "I just want to take

one last look around and then I'll be right behind you, I promise."
He hesitated, as though sensing something strange in the urgency I

of her request; but no immediate danger threatened, and so after a •
moment he nodded and reached for the lantern again.

"I'll bring it," she said quickly. "You go on ahead." I
With a long look that promised questions later, Vincent turned •

and began the awkward crawl back to where the child awaited them.
Catherine waited until he was out of sight. Then, almost afraid •

to breathe, she raised the lantern and leaned forward to study the I
image she'd glimpsed behind him... An image he had not seen; could
not possibly have noticed. •

In this likeness, as in so many here, the artist had laid one |
image over another to suggest an almost three-dimensional sense of
movement, or change. The first picture here — almost a nucleus — •
was undoubtedly a lion, predatory yet basically characterless. |
Radiating outward from this was a second great cat, powerfully built
and baring its teeth; and beyond that another, still feline and yet •
changed somehow in the rendering. In the last drawing the face was |
lionesque still, with its streaming mane and fierce expression... yet
it was also unmistakably human. _

In fact, it was a face she recognized. I
"Catherine?" Vincent's voice floated in to her softly, command-

ingly. "It's time we started back."
She took one last moment to memorize the portrait. Turning then, I

she started back along the way she'd come. "I'll be right there," she
promised, scuffing her knees on the passage floor, holding the lantern
out in front of her until she could see the blue of Vincent's eyes, I
the glint of the gold stubble along his jaw... the soft mane-like fall •
of his long hair.

He helped her to her feet. I
"Catherine," Naomi said, "Wasn't it beautiful?" •
"Yes, it was," Catherine agreed, emphatically. "Absolutely beau-

tiful." I

I
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"And Ir" eight-year-old Jannie announced, gaily waving her
leather-punch, "am making mine a belt."

Naomi regarded them all rather forlornly. "I don't got a father
to give a present to."

Jannie, who had been born Below and was lucky enough to still have
both her parents, made a sympathetic face. "Did he die?"

"No." Naomi frowned. "I just never had one."
"Everybody's got a father," Julio told the little girl flatly.
" — Don't worry, Naomi," Geoffrey reassured her quickly. "You

don't have to have a real father, to celebrate Father's Day."
"But then who am I supposed to give a present to?" It occurred

to her, suddenly, that Geoffrey was an orphan too. "Who are you giv-
ing yours to?"

"Father." He held up a still rather lopsided lump of clay. "I'm
making him a pen-holder. See," he explained, "you can give a present
to the person who acts like your father. Somebody who takes care of
you, and keeps you safe — "

" — And makes you eat your vegetables," Kipper added playfully.
" — And scolds you when you're bad," Samantha put in, primly.
"Oh." Naomi looked relieved.
" — So Mouse is making something for Father," Kipper joked,

"'cause Father scolds him all the time!"
In the ensuing laughter, Jannie asked, "What is he making?"
"Nobody knows," Kipper shrugged. "Nobody can tell — but he's

been soldering it for days and days."
Naomi looked at him enquiringly. "Sodd... sodd...?"
"Soldering," he repeated. "It means, um... he's been sticking

metal stuff together with blue fire."
Her eyes widened. "Really? Can we do that?" She looked around

expectantly, as though hoping to see one of them using such a tool.
"No, 'course we can't... but Mouse can."
"You can make something with clay," Geoffrey offered. "I'll help

you."
"Okay... but what do you think I can — "
"Wow!" Zach interrupted, bursting into the chamber and startling

them all into silence. "You should see the storm that just started,
up in the Park."

"Thunder and lightning?" Samantha asked.
"Thunder and lightning to the max," he agreed. He shook a few

droplets of water from his sleeves for emphasis.
"What were you doing up there?" one of the other children asked

him. "It'll be suppertime soon."
"I was looking at the sunflowers."
"Sunflowers?" Naomi turned to him wide-eyed. "What are sun-

flowers?"
"Big ol' yellow flowers," Kipper answered, pleased to share his

I



knowledge of the world Above. "Taller than me. The tops are as big
as your head, just about. Haven't you ever seen one before?"

Awed at the idea of flowers "as big as your head," Naomi said,
"Why do they call them that? Do they really have the sun in 'em?"

He shrugged, his dark eyes twinkling playfully. "I don't know.
I bet they could have, though. Any flower that big is probably part
magic, anyways."

Samantha turned to Zach. "Where are they?"
"They're up by the Columbus Circle end," he said. "You know? By

that tall metal latticework, like a fence?"
"I know where that is!" said Naomi, excitedly. "Can we go see

them?"
"What now?" He flopped down in the nearest chair. "Are you kid-

ding? I told you, it's raining cats 'n' dogs outside. We'd get
soaked."

"But I want to see theml"
"It's too late," he said firmly. "By the time I got you back,

we'd probably miss supper/ and then we'd both be in trouble,"
"Here, Naomi," Geoffrey said, trying to avoid the threat of tears

or a tantrum. "Take some clay. Make something for Father's Day."
"Is that tonight?" Zach looked startled. "I forgot all about

it."
"Well, you better get started on your present, then," Samantha

warned him.
"See, Naomi, I really can't take you topside now," he said. "I've

got to rush to finish making what I was thinking of."
"I'll help you make something, Naomi," Eric said.
"But I don't know what to give!" she wailed.
"C'mon, Naomi," Kipper groaned, "don't be such a baby. You'll

think of something."
"No, I can't" she said stubbornly, "Besides, I want to go up in

the — "
"No," Zach told her firmly, "I said maybe we'll go tomorrow, and

that's that. Okay?"
The children went on with their work, talking amongst themselves

as they did so. And the next time Geoffrey looked up, Naomi had gone.

# * * *

It was Vincent later who, walking toward his own chamber, heard
the sound of sneezing coming from the doorway he'd just passed.
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He stopped in his tracks; did a thoughtful about-face, and stepped |

through the little doorway. "Naomi?"
The little girl looked up at him guilty, caught in the act of wip-

ing her nose upon her sleeve. Her blonde hair was plastered wetly to
her head, her clothes soaked through and dripping.

"Naomi," he said severely, "have you been Above?" •
At his tone she burst into tears. I
"All right," he said, his brow furrowing with concern as he came

forward. "It's all right. Did you get caught in a storm?" •
She came to him, nodding and gulping; and with a sigh and a shake •

of his leonine head he peeled her out of her wet, chilled clothes,
scolding her gently and sincerely all the while; and after toweling her •
briskly dry he put her into a warm nightgown. '

"All right," he said finally, taking her by her small shoulders
and standing her away from him. "If there was a storm, why did you go I
out? I thought you didn't like thunder and lightning." In fact he *
knew that she did not, for before her rescue to the tunnel-world she
had spent too many nights Above exposed to such storms. "Naomi?" I

She hung her head (from which the yellow hair now stuck up damply
in all directions), unable or unwilling to answer.

"Not to mention," he went on rather more severely, "that you know I
you' re not allowed go go Above all by yourself."

She began sniffling all over again. _
"All right," he said softly, "we'll talk about that later. Right |

now we're missing supper, and we're going to miss the Father's Day cel-
ebration if we don't hurry. Are you hungry?" .

She shook her head. |
"Well... perhaps some hot soup a little later, then. Are you

ready to go?" •
She put up her arms to be carried. |
In the dining-hall, supper was already being cleared away. The

children present were talking amongst themselves with an air of sup- •
pressed excitement. Then, as Vincent settled Naomi between himself and |
Catherine at Father's table, Eric walked up to place the present he'd
made, and wrapped in rags, on the polished wood before the patriarch.

The others rushed to follow his example and soon there was quite
a pile before the old man. "Well, thank you, thank you, children," he
said to all, his faded blue eyes twinkling. Elsewhere in the large •
chamber, other fathers were being similarly honored. I

Father began opening his gifts, exclaiming over every misshapen
ash-tray and pen-holder as though each were the first of its kind he •
had ever seen. As he did so, Vincent glanced down and was surprised •
to discover the seat beside him empty.

He glanced around and then leaned over to ask Catherine, "Have •
you seen Naomi?" •

Her green eyes widened. "She was here a minute ago."

I

I
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At that moment Mouse came in
bearing his gift for Father — and
it was huge — fully six feet tall
— and studded all over with can-
dles.

"Dear God," Father whispered
to Vincent, as the young man set
the thing ablaze, "what is that, do
you suppose?"

"It's a candle-holder," Mouse
announced proudly to everyone pre-
sent .

"Well," Father replied, look-
ing properly impressed, "I must
say, it is, er, magnificent,
Mouse. Really."

The young man beamed.
Cullen, leaning over to

Jamie, whispered, "Good thing we
don't have a sprinkler-system in
here. Can yhou feel the heat com-
ing off tghat thing?" — causing
the people around him to cough and
snort with suppressed laughter.

Kipper looked past them all
toward the door. "Hey, here comes
Naomi. Where you been, Naomi?"

— But in truth, as she
walked back toward them not much of
her could be seen. She was carry-
ing something; something large and
unwieldy, something covered by a
large and tattered cloth.

"What have you got there,
Naomi?" Pascal called out as she
passed.

"It's a Father's Day pre-
sent," she replied.

"Well, well," Father said as
she came toward him; and "Well,
•well," he said again as she went
by, balancing the thing — whatev-
er it was — carefully before her,
so that she couldn't see where to
put her feet.

She stopped in front of



And, "Happy Father's Day," whispered Catherine, at his side.

The End

I
IVincent, whose eyebrows were rising up into his wild hair with sur-

prise.
"It's for you," she whispered shyly. I
"For me?" He could see only her eyes, which were shining up at •

him over the top of the thing. "What is it?"
"Look and see," she said. I
The other children picked up the chant at once, clamoring, "Look *

and see! Look and see, Vincent!"
Reaching out, he pucked delicately at the cover-cloth with sharp I

nails; and as it came free he heard Catherine, at his side, gasp with
surprise.

"A sunflower!" she exclaimed. I
"A magnificent sunflower," he announced to the group, in the ensu-

ing hush. In truth it was huge, even among its kind; and he thought,
taking it gently from the child so that all could see, that it surely I
must have been the largest in the Park. "Is this why you went Above?"

She nodded her bright head. "Zach told me they were there," she _
said. I

Catherine leaned forward. "What made you think of it?"
Naomi looked to Vincent, her face alight with love. "Because •

Kipper said it was magic. It might have some sun in it, and... and |
you can't go out in the sun."

"Oh," Catherine breathed, tears in her eyes. "I see." •
"But Naomi," Eric said, frowning and oblivious to the adults' |

finer sentiments, "this is Father's Day. Why are you giving Vincent
something?" •

"You all said I could give something to the one who takes care |
of me," she said, frowning back at him. "The one who scolds me, and
makes me eat my vegetables. Vincent is the one who does that — most- •
ly — so I'm giving this to him." She looked up at him worriedly. I
"Did I do it wrong? 'Cause you're the one who makes me safe."

"No." And he reached out with his free hand to sweep her up into •
his lap. "No," he said, "you didn't do it wrong." H

"Happy Father's Day, Vincent," she piped, from the depths of his
great hug. I

I

I

I

I

I
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