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A Message from Your Con Chair
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Salem, Massachusells

Welcome everyone, to the towwhere Magic Lives

| am so pleased to have you all come to Salem and experience the Magic. The
Magic of Sights; the Magic of Sounds; the Magic of Tastes. Salem is truly a
magical place filled with a rich history. | know you will come to love Salem as
much as | do. Itia place where you can do as little or as much as you desire.
You can set your own pace whether that be bustling or leisurely!

This yearo6s charity iIis the Peabody High
honor of Chan andll our wonderful artists. | also chose a high school Arts

Department because of how much art classes meant to me during my school years.

These days, when schools are forced to make budget cuts, it seems that it is the arts
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that get cut first. | am hoping our donation helps to ease some of the burden placed
on teachers and students. There is no civilization without art.

Il dondot know i f any previous charities
raising, but this year the students and faculty have a unique opportunity. | have
asked the teachers if they thought any of the students would like to create an art
pieceto be sold in our auction. They were beyond excited and even asked if the
faculty could also submit something if they wanted to!

Thank you to all that have gone above and beyond to bring this magic to you. |
never, ever could have done this alone!
out done themselves! All | did was choose the setting!

Enjoy!

~Cyndi Day
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The Tunnel Adventures of Lucky the Wonder Cat

Part 1
Lindariel

Written in part for the Winterfest Online 2026 Plot Bunny Challenge and
completed for the July 2026 Conzine

[Some introductory notes: This story is thé"1® my Beauty and the Beast AU
series, which picks up after the Season 2 epidd€ingdom by the Séaand

then goes in a different direction. No Hollow Men, no Paracelsus abducting and
then masquerading as Father, no mental breakdown for Vincent, and most
importantly, Catherine is never abducted by Gabriel (I deal with him in other
ways) and therefore DEESNOT DIE! And Elliott Burch doegihdie EITHER!

My previous stories for this AU in chronological order (all are posted under the

name Lindariel across both versions of CABB Tunnel Tales and on Archive of

Our Own) are The Last Sté&GfiwThéViewfrdtmy |t For
Here, Do You Happen to Have the Time?, Happy Umbrella Day!, A Fine and

Private Place, His Own Kind of Nobility, Walking Unfamiliar Ground,

Songbirds of North America, A Second Harvest, What Cuddly Beast, The Ache

for Home, No Way UPThe INsiders, Blame It on the Mets, A Late\ést,

Sunflowers for Thankfulness, and A Special Surprise (which is a glimpse into the

future).

For readers who are jumping in with this story: After being taken Below to save
his life after he witnesses a crime, Elliott Burch has become a friend and Helper
to the Tunnel community, and he has gotten to know, come to terms with, and
genuinely like Vinent and accept his relationship with Catherine. Elliott

recently found a great building on Hobart Street for Catherine to buy and turn
the top floor into a residence Above that Vincent can much more safely access,
the second floor into dormitory space funnel young people going to school
Above or adult Tunnel residents with jobs Above, and a free medical clinic and
legal aid clinic on the first floor. In this story, Vincent is still recovering from a
fall suffered during The Ache for Home. Oh, and yai learn more about
Catherinds rescue kitten Lucky, the intrepid protagonist of this story, in What
Cuddly Beast. Enjoy!]

The sun rose a while ago, yet my food bowl is still empty.
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| have been sitting outside the door of The Water Room, plaintively singing the
lamentations of my people to The Pretty Lady. She has been running a great deal
of water for an interminable length of time.

| have concluded that She must intend for me to starve today.
Alas.

Suddenly a great hand scoops me up, up, up, and soon | am staring into the kind
eyes of The Great Cat God, my favorite being in the entire world.

ACome, little on&) He saysiiLetés leave Catherine to her shower and go find
something for you to eat.

He blesses me with a position high up on His broad shoulder where | snuggle into
His fragrant hair and cling to His bathrobe as we journey to The Food Room. Itis

a short journey. The Great Cat God opens The Cupboard of Sustenance where The
Pretty Lady leeps a selection of food for me.

AHMmMmM...you had salmon last night, so | think turkey and giblets sounds good for
this morningp He murmursiiwhat do you think@

Mew. Mew.
fAh, | thought s

Soon, He places me on the floor in front of a bowl of deliciousliased
sustenance of which | heartily approve, and He kindly refills my water dish.

It seems | shall not starve today after all.

At long last, The Pretty Lady emerges from The Water Room wrapped up in a
towel and races into The Clothing Room, frantically mutteriihgn going to be
late AGAIN, Vincent, and @& all your faultd

fiMe!0 The Great Cat God objecf/Vhat did | do®

The Pretty Lady sticks Her head out of The Clothing Room, looks The Great Cat
God up and down, and then launches Herself into His arms for a kiss, which turns
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into several kisses, murmuringyou are such a temptation! | hailfactored
Morning Delight into my getting ready schedule. So, this is all (kiss) your (kiss)
fault (kiss)b

The Great Cat God laughs, pats Her on the bottom, and thenf$ghbst, or you
really will be lateb

The Pretty Lady disappears back into The Clothing Room, and after much

thumping about, She emerges fully dressed and stuffing Her arms into one of Her
many jackets. The Great Cat God hands Her a covered mug of coffee and a napkin
with some sort of toastetbnsumable for Her journey.

AOh, you are a lifesavérShe moans, sipping from Her mug while walking to The
Desk Roomfiwhat are you planning to do todayShe asks The Great Cat God,
collecting Her purse and briefcase off the desk.

ASince Dwayne and Mildred Pearson have moved into their rooms in the
dormitory, | thought Lucky and | might pay a visit to the second floor and help
Mildred organize the dormitory kitcherHe replies.

filém sure Mildred will be happy to have your compaghe responds$iOr she
will be once yodre wearing something besides your bathrobe. Just thoget
your cane, and ddnoverexert yourself! Father still hadrleared you for
unassisted walking yét.

The Great Cat God sighs and glances down at the curved stick in His hand.

filt shouldrit be much longed, The Pretty Lady croons, hugging Him without
disturbing me from my favored perch on His shoulder. GStiery considerate

about thatfiHopefully, I8l get out a bit early if toda¥® court session goes as |
anticipate it should. @ hoping Enzo Fanelli will just enter a guilty plea. We have
him dead to rights on these extortion chames.

The Great Cat God and | follow The Pretty Lady out to The Mysteilmms
ThatOpenAnd-ShutAll-By-Themselves in The Entryway. She pushes The
Button of Summoning.
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fiBe safe, My Love) murmurs The Great Cat God before kissing The Pretty Lady
goodbye.

fAlways, My Owng She replies, as The Mysterious Doors open and She steps
inside, mutteringfiUm! Such a temptation'to disappear for the rest of the day, as
She has on other such occasions.

The Mysterious Doors close, and The Great Cat God, as always, sighs.
AWell, Lucky,0 He asksfiShall we get started with our day?
Mew!

The Great Cat God blesses me with
His permission to lounge upon the
large bed in The Room of Repose
while He takes His own time in both
The Water Room and The Clothing
Room. 1 still do not understand the
need for cleaning oneself in a great
avalanche of ater, especially when
one is possessed of a perfectly capable
tongue, but it is not for me to question
the wisdom and desires of The Great
Cat God. He is magnificent and kind
and can do no wrong. | tell Him so
when He emerges at last from The
Clothing Roan, His curved stick in

His hand.

Mew, Mew! There, that should be
sufficient.

AAIl right, little oneo He murmurs in
His soft, gravelly voice, as He scoops
me up once again to my favorite spot

Feline Reflectionby Laura G
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on His shoulder.iiYouéve been very patient. L@tgo see if we can help Mildred
with the dormitory kitchem.

The Great Cat God ambles carefully down The Marble Hallway, using His curved
stick to help support his still healing hip. He is indeed much better than He had
been a few weeks ago after His unfortunate fall. | was quite worried for Him and
spent much tira curled beside Him or upon His chest, giving Him the full benefit
of my loudest healing purrs at every possible opportunity.

The Pretty Lady and The Grumpy Elder have also fussed over Him most
attentively with pillows and creams and blankets and delicious smelling foods and
insisting He must rest. Make no mistake, | fully approve of their diligent care for
The Great Cat God. i$ only right and proper. Nonetheless, | also understand His
impatience to be done with it all and do as He pleases. How it must chafe such a
mighty being to be so constrained by injury! | should commiserate with Him.

Mew, mew. Mew!

fiMy apologies, little on® The Great Cat God chufféBut this is as fast as | can
safely manage on this marble floor, and I&aisk another falb

Alas! | do so wish The Great Cat God and The Pretty Lady spoke my language.
They often misunderstand me. Ah, wetheir intentions are always good.

Soon, we reach The Mysterie®orsThatOperAnd-ShutAll -By-Themselves
in The Entryway, and The Great Cat God pushes The Button of Summoning. Ah!
Are we to travel to the Below place today? How wonderful!

Mew? Mew, mew?
fiWe dorit have far to gm The Great Cat God answeiatienced

And indeed, our journey in The UnsettliMpving-RoomBehind The-
MysteriousDoors is far too short to have descended into the bowels of the Earth
where Below is. Instead, we emerge into another place with a marble floor, similar
but also quite different @m our Home in the Sky.
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fiHello? calls a familiar voice, and soon The Cuddly Black Lady, one of my
favorite Below friends, emerges from what appears to be yet another Food Room.
AWhy hellg Vincent! And Miss Lucky! How lovely of you to come visit with

me!0 she continues in her wonderful, rich, melodious voice.

fAWedGe here for more than a visit, Mildrédlhe Great Cat God replies, as He
blesses Her with one of His magnificent hu@sicky and | thought we might give
you some help with organizing the dormitory kitclten.

AWell, your timing is perfect, and | could certainly use some help with unboxing
and storing all of the cleaning supplies and nonperishable foods Catherine ordered
from Robinso@s Grocery) The Cuddly Black Lady answers, kindly petting me

and giving me a scrumptious scritch beneath my chin. Oooh! She does that
perfectly every timefiCome, Vincent, lés make you comfortable here at this big
dining table, and you can start emptying out some of these boxes for me.

We wander over to a large table half covered with stacks of large boxes, and The
Great Cat God settles into a big chair with a bit of a sigh, stretching out His sore
leg.

fAANd you, young lady The Cuddly Black Lady croons as she gently plucks me up
from The Great Cat Gdd shoulderiiYou come with me for a moment. | have a
special place set up for yau.

Were it a stranger handling me thus, | would be greatly put out and strenuously
resist being removed from The Great Cat Bquresence without my permission.

But The Cuddly Black Lady has looked after me on many occasions when we have
been in the place called Below, and she and her mate have always been most kind
to me. And so it proves in this instance as well, for The GuBldick Lady has set

up a Tray of Elimination for me in a small nearby Water Room. How considerate
and helpful'! And she shows mereat in The Other Food Room with a small dish

into which she places several tasty treats, as well as a freshly filled water bowl. |
am content knowing | will be comfortable during this visit, and | shall tell her so.

Mew! Mew, mew!




The Tunnel Adventures of Lucky the Wonder Cat, Parbyt Lindariel

AYoude very welcome, Sweetieshe croons. Ha! SOMEONE understands fihe!
also have a bed for you over here if you want to take & nap.

She shows me a very nice plush bed just my size over in the corner by The Great
Cat Gods table. Since He is quite busy opening and emptying boxes and then
somehow magically making them quite flat, | am happy to stretch out on this
exceptionally comfortable bed (after it has been appropriately kneaded the
requisite 150 times) and observe gmwngson in case my advice is needed.

Maybe even indulge in a morning nap. Hmmm

Somehow, time passes without my knowledge. | hear The Cuddly Black Lady
calling softly,iWake up, ld Sweetie! I6 time for some lunch.

I look up into her kind face, and she chuckles while gently picking me up and
carrying me to the mat in The Other Food Room, where a small plate -biafsstu
sustenance awaits me. In passing, | can see that all of the boxes have magically
disappeared frm The Great Cat Gdsdl table (He can do all things!), and He
appears to be enjoying a gift of food prepared in His honor by The Cuddly Black
Lady, as is right and proper. | shall thank her.

Mew! Mew, MEW!

AYoudre very welcome, Sweetteshe croons. | do believe The Cuddly Black Lady
must have learned my language. How delightful!

She collects a plate of food for herself, joins The Great Cat God at His table, and
we all commence eating our respective meals. Thebbsled sustenance is quite
delicious. | am pleased.

AWell, wedve certainly had a productive mornind,he Cuddly Black Lady says
while selecting one of the odd implements humans use to poke food into their
mouths. | do not understand the necessity of this, but it seems to be a matter of
tradition, or etiquette, or perhaps even a religious ritual, ssbtipresume to
question their ways. After all, I am an exceptionally polite and-melhnered

kitty. Even The Grumpy Elder says so.

filém glad | could help oud, The Great Cat God replie§Are there any other
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chores you need assistance with tod@g®dntirely at your service until Catherine
returns home from woré.

fil dond believe sa) The Cuddly Black Lady answers after a moment of
contemplationfiAt least not until we receive another order from Robidson
Grocery. Dwayne and | took care of the perishables as soon as they aénved. |
still working on our private rooms. The unpacking is all done, but you know how it
Is with a new space. After yore put everything away, theésealways little
adjustments to make things cozier or more convenient. Dwayne a@hlissingd

but | think it takes time for things to filta settle in their rightful places. | try to

do the fussing while lés at worko

The Great Cat God laugh®rou
should have seen Catherine
unpacking and organizing her
walk-in closet. Shés STILL
moving things around in there, an
in the master bathroom, and d@bn
get me started on the books and
pieces in the study and the living
room. Everything looks lovely,
but | can tell shé still not quite
satisfiedo

fAANd you are a wise man, so

youde staying out of her way,
right? says The Cuddly Black
Lady rather pointedly.

fiFor the most pa, The Great Cat
God repliesiiHowever, therés a
small framedphoto of her Uncle
Stuart, a rather unpleasdnbking
man, that shis moved around to
almost every surface in the living Lucky by Laura G
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room and study. | can tell she doé@gyarticularly care for the man, but feels
obligated nonetheless to place him somewhere, since her late mother took the
trouble of framing the photograph in the first pla@mn vaiting for an opportune
moment to suggest that she place Uncle Smiptioto in an album and choose
another photo to put in this frande.

fiBut youde giving her time to come to that conclusion hergshys The Cuddly
Black Lady.

AOh, yesb The Great Cat God agrees with a gfindo have some sense of self
preservation! | only intend to intervene if she becomes completely frustrated with
the whole process. | learned early on in our relationship that Catherine does not
appreciate it when men presume to make decisions FOR her.

The Cuddly Black Lady laughs and laughs. It is a lovely, melodious sound | have
come to treasuréVincent, | dor@ know a single intelligent woman in the
WORLD who appreciates having her decisions made for her by ANY®ONE!

The Great Cat God raises his gla#stoast to intelligent women everywheoe!

The Cuddly Black Lady raises her glass in retidifirg quote your Catheriné,
resemble that remaik.dl' hey laugh and laugh as they clink their glasses together,
thankfully without breaking them. Humans are sometimes quite strange.

They finish their meal, and The Cuddly Black Lady takes their plates and
implements into The Other Food Room to rinse and place them in one of those
Loud-BoxesThatMake-Wet-SwishyNoises. | take this opportunity to quickly
relocate myself to The Great Gaods shoulder. | do not trust those Boxes. They
sound vicious.

fWhoa! Goodness, Luckysays The Great Cat Godsive me at least a bit of a
warning before you do that!

Does He not understand the potential danger posed by The Box? There is one in
The Food Room in our Home in the Sky as well. | must remain on my guard and
protect Him and The Pretty Lady, if necessary. | shall tell Him so.

10
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Mew, mew. Mew, MEW!

fThere, there, & all rightp The Great Cat God respondy.ou just startled me,
thaits allo

Sigh...perhaps one day The Cuddly Black Lady will teach Him my language . . .

fwWell, Mildred, thank you so much for a delicious lurichhe Great Cat God says

as He uses His curved stick to push Himself to His fiééh glad | could help you

get the kitchen organized and ready for you and Dwayne and Marlon and Jeffrey to
use. &m so thankful to know that Catherine will have such wonderful neighbors
here at her new honte.

The Cuddly Black Lady embraces Him and pets fihthink you meant to say

OUR new home she repliesiiYoudl be living here too, almost as much as
Catherine will. And believe me, Wie profoundly grateful for this opportunity.
Dwayne can get to his city bus job so much more easily and quickly now, and he
no longer needs to worry about someone possibly following him into the Tunnels
after work. This place is just BEAUTIFUL, and it wile my pleasure to look after
the kitchen and chaperone any young pewagie might choose to live here while
attending school or working Above. | feel like | have finally found my true purpose
“in the Tunnel community to be a bridge between Above and Below for our
young people and our working folks.

AYoude right, of cours® The Great Cat God repliedKanin thought of you and
Dwayne immediately when Catherine asked if there might be working adults
Below who might appreciate living in the dormitory at least-pare. | know

William will miss having you at his side in the kitchen Below, but | can alrésltly
that youre relishing the opportunity to take charge of your own kitchen here and
be a mentor to young people learning to live on their own.

AExactly 0 she grinsiilGn the House Mother. Everyone will be expected to cook
and clean for themselves, although | will prepare or supervise some communal
meals as well.dl manage the inventory, make sure cleaning supplies are available,
and help our young folks take charge of their own lives. Even that slibbéltoo
difficult, since theyil have gained so much experience in all of these areas living
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The Tunnel Adventures of Lucky the Wonder Cat, Parbyt Lindariel

Below .0

The Cuddly Black Lady walks with us to The Mysteriddgors ThatOpenAnd-
ShutAll-By-Themselves, and The Great Cat God pushes the top of the two
Buttons of Summoning.

AYou have a wonderful afternoon and rest thatdiljne Cuddly Black Lady says,
giving The Great Cat God a final hug.

He laughsfiAnd you enjoy some private tintRussingobefore Dwayne gets
homeo

The Mysterious Doors open as they laugh and laugh. We enter, and The Great Cat
God pushes the top Button.

fiBye, Vincent! Bye, Luckyd The Cuddly Black Lady calls and waves as The
Doors close, and to my surprise, The Unsetthtaying-RoomBehind The-
MysteriousDoors goes Up instead of Down. Ah, perhaps we are returning to our
Home in the Sky.

Before | can even inquire, The Doors open, and | am proven correct (I usually am)
as we move into the familiar Entryway and The Mysterious Doors close behind us.
The Great Cat God ambles carefully down The Marble Hallway to The Food
Room.

Al neglected to clean up the breakfast dishes this morning, such as tibéyhare,
Great Cat God murmurs to nfiét wouldnd do for Catherine to come home to
dirty dishes, now would ity

Mew!
Al thought no

He places me on the floor and scoops up my empty breakfast dish, rinsing it and
placing it in The LoueBox-ThatMakesWet-SwishyNoises.

Oh dear.
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Quite unaware of the awakened danger lurking now in The Food Room, The Great
Cat God gathers up another plate, a teacup, and some implements and places them
in The Box as well. | back up all the waythe entrance of The Food Room ready
either to pounce upon The Box if it suddenly attacks The Great Cat God or to run
away if it comes after us both. Thankfully, it does nothing, and soon The Great Cat
God has finished feeding items into its maw. Perhaps | have cowed it with my
threatening, commanding presentshall inquire if this is so.

Mew? Mew, MEW?

AAIl donep The Great Cat God sayfit would be nice to go up to the patio and let
you play in the garden, but | suspect your Mama wadlilgopreciate me

attempting those stairs unsupervised. Whydae listen to some music in the

living room, and | can rest my hip after a long morning unpacking boAdss. It
appears my valiant and successful efforts to thwart the malign inclinations of The
Box have gone unnoticed. Ah well, The Great Cat God was perhaps distracted by
His mysterious tasks. Itis undéandable. | am but a kitty and cannot begin to
comprehend the great panoply of concerns that vie for the attention of The Great
Cat God. | can but be grateful that He has accepted me as His One True Acolyte.

He scoops me up once more to the favored spot upon His mighty shoulder, and we
proceed carefully back down The Marble Hallway to The Sound Room. The Great
Cat God pushes some buttons on one of the many boxes on the shelvestbeneath
Large Light Box and soon lovely musical sounds come out of The {Falyec
CoveredBoxesl|-May-Not-Scratch.

fAh, Rachmaninoffy The Great Cat God sighs, as He eases Himself down upon

the long leather couch, which | also may not scratch. Humans have such odd rules,
but at least they give me plenty of scratching posts to exercise my claws. | must
keep myself in readiness at all timi@ case The Loud Box ever decides to attack.
Why they do not seem to perceive this danger eludes me.

| am blessed with the opportunity to curl myself upon The Great Cals@bdst,
where | can hear the glory of His mighty heart beating, and | thank Him with my
loudest and most effective healing purrs.
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We seem to float away upon a magical cloud of sound

Once again, time passes without my knowledge. | awake to the sound of a chime
coming from The Talking Box on the wall beside The Mysterious Doors. The
Great Cat God snuffles a bit and wakes Himself. Thank goodness, The Loud Box
did NOT decide to attacksuwhile we were so careless as to fall asleep during the

The Great Cat God and Iby Lucky the Wonder Cat
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lovely music. | should have known better!

fAh ha! Thats your Mamé& chime cod®,The Great Cat God declaréishes
homeb He levers Himself up to a sitting position and places me in my favored spot
upon His shoulder.

Soon, we can hear The Mysterious Doors open, and The Prettgshamge calls
out, iHoney, Bm homeb

And The Great Cat God answers, as alwawselcome home, dea!

| leap down and run to The Entryway to trill my thanksgiving for The Pretty
Ladyés safe return from Her long journey and to reclaim Her as my own by
rubbing my scent against Her legs.

At last, we are complete again!
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Out of the Ashes
CandlelitChandler

x Rated R

Nighttime foundCatherine at the office once again. &leeen working late for
the past few weeks, making it nearly impossible to spend quality time with
Vincent. But tonight would be differeditshed promised him she woul@nbring
any work home.

She wasd the only one burning the midnight oil. Joe Maxwell appeared at her
desk, arms crossed with mock sternness.

fiHey, Radcliffe, you know you ddinget paid by the hour, righiMe leaned
against her filing cabinefiwhy dort you head out and enjoy widgleft of this
summer night? Go to a concert in the park or something. | hedrehmstying
Mozart and Haydn tonight. Right up your alle@yoe teased.

Catherine looked up from the file sldebeen reviewing and smileidY ou trying to
get rid of me, Joa®?

fAbsolutely. Youre making the rest of us look badHe gave her a playful wink.
ASeriously, Cathy, go home.

Al was just finishing um Catherine stood and began gathering her belongings.
ADond forget @I be out on Monday. | left Rita the files on the Martinez case, in
case you have any questions about the witness statemnents.

fiThanks, Cathy. Now get out of here before | have security escort yau out.
AYoudre all heart, Joe.Catherine grabbed her purse and briefcase.

AThais what they tell mé.Joe headed toward the elevator, calling over his
shoulderfiHave a good weekena!

Catherine left a few minutes after Joe, but not before placing a Snickers bar on his
desld a small bribe in case he felt compelled to call her on her day off. It might,

17



Out of the Ashedy CandlelitChandler

just might, make him hesitate for a minute. Though she planned to turn off the
ringer on her phone as soon as she reached the brownstone.

On her way home, Catherine stopped at a couple of her favorite shops to pick up
some groceries and Vincéstfavorite dessert: chocolate mousse pie. To her
delight, héd never had it befoée William was partial to other desserts and would
bake muffins, scones, cheesecakes, and various cakes, but rarely pies.

The first time Vincent had tasted it,ddeaccidentally smudged some of the

whipped cream on his upper lip. Catherine had impulsively leaned forward and
licked it off. The memory still made her flush with warmth. That spontaneous
gesture had caught Vincent completely off guard, but it had spadkeething

between thei® a series of progressively intimate moments that had slowly

evolved from chaste kisses, to tender caresses, to passionate encounters that made
her toes curl just remembering them. It had afblded over the course of a single
month. The hottest month of summer, in more ways than one.

Once thewd taken their relationship to that new level, Vincent and Catherine had
quickly realized they needed a place that provided Vincent with the safety he
required while allowing them the privacy they cravedaHsegun spending some
weeknights with her, and the logistics had become complicated. It was hard for
him to leave Catherine before dawn.

Thats when a friend who worked in real estate helped Catherine quickly find the
brownstone. Within a few days of finding and falling in love with the property,
Catherine closed on it. The next couple of weeks, Mouse, Cullen, and Kanin had
helped Vincent creat@ tunnel entrance from the hotedasement, connecting it to
the world Below. The men were still working on finishing touches, and Catherine
wanted to make sure they had plenty of food for the next few days. William
sometimes insisted on sending @sians from Below, but Catherine felt it was

only fair to feed the men herself since they were doing the work and refusing any
payment.

Carrying two large grocery bags, she made her way to the brownstone just as dusk
settled over the city. The men were cleaning up and putting away their tools as she
entered through the front door.
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fiPerfect timingy Cullen said, wiping his hands on a r&@g/e just finished for the
dayo

Al brought food) Catherine announced, hefting the bdg$erds plenty for
everyoneo

AYou didnd have to do thab,Kanin said, though his eyes lit up at the mention of
food.

fltés the least | can doCatherine set the bags on the kitchen coufikéowss
everything coming alon@?

AThe reinforcements are solidCullen reportediiWe just need to finish the
electrical system, and thegsijust cosmetic work.

Mouse appeared from the basement, cobwebs in higihamnel is good. Very
good. Will be saf&

AThank you, Mous@.Catherinés voice was warm with gratituddAll of you.
This means everything to 0s.

Vincent had been gradually moving his belongings into the home over the past few
weeks. He spent most of his weeknights with Catherine at the brownstone and his
weekends Below, maintaining his connections to the tunnel community. It was a
delicate balancdyut one they were learning to navigate together.

Father had been resigned, if not entirely pleased, wheddthayg him about their
plans to live together. He wamaive enough to believe his warnings about the
dangers of the world Above would dissuade tBeme knew his son too well for
that. Vincent and Catherine had listened respectfully to his concerns, bk they
also reassured him that they were taking every precaution to ensure ¥ncent
safety during daylight hours.

fHe worriesd) Vincent had told her after that conversatidiné his nature

fiHe loves youw) Catherine had replied, taking his haid/edl prove to him that
this can worlo
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Vincent by Laura G

As the tunnel workers departed for the evening, Catherine heard the familiar sound

of footsteps from the basement. Her heart quickened as it always did when Vincent
was near.

He emerged into the kitchen, his blue eyes finding hers immedia¥@ude
homeo
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Al promised, did@ 1?0 She moved into his arms, feeling the tension of the day melt
away.fAnd | brought your favorite dessert.

Vincents expression softened into a smil€hocolate mousse pie@?

fiThe very samé.She reached up to touch his fadethought we could celebrate
having the house almost finished.

He pulled her closer, his voice dropping to that low rumble that never failed to
affect herfil can think of other ways to celebrate.

Catherine laughed, feeling the familiar warmth spread througlibessert first)
she said, though her resolve was already weakening under higilaze wéll
see about those other ways.

fAs you wish Vincent murmured and kissed her softly.

They settled at the small kitchen table, Catherine cutting slices of the chocolate
mousse pie while Vincent poured them each a glass of wine. The domesticity of
the moment waghlost on either of theth these simple rituals of sharing a meal
and being together in their own space still felt precious and new.

fiSo tell me about your dayCatherine said, sliding a plate toward hiiw/hat did
you do while | was drowning in depositios?

Vincent took a bite of the pie, and Catherine watched with amusement as his eyes
closed in appreciatioml spent the morning in the library with Father, helping him
catalog some new acquisitions. Then | read to the children for a awHéepaused,
savoring another forkfufiThis afternoon, | worked on the shelving for our study.

It should be ready by tomorrow.

AYoudre building us bookshelvegZatherinés face lit upfivincent, you didd
have t@ 0

Al wanted tod His eyes met hers with that intensity that still made her breath catch.
fiWe need more space for all our books.

She reached across the table to take his hdmdl. me more about the children.
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What did you read to thera?

Vincents expression softened as it always did when he spoke of the tunnel
children.iWe startediThe Secret GardemSamantha asked if we could plant a
garden here, in the brownst@aemall backyard. She said it could be our secret
gardeno

AThats a wonderful idea,Catherine said warmlyiwe could plant it in the spring,
maybeo

They talked easily as they finished their dessert, Catherine sharing the frustrations
of the Martinez case and dsdatest attempts to set up Jenny with one of the junior
prosecutors. Vincent listened intently, asking questions, making her laugh with his
dry observations about office politics.

fAANd theng Catherine said, gesturing with her fofldpe actually had the nerve to
tell me | was making everyone else look bad by staying late. As if hed@oesn
practically live at the office himsed.

Vincent smiled, taking another bite of pie. A small dollop of whipped cream clung
to the corner of his mouth.

Catherinés eyes sparkled with mischiéfy ou know, for someone wi@® supposed
to be this mysterious, dignified figure from Below, you certainly have a talent for
getting whipped cream on your fage.

Vincents hand moved to his mouth, but Catherine was faster, leaning forward to
wipe the cream away with her fingéil.here. All cleard She brought her finger to
her lips with deliberate slownes& hough | have to say & rather endearing.

Very dignifiedo

AEndearing® Vincenis voice held a note of warning, but his eyes were dancing
with amusement.

AMmm-hmmo Catherine was enjoying herself now, her tone playfully teasing.
fiVery cute, actually. Like a little boy with his first tasté od
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She didid@ get to finish the sentence. In one fluid movement, Vincent rose from his
chair and swept her up, tossing her over his shoulder with surprising ease.

AVincentlo Catherine squealed, laughing as she found herself suddenly upside
down, her hands bracing against his b&ékut me dowrd

Al think noto His voice was rich with amusemefi¥ou seem to have forgotten
who youre dealing with, Cathering.

His hand came down on her backside in a playful swat that made her gasp and
laugh simultaneously.

AThats forendearingd he said, starting toward the stairs.
Another gentle spankiThats for&uted o

fVincent!ldo She was laughing too hard to sound properly indignant, her fists
drumming lightly against his backl was complimenting you!

AWere you® Another playful smack as he began climbing the stairs, carrying her
as if she weighed nothinflt sounded suspiciously like teasing to ine.

fiMaybe a little teasing,Catherine admitted breathlessly, still laughifigut you
have to admit, you did have whipped cream on §aain'o

Hedd swatted her again, and she could feel his chest rumbling with laughter
beneath heril think you need to learn when to stop, Cathedne.

AANd | think you need to learn to take a complimeshe retorted, but her voice
was breathless now for entirely different reasons. The playfulness between them
was shifting into something deeper, more charged.

By the time they reached the bedroom, Cathé&itaughter had faded into
something softer, more anticipatory. Vincent set her down gently, his hands
lingering at her waist as her feet touched the floor. The playfulness was still there
in his eyes, but it was mixed now with something darker, more mtens

AStill think 1Gm endearing®he asked, his voice low and rough.
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Catherine reached up to cup his face, her fingers tracing the leonine feat@les she
come to love so deeplfiAlways 0 she whisperediAmong other things.

AWhat other thingg?His hands moved to her hips, pulling her closer.

fiMagnificentp she breathed, rising on her toes to brush her lips against his.
fiPowerfuld Another kiss, deeper this timé@Mine.o

That last word seemed to break something loose in him. Visscerduth claimed
hers with a hunger that made her knees weak, his arms wrapping around her to lift

Embrace by Laura G
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her against him. Cathericehands tangled in his hair as she kissed him back with
equal fervor, all the longing pouring into this moment.

They moved together toward the bed, hands seeking, removing barriers of clothing
with an urgency. Vincei shirt fell away, and Catheriggepalms explored the

planes of his chest, feeling the rapid beat of his heart beneath her touch. His hands
were equally eager, sliding her blouse from her shoulders, his fingers trembling
slightly as they traced the curve of her spine.

fiCatherine) he breathed against her neck, his voice rough with riiséd.
Catherineo

AYes O she whispered, arching into his toudAlways yeso

They fell together onto the bed, a tangle of limbs and whispered endearments.
Vincents mouth traced a path along her throat, her collarbone, lower still, and
Catherine gasped at the sensation, her fingers digging into his shoulders. Every
touch was both familiar and new, every kiss a promise and a claim.

When he rose above her, his eyes met hers with an intensity that stole her breath.
There was such love there, such reverence mixed with raw desire.

fil love youp she whispered, reaching up to trace the line of hisij®a.so much,
Vincento

AANd | youp he murmured, lowering himself to her, his body covering liisre
than words can express.

Their joining was both tender and passionate, a dancéithearned together over
these past weeks, yet still felt miraculous each time. Vincent moved with careful
control at first, watching her face, learning her responses, but Catherine urged him
on with soft cries and the arch of her body against his.

ADond hold back) she breathed, her nails trailing down his bditkvant all of
you.0

His control shattered at her words, and he claimed her with a passion that left them
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both gasping. Catherine met him thrust for thrust, their bodies moving in perfect
synchronicity. She could feel the tension coiling tighter within her, spiraling higher
with each movement, each touch, each whispered word of love.

When release finally came, it crashed over them both like a wave, pulling them
under into a place where nothing existed but sensation and connection and the
profound knowledge of being utterly, completely loved.

They collapsed together, hearts racing, breath coming in ragged gasps. Vincent
rolled to his side, gathering Catherine against him, unwilling to break the
connection between them. She nestled into his embrace, her head on his chest,
listening to the gradlig slowing rhythm of his heartbeat.

AThatp Catherine said after a long moment, her voice still breathiess
definitely worth the teasing.

She felt Vinceris chest rumble with quiet laughter. His hand stroked slowly down
her back, a gesture of both tenderness and posse&#arhaps | should let you
tease me more often.

fOh, | intend tay Catherine promised, pressing a kiss to his clii@stough | have
to say, | rather enjoyed your retaliation.

His arms tightened around hébid youd

AMmm hmmo She tilted her head to look up at him, her eyes soft with love and
satisfactionfiThough next time, maybe a little warning before you throw me over
your shoulder like a sack of potataes.

AWhere would be the fun in that¥incents fingers traced lazy patterns on her
shoulderiBesides, you seemed to enjoy the spontareity.

Catherine couldi argue with that. She settled more comfortably against him, one
leg draped over his, her hand resting over his heart.

fil love our homa) she murmured sleepilyil love that we have this place, where
we can just be together. No hiding, no fear, no need for you to leave. dust us.

26



Out of the Ashedy CandlelitChandler

Vincent pressed a kiss to the top of her hé&id more than | ever dreamed
possible) he said quietlyiiYoudve given me so much, Catherine. A home. A life |
never thought | could hawe.

fWedve given it to each othérshe corrected, lifting her head to meet his eyes.
AThis is ours, Vincent. Everything e built, everything we are togetideitGs
ourso

He cupped her face in his hand, his thumb brushing across her cheek with infinite
gentlenessiOursp he agreed, and kissed her softly.

They lay together in the gathering darkness, wrapped in eacldsodiners,

listening to the sounds of the summer night. Cathésiages grew heavy, lulled by
the warmth of Vinceris body and the steady rhythm of his breathing. Just before
sleep claimed her, she felt him pull the sheet over them both, his arms never
loosening their hold.

fSleep, my lové he whispered against her hdirdl be here when you wake.

And with that promise warming her heart, Catherine drifted into dreams, safe in the
knowledge that she was exactly where she belonged.

*k*k

Saturday morning found them descending through the tunnel entrance in the
brownstoné basement, Catheriigehand secure in Vincestas they navigated the
familiar passages. The tunnels were alive with activithildrerts laughter

echoing through the corridors, bread baking somewhere in the distance.

fiCatherine! Vincentd Samantha came running up to théiouée here! Wait
until you hear Kipper and Zack play violin at the recdal!

After greeting Father, they made their way to the library chamber where the
childrerds recital was about to begin. The space was filled with tunnel dwellers,
candles arranged to provide warm light.

Father introduced each performance with appropriate gravitas. There were piano
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pieces and vocal solos, a slightly-&#y flute duet, and then Kipper and Zack took
their places with their violins.

Catherine felt Vinceii attention completely focused on the two boys. She reached
over to take his hand as they raised their bows. The first notes were tentative, but
then they found their rhythm, and VivadeliSpringd filled the chamber. It wagh
perfect, but it was beautiful.

When the piece ended, the chamber erupted in applause. Kipper and Zack grinned
at each other and bowed.

Later, Rebecca linked her arm through Cathésii€ome help me with candles. |
have a feeling we have a lot to talk about. Do you mind if | steal her away for a
while, Vincent®

fiNot at allp Vincent responded in good huméBut | expect her back for dinner.

They made their way to Rebeésavork chamber, a cozy space filled with
supplies. A large table dominated the center, already set up with molds, wicks, and
pots of melted wax warming over small burners.

fiHere, let me show you how to prepare the witkgbecca said, handing
Catherine an apron.

They fell into an easy rhythm, Rebecca demonstrating while Catherine followed
along.

fiSop Rebecca said after
theyd completed their

first set of candledjhow
are you doing, Catherine?
With everything.

Catherine considered the
guestion as she prepared
another moldfiltés been
wonderfulp she
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respondediiThe brownstone has given us someghwe desperately need@d
place thals truly ours. Where Vincent iénn danger while climbing my old
apartmenbuilding orneeding to leave.

oTlhat must be wonderful for him. For both of ypRebecca poured wax with
practiced easéiVincent has spent his whole life in shadows. To have a place
Above where he can simply exdsthats precious

flté not just for hing Catherine said softly.

filém glado Rebecca set down her ladiid/e known Vincent almost all of his life.
To see him have a home of his own, a safe place in the worlda@hidsenore
than any of us dared hope for ham.

They worked in comfortable silence for a while, the rhythmic process of eandle
making soothing.

ADo people resent iCatherine asked eventual§lhat hé&s spending so much
time Above now®

fiISome have had to adjust their expectatR&becca said honestijVincent has
always been so available, so willing to help with anything. Now that he has his
own life, his own priorities, there are those \ilehad to learn to be more self
sufficiento

fiSo they do resentd@Catherine said quietly.

fiNo, not resent. AdjusiRebecca reached over to pat Cathésmand filtés

actually been good for the community. We relied too heavily on Vincent for too
long. Now wére learning to solve more of our own problems. Anddyelbecome

part of our community, Catherine. You help in your own ways. That matters. So do
not fret over it0 Rebecca smiled a reassuring smile.

Catherine squeezed Rebe@chand in thanks.

They worked through the afternoon, their conversation flowing easily from topic to
topic.
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Meanwhile, in Fath&s chamber, Vincent and his father discussed the winter
preparations.

fWe could put in new support beams to prevent any possible tunnel collapses there

just in case) Vincent suggested.

Father nodded approvingliiAn excellent idea. Do you think yadihave time to
oversee that projeai?

fAldl make timeo Vincent said quietlyfiThis is still my home, Father. These are
still my people. That hagnchanged

Al know thato Father removed his glasses and rubbed the bridge of hisfih@se.
simply adjusting. As we all are.

AYou dord approvey Vincent said.

AThats not true. | approve of your happiness. | approve of Catldeshes a
remarkable woman, and she loves you deeply. What | struggle with is the fear.
That something will happen to you Above. Thdltlbse youo

Vincent moved around the desk and placed a hand on hisGasheulderfi
know. And | understand that fear because | share it. But wé lsanour lives
ruled by fear, Fatheab.

Father smiled sadlyil know.0
Vincent gently squeezed his fatteshoulder.

Father reached up to cover Vina@hand with his ownfiAnd 1Gm trying to
accept it, to trust that you know what yiidoingo

Vincent found Catherine in the dining chamber, and the smile she gave him made

his heart lift. She looked happy here, comfortable &Sfmund her place in his
world.

AHow was your afternooahe asked, sliding into the seat beside him.

fiProductive. Father and | have planned out the winter preparatidaglanced at
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her hands, noting the traces of wa&nd yours®

fWonderful. Rebecca is amazihgve made so many candles, and we talked about
everythingo Catherine leaned against his shouldtove it here, Vincent. | love
being part of thi

fAANd we love having you hex@he murmured, pressing a kiss to her temple.

As the evening wore on, Catherine found herself thinking about how lucky she
was. She had two homes now, two families, two worlds that somehow fit together.
The brownstone Above gave her and Vincent privacy and freedom. The tunnels
Below gave them commugitand connection.

Later, as they prepared to return to the brownstone for the night, Father pulled
Vincent aside for a private word.

fiTake care of each otheéhe said simplyfiBoth Above and Below.
AWe will,0 Vincent promised.
AANd Vincen® 16m proud of the man y@ue become, of the life yd@e buildingo

Vincent embraced his father, feeling the older @®amms tighten around him.
AThank you, Father. That means more than you kaow.

They made their way back through the tunnels, Cathisrimend in Vincerds, both
of them tired but content. As they climbed the ladder to the browrtstone
basement, Catherine looked up at VincéHiappyd

fiHappyp he responded with a smile.

They emerged into their home, and Catherine felt that same sense of peace she
always did when they returned. This was their private world.

*k%

Monday morning dawned bright and clear. Catherine had taken the day off as
planned, and she woke to find Vincent already up, dressed in his work clothes,
ready to help with the basement rewiring.
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AYou dor@ have to do thig,she said, stretching lazily in bed, her hand pulling up
the sheet and comforter, shielding her naked body from any iiCaften and
Kanin can handle .

Al want top Vincent replied, leaning down to kiss haités our home. | should
help maintain i

Catherine smiled against his lig®ur home. | love hearing you say tlaat.

fil love saying it He kissed her again, deeper this tiitdow, | need to go before
|6m tempted to stay here with you all day.

fWould that be so terrible@Zatheriné hand slid up his arm.

fiTerrible? No. Irresponsible? Yeéd/incent gently disentangled himself from her
grasp.fiThe wiring needs to be finished. But tonighbnight is our

fldl hold you to that) Catherine called as he headed downstairs.

She took her time getting ready, enjoying the luxury of a weekday morning with
nowhere to be. By the time she T

made it to the kitchen, she could
hear voices and activity from the
basemerd Vincent, Cullen,
Kanin, and Mouse, all working on _
the electrical system that had beer A '
giving them trouble. )

Catherine made coffee and
brought mugs down to the men, /=
carefully navigating the basement#

chaos of tools, wire, and
equipment. Vincent was holdinga =
flashlight while Cullen examined
a junction box, and Mouse was
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paper, muttering to himself abaiietter wayé andfimprovements
fCoffee deliveryy Catherine announced, and was rewarded with grateful smiles.

AYoudre a saint, Cathg,Cullen said, accepting a mu@Vedve been at this since
sevend

fHowdGs it going® she asked.

fGood. Wére making real progressKanin wiped his hands on a rd&hould
have the main panel rewired by early afternoon.

They worked through the morning, Catherine occasionally checking in but mostly
staying out of the way. She used the time to catch up on reading, to enjoy the quiet
of the house, to simply exist in this space that was theirs.

Around noon, Mouse emerged from the basement, his face smudged with dirt but
his expression excite@William sent message! Big lunch below. Says we should
come. Says he made special faod.

Catherine looked up from her boaidll of us?

AAIl of us,0 Mouse confirmediiWilliam says he made too much food. Says we
must come eat or it will go to waste. William doédike wasteod

Cullen appeared behind Mouse, grinnifigm not going to turn down one of
William& special meals. The m@ra genius in the kitchen.

fiWe could all use a breakiKanin agreed, following them up\Webve been at it
for hourso

Vincent was the last to emerge, and Catherine saw the hesitation in higfeges.
you sure® he askediiwe could bring food back hete.

Alf William G gone to the trouble of making a special meal, the least we can do is
show up to eat it. Besidegdllove to see everyone agai&atherine said, standing

up

filt has been a whole dayyincent said with a slight smile.
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AExactly. Far too long.Catherine grabbed her jackB€ome on, lék go enjoy
William& cookingo

They made their way down through the tunnel entrance, the five of them in good
spirits, talking and joking as they navigated the familiar passages. Catherine could
smell the food before they reached the dining chaénsemething rich and savory
that made hestomach growl.

William had indeed outdone himself. The tables were laden with roasted chicken,
potatoes, vegetables, homemade bread, and what looked like three different kinds
of dessert. The dining chamber was full of tunnel dwellers, all taking advantage of
William& cooking.

fiThere you ar&l William called out when he saw thefil.was beginning to think
youd ignore my invitation. Sit, sit! The@g plenty for everyoné.

They found seats at one of the long tables, and soon plates were being passed, food
piled high, conversation flowing. Catherine found herself between Vincent and
Rebecca, with Mouse across from her, enthusiastically explaining his latest
invention betweemites of chicken.

AThis is delicious, William) Catherine called out, and the cook beamed with pride.

Alté nothing speciad,he said, though his expression suggested otheriiigst
wanted to make sure our workers were properlyofed.

The meal stretched on, as meals Below often did. There was no rushing here, no
checking of watches or worrying about schedules. People ate, talked, and laughed,
and Catherine felt herself relaxing into the rhythm of it.

Father stopped by their table to discuss the progress on the brovisstmmeg,
and soon he and Vincent were deep in conversation about the winter preparation
projects the@d planned over the following weekend.

Catherine helped Rebecca clear some of the dishes, carrying them to the kitchen
where Mary and Olivia were already washing up.
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AYou dor@ have to helm Mary protestedfiYoude a guest
filGm family,0 Catherine corrected gentlgaAnd family helpso

Maryés face softened, and she handed Catherine a dish fdWell, in that case,
you can drnyo

They worked together, the easy camaraderie of womeddane this task a
thousand times. The conversation drifted from topic to topie childreids
progress in school, the new baby that had been born last week in the lower
chambers.

It was peaceful. Comfortable. This was family. This was home.

But Catherine had no way of knowing that while they sat there, safe and content in
the tunnels Below, their other hothéheir private world was being consumed by
flames.

*k%

The fire had started in the basement, in the very wiringithliegen working on all
morning. A connection that hadrbeen properly secured, a spark that found
something flammable, and within minutes the flames had spread.

The brownstone was old, the wood dry, and the fire moved quickly. It climbed the
walls, consumed the floors, devoured everything in its path. The furnituigt she
chosen with Vincent in mind. The books Vincent had moved from his chamber.
The clothes in their closet. The bed where tdayade love just the night before.
The kitchen where thé shared meals and conversation.

All of it, burning.

The neighbors called 911 after seeing smoke pouring from the windows. Fire
trucks arrived, sirens wailing, firefighters rushing to contain the blaze. But the fire
had too much of a head start. By the time they got their hoses working, the upper
floor was 1lly engulfed.

The firefighters did their best. They saved the neighboring buildings and prevented
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the fire from spreading. But the brownstone itself was a loss. The roof collapsed.
The walls, weakened by flames, began to crumble. Everything inside was
destroyed either burned beyond recognition or damaged by smoke and water.

And through it all, Catherine and Vincent sat Below, completely unaware,
enjoying dessert and conversation, surrounded by family.

*k%

It was Mouse who first noticed the time.

fGetting late) he announced, checking his watfiBhould get back to work. Lots
to do stillo

Vincent was surprised to see that nearly two hours had pdisted.right. We
should returro

There were groans of protdsthe meal had been too good, the company too
pleasard but everyone began to gather themselves. Catherine helped carry the last
of the dishes to the kitchen, then joined Vincent and the others for the walk back to
the brownstone.

They were still laughing about something Mouse had said, when they turned the
final corner and saw the smoke.

Vincent stopped so
abruptly that Catherine
nearly ran into him.
AWhao 0 she started to
say, but then she saw it
too.

Smoke. Thick, dark
smoke, pouring from the
tunnel entrance that led to
their basement.
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fiN0,0 Vincent breathed, and then he was running, all of them running, toward the
entrance.

The heat hit them before they got close. The tunnel entrance was filled with smoke,
and beyond it, they could hear the distant sound of voices, of water, of chaos.

AThe fire departmer,Cullen said, coughing, his face pai@heyde up there

Vincents mind was racing. The tunnel entrance. If the firefighters found it, if they
explored the basement, if they discovered the padsage

fWe have to seal @,he said, his voice tight with urgendiNow. Before they find
it.0
fiBut the housé 0 Catherine started, covering her face with her shirt.

fiSomeone needs to go above to chevkncenits eyes were devastatdiBut look
at the smoke, Catherine. We have to protect the tuonels.

Kanin was already moving, grabbing tools from a nearby cdw¥edl need to
collapse the entrance. Make it look like the basement ceiling came down
naturallyo

fldl get more helm) Mouse said, and disappeared back down the tunnel at a run.

They worked with desperate speed. Vincent and Cullen used sledgehammers to
weaken the support beams near the entrance. Kanin rigged a controlled collapse
that would seal the tunnel without causing damage to the surrounding passages.

Within minutes, Mouse returned with more worléermen and women who
understood immediately what needed to be done. They worked together, quickly
and efficiently, years of tunnel maintenance giving them the skills they needed.

fiNow,0 Kanin said, and they pulled the supports.

The entrance collapsed with a rumble of stone and earth, sealing the tunnel
completely. From above, it would look like nothing more than a basement ceiling
that had given way under the stress of the fire. The tunnel entrance was hidden, the
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community protected.

They stood in the tunnel, covered in dust, breathing hard, and stared at the sealed
entrance. Beyond it, they could still hear the firefighters working, could still smell
the acrid smoke of their burning home.

Al need to knowg Catherine whisperedif it all goned

Vincent pulled her against him, his arms wrapping around her tightly. She could
feel him trembling, could feel the tension in every line of his body.

AOur homeg she said, her voice breakirfiy/incent, our homé o
Al know.0 His voice was rough, choked with emotidhknow, Catherine

The others stood nearby, giving them space but staying close, their faces reflecting
the same shock and grief. This wagast Vincent and Catherigelos® it was a

loss for the entire community. The brownstone had represented hope, possibility, a
bridge between two worlds.

Catherine pressed her face against Vinserttest and let the tears come.

fiThe photo albume,she said suddenly, pulling back to look at Vincémte
pictures of my parents, your books. The ones you brought from Below. The
Shakespeare collection, the

fiCatherined Vincents thumb brushed away her tediBheyde just things. Wee
alive. Wdxre safe. Thd@s what matters.

fiBut it was ourg) she said, her voice breaking on the last wiltdvas our place,
Vincent. Where we could be together without hiding, without fear. Anddnow

She couldd finish. The sobs took over, and Vincent held her while she cried, his
own tears falling silently into her hair.

Father appeared, having been summoned by Mouse. He took in thé svene
sealed tunnel, the smoke still seeping through cracks in the stone, his son and
Catherine clinging to each other in géiednd his face crumpled.
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AVincentd he said, moving forwardiMy boy, Iém so sorryo

Vincent looked at his father over Cathedmbead, and Father saw the devastation
in his eyes. This waghjust about losing possessions. This was about losing a
dream, a future thégt been building together.

AWedl figure this outp Father saidiiwedl find another place.
But Vincent, unable to speak, held Catherine tighter.

AComeo Father said eventuallf\Come back to your chamber. You can stay there
tonight. Wdill sort everything out tomorrow.

il need to see m,Catherine said, her voice hollof.need to see whé left.
Now.0

Before Vincent could respond, Kanin appeared from the shadows of the tunnel.
fAldl go with herp he offered.

Vincents jaw tightened. The raw need in her eyes broke something iriiaen.
carefulp he finally saidfiBoth of youo

Catherine crossed to him and kissed him softlyvill. | 8l be back soor.

*k%

The journey through the tunnels felt surreal, each step bringing Catherine closer to
a reality she waghsure she could bear. Kanin walked beside her in silence, his
presence steady and reassuring.

When they emerged from a concealed entranceupleof blocks away, the air
was thick with the smell of smoke.

Then she saw iOr rather, what was left of it.

The brownstone was a blackened skeleton silhouetted against the sky. The roof had
collapsed entirely, and the upper floors had caved in. The beautiful bay windows
were gone, leaving gaping holes like empty eye sockets. The front steps were
cracked and coved in soot. Flames still flickered in places, and firefighters
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moved through the wreckage with their hoses, creating clouds of steam that rose
into the night air.

Catherine stopped walking, her hand flying to her mouth.
fOh Godp she whispered.

Firefighters in full gear moved methodically through the ruins.
Kanin stood beside her, his face somipim sorry, Catherine.

She couldd speak. All she could do was stare at the ruins of what had been their
sanctuary.

All of it, reduced to ash and rubble.

AiThe books) she said suddenly, her voice breakifigincents books. The ones
I& been collecting for him. The first editions, the poetnyshe pressed her hand
harder against her mouth, trying to hold back a 80lir bed. The quilt Mary
made for us.a

Kanin placed a gentle hand on her shoul@i&he memories aréngone,
Catherine. Those are still youss.

But it didnd feel like enough. Not right now, standing here looking at the
destruction of everything thé&y built together, watching the last flames consume
what remained.

A tear slipped down her cheek, then another. Sheididther wiping them away.
ACathyd

The voice made her turn. Joe Maxwell was hurrying toward them, his face creased
with worry and relief. He was still in his work clothes, his tie loosened, looking
like hed been running.

fiJoe® Catherinés voice came out hoars@&Vhat are you doing heré?

Al was having lunch at that deli on the corner when | heard the sitensaid,
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slightly out of breathiiSaw the smoke, followed the trucks. When | realized it was
your building..0 He looked at the ruins, then back at lidesus, Cathydle been
trying to reach you all day. Are you okay? Were you inside when it started?

fiNo, 10 0 Catherine glanced at Kanin, suddenly aware of how strange this must
look. fil was out. This is... this is Kanin. A friertd.

Kanin nodded at Joe, his expression carefully neutral.

Joe barely seemed to register him, his attention focused entirely on Catherine.
AThank God yo@e safe. | was so worried. Do you have a place to stay? Do you
need anything?

fAlém fine, Joe. Reallp.Catherine tried to smile, but it felt wrong on her fdie.
just... | need some time off work. To deal with all this.

AOf course. Take as much time as you ne@de reached out and squeezed her
shoulderilén just relieved yo@re okay. When | saw the buildinghHe shook his
head.fiCall me if you need anything. Anything at all.

Al will. Thank youo

Joe looked like he wanted to say more, but something in Catéeedrgression
stopped him. He nodded, gave Kanin a curious glance, and headed back down the
street.

Catherine turned back to the ruins, watching the firefighters continue their work.
filbve seen enoughishe said quietlyfiLetés go home

Kanin nodded and led her back through the streets toward the tunnel entrance.
Catherine didd@ look back. She couldhbear to see it again.

As they descended into the tunnels, the smell of smoke gradually faded, replaced
by the familiar scent of earth and stone. The darkness felt comforting now,
protective. Down here, she di@linave to see the destruction. Down here, Vincent
was waiting.
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*k%

Back in Vincends chamber, Catherine sat on the edge of the bed and tried to make
a mental inventory of what stiklost and what remained.

Gone: nearly everything. Her clothes, her furniture, her books, her kitchen
supplies, the art sk collected, the little decorative touches that had made the
brownstone feel like home. Vincértcarefully curated library. The nest tiigy
built.

What remained: the items still in storage from her fathestatd some furniture,
his law books, a few pieces of art. The box of her m&hewelry and personal
effects. Some of her own belongings she ldiaglst moved to the brownstodie
mostly sentimental items like her high school yearbooks, college diplomas, and
childhood photographs.

She had purchased the brownstone with the proceeds from the sale of her

Catherine by Laura G
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apartment and her fatlisrhome. But she knew she still had a substantial amount
left. More than enough to start over. She had not even touched the money she had
inherited from her father, or the trust fund she had received from her mother and
grandparents.

fiThe brownstone was insured/incent said, sitting beside hétyoudl receive a
settlemen®d

fBut it will take time. Months, probably Catherine leaned against him, drawing
strength from his solid presen¢&dond want to wait that long, Vincert.

AThen wdll find something newa His arm came around her shouldéi/edl start
fresho

Catherine nodded, but her mind was already racing ahead to practical coiiicerns.
need clothes. | have maybe two outfits down here, and nothing suitable for work.
Idl need to go shopping. You will also need clothing. | know you have some stuff
left here, but most of your clothing was abave.

Altés ok. | have enoughVincent pressed a kiss to her tem@léés going to be ok.
| promiseo

*k*k

A few days later, Catherine found herself at Blooming@#ahath a shopping list
and a branehew credit card, feeling oddly disconnected from the experience. She
moved through the woméndepartment like a woman in a trance.

Three work suit8 one charcoal gray, one navy, one black. Silk blouses in white,
cream, and pale blue. A cashmere sweater in soft gray. Designer dress pants. A
black dress for court appearances. S&gasmps, flats, boots. A winter coat to
replace the one &t had burned.

When she got to the lingerie department, she paused. Her hand hovered over a silk
nightgowrd emerald green, the color Vincent loved on her. For a moment, she
remembered the nightgown gtlevorn their first night in the brownstone. The

color had been similar. She added it to her pile, along with two others in jewel
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tones, and a dozen silk undergarments.

She also selected a few day dredsksautiful pieces. A cream linen dress. A deep
burgundy wrap dress. A charcoal silk number that would work for the evening.

Next, she went to the ménsection. Selected four pairs of pants and four shirts for
Vincent. She also replaced some sleepwear for him, socks, some undershirts, and
reminded herself to go to the cobbler, who was a helper, to order him a couple
pairs of new boots.

At the register, Catherine handed over her credit card without hesitation. Once
upon a time, she would have really enjoyed this shopping excursion, but this time
it was overshadowed by the sense of loss they had experienced.

She left with ten shopping bags. The clothes waiildnng back what slid lost,
but they would help her move forward.

*k%

The tunnel community rallied around them. William brought extra portions of food
to Vincents chamber. Mouse offered fifindo anything they needédan offer
Vincent politely declined while Catherine hid a smile.

But as the days passed, the constant stream of visitors became overwhelming.

People would appear at the chamber entrance at alldhcoreetimes to offer

help, sometimes just to express sympathy, sometimes simply to chat. Mouse had
come looking for Vincent a couple of times in the middle of the night regarding a
project he was workig on thwarting their attempts at intimacy. Vincent hasl
patient as possibléurned him away the second time.

After the fourth day, Catherine was ready to scream.

She and Vincent were trying to have a quiet breakfast when Olivia appeared with a
basket of muffins. They barely thanked her and returned to their meal when

Cullen stopped by to discuss potential new propertiés ineard about. Then Sarah
came with tea. Then Pascal wanted to update Vincent on some tunnel maintenance
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iIssues.

flté almost lunch time, and we hadaven finished our breakfasCatherine
muttered after Pascal left.

Vincents lips twitchediiThey mean welb

Al know they mean well. Butiin starting to feel like wae living in Grand Central
Stationo

That late afternoon, Catherine was changing cl@tltegng on one of her new
work outfits to make sure it fit propedywhen she heard voices at the chamber
entrance. She quickly pulled on her robe, but before she could say anything,
Brooke and two other woen walked right in, chattering about a quilting project.

They stopped short when they saw Catherine in her robe, clearly having interrupted
something.

AOh! Wede so sorryg Brooke said, flusteredwe should have announced
ourselves

Altés finep Catherine said, clutching her robe clos@dvas just... changing.

The women apologized profusely and backed out. Catherine felt her privacy had
been invaded. But there was little she could do about it.

That evening, after the fifth interruptiérthis time from Kipper, who wanted to
show Vincent a drawing lag madé Catherine turned to Vincent with desperation
in her eyes.

fWe need to get out of heteshe saidfiJust for a little while. Somewhere we can
be aloned

Vincent understood immediatelfCome with med

*k%k

Vincent led her deep into the tunnels, past the inhabited areas, into passages that
were older and less traveled. The air grew cooler, the silence more profound.
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Catherine followed him without question,
trusting him completely.

Finally, he stopped at a small alcove carved
into the rock. It was barely large enough for
two people, hidden behind a natural stone
formation that made it nearly invisible from
the main passage. They hung a small lanter
on a hook in the wall, casting aawn glow
over the space.

Al used to come here when | was young®iincent said quietlyfiWhen | needed
to be alone. To think.

Catherine looked around the small space, then back at Virit#atperfeco

For a moment, they just stood there, breathing in the silence, the blessed privacy.
Then Catherine stepped closer to him, her hand coming up to rest against his chest.

flbve missed yow,she said softlyiiReally missed youo.
Vincents arms came around her, pulling her clégs&now.0

She tilted her face up to his, and he kissed rsowly at first, then with
increasing intensity.

Catheriné hands moved to his shirt, working at the buttons with trembling
fingers. Vincends breath caught as her palms slid over his bare chest.

fiCatherine) he murmured against her lig#re you sure? Her@?

AYesoO Her voice was breathless, urgeiitneed you, Vincent. | need to feel close
to youo

He needed no further encouragement. His hands found the hem of her tunnel dress,
pulling it up and over her head. She shivered as the cool air hit her skin, but
Vincents warmth quickly enveloped her. His mouth traced a path down her neck,
across her collarbone, while his hands explored the curves of her body with
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reverent familiarity.

Catherine gasped as he pressed her back against the stone wall, the cool rock a
stark contrast to the heat of his body. Her legs wrapped around his waist as he
lifted her, supporting her weight effortlessly. She could feel his desire, hard and
insistent aginst her, and it sent a thrill of anticipation through her entire body.

Al love youp she whispered, her fingers tangling in his ha®od, Vincent, | love
you SO muclo

AANd | love youo His voice was rough with emotion and neddllways,
Catherine. Always

Their joining was fierce and desperate. Catherine clung to him, her nails digging
into his shoulders as pleasure built and crested. Vincent buried his face in her neck,
his breath hot against her skin, his body moving with hers.

In that moment, nothing else existed. Not the burned brownstone, not the uncertain
future, not the welmeaning community. There was only thithe two of them,
connected in the most fundamental way, lost in each other.

When they finally came apart, trembling and breathless, Catherine rested her
forehead against Vinceaist her heart still racing.

AWede going to be okag,she whisperediAs long as we have this, we going to
be okayo

Vincent kissed her softly, tenderlijyes. We willo

They stayed like that for a long moment, wrapped in eachéthans, reluctant to
return to the world beyond their hidden alcove. Cathéifeet touched the
ground, and she began to put on her clothing, smiling at Vincent with a
contentment she hadrelt in days.

Then they heard footsteps in the passage outside.

Catherinés eyes went wide with alarm. Vincent quickly helped her adjust her
dress, but there was no time to make themselves fully presentable beforéFather
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voice called out.
fVincent? Are you down here?

fiHide 0 Vincent whispered urgently, and Catherine quickly pressed herself into the
deepest part of the alcove, behind the stone formation where the shadows were
darkest.

Vincent stepped out into the passage, trying to look casual despite his disheveled
appearance and the flush still visible on his face.

AiFatherd he said, his voice only slightly unstead@What brings you to this part of
the tunnels®@

Father looked at him with the shrewd, knowing gaze of someone who had raised
him from infancy il was looking for you. Kanin said he saw you heading this
directiono His eyes swept over Vincent, taking in the unbuttoned shirt, the tousled
hair. fils everything all right®

fiYes. Fine. | just needed some time alone. To think.

Al seed Fathefs gaze dropped to the ground, and his expression shifted almost
imperceptibly. He bent down and picked up something from the tunnedflor
womarts shoe. Catheriide shoe, which must have fallen off during their
passionate encounter.

He held it up, examining it with the air of someone making a fascinating
archaeological discoverfilnteresting place to leave a shwe.

Vincents face flushed deepdir-athed 0

fiNo need to explain.Fatheds tone was carefully neutral, but there was the faintest
hint of amusement in his eyes. He set the shoe down carefully just inside the
alcove entrancdi simply wanted to let you know that Pascal received a message
from one of our Above contacts. There aoene propertiethat might interest you

and Catherinedl leave the details in your chamber.

AThank youo Vincent managed.
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Father nodded, then turned to leave. But he paused after a few steps and glanced
back over his shouldefiVincent? Perhaps in the future, you and Catherine might
consider finding a more secluded area to be abone.

With that, he continued down the passage, his footsteps gradually fading into
silence.

Vincent stood frozen for a moment, mortification and relief warring on his face.
Then Catherine emerged from her hiding place, her face bright red, her hand
pressed over her mouth.

For a long moment, they just stared at each other. Then Catherine started to
laughd a slightly hysterical sound that she tried to muffle with her hand.

AOh my God) she gasped between gigglggour father just... he found my shoe...
he knows exactly what we were doing...

Vincents lips twitched, and then he was laughing too, pulling her into his arms as
they both shook with mirth and embarrassment.

At least he was tactful aboutdiCatherine pulled back, wiping tears of laughter
from her eyesiiHe could have been much more direct.

fiFather has always been a master of the pointegcomment

Catherine retrieved her shoe, shaking her head in diskiéhedl, that was a close
oneo She looked up at Vincent, her expression turning seri@ig. you know

what? This just proves we need our own place. Soon. | love your father, and | love
this community, but | cannot live like this. We need privacy. We need a home
where we can close the door and know that no one is going to walk inbon us.

Vincent nodded, his own expression growing determifi€den wéil find one.
Whatever it takes.

Catherine took his hand, squeezing it firmiifhen lets go see what property
Father was talking about. \fe going to find a new home, Vincent. Our homne.

AOur homeo Vincent echoed, and kissed her once more before they made their
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Father by Laura G

way back through the tunnels, hand in hand.

*kk

Monday morning found Catherine back at her desk in thés@#ice, surrounded

by case files and depositions. &hbeeen trying to focus on a witness statement for
the better part of an hour, but her mind kept drifting to the browndtoneather,

to what would replace it.

ACathy'o

She looked up to find Jenny Aronson standing in front of her desk, concern etched
across her face. Jenny was Cathésrmdosest friend someone whal been there
through the attack, through the recovery, through all the strange absences
Catherine could never quite explain.

AJennyo Catherine stood, and Jenny immediately crossed the room to pull her into
a hug.
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fil came as soon as | could. God, Catliyny $0 sorry about the brownstone. Are
you okay? Where are you stayiigg?

Catherine returned the embrace, grateful for the warmth of genuine friendship.
filém fine. Really. éve been staying with friendsThe lie came easily now, after so
much practicefiThe fire was contained to my building, thank God. No one was
hurto

Jenny pulled back, studying her faBut you lost everything.

fiNot everythingd Catherine gestured to the chair across from her desk.
Jenny settled into the chaiiwhat do you need? How can | heip?

Al need to find a new place. Sooatherine emphasized.

fiOh, Cathy, of course you dnlenny leaned forwardiListen, | want to help. Let
me come with you when you look at properties. You shdiilikve to do this
alone. Have you already contacted a readtor?

fNot yet, but | have a recommendation of one.

fiPerfect. When can we go2enny pulled out her day planner, flipping through
pagesfil have a meeting at two, but | could do late afternoon? Say, folack™

AThat would be wonderfud.Catherine felt a flutter of anticipation in her chest.
Aldl call and confirmo

After Jenny left, Catherine dialed the number Father had given her. A woman
answered on the second ring.

nSamantha Chea.

fiMs. Chen, this is Catherine Chandler. Father contacted you regarding some
propertien

There was a brief pause, and then recognition flooded the wiswaice.
fiCatherine! Ofcourse, Was so sorry to hear about the fire. Are you alright?
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filém fine. Thank you for asking. But | need to find a new ptace.

fYes, | understand.Samanthé voice took on a warm ton@And | have several
properties in mind. When would you like to start lookiag?

AThis afternoon at four, if possibldlibe bringing a friendd

AOf course. @l meet you at the first addreesShe rattled off a location three
blocks from Catherin@® old brownstone.

*kk

The first brownstone was cramped, with water stains on the ceiling and hardwood
floors that buckled in places. The appliances ancient, and there was a faint smell of
mildew that no amount of air freshener could mask.

fWell,0 Jenny said diplomatically, peering into a corner where the wallpaper was
peeling.filt has... potentiat?

Catherine moved through the rooms quickly,
fiNot this one) Catherine said quickly making her way back to the main door.

The second property smelled of mold the moment they entered. The basement was
worsed damp and dark, with a visible water line on the walls suggesting chronic
flooding. The entire structure felt compromised.

fWe can skip this oneshe said firmly, and Jenny didrargue.

The third brownstone was updated but had structural cracks running through the
foundation visible from the basement stairs. When Catherine asked about them,
Samanthé expression told her everything. The owner was selling for a reason,
and it was@ a good one.

fiNext,0 Catherine said, already moving toward the door.

Samantha checked her watéhhave one more property to show you todags &
bit larger than what you initially specified, and the price point is higher,d®@8he
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met Catheriné gaze meaningfullyil think it has everything ydie looking foro

They drove to a trekned street four blocks from Catheriseold brownstone. The
building that Samantha led them to was indeed lardeur stories instead of
three, with a facade of warm red brick and tall windows that caught the late
afternoon sun.

fiOh,0 Jenny breathediCathy, look at this place.

But Catherine was already looking past the elegant front entrance to the side of the
building, where she could see a glimpse of gréerthat a backyards?

Samantha smiledwhy dord we start there®?

She led them around the side of the building, and Catherine felt her breath catch.
The backyard was enormous by Manhattan standaatiteast forty feet deep,

with mature trees providing dappled shade across a lawn that actually looked like a
lawn, not justa patch of struggling grass. Tall privacy walls of weathered brick and
wood fencing enclosed the entire space, creating a hidden sanctuary completely
shielded from the neighboring properties. At the far end stood a scrieegpeath,

its white framework lnost glowing in the sunlight.

AThis is incredibley Jenny said, already walking toward the porgbathy, can
you imagine summer evenings out hére?

Catherine could imaginedtbut not the way Jenny meant. She was imagining
Vincent emerging from the shadows beneath those trees, the way the dappled light
would play across his features. The porch where they could sit together in the
evening, hidden fromrging eyes but still able to feel the breeze, hear the city
sounds.

fiLets see the insideé Samantha suggested.

The main floor was spacious and ele@aatformal living room, a dining room

that could seat twelve, and a kitchen that had been updated but still retained its
original character. The second floor held two bedrooms, including a large master
suite with an essuite bathroom and walk in closet. The third floor had three more
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bedrooms with two full baths and what could @ayroom
AANd the fourth floor@ Catherine asked.

ATechnically an attic, but the previous owner had started converting it.&here
potential there for a studio or office spac®amantha paused at the top of the
third-floor stairs.fiLetés check out the basemeint.

They descended to the ground floor and then down another flight of stairs. The
basement was nothing like Cathedmerevious on@ this was a full floor, with

high ceilings and windows that let in natural light. The space had been partially
finished, with one area clearly set up as a laundry room.

AThis laundry are@,Samantha said, gesturing to a space that was easily twelve by
fifteen feet,ficould be converted into a bedroom if needed. And through here is a
bathroomo

fiThe previous owner mentioned something about old service tumBalsiantha
said casually, too casualliffApparently, this building was connected to the subway
system during constructian.

Jennyby Laura G
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Their eyes met, and Catherine felt a surge of gratitude for this woman.

fWhais on the main flooi®Jenny asked, oblivious to the subtéiBesides the
kitchen and living areag?

ATherds a studyj Samantha saidiLet me show you.

The study was at the back of the house, overlooking the garden. It was a generous
room with builtin bookshelves covering two walls and a massive fireplace
dominating a third. The fourth wall was mostly windows, looking out onto the
screened porch and tlrees beyond.

fOh, Cathyp Jenny sighediThis is perfect. Cahyou just see yourself curled up
here with a book? Or working on case files by the ire?

Catherine could see it, but not alone. She was imagining Vincent in one of the
leather chairs that would fit perfectly beside the fireplace. Imagining them reading
together, or talking late into the night, or simply existing in the same space without
fearof interruption. The room was large enough for a couch, two chairs, & desk
everything they would need to make this a shared sanctuary.

ATherags one more thing,Samantha saidiThe roofo

They climbed back up through the house, past the bedrooms, past the attic, and up
a final narrow staircase that opened onto the roof. Catherine stepped out and felt
the wind catch her hair, the late afternoon sun warm on her face.

The previous owner had indeed started a rooftop garden. There were planters with
herbs and small shrubs, a seating area with weegsestant furniture, and shade
coverings that could be extended or retracted. But what caught Cafbherine
attention was the privacy wall on the eastern&idesolid barrier at least eight feet
high that completely blocked the view from the taller buildings several blocks
away.

AThe building is the tallest on this blookamantha explainedAnd with that
privacy wall, yodre completely hidden from the higises to the east. To the west,
therds nothing but lowrise residential for at least six bloogs.
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Catherine walked to the edge, looking out over the neighborhood. From here, she
could see the trees of the backyard below, the screened porch, the quiet street. She
could imagine Vincent up here at night, finally able to stand under the open sky
without fear of being seen. The shade coverings would provide protection during

the day, and the privacy wall would mean they could be here together, watching

the sunset and the stars.

fCathy® Jenny touched her arifiYou okay? Yodve been quied.

Catherine turned to her friend, and she knew her face must be showing too much
emotion because Jernmsyexpression shifted from concern to understanding.

AYou love ito Jenny said softlyfiDond you®

Al do.0 Catherinés voice was thickiilté perfect. iis more than | was looking for,
but itts perfeco

fltGs definitely bigger than you ne@dlenny said practicallyiFour stories, all that
space... but you know what? You can afford it. And after everythinggdaeen
through, you deserve a place that feels like home. A real bome.

Samantha cleared her throat delicatéfhe sellers are motivated. Tlaeg already
relocated to Boston for work, and tliegyeager to close quickly. If yae
interested,d recommend putting in an offer today. This property @vtast long
on the marked

Catherine looked at Jenny, then at Samantha, then back out over the rooftop
garden. She thought of Vincent in the study, surrounded by books and firelight.
Vincent on this rooftop, finally able to breathe free air without hiding.

Al want to make an offe¥she saidfiRight now. Whatever it takes.

Jenny squeezed her hafdre you sure? Dai you want to think about it
overnight®

filGm sureo Catherine met Samaniisagaze, and the realtor nodded, understanding
everything that washbeing saidfiThis is the one. This is honge.
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As they descended from the roof, Cathelmaind was already raciranead,
imagining the life the§d build in these rooms.

Jenny was already chattering about paint colors and furniture arrangements, and
Samantha was pulling out paperwork from her briefcase. But Catherine was only
half-listening, her mind full of images of the futdref Vincent emerging from the
basement tunngbf quiet evenings in the study, of standing together on the rooftop
under the stars. Catherine felt, out of the ashes, they were being given a better
place to build a future together. A new home.

*k%k

The late August heat had settled over the city like a warm blanket, but inside the
brownstone, the air was cool and comfortable. Catherine stood in the doorway of
what would eventually be a guest bedroom, surveying the empty space with
satisfaction. Theraere still rooms to furnish, still boxes to unpack, but the house
had become home.

The library was complege floor-to-ceiling shelves now held hundreds of books,
carefully selected to replace what had been lost in the fire. The kitchen gleamed
with new appliances and wedtocked cabinets. Their bedroom upstairs was a
sanctuary of softtiens and morning light.

Catherine heard Vinceist footsteps on
the stairs and turned to find him
carrying two glasses of iced tea,
condensation beading on the glass.

AiTaking inventory agairtthe asked,
his voice warm with amusement.

fJust thinking about what we still
needo She accepted the glass
gratefully, pressing it against her
forehead before taking a sifplenny
wants to take me furniture shopping
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next week. She has opinions about the guest raoms.
Vincent askedfiHow was her visit last week?

fGood. She loved the backyard, of course. Kept going on about how | should get a
hammocko Catherine smiled at the memory.

OAnd the library®

fiShe was impressed. | told her | was rebuilding my collection after the fire.
Catherine moved closer to him, resting her head against his itBlesthas no idea
how many of those books are youors.

His arm came around her shoulders, holding her ci&ar books) he corrected
gently.fiEverything here is ours.

*k%

The tunnel children had discovered the backyard two weeks after Catherine and
Vincent moved in. Now, on warm afternoons when both Catherine and Vincent
were home, the children would emerge like a small, joyful invasion.

fiVincent! Catchd

Kipperd voice rang out across the yard as he hurled the baseball with all his might.
Vincent caught it easily.

Catherine sat on the screenadorch, watching as Vincent played with the
children. Geoffrey was practicing his pitching stance, while Samantha and Eric
argued goodhaturedly about the rules. The tall privacy walls enclosed them
completely, creating a wlal where Vincent could move freely, could laugh and
play without fear of being seen.

AYoude getting better, GeoffreyVincent called out, crouching into a catofser
position.fiTry again, but remember to follow through.

Geoffrey wound up and threw. The ball sailed past Virtsamitstretched hand
and bounced off the back fence.
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AAIMost!o Vincents retrieved the ball and tossed it ba®kour aim is improving.
Feel how your body moves with the thraw.

Catherinés heart swelled watching him. This was what the house had given

then® not just privacy for themselves, but space for Vincent to be part of the
childrerts lives in ways that had been impossible before. Here, h&veastiined

to the tunnelgshadows. Here, he could stand in dappled sunlight beneath the trees
and teach children how to throw a baseball.

fiCatherineb Samantha called outCome play with usi

She set down her book and joined them, laughing as Kipper immediately assigned
her to his team. The game dissolved into cheerful chaos, with rules that changed
every few minutes and scores that no one bothered to keep. When the children
finally tired, theycollapsed on the grass in the shade, and Vincent brought out
lemonade and cookies.

AThis is the best place eveEric declared, cookie crumbs on his chii@an we
come back tomorroves?

flf Catherine and | are both homé&/incent said, glancing at her for confirmation.
AANd if you remember the rules.

AWe know, we knowg Samantha recited dutifulljiOnly when yodre both here.
Never tell anyone Above. Always lock the door when we |€ave.

fGoodo Vincents voice was gentle but firmilThese rules keep everyone safe.

After the children had gone, Catherine and Vincent remained in the backyard,
watching the late afternoon light filter through the leaves. She leaned against him,
his arm around her waist, and thought about how faiGtheyme from that terrible
night when their old brownstone had burned.

She kissed him then, soft and sweet, tasting lemonade and summer and home.

*k%k

Fathets first visit to the library had been a revelation. Catherine had been
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arranging books by subject
when shél heard his
distinctive footsteps on the
stairs, accompanied by Mdsy
lighter tread and Vincedd
familiar presence.

fiCatherine, my deayFather

had greeted her, but his eyes § ‘
had already moved past her to S8 = = = A
the shelvesiVincent told me o
about your library, but | had no $#.
idea..o ‘

Hedd moved to the nearest
shelf, running his fingers along
the spines with the reverence of a true bibliopliilkickens, Austen, the Brontés...
and is that a first edition of Whitmam?

filt is.0 Catherine had smiled at his obvious deligihdm trying to replace
everything that was lost in the fire. Vincé&books and mine.& slow going, but
IGm making progress.

Mary had settled into one of the armchairs by the fireplace, looking around with
approvalfltés a beautiful room, Catherine. Perfect for reading on cold winter
nightso

AThats what | thought Catherine had gestured to the couch and chairs arranged
before the fireplacdiTherds room for several people. | was hoping... well, | was
hoping that you and Father might visit sometimes. That this could be a place where
we could all gatheo.

Father had looked up from the books, his expression softégiMogde building
something remarkable here, Catherine. Not just a home for you and Vincent, but a
bridge between our worlds.
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fAlém trying.0 Shed glanced at Vincent, who stood in the doorway watching them.
fiWe both are

*k%

The housewarming party had been Vinéeidea, surprisingly. Thég been lying
in bed one morning, the early light streaming through the windows, wlign he
said,fiWe should invite everyone. To celebrate the house properly.

Catherine had propped herself up on one elbow, studying hisitageryone from
Belowd

AYes. A party, here. In the backyard and the main fitddis hand had traced
patterns on her bare should@Fhey helped us through the fire. Tliey been part
of making this house a home. They should see it, celebrate with us.

fVincent, thafs.. 0 Shed kissed him, overwhelmed by the gestiiiighaits
perfecto

Planning had taken two weeks. Mary and Rebecca had coordinated the food
dishes prepared both Above and Below. William had outdone himself with a cake
that required three people to carry. The children had made decorations, colorful
banners that now hung ass the backyard.

The party began at dusk on a Saturday evening, when the summer heat had finally
broken into comfortable warmth. People emerged from the basement in small
groups, their faces filled with wonder as they stepped into the backyard for the first
time.

fiCatherine, this is magnificentRebecca breathed, taking in the tall privacy walls,
the mature trees, the screeneghorch.fiYou car@ see in from anywhere.

fAiThat was the ideaCatherine squeezed her hafidivanted Vincent to have space
to breathe. To be outside without hiding.

The children were running wild, playing tag and kadetseek, their laughter
echoing off the walls.
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Father found Catherine in the kitchen, where she was refilling a platter of
sandwichesiiThis is quite something ydee created here.

AWe created i she correctediVincent and I, togethab.

AYesO He accepted a glass of wine from H#ut youde the one who made it
possible. Who saw what was needed and made ib H@lpaused, his expression
seriousiivincent is happier tharble ever seen him. Y@we given him something
| never coul@ a place where he can exist in both wordds.

Catherine felt tears prick her ey@hank you, Fatheo.

As the evening wore on, the party spilled from the backyard into the main floor.
People admired the library, exclaimed over the kitchen, and marveled at the space
and light. Music played from Catheriigestere® classical pieces that Vincent

loved, mixed with more contemporary songs that made the younger tunnel
dwellers smile. There was dancing in the living room, conversations in every
corner, and a sense of joy that filled every room.

Vincent found Catherine on the screemegorch, watching the party through the
windows. He slipped his arms around her waist from behind, pulling her back
against his chest.

fiHappy® he murmured into her hair.

fiSo happyo She covered his hands with hdiilsook at them, Vincent. Look at
how comfortable they are here. This is what | wadtéa them to feel like this
place is theirs too.

AYoudve given them a gifd,he said quietlyfiA place where they can see the sky,
feel the breeze, exist Above without fear. Thatrecious beyond measure.

He kissed her then, soft and deep, and she could taste the joy on his lips, the
contentment that had been growing in him sincedheyoved into this house.

When they finally pulled apart, she rested her forehead against his chest, listening
to the steady beat of his heart.
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Vincent by Laura G

Al love youp she whispered.

AANd | love youo His arms tightened around héMore than words can express.

*kk

The party wound down slowly, people reluctant to leave the magic of the evening.
By midnight, the last of the guests had descended back into the tunnels, leaving
Catherine and Vincent alone in the quiet house. They cleaned up together, moving
in comfortabé synchronicity, putting away food and folding chairs.

fLeave the rest for tomorrow\incent said finally, taking the dish towel from her
handsfiCome with med

He led her up to the rooftop garden, where the city spread out before them in a
glittering tapestry of lights. The privacy wall blocked the view from the east, but to
the west and north, they could see for miles. The air was cooler up here, carrying
the sent of the herbs Catherine had planted in containers along the edges.
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They settled onto the cushioned bench, Catherine tucked against @msidat his
arm around her shoulders. The sunset had long since faded, and stars emerged in
the darkest patches.

AThis is my favorite placé,Catherine said softhyiUp here with you, above
everythingo

fiMine as wello Vincens voice was contemplativél. never imagined | could
have thi® a place where | could stand under the open sky without fear. Where |
could watch the sunset with you besidedne.

He kissed her then, slow and deep, pouring everything he felt into the connection
between them. Catherine responded with equal passion, her hands sliding up to
tangle in his hair, pulling him closer. The kiss deepened, became more urgent, and
when they fimlly broke apart, both were breathing hard.

fiTake me to bed,Catherine whispered against his lifswant to celebrate
properly. Just the two of us.

Vincents eyes darkened with desire, and he stood, pulling her up with him. They
made their way down from the rooftop, through the quiet house, to their bedroom
on the second floor.

Their bedroom was bathed in soft moonlight filtering through the gauzy curtains.
Catherine had chosen everything carefulthe large bed with its wrougimon

frame, the plush rug underfoot, the reading chairs by the window. But right now,
all she could fous on was Vincent, standing before her with love and desire
written plainly on his face.

She reached for him, her hands sliding under his shirt, feeling the warmth of his
skin, the play of muscles beneath. He helped her remove it, then reached for the
zipper of her dress, his clawed fingers surprisingly deft as he drew it down slowly.
The dres pooled at her feet, leaving her in just her slip and underwear.

AYoude beautifulp Vincent breathed, his eyes traveling over her body with
reverencefiSo beautiful it makes my heart aahe.
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AiTouch mey Catherine whisperediPlease, Vincent. | need to feel your hands on
meo

He obliged, his large hands spanning her waist, sliding up her ribcage to cup her
breasts through the thin silk of her slip. His thumbs brushed over her nipples, and
she gasped at the sensation, arching into his touch. He bent his head, pressing
kisses alag her collarbone, down to the swell of her breasts, his breath hot through
the fabric.

Catheriné hands worked at his belt, fumbling slightly in her eagerness. He helped
her, shedding the rest of his clothes until they stood before each other, bare and
vulnerable and completely open. She took a moment to simply look atthien
powerful lines of his bdy, the golden fur that covered his chest and forarms, the
evidence of his desire for her.

fil love every part of yow,she said, her hand reaching out to trace the contours of
his chestfiEvery single pard

He lifted her then, cradling her against his chest as he carried her to the bed. He
laid her down gently, reverently, as if she were something precious and fragile.
Then he covered her body with his own as he kissed her deeply.

Catherine wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him closer, feeling the hard
length of him against her core. She was already aching for him, and when he
finally entered her, they both groaned at the sensation.

fiCatherine) he breathed, his voice rough with emotitily Catherined

AYoursp she confirmed, her hands gripping his shoulders as he began to move.
AAlways yourso

They found their rhythm quickly, bodies moving together in perfect synchronicity.
Vincent was careful with his strength, always mindful of his claws, but Catherine
urged him on, wanting to feel the full force of his passion. He obliged, his thrusts
becomimg deeper, more powerful, driving her higher and higher.

AVincentp she gasped, feeling the tension coiling tighter in her bi&h. God,
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Vincent, m so close

fiLet goo he murmured against her ear, one hand sliding between their bodies to
stroke where they were joinefi.et me feel you come apait.

His touch was all it took. Catherine cried out, her body arching off the bed as
waves of pleasure crashed over her. Vincent followed moments later, burying his
face in her neck as he found his own release.

They lay tangled together afterward, hearts racing, skin slick with sweat. Vincent
rolled to his side, pulling Catherine with him, so she was draped across his chest,
his arms wrapped securely around her.

Al love youp he whispered into her haifiMore than life itseld

fil love you tooo Catherine pressed a kiss over his h@d8itank you for building
this life with meo

AiThank you for making it possibteHis hand stroked down her back, soothing and
tender.iiFor seeing what we could have and making it eeal.

They drifted off to sleep like that, wrapped in each @harms, in the home
theyd built together from the ashes of loss.

*k%k

The next morning, Catherine woke early, sunlight streaming through the windows.
Vincent was still asleep beside her, his face peaceful and relaxed. She took a
moment to simply watch him, memorizing the detaitee way his hair fell across

his forehead, thslight smile that curved his lips in sleep.

She had to leave today. The business trip to Albany had been on her calendar for
week® a case Joe Maxwell was prosecuting that required her to interview a
complete set of withesses. @thée gone for two days, maybe three if the

interviews ran long.

Vincent stirred, his eyes opening to find her watching fiiGood morning) he
rumbled, his voice still rough with sleep.
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fiGood morningd She leaned in to kiss him softfjl. have to leave soon. My train
Is at teno

Al know.0 He pulled her closer, as if he could keep her there through sheer will.
fildl miss youo

fAldl miss you tooo She rested her head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat.
AWill you stay Below while dm gone®

AYes. Father wants to discuss some improvements to the hospital chamber, and
Kanin needs help with a tunnel collapse near the lower levdieady missing
her, Vincent pulled her into his arms.

They made love once more, slow and tender, a goodbye and a promise all at once.
Then Catherine reluctantly pulled herself away to shower and pack. Vincent made
her breakfast, and they ate together in the kitchen, stealing touches and glances,
prolonging tle moment of separation.

At the door, Vincent pulled her into his arms one last tith&ave you, Catherine.
Be safed

Al will be. And Vincent® She cupped his face in her haniddl be thinking of
you every momenp.

AANd | youo He kissed her forehead, her cheeks, finally her fig®eme home to
meo

AAlways,0 she promised.

She left him standing near the doorway. As the taxi pulled away, she could feel the
bond that connected them, strong and unbreakable.

*k%

Vincent descended into the tunnels that afternoon, his bag slung over his shoulder.
The familiar sounds and smells of Below welcomedditime drip of water, the

scent of candle wax and earth, the distant echo of voices. This was home too,
would always be hoe, but now it felt different. Now he had two homes, two
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places where he belonged.

Father was in his chamber, reading by lamplight. He looked up as Vincent entered,
a smile crossing his facBVincent. Im glad youdre here. | wanted to discuss those
hospital improvements.

AOf courseon Vincent settled into his usual chair, but his mind was partly
elsewhere, tracking Catherfisgourney north, feeling the distance between them.

AShdll be finep Father said gently, reading his gexlistraction with ease.

Al know.0 Vincent managed a small smif@8ut that does@éi make missing her any
easiern

They spent the afternoon discussing plans for the hospital chamber. Kanin joined
them later, bringing news of the tunnel collapse and requesting Vinderip

with the repairs.

Going Homeby Laura G
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flté not urgeng Kanin assured hinfiBut we could use your strength for moving
some of the larger stones. Tomorrow morning, perliaps?

Aldl be thered Vincent agreed readily, grateful for the distraction of physical labor.

That evening, he joined the community for dinner. The children clustered around
him, asking when they could visit again.

fWhen Catherine returnishe told themfiRemember the rulésonly when wére
both thered

After dinner, as the evening deepened and the tunnels grew quieter, Vincent found
himself restless. His chamber felt confining, too small, too isolated. He thought of
the brownstone waiting Abodetheir home, their space, the bed tfieghared that
morning. Catherine was in Albany, yes, but her presence lingered in every room, in
the careful way st designed the space to accommodate both their worlds.

He made his decision. Gathering his things, he made his way through the familiar
passages toward the basement entrance. Father would understand.

The climb up through the tunnels felt shorter than usual, driven by the pull of
home. Vincent emerged into the basement of the brownstone, breathing in the
scent of their spadea mixture of old wood, the faint mustiness of the foundation,
and something uguely Catherine. He climbed the stairs and stepped into the
kitchen, flipping on a single light.

The house welcomed him. He moved through the rooms, trailing his fingers along
the back of the couch, pausing in the library to run his claws along the spines of
their books.

He settled into the reading chair by the library window, watching as the evening
light faded to dusk. The city sounds filtered through the @atlstant traffic, the
murmur of voices from the street, the ordinary rhythms of the world Above. But
here, in tis room, there was only peace and the ache of missing her.

*k%x
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The next afternoon, while Vincent was deep in the tunnels helping Kanin move
stones, and while Catherine was in Albany interviewing her third witness of the
day, a group of tunnel children made a decision.

fiWe should go play in the backyabdipper suggested to Samantha, Geoffrey,
and Eric.fivincent and Catherine wa@mind .o

fiBut theyde not ther&) Samantha pointed ouiVincent said only when thése
both homed

AThey wor@ know 0 Eric arguediiwedl just play for a little while and then leave.
No one will ever find oud

Geoffrey was uncertairivVincent said 0

fiVincent says lots of thingsKipper interruptediiCome on, il be fun. And its
not like were going to break anythingy.

After some debate, curiosity and the lure of the sunny backyard won out over
caution. The four children made their way through the tunnels to the basement
entrance, carefully opening the reinforced door and climbing the stairs into the
empty house.

The backyard was perféctwarm sunshine, and dappled shade from the trees.
They found the baseball and gloves right wheredh&ft them during the party
and started an enthusiastic game of catch.

fiGo longb Kipper shouted to Eric, winding up for a big throw.

Eric ran backward, his eyes on the ball, not watching where he was going.&ipper
throw was wild, sailing over Eris head and over the privacy wall entirely. They
heard it bounce on the pavement outside.

AOh nop Samantha breathedVe have to get it baok.
They found the side door that led from the backyard to the street.

fQuick, before anyone seeKipper urged.
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Kipper by Laura G

Eric darted out, grabbed the ball from where it had rolled against a nesghbor
fence, and hurried back. They closed the door behind them, but in their haste and
relief at recovering the ball, they didmotice the bolt not latching.

They played for another hour, then carefully cleaned up, making sure everything
looked exactly as théy found it. In a hurry, the children ran inside, Geoffrey
forgetting to lock the door behind him. They descended back into the tunnels,
congratulating themselves on their successful adventure, never realizing the
mistakes the§d made.

*k*

Jenny Aronson had been thinking about Catherine all day, amopoitse, decided
to stop by the brownstone after work.

She rang the bell, waiting on the front steps. No answer. She tried again, then
shrugged. But as Jenny turned to leave, something caught Betheyside door to
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the backyard was slightly ajar.

Jenny frowned. That wadrright or maybe the door had just blown open in the
wind. Either way, she should check.

She approached the door cautiously, pushing it open wider. The backyard was
empty, peaceful in the late afternoon sun. Everything looked normal. She stepped
inside, closing the door behind her and making sure to lock it properly this time.

fnCatherine®@ she called out. No answer.

Jenny made her way across the backyard to the scraepecdch, then to the back
door of the house. It was unlockedatherine must have forgotten to lock it.
Jenny shook her head, making a mental note to remind her friend about security.

She stepped inside, into the kitchen. Everything was neat and clean, no signs of
disturbance. She walked through the main floor, checking windows and doors to
make sure everything was secure.

She was about to leave when she heard something. A sound from below, from the
basement. Footsteps, and voierale voices, deep and resonant.

Jenny froze. Someone was in the house. Multiple someones.

Her heart racing, she looked around for something to defend herself with, settling
on a heavy bookend from one of the library shelves. She crept toward the basement
door, which stood slightly ajar, trying to hear what the voices were saying.

fid security system next weélgne voice was sayin@iCatherine wants motion
sensors on all the doors and windaws.

fGood ideay another voice repliediEspecially with the tunnel access. We @an
be too carefud

Tunnel access? What are they talking about?

Jenny was so focused on listening that shedar the footsteps coming up the
basement stairs until it was too late. The door swung open, and she found herself
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faceto-face witld
A man. N@ not a man. Something else entirely.

He was tall, with a powerful frame that seemed to fill the doorway. His face was
leonine, with sharp features, and a cleft lip. But his @y@s eyes were the most
startling thing about him. They webeilliant, crystalline blue, and they held an
intelligence and depth that was unmistakably human, unmistakably aware.

Jenny screamed.

The sound tore from her throat involuntarily, a primal response to the impossible
thing before her.

Two men emerged from behind him, moving with practiced efficiency. They

caught her by the arms, took the bookend out of her hand, and guided her to a chair
in the library and sat her down, positioning themselves on either side Jeyeg

never left the creatudethe ma® as he moved toward her.

fiPlease dod scream again,one of the men said. His voice was calm, steady.
AWede not going to hurt yoa.

fiWhao what are you@Jennys voice came out as a whisper, her eyes fixed on
him. She was trembling, her hands gripping the chair arms so tightly that her
knuckles went white. But she coulfilfook away.

The creatur@ man® moved slowly, carefully, as if he understood how
frightening he was. He knelt before her chair, bringing himself to her eye level.
Then Jenny noticed the gentleness in those impossible blue eyes.

When he spoke, his voice was cultured, completely at odds with his appearance. It
was a voice that belonged to someone educated, refined, kind.

fiMy name is Vinceng he saidfi am a friend of Catherirs. These are Kanin and
Cullen, also friends. We mean you no harm.

AVincentd Jennys mind was reeling, struggling to process what she was seeing,
what she was feelingiBut... Idve never.0 She trailed off, her brow furrowing.
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Catherine had never mentioned anyone named Vincent. Noti@atherine
never said anything about you. She never mentdned

She couldi finish the sentence. How could she have kept this secret?

Al know this is frightening) Vincent continued, his voice calm and measured. He
remained kneeling before her, nthmeatening despite his size, despite the raw
power evident in his framél know my appearance is shocking. But | promise
you, | am not a threat to you or to Catherine.

Jennys eyes searched his face, looking for deception, finding only sincerity. The
contradiction was maddening. She could feel the strength of the men holding her
arms, could feel the weight of Vincémipresence before her, and yet there was no
menace in it. Only a careful, deliberate gentleness.

fiCatherine knows about yodi2ennys voice was rising again, a mix of fear and
something els® betrayal, maybe, or confusiofiShe knows what you ar@?

fiShe knows who | amaVincent corrected gentlyiAnd yes, she knows
everythingo

Jennys mind was racing, trying to make sense of this. The house, the basement,
Catherinés strange behavior sometimes, her reluctance to talk about her personal
life in detail. It was all connected to this... to him. And the way he looked at her
now, with those blue eyes, with an understanding that seemed to see right through
her fear to theamplicated tangle of emotions beneath it.

Al dond understana,she said finallyfl dond understand any of thés.

Al know.0 Vincents expression was sympathetic, and there was something in his
gaze that suggested he understood more than just her confésidn. wish we
had time to explain properly. But right now, we need to kivaw

He was interrupted by the sound of a phone ringing. All four of them froze,
listening as the answering machine picked up.

Catherinés voice filled the room, warm and intimaféi, Vincent. | know yodre
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probably Below, but | wanted to hear your voide between interviews and
missing you terribly. The case is going well should be home tomorrow evening
instead of Thursday. | c@rwait to see you. | love you. Call me if you get this
message.

The machine beeped, and silence fell over the library.

Jenny stared at Vincent, seeing the way his expression had softened at Gatherine
voice, the obvious love in his eyes. This was real. Catherine was in love with this...
with him. And he clearly loved her back.

fiThat was Catherineshe said unnecessarily, her voice faint.

AYeso Vincent stood and moved to the phone. He picked up the receiver and
dialed with surprising dexterity despite his clawed fingers. After a moment, he
spoke:iiCatherine, s Vincent. Something has happened. Your friend Jenny came
to check on the house and...as@met. Shé here now, with Kanin, Cullen, and

me. Shés frightened. Please call as soon as you get this megsage.

He hung up and turned back to Jenny, his expression gi@atherine will call
back sooro

The phone rang again, and Vincent answered immediéi@itherined

Jenny couldd hear Catherin® side of the conversation, but she watched
Vincents face as he spoke, seeing the concern there, the love, the trust.

AYes, shé here. Shi unharmed, just frighten@dA pausefill understana
Another pausdiYes, @l put her ono

Vincent held out the phone to JenfZatherine wants to speak with you.
With trembling hands, Jenny took the receivi&atherine®

fJennyo Catherinés voice was tight with worryilén so sorry. | never wanted you
to find out this wayd

fiCathy, what is going oJennys voice crackediWhat is he@
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fiHeGs...the man | love,Catherine said simplyil know he looks frightening, but
Jenny, | swear to you, Vincent is the kindest, most compassionate p@esendr
known. He would never hurt yau.

fiBut hes... hés not human, Cathy. & 0

fiHed differentp Catherine interruptediBut hes still a person. He has thoughts,
feelings, and dreams. He reads poetry, plays chess, and loves classical n@asic. He
brilliant and hés saved my life more times than | can coant.

Jenny was silent, trying to process this. The creatMi@cen was watching her
with those impossibly blue eyes, and she could see the intelligence there, the
awareness, the very human concern.

Al need you to trust meCatherine continuedi know this is overwhelming. |

know ités frightening. But Vincent and his friends live underneath the city. In
tunnels. They have been living there for decades. They are a peaceful group of
people who help other people in need. | was taken there by Vincent during the ten
days | disappeared. \Went and his father treated my injuries. Because of them, |
survived. Their community has become my family, and if you say something...

ATheya be in dangeo,Jenny finished, understanding dawnifighats why you
never told me. Th& why all the secreqy.

AYes. And Jenny, | need you to promise me something. | need you to promise that
you word tell anyone about this. Not your family, not your friends, not anyone.
Can you do that?

Jenny looked at Vincent again, really looked at him. She saw the way he held
himself, careful and controlled. She saw the intelligence in his eyes, the obvious
concern for Catherine. She thought about her f@rdice on the answering
machine, full of love and longing.

fiHe really loves yow she said softly.

nYeso Catherin@s voice was thick with emotioffAnd | love him. More than
anythingo
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Jenny took a deep breath and made a deciidkay. Okay, | promise. | wantell
anyone. But Cathy, when you get back, you and | are going to have a very long
conversatiora

Al know. And @l tell you everything, | promise. Can you put Vincent backaon?

Jenny handed the phone back to Vincent, watching as he spoke quietly with
Catherine. The two ménKanin and Culled had relaxed slightly, no longer

blocking her path to the door. They trusted her, she realized. Or at least, they were
willing to trust Cathene® judgment of her.

After a few more minutes, Vincent hung up the phone and turned to Jenny.
fiCatherine is taking the next train back. 8H=e here in a few hours. She asked if
you would wait for hen

Vincent by Laura G
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fldl wait,0 Jenny agreed. Her legs felt shaky, and she was grateful to remain
seatedfiiCan I... can | ask you something?

AOf courseon
fiHow long have you and Catherine been together?

A small smile crossed Vincdistleonine featuregsiWedve known each other for
several years. But e been together, truly together, for about six moaths.

fANd this house... You live here? With her?

AYes. This is our homéHe gestured around the libraffCatherine designed it
with both our needs in mind. The tunnel access allows me to move between Above
and Below freely

Jenny shook her head, still trying to wrap her mind around itSitle really loves
you. | can hear it in her voice.

nANd | love hero Vincents voice was firm, certaifiMore than life itself. She is
my heart, my home, my everythigg.

Despite everything the shock, the fear, the impossibility of ittallenny found

herself believing him. There was something in his voice, in his eyes, that was
utterly sincere. Catherine had found something rare and precious, even if it came in
the most unepected form.

fOkay 0 she said finallyfiOkay. @l wait for Catherine. And then... then maybe
you can help me understand all of this.

Vincent inclined his headiThank you, Jenny. For your understanding, and for
your discretion. It means more than you know.

Kanin and Cullen excused themselves, returning to the tunnels to give Jenny and
Vincent space. Vincent made &a surprisingly domestic gesture that helped ease
some of Jenn® lingering fear. They sat in the library, and slowly, carefully,
Vincent began to tell her about the tunnel community, about his life Below, about
how he and Catherine had met.
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By the time Catherin@® key turned in the lock hours later, Jenny had heard enough
to begin understanding. And when Catherine rushed into the library, her eyes
immediately finding Vincent, the love between them was so obvious, so powerful,
that Jenngs last doubts dissolved.

This was real. This was right. And she would keep their secret, no matter what.

*k%

Three weeks | ater, the |ibrary had beco
brownstone. She sat curled in one of the leather armchairs, a delicate teacup

balanced on her knee, listening with rapt attention as Father described the
underground gardens.

AThe hydroponics system was Thomasoés i n
bright with pride. AHe studied botany A

Vincent smiled from his seat beside Cat
controlled temperature and humidity, an
children help tend the gardens. |1 tdés be

Alad love to see i Jenny said, then caught hersélfmean, if thads... if IGm
allowed..0

AOf course yo&re allowedy Catherine said warmly, reaching over to squeeze
Jennys handfiYoude family now. Fathés already cleared it with the counail.
0

Father nodded, selecting a pastry from the tray William had sénteljicate

cream puffs that had made Jetsgyes widen when Vincent first brought them
from the tunnelsiiThe community has voted. YGe welcome Below, Jenny. Your
discretion these past weeks has earned theirdrust.

Jennys eyes glistenedi still cand believe all of this exists. A whole world, right
beneath the city. @ like something out of a fairy tade.

AA fairy tale with very real plumbing problenas;ather said dryly, and they all
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laughed.

The conversation flowed easily, moving from the gardens to the hospital chambers,
to the vast library. Jenny asked questions with genuine curiosity, and Father
answered with the patience of a born teacher. Catherine watched them together, her
heart full. Her best friend and Vincetstfather, sharing tea and stories in the home

she and Vincent had built together.

AThe pipe system is the most fascinating paxnny was sayingiAll those
messages traveling through the tunneés. like a telegraph network, but more
elegant somehow.

fiMore musical) Vincent offeredfiEach sender has their own rhythm, their own
signature. You learn to recognize vik@ending before you even read the
message.

AVincents is distinctivey Father said with a slight smilBEven as a child, his
patterns were... unique.

fiPoetic, you mean,Catherine teased, and Vincénhand found hers, their fingers
intertwining naturally.

The afternoon light was fading when Father finally rose, setting down his empty
teacup fil should return. | promised to check on Kéilypaby before dinner.

fiHow is little Sarah® Catherine asked, standing to embrace him.
AThriving. Loudo Fatheds eyes twinkledfiMuch like her motheé.

Jenny stood as well, suddenly shyhank you, Father. For trusting me. For
welcoming med

Father studied her for a moment, then stepped forward and took her hand in both of
his. iCatherine loves you like a sister. That makes you family. And we protect our
family.o

Jennys eyes filled with tearsildl never betray that trust. | promise.
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Al know.0 Father patted her hand, then turned to VinddMalk me to the
entrance@

Vincent nodded, and the two men disappeared through the door that led to the
basement. Catherine heard their footsteps descending, the familiar sound of the
hidden passage opening.

fiHeGs wonderfulp Jenny said softhyfiTheyde all wonderful. 1 still cadé believe
you kept this secret for so lorg.

Al had top Catherine said simplyiTo protect them. To protect Vincemt.

Al understanad Jenny moved to the window, looking out at the backyard where the
tunnel children had played catch just that morniihginderstand everything.

They stood in comfortable silence until Vincent returned, his footsteps quiet on the
stairs. He entered the library and immediately went to Catherine, his arm sliding
around her waist.

fiFather made it down safely€atherine asked.
Vincent nodded.

Jenny stood upgil should go too. Let you two have your evenin§he gathered
her purse, then pausdtbame time next week?

fAbsolutelyp Catherine said, walking her to the doi®and Jenny? Thank you.
For everythingd

AThank you) Jenny repliediifor trusting me with this. With hind.She glanced
back at Vincent, who stood in the library doorwiéiake care of heo.

fAlways,0 Vincent said simply.

Catherine walked Jenny to the front door, embracing her tightly before watching
her descend the steps to the street. When she returned to the library, Vincent was
standing by the window, watching the last light fade from the sky.

ASh&s good for you he said as Catherine joined hifilaving someone Above
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who knows, who understands.

fYeso Catherine admitted, leaning into hifilt was lonely keeping the secret from
everyone | lovea

Vincent turned to face her, his hands coming up to frame herfi@esorry you
had to carry that burdem.

ADond be o Catherine smiledilt was worth it. Yodre worth everythingh

They stood there for a long moment, just holding each other, until a thought made
Catherine laugh softly.

fWhat is it® Vincent asked.

Al was thinking about the ironyCatherine said, shaking her heéthe children

finally confessed this afternodrwhile you were Below, theéy snuck into the
backyard to play. They never locked the porch door or the fence gate on their way
back. They were so worried about getting in trouble, but once they heard about
Jenny, they understood what tiagyloneo

Vincents expression grew serioud#.hey should have said something soaner.

AThey were scared. But Vincenb.Catherinés smile widenedil told them they
wererd in trouble. In fact, | told them their mistake was a blesséing.

Vincents eyebrows roséA blessing®

AYeso Catherinés eyes shonéBecause of their mistake, Jenny knows about you
now. My best friend knows about the most important person in my life. | have
someone who loves us both, who understands what weotdeevoice grew thick
with emotion.

Vincent pulled her close, his chin resting on top of her head. She felt his chest
expand with a deep breath, felt the way his arms tightened around her.

Além happy for yowd he murmurediiFor both of you. Jenny is a good friend, and
you deserve to have someone you can talk to, someone who knows alldof you.
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Vincent by Laura G

AWede building something beautiful hede;atherine said softhyiA life that
bridges both worlds. And now Jer@sypart of that bridge.

They stood together in the gathering darkness, the library around them filled with
books and the promise of all the evenings yet to come. Finally, Vincent pressed a
kiss to her temple.

AComeo he saidflLetds go to beah

They moved through the house together, turning off lights, checking windows. At
the security panel by the front door, Catherine punched in the code, and the system
beeped its confirmation.
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nNArmedp she said with satisfaction.

Vincent smiled, remembering the childéemistakeThey climbed the stairs
together, the house settling around them, safe and secure. Their home. Their
sanctuary. Their bridge between two worlds.
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Neath the Sidewalks of New York
Denise

In tribute to all the authors and
writers who kept the dream alive

Neath the Sidewalks of New York
Are Light and Cloudshadow
Forming Daydreams and Fantasies
Cascading down forming Possibilities.
When All that lights upon us is in Counterpoint
To the Continuum Between two Worlds. symbolizing
Great Expectations in a Life without Limits.
Acquainted with the night
The Dreamer Returns to Awake to the Dream
While Destiny arrives as a Fortress on a Tranquil Beach
A Kaleidoscope of Crystal Reflections as Love Bade Me Welcome
In Daydreams and Fantasies to the mind of Vi nc ende.d s
For A Child was Born in a land
South of Oz, an Invocation for a Child written in Bondstories

Dedicate to a Wildheart

86



Vant age Point
Maryann N. Wood

AUTHORS NOTES: For the purposes of this story anything, other than Vincent
rescuing his son Jacob, after the episode Walk Slowing happened. Meaning
Gabriel, Elliot, and Father are alive. Special thanks to JoAnn Baca for all your help
in editing, encourageemt and advice. This story will be told in four parts from a
different vantage point of three characters.

PART ONE: VI NCENT
CHAPTER ONE

It was a quiet evening in the tunnels. Vincent sat with his son, Jacob, reading at his
writing desk in his chamber. Vincent looked up from his book at his son. Jacob
was so absorbed in a picture he was drawing that hé didtice his father

watching him. He reminded Vincent so much of Catherine at times that it was
almost painful to look at him. He had her nose, her hair colour, her #yegyes

that Vincent so desperately wished he could gaze into once more. Most
importantly, Jacob had her warmth, her compassion, her gentle disposition.

The boy had just turned four two weeks ago. The date they celebrated his birthday
was the day Vincent found his son. The day he held him in his arms for the first
time. He decided to celebrate Jagobirthday on that date instead of the date of

his actual birth.

That date marked the worst in Vincénlife. A day that ripped a hole in his heart
that never healed. The pain that never went numb. The day his Catherine died. A
lump came to his throat thinking about it. Tears threatened to fall.

Vincent turned his gaze away from Jacob and looked around the room. There were
tokens of Catherine everywhere. Books they had read together. Personal
possessions Peter had brought down to him from Catlée@partment. Her hope
chest sat at the foot of his bed. Filled with memories from her childhood, her years
at school and, most importantly, mementos of her time with him. The mask she
wore to Brigit GDonnellts book party, sheets of music from concerts they
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attended tucked under the stage of Central Park. Little pieces of fabrics, rocks,
dried flowers, each labelled in her cursivitncents and my first hugvincents

and my first walk through the tunngléincents and my first trip to the falls

Vincents and my first kissHis eyes then fell to the shelf behind Jacob. A picture

of Catherine sat there, taken at her first and only Winterfest. She was a vision then
and the picture captured her beauty. Vincent closed his eyes, trying to gather his
composure &fore Jacob saw the raw emotion in his face.

When he felt safe to do so, Vincent opened his eyes and looked at his son once
more. Jacob was smiling as he drew his picture, a determined look on @ee boy
face. Vincent looked down at what he was drawing. It was a picture of eight
identical white onestory buildings on a plot of grass, arranged in an octagon. A
fence surrounded the perimeter, with a forest wrapping around the whole property.
Windows linedeach building with what looked like bars on them. Jacob was
concentrating on one window in particuléle was drawing flowers all around the
window.

fJacob, what is it that you are drawingf questioned his son.

fiFlowers for motheg he replied without looking up.

Vincent was about to question him further when Mary walked into the chamber.
fJacob, sweetheart@ttime for your batld,she said, walking up to the table.
AAww, Auntie Mary, do | have tavhe whined, setting his crayon down.

AiYes. You and Luke got into the sand pits today; you both are #6lthy.

fiFather, do | really have t0?

AHMmM? Distracted, Vincent looked up from the drawing and saw his son and
Mary staring at him, waiting for an answer.

fiDo | have to have a bati\incent shook his head to clear it then smil@deso
he repliedfiListen to Aunt Mary and have a batfil meet you in your chamber to
tuck you in and read you your stapy.
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AAIl right, 0 Jacob replied, defeated.

Mary smiled at Vincent as Jacob hopped off the chair and took@laand. She
gave his hand a squeeze and started to lead hirfilioydu turn that frown upside
down, Jacob, | just may bring you some cookies and milk for your bedtime story
tonighto she said.

Ao, really, Auntie Mary? That would be wonderful. Could they be oatmeal? No,
wait, peanut butter. No, no, o think Wi

Vincent smiled as his s@mvoice faded off as he and Mary exited the chamber and
headed down the hall towards the bathing chambers.

Vincent stood and started gathering J@salyawings and crayons. He looked once
more at the picture his son had drawn. He looked at the window with the flowers.
fiCatherined Vincent sighed lightly, touching the window their son had assigned
her.

He neatly put Jacd@ drawings and crayons away in his &Gosatchel. He would
question him later about the drawing. Perhaps tomorrow, when they would sit for
their evening together.

CHAPTER TWO

Vincent couldid question Jacob the next evening, nor the one after that, about the
drawing. A leak in the pipes near the western exit kept him and some other tunnel
dwellers busy with repairs.

The drawing was all but forgotten.

Vincent walked towards Jac@#bchamber late one evening; it was located right

next to his own. He was about to enter when he heard Jacob reading aloud. It still
amazed him how smart his son was. At just four years old, he was reading small
chapter books. He was able to process inftonand come to intelligent
conclusions that far exceeded his age, though he still had thatikdildonder

that made those conclusions adorable.
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When Vincent walked into his chamber, he looked around and smiled. It reminded
him so much of his own chamber when he was a child. Wooden toys and stuffed
animals clutter the shelves that surrounded the room. A bookshelf stood across the
wall behind Jacals bed. It held an assortment of books. Picture books, chapter
books, even books that were still too advanced for the boy, but that Jacob wanted
for when he was old enough. On his nightstand, next to a few trinkets and a lamp,
stood a picture of Catherintae same one from Winterfest that Vincent had in his
own chamber.

Jacob was in his pajamas and sitting in his bed. He was holding a doll that once
belonged to Catherine that Vincent had found in her hope chest among her
belongings. Not knowing the name that Catherine had given the doll when she was
a young girl, Jacob dad the doll Alice, saying she looked like Alice froifice in
Wonderland The doll sat in his lap as he read from one of his favorite bdbies,
Velveteen Rabbit

AdReal isr@t how you are madeésaid the Skin Horsé, dacob read out loud. |6 a
thing that happens to you. When a child loves you for a long, long time, not just to
play with, but REALLY loves you, then you become r@ab.

fJacob, you started without mé&/incent said, smiling as he approached the bed.

fSorry, Father. Mother was sad, so | started to read to her. It makes her happy
when | read

Vincent frowned at his s@ words. He sat next to the boy on the liwdhat do
you mean, Jacob? Reading to Motlder?

fShe was sad again. Skalways sad. But when | read to her, she dbesypand
it helps her fall asleep.

A) a ¢ @ Widcent started slowlyiJacob, you know your mother is up in heaven.
Shds happy there. She misses us as much as we miss her but, believednatshe
sad, shé at peace.

fiN0,0 Jacob insisted, slamming the book sfiido. Shés sick and in the hospital.
| keep asking her when she will get better and come home, but shédoesn
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answermn

fJacoby Vincent said, his voice becoming stefigour mother cafi come home. |
explained this to you before. | know you want her to. | would give anything to
have her with us. & not possiblé.

Jacob looked at his father angriiWhy dord you believe me®he cried, tears
streaming down his cheeks.

fJacob, | want to, | do.d just not possible.

fiFine! Go away then. | want to go to sleep noddcob yelled. He slammed the
book down on his nightstand then turned his back to his father and laid down,
hugging Alice to his chest and covering his head with his blanket.

Vincent sighed and hung his head in defeat. He laid a hand on Bssbomilder

and whisperediGood night, my son. | love yoluHe stood and started to make his
way out of the chamber, putting out the lanterns and lights as he left. He stopped at
the threshold of the chamber and looked back. Jacob was still huddled under the
covers. He barely heard his son whisgi&oodnight, Mother, | love yoa.

Vincent walked slowly through the tunnels towards Fathelnamber. The lanterns
were lowered to save on oil. The pipes clinked with goodnight messages,
reminders about tomorraw events, and messages the children sent each other
from their chambers, thinking the adults couidrear their chatter when they were
supposed to be going to sleep. Light chatter could be heard in chambers where the
drapes were drawn as families settled in for the night. The ambience was usually
peaceful for Vincent, but tonightdidnd comfort him as it usually did.

He approached Fatlsrchamber and spoke softly before enterfit@ther, are you
busy? May | come irt?he asked.

AOf course, Vincend Father answerediYou are always welcome.

Vincent walked into Fathé chamber and over to where the old man sat at his
desk, a book in his hands. He sat in his customary chair across from Father and
looked to the ground.
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Despairby Laura G

AWhais troubling you, Vincent?Father asked, concern in his voice.
Vincent sighedfilté Jacoln
AWhat about Jacob? Is he okay, is he not wéiBther immediately asked.

fiNo, nop Vincent reassured hiniiHis health is fine. @5 just some things e
been saying and drawing that have me concedned.

AWhat kinds of things?

fHe® been talking about Catherine lately. Or, really, talkonGatherine. He

thinks shés in a hospital somewhere and that he can read to her, talk to her. He
says shé sad and when he talks to her it makes her happy. He drew a picture of
what | guess resembles a hospital complex, with flowers outside a window, saying
that it was her room and the flowers were forder.

Vincent paused for a moment. He wanted to gather his thoughts before he
continued.
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fFather, you know how Catherine and | had a special bond before | lost her. You
always said | had gift for empathy, that it was stronger than anything you ever
imagined. What if | passed some of that empathy along to Jacob? What if,
somehow, h& envisioning when he was born, when he was taken from Catherine.
And hds seeing it through his eyes naw?

Father thought for a moment before replyiignything is possible. & extremely

rare for anyone to remember something from an early age, let alone their birth,
although you and your son are different. Your bond with Catherine was something
extremely rare. It was extraordinary. It is certainly possible you passed some of
that along to Jacob. He is an extremely intelligent chiddyenius, | would even

say. His reception to human emotions is baffling. As he gets oldirstaet to

realize what really &ppened to his mother. This could be just a coping

mechanisno

Vincent nodded and looked back at the grotiiithat is what | thought. But to hear
him talk about her, like she wasigone from us, hurts. | try to understand that he

Is just a child with hopes, but the wound in my heart from her loss is just as raw as
it was four years ago. | darknow how much | can bear.

Father placed his book on the desk and stood. He walked over and stood behind his
son, placing a comforting hand on his shouléigts going to be difficult,

Vincentp he saidiiJacob is old enough now to realize what the loss of his mother
means, and he is trying to deal with it in his own way. Eventually, he will come to
terms with the loss, but until then you will have to try to be understanding.
Remember though, after beindagher to Jacob and helping him through this, I,

too, am a father, your fatheand it will be my turn to help my son through thi. |

be there for you.

Vincent smiled sadly and placed his hand over the top of his @atfi€hank you,
Fatherp he whispered.

fAnytime, my soro Father gave Vincefd shoulder a comforting squeeze, then
returned to his chair and continued to read his book.

Vincent sat there for the rest of the evening with his father, taking comfort in the
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silence and his fathér presence.

Late that night, Vincent made his way above. Traveling in the shadows, he made
his way to the cemetery to visit Cathedmgrave.

He came often during the week to sit with her and speak of Jacob and all the others
who loved her. He would tell her how everyone was. What was happening in their
lives. Every time, for the last four years, he would have a story to tell her. How Joe
and Jany were engaged and expecting their first child. How when Devin came to
visit last year and met Diana, it was love at first sight; they both now traveled the
world, working with Greenpeace and other fpyofit organizations. Mouse, as

usual, was inventingarious contraptions. Most of the inventions, Vincent would
laugh when he spoke of them, worked. How Jamie and Mouse were courting, as
Father would say, slowly allowing their budding romance to bloom. Kanin and
Olivia had twin girls a year ago.

Every other Saturday, Jamie or Samantha or another trusted tunnel dweller would
bring Jacob up to visit his motlésrgrave. A dying bouquet of wildflowers that
Jacob must have picked lay on the ground in front of the tombstone.

When he arrived tonight, Vincent slowly sat down and leaned against the
tombstone. He gently traced Cathe@rame and sighefiCatherine) he began,

filém so worried about are son. He misses you greatly. He seems to think he can
visit you in his thoughts and dreams. It worries me that he thinks these visions are
r e aolvidcent paused, fighting back the tears that threatened to fall.

Al dond know what to do, Catherine. Part of me wants him to have these dreams,
these visions of you, but I know the result will only hurt him. | know that hurt.
Every time | close my eyes, | envision you tucked against me. It is a pain that
saddens me greatlyubat the same time terrifies me to lase.

He stopped speaking for a moment and let his tears fall. A lump formed in his
throat as grief overtook him once again. The pain in his heart intensified

sfiCatherined he cried Al know | must be strong for Jacob. To be there for him, but
time does not heal all wounds. If anything, it only deepens themd kioow how
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much longer | can continue pretending to be okay. Pretending that the pain | feel
from the loss of you is turning into a dull achés lgetting worse, Catherine.

Seeing Jacob grow. Seeing how every day he looks more like you. He even has
your laugh nowo

Vincent closed his eyes, biting his lip, and struggled to gain control of his
emotions. He clenched his fists, fighting his anger, his sorrow. Fighting to calm
down enough to make his way back Below. After several long minutes, when he
felt control returrmg to him, he opened his eyes. He traced Cathrimeane once
more and whispered, Though lovers be lost, love shall not, and death shall have
no dominion&@ With a kiss to her tombstone, he whispered once niibteye

you, my Catherine. | shall retuta visit soono

He stood and brushed off his pants and smiled sadly. With one final glance down,
Vincent retreated towards the tunnels below the city.

CHAPTER THREE

The Painted Tunnels were always a favorite for the children. Elizabeth decided to
start giving the children art lessons once a week.

Vincent and Kanin were in the tunnels setting up some desks and easels to help
with Elizabetlis classes. It was the first class and, as of now, a handful of children,
including Luke and Jacob, sat in a samncle around the chair Elizabeth sat in.

Each had a sketch pad and pencil in their laps.

fiNow, childreng she begarvjfor our first lesson | want you to draw something that
you love. Something that brings you joy. It could be a person, a toy, somewhere
you like to visit. When you draw, paint or sketclds ibest to start with things that
make you happy. It could be just about anything. Picture what you want to draw in
your minds, children, then use the pencil to bring that vision to life. Technique will
come in time. No picture you draw today will be batwall be a work of art

because it Wi be of something you care abaut.

The children all nodded and then set to work on creating their first works of art.
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Mourning by Laura G

Ala bet you a sentry shift in the middle of the night that Luke is drawing a hotdog
right nowp Kanin whispered with a smile on his face.

Vincent looked towards the children and smild@erhaps) he repliedfiJacob, on
the other hand, is probably drawing a book. His nose is constantly stuckan one.

NAt least Jacob likes to read actual books. All Luke reads is comic booksi | don
know who brought those damn things down here, budstladithe will willingly
reado

Vincent smiled at his friend and shook his head.

Ten minutes later, they were almost finished setting up the makeshift classroom
when Elizabeth announce@ll right, children, set your pencils down&tnow
time to go around and share with the class what you ddtwolfirst.0

She turned her sketch towards the children to show them her dravingw all
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of you childreng she saidfiTeaching you all how to draw makes me happy, so |
wanted to show that through my drawim@he picture captured all the childi@n
likenesses in wonderful ways, all of them with their heads down, deep in thought
as they drew what was in their minds.

AThats beautiful, Miss Elizabeth Jacob remarked.

AWhy, thank you for the compliment, Jacob. An artist is always pleased when
someone appreciates their work. Nowgdajo around in a circle and share what

we drew with the class. We are going to describe what we drew, including what
colours you envisioned. You may have only used a grey pencil, but | want to hear
about the colours that are hidden inside. Eric, whyddea start with you®@

Eric nervously turned his sketch pad so the others couldilsgiew an airplane.
ItGs white with blue stripes. The clouds are white. One day | want to be a pilot and
fly all over the worldo

flté a beautiful drawing, Eric Elizabeth remarkedils that you in the pilds
seat®

Eric smiled sheepishly and nodded.
Elizabeth looked at the next child in the cirdiall right, Sarah, yo&e nexto

Sarah proudly showed her drawing to the class andi#tila picture offhe
Little Mermaid Ariel. She has a green fin, purple shells, and red hair, like the

colour of a tomato. She loves Prince Eric and wants to kis® him.
AEeww, kissing. Th& grossd Luke said, looking at the picture.
filt is not, iGs romantich Sarah fought back.

fiNo, ités gross. What if she just ate brussels sprouts? Yauokadver going to kiss
a girl.o

AWell, a girl is never going to wanna kiss you, Luke.

Kanin and Vincent looked at each other and chuckled, trying hard to suppress their
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laughter.
RAIl right, children, all right Elizabeth intervenediLuke, youire nexto

Luke smiled and showed his pictufiedrew a hotdog with red ketchup, yellow
mustard, and a brown bun. Hotdogs are the dest.

fATold you sop Kanin whispered to Vincent, setting up another chair.

AWhenever Dad and | go Above, he takes me to the hotdog stand before we come
back home. Do@ tell Mom though. She says hotdogs are bad for you. Mom will
make Dad sleep on the couch in our chamber again if she finds out he bought me
oneo

Kanin stood up fast and looked towards his $thnke!o he whispered harshly,
AShhhb He held his index finger to his lips and shook his head

Vincent couldi help laughing out loud this time.

Kanin turned back towards Vincent, his cheeks flushed with embarrassment.
fADamn kid doesi have a filte) he mumbled.

Vincent smirked at his friendiYou know, Kanin, we just got a shipment in from
HarryGs repo furniture storedh pretty sure there was a decent couch among the
deliveries. Sounds like you could use a new @ne.

AShut up, VincengKanin said, shooting him the middle finger.

The men continued setting up the classroom, giving each other dirty looks, as
Elizabeth continued with her class.

AAIl right, children, le6s continue. Jacob it your turng Elizabeth said, giving
him a smile.

Jacob looked down at his drawing then glanced towards his father nervously.
fiJacob, we would all love to see your drawirniglizabeth said, encouraging him.

Jacob bit his lip and slowly turned his drawing arouidirew my motheg he
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Vincent shot up quickly and looked at the group of childim.he thoughtNot
here, not now.

AHer hair is sandy brown like mine and her eyes are green like mine, too. She
wants to look out the window but c&o

AWhy isnd she smiling, Jacold®Barah askedil thought people were supposed to
smile in picture

fBecause she cérsee her flowers.

Elizabeth looked back and forth between Vincent and Jacob for a moment before
smiling down at Jacoliiwell, children, maybe next class we can all draw flowers
for Jacolds mother Catherine.

Jacob drew his legs up to his chest and hugged his pit&hed like thatp he
whispered.

That night, after Vincent tucked Jacob intg
bed, he picked up his stnsatchel and
brought it back to his own chamber. He
hesitated to look through it. He had
conflicting emotions about wanting to look
at the picture Jacob drew today. Did he
want to look at it and see how his son
envisioned his mother? Ja@lrecent
dreams and visions of Catherine already
weighed heavily on him. The mere

to his eyes and an ache in his chest. He
welcomed it most days, though. The
thought of not keeping her in his heart W&S}’j‘;
unimaginable.

Idl ready for bed firsthe decidedthen @I
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look at the picture

After he was washed and dressed for bed, he procrastinatedw@kenaybedl
write in my journal, thendl look at the pictured

As usual, he wrote about the dagvents. He wrote about Jacob, even about the
laugh he had at Kanim expense. Once he was finished with that, he decided to go
say goodnight to Father, perhaps play a game of chess. Once there, he dismissed
Fatheds concerns about his disposition, saying it was just a busy but mundane
day.

Finally, after procrastinating enough, he could not think of another excuse to put
off looking at the picture.

He searched through the satchel and pulled out the sketch pad frois taday
lesson. Flipping through the pad, he saw that the first few pages were drawings of
flowers. He then came to todaydrawing. The drawing of Catherine. It was a
picture of a woman looking towards a window. The likeness to Catherine was
there, but then that could be because he knew it was a drawing of her. Her hair
hung halfway down her back, and only the left sideesfface was visible. You

could clearly see the frown on her éadhough that wagnwhat troubled Vincent.

It wasrd what made his heart skip a beat. It was the scar next to the young
womards left ear in the picture that captured his eye. The scar identical to
Catherinés. The scar Vincent knew for certain that was in no picture of Catherine
they had. The scar he knew Jacob knew nothing about.

CHAPTER FOUR

Vincent paced his chamber. Ten strides, turn, another ten, and turn. The drawing of
Catherine sat on his desk. He would occasionally stop and look down at it for a
moment, then continue pacing. He was trying to come up with a logical reason that

would exphin how Jacob knew about the scar.

He made sure, he insisted ever since Jacob was an infant, that only positive
memories of his mother would be shared. He didant any negative memories
tainting Jacots vision of her.
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Could some of the older children have told him? He doubted it. He doubted that
the children who may have overheard things back when Catherine was part of the
Below community would say anything. Only pleasant memories were shared
amongst the community. Jdreelished those memories. Each time his masher
name came up in a conversation, he would stop whatever he was doing and listen
tied to a memoryntently.

Vincent himself rarely talked about Catherine. It hurt too much to do so. Selfishly,
he depended on the community to answer the questions Jacob had. Of course, he
did share a few memories with his son. The books she liked, the music she loved to
listen to.But he could never take Jacob to Cath&srand his special spot

underneath the paikamphitheatre. He coul@reven bring himself to go there

alone anymore. But he did make sure someone would take Jacob Above frequently
to listen to and watch the comtsin the park.

Vincent stopped once again in front of the desk. He placed his hands down on it in
frustration. How could Jacob know? Who would tell him such a thing? He started
to pace again but stopped midstride.

Jacob was troubled. Upset. He could feel through the connection with his son that
he was scared. It was then he heard the first sfidoto Jacob yelled.

Vincent rushed from his chamber and down to higsdte found Jacob tossing
and turning in his bed in the midst of a nightmare.

fiLeave her aloné!Jacob cried.

Vincent rushed to his s@side and gathered him in his arms.

Tears were streaming down Jadbheeks in his sleep.

fiJacob) Vincent whispered softly, gently shaking his son, trying to wake him.
AStop. Youre hurting hem he cried, thrashing in his fatlisrarms.

fJacob) Vincent said a little louder, trying to wake his son without startling him.

fiPlease, no. Yaie hurting hem Jacob continued to shout, his sobs becoming
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more desperate.
fJacob, wake up.d okayo Vincent pleaded louder, shaking his son.

Jacob shot up in his fatlierarms, waking from his nightmare. He looked around
the room, confused, then up at his father. Without hesitation, Jacob buried his face
in his fathe& chest and sobbed.

AS h hod/incent soothed his son, rubbing his batké okay, yode safed

Mary, wrapped in her robe, appeared at the threshold of Gacloddmber. She
stopped when Vincent looked up at her. Seeing Jacob in Vasarms, she
mouthed the word8ls he okay@

Vincent nodded a yes.
She sadly smiled and nodded back and retreated to her own chamber.

Vincent continued to rub Jac@back, whispering words of comfort in his ear.
Once Jacofs sobs settled to sniffles, Vincent whisper@ifould you like to sleep
in my chamber tonigh@?

Jacob noddeglesagainst his chest.

Vincent hugged him close and
stood up, holding his son in his
arms. He started to walk away from
the bed when Jacob stopped him.

AWait, | need Carolin@,his son
whispered softly.

Confused, Vincent turned back
towards the bed and saw the doll,
Alice, lying among the blankets.
AYou mean Alice® he asked,
picking up the doll and handing her
to Jacob.
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