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"Aaahh," Vincent sighed, then moaned, as he stood leaning back, his hands on his hips.
With a grunt, he exhaled, stretching the sore muscles of his back and shoulders. He was
weary, every joint and muscle ached from the incredibly long day's work. His inner clock
told him it was close to four in the afternoon and everyone was exhausted from the repair
work on a collapsed portion of a vital passageway.

They had all labored the night before until nearly midnight, doing the most urgently needed
repairs. Then Vincent had risen before gray dawn broke over the city above them, arriving
on the scene long before anyone else. He had single-handedly removed rubble, debris and
large boulders that would have hindered the work of those scheduled to shore up the rock
ceiling and walls with wooden supports. There were several more hours of work left, and all
were eager to see it completed. But the most urgent repairs had been accomplished and
the men had unanimously agreed to take a badly needed rest break of an hour or two.

Now, he and the others stood surveying the results of their long hours of back-breaking
labor. Placing his huge powerful arms around the shoulders of Pascal and Cullen, he took
a deep breath, his voice touched with a weariness he didn't outwardly show.

"We've accomplished a great deal. | think we have earned ourselves a break from our
labors. I'll return shortly to help you and the others finish up."

His two friends nodded, gazing after him as he disappeared into the darkened tunnel. Then
they turned, smiling knowingly at each other. There was no doubt in their minds of their
friend's destination - Catherine.

She had moved Below only a few days ago, sharing Vincent's chamber. All the tunnel
inhabitants were ecstatic that she and Vincent had finally, publicly, declared their desire to
spend the rest of their lives together as man and wife. They planned to wed soon, but no
specific date had been decided upon.

However, fate seemed destined once again to keep them apart, for before Catherine was
even settled in, two major cave-ins had required Vincent's attention, as well as that of every
other able-bodied man Below.



Fate was not completely unkind, for the couple had finally consummated their love, on
more than one occasion. The miracle of it, the beauty of their intimacy, never ceased to
amaze Vincent. Catherine's open eagerness to have him join with her, her unconditional
love for him and acceptance of all that he was, always brought humbling tears of joy to his
eyes.

Her love had cast a spell over him too powerful to resist and he found himself more and
more drawn to her, like a bee to the sweet nectar of a flower. His heartbeat quickened, as
did his pace, when he thought of the softness of her body, her skin, as delicate and fragrant
as rose petals. He had awakened with Catherine's smooth body nestled close to his. When
he had arisen from their bed to begin his work, the most difficult part had been leaving the
comfort of Catherine's soft, warm arms. It had been a far more wrenching task than any of
the strenuous physical labor the day had entailed.

He reached his chamber and mentally chided himself, for it was their chamber now. He
stopped, just inside the doorway, to discover her napping on the bed. He stood, motionless,
like so many times before, awed because she appeared to be an angel, soft and pale with
an ethereal beauty that took his breath away. He had to keep reminding himself that it was
not a dream, she was really there.

It was obvious that she had been too weary to even remove her slip and put on the soft
nightgown still laying on the bed beside her. She had lugged heavy baskets of food and
water, along with the other women tending to the laboring men. The extremely physical
labor had tired her, for she had not long ago recovered from a bout of the flu.

He felt disappointment tug at his heart, for he had so wanted to touch her, talk to her; but
he would not disturb her rest. Just as he was turning to leave, she rose up on her elbows.
Her face was flushed with sleep but her green eyes lit with excitement as she saw him.

"Vincent! I'm not asleep."

He had heard her speak those words many times before, when he read to her and she
would drowse against his shoulder, or during the night when he wanted to make love to her,
but hesitated to touch her, not wanting to disturb her sleep. And, at those times, she did
indeed seem to 'shimmer and float' magically before his eyes. A small puff of air escaped
his lips as he smiled and strode towards her, the leather of his vest and waist belt
producing a sensuous sound with his movements.

He sat on the edge of the bed, leaning into her, to place a kiss upon her forehead. As he
drew back, he was unable to take his eyes from the pale blue gown she wore, amazed that
the frail, gossamer shoulder straps could actually fulfill their purpose. He opened his mouth
to speak, but his breath caught in his throat, his heart beating faster from the sight of her
almost naked breasts. Blinking as he swallowed and looked into her eyes, he was
captivated once more by her full, coral lips and the flush of sleep on her cheeks.

She had not missed his appreciative gaze and pressed closer, stroking his face, as she
sighed, "l missed you."

He exhaled, pulling her close across the pillow she had been propped on. He turned his
face to slant his mouth more effectively across hers, exploring her lips with his own.
Catherine threaded her arms beneath his mane, clasping her hands behind his neck,
pulling him closer as their kiss deepened.

He pulled back, finally, for air, a little stunned she mused. His chest, rising and falling
rapidly, and his breaths more than a little ragged. He took several consciously slow, deep,
breaths in an attempt to calm the fire he felt rising in his veins, and the sparks surging in his
abdomen and loins.

It was all still so new and often, quite overwhelming for him. He needed desperately to
maintain some semblance of control on his passion, and was still very hesitant to give his
desire free rein. After a lifetime of trying to control his emotions, his longings, he could not
be expected to throw all restraint and caution to the wind. But, Catherine was certain that



with each physical encounter, another of his fears would fall away. She knew he preferred
a slower pace in their lovemaking, one in which he would not lose himself or his control
over what happened between them, and she respected this in him, as she pulled back
slightly, giving him some breathing room.

He inhaled a deep, steadying breath, as he looked around his chamber. There were still
many boxes of Catherine's things that they had not had time to put away, or find that
special place for. Mary had offered to help, in Vincent's absence, but Catherine had politely
declined the older woman's offer, explaining that it was something that she and Vincent
wanted to do together. Mary had understood, without question, and told Catherine to come
to her if she ever needed anything. So for now, her belongings still cluttered their chamber.
Catherine sensed Vincent's thoughts as he turned to look back at her, shaking his head.

"I'm sorry, Catherine. | never intended to neglect you so shamelessly. I..." He had such a
forlorn expression on his face.

"Oh, Vincent, no one could foresee that these cave-ins would occur,” she said, kissing his
high cheekbone.

"l know, but | so wanted to be with you. We had planned this time together. | wanted to
make you feel welcome and help you adjust here Below."

"Sssshhh," she whispered, touching her finger to his mouth, then pressing her lips there.
"We have the rest of our lives together," she said softly, running her fingers through the
ends of his hair when their lips parted.

They embraced once more, cuddling closer as she asked, "Can you stay and rest a while?
You've been working so hard."

He smiled, looking into her eyes, running his long fingers down the side of her face. "A few
moments," he said wistfully, watching her hair drift between his fingers like strands of gold
silk. "I'm expected back within the hour."

She nodded, and knew he had sensed her disappointment.

"Well, come, relax with me a while," she entreated, attempting to raise his spirits as well as
her own.

She rose to her knees, placing herself behind his broad back, she massaged his shoulders.
He obligingly tilted his head down, making no attempt to stifle the moan of satisfaction, as
her fingers released the tension in the stiff muscles. She stopped momentarily and he
opened his eyes, following her glance to his booted feet. A wry smile crossed his unusual
mouth and an already gracefully arched brow rose a fraction higher.

"All right," he conceded, exhaling.

He toed off his work boots and drew one leg up into the bed, tucking it under his hip. He
leaned back on the pillow between himself and Catherine. As always, she was momentarily
spellbound by his grace and economy of movement.

Releasing a pleased little sigh, she cuddled closer, nuzzling his chest. Encouraged by the
removal of his boots, and his more relaxed position, she placed a tender kiss on the
underside of his jaw and started to unfasten the ties of his shirt. She was still on her
stomach, semi-reclining against the pillow between them.

Vincent had been rubbing his cheek against her hair, reveling in the delicate fragrance, but
when he realized her intentions, he stopped his caresses and drew back.

"Catherine!" he softly admonished.

"Yes?" she asked, in a very innocent tone; and when he returned her a rather stern look,
her lovely mouth broke into the very feminine, child-like pout she knew he was unable to
resist.



He pressed his lips together after a deep exhalation, then shook his great head slightly in
exasperation, a grin tugging at the corner of his mouth, his crystal blue eyes sparkling
mischievously.

Very deliberately, he leaned against his drawn up thigh, tilting backward to give his beloved
full access to the broad expanse of his chest. He could sense her delight as he yielded
once more to her wishes. He was enjoying her little game and he found it not so very
difficult giving into the feminine wiles of his lovely lady.

Pulling the last leather thong loose, she slowly opened the edges of his shirt, then
proceeded to run her fingers through the slightly damp hair covering his powerful chest and
abdomen. He sensed her heightened pleasure, and opening himself further to her
explorations, he closed his eyes and tilted his head back onto the pillows.

Catherine never grew tired of seeing him, touching him. His flesh and fur were moist with
the sweat of his hard labor, but there was nothing unpleasant in its aroma. He smelled like
no other man; his scent wild, musky and clean. The wide, firm muscular planes of his body
called to every part of her that was female. His deep, leisurely breaths and the steady beat
of his heart quickened noticeably, as she placed moist kisses again and again over his
heart, savoring the fine salt on his skin.

He moaned, almost in agony, as she reached for his belt. Groaning slightly, he took her
hand in his, looking into her lusty eyes, his own hooded in passion. His voice cracking,
hoarse with restraint, he licked his lips, whispering, "Catherine, please... | cannot stay. |
must return to the others."

She sighed in disappointment, thinking, at least, she had tried her best.

He bent to kiss her forehead, attempting with only partial success to quell the arousal she
had brought to life within him. More than anything, he wanted to stay with her, forget his
responsibilities just once and let their passion lead them where it may.

"l promise, Catherine, we will have the evening together."

She smiled, leaning into the caress of his cheek against her hair. He meant what he said,
and he would be true to his word, but she knew he would, as he had been the last few
nights, exhausted. And she had no doubt, there would be numerous interruptions and they
would have little time entirely to themselves. She knew she was being selfish, but another
voice within her told her they were entitled to it, especially Vincent.

"Yes, we'll have tonight," she sighed, trying to sound more hopeful than she felt.

He still maintained his hold on her hand, and where it rested in his lap, she could feel the
stiffness in his groin beneath her fingers. She suddenly realized how difficult it must be for
him to call an end to their intimacy. He was obviously still very aroused and it seemed so
unfair that he should have to leave. But, as so often was the case, his generous heart, and
acute sense of obligation to the community, saw that the needs of everyone else were
fulfilled before his own.

Damn, he was good, and he was always so worried about losing his control! She knew of
very few men who were capable of the restraint that he now displayed. She eased her free
hand up around his shoulder, gently fingering the tender flesh behind his ear.

He stiffened, pulling away, "Catherine!"

She could not resist tickling him again, and pulling her other hand free, she attacked his
ribs, as well as the back of his ear.

She had him now, writhing and laughing, in her arms. He put his defense into motion by
firmly taking the tiny hand at his flank, back into his own, then pressed his lips and muzzle
against the side of her throat, lightly brushing them up and down over her silken flesh, until
he felt the gooseflesh on her arms, and laughing hysterically, she begged for mercy. Her
free hand clung to his shoulder, as breathlessly, their mouths sought and found each other
in truce.



They drew apart, both chuckling softly, Catherine leaning her head against his arm. He still
held her hand, fearing it might seek an even more vulnerable site on his anatomy and
because he enjoyed holding it, how smooth and warm it was as he caressed it with his
thumb.

"l love you," she sighed, just before their lips met again. "l love seeing you this way," she
added, her gaze roving his face then lowering to where her fingers had separated the front
of his shirt baring his broad, fur-covered chest.

He snorted softly, watching her, then grinning asked, "Exposed?"
She blushed a little, looking back into his face, enjoying the wonderful sparkle in his eyes.

"Yes, that too, and the way we can enjoy each other like this, relaxed, playful. I've wanted
this for you, for both of us for so long..."

He pressed his lips together, nodding, then bent to softly rub his mouth along hers
whispering, "Yes," before he pulled her tight into a passionate kiss.

"I want you to experience so many things, Vincent," she said, her eyes were tender,
shimmering green pools, and he was lost in them.

"We will," he sighed, running his cheek along her own, "together...."

Jacob hesitated for a moment outside the couple's chamber. He had heard their laughter
and soft voices. There was no lantern sitting outside the entryway, the tunnel world's
signpost for 'do not disturb'. Nevertheless, he called Vincent's name, clearing his throat as
he entered the chamber.

Vincent pulled his head up, his normally keen senses having been focused on other things.
Catherine's gaze followed his to the door. She remained pressed against him, her one
hand resting lovingly on his shoulder, the other still held tightly in his own, on his lap.

Father berated himself for interrupting the lovers' tender interlude. But, he was warmed by
the sight before him, the novelty of his son actually, yes, actually, necking with Catherine. It
was marvelous; something he had truly never thought possible.

He no longer harbored any doubts of Catherine's love and devotion to his son. They had
gone with caution and care for over four years now, their relationship strengthening as they
learned what was possible between them. Her determination not to lose Vincent had been
a powerful force, and Jacob was so very glad that her will had been even stronger than his
own. He could not help shaking his head and smiling at them as these thoughts raced
through his mind.

In his soft, deep voice, Vincent said, "Father," nodding serenely as he acknowledged the
patriarch's presence, and sensed the older man's contentment and pleasure as he shared
their obvious happiness.

Vincent's manner was calm and relaxed and it pleased Jacob that his son was not
embarrassed or tense as he cuddled his bride-to-be. His bared chest was obviously
Catherine's doing. She looked radiant and lovely beside Vincent. Actually, she looked as if
she had always belonged there at his side, and perhaps she had. Slowly, with great care,
Vincent calmly pulled the quilt around Catherine's bare shoulders - sensing her need for a
litle more discretion in front of Father.

He could see the confidence that she and Vincent felt in their love and the right they had to
express that love to one another, and openly in front of others, especially in the sanctity of
their own chamber.

Suddenly, Jacob realized how very little truly private time Vincent and Catherine had had
since she had moved Below to stay. The unopened boxes that lay scattered about the



room stood as quiet testimony and only verified the truth of his realization. He decided to
rectify the problem immediately.

"Vincent, | have a ... message from the work crew."

Vincent raised up slightly, concern shadowing his face, fearing that more problems had
occurred in his absence.

"Things seem to be well in hand and your presence will not be required for the remainder of
the day." His hand waved a slight arc through the air and he remarked generously, "Take
the rest of the day off."

Vincent shook his head slowly in confusion, unsure how this could possibly be so, "but,
Father, I...." He made as if to rise from the bed.

Jacob raised his hands, stopping all of Vincent's protestations. "No 'buts'!" The older man
gazed about the room, his eyes finally coming to rest on Catherine. "I think that," he cleared
his throat, a bit suggestively, "that Catherine here, could use a little attention. You are the
reason that she has come Below, my son, and all we seem to do is keep you both apart."

He turned to go, then twisted his head to add, "No need to come to supper. I'll ask William
to deliver your dinner here, around eight."

Again, as Jacob was heading toward the door, Vincent called out, "Father?"

Jacob turned, ready to insist that he was right once more, but stood silent as he noted the
understanding, and grateful look, on Vincent's countenance.

"Thank you," Vincent said softly, and Catherine reiterated the words, a soft blush crossing
her cheeks.

Father only nodded, smiling, he reached over and picked up the lantern that had been
sitting on the table. Clearing his throat a little nervously, he offered further assistance,
saying, "I.... I'll place this outside."

Jacob hurried down the passageway, anxious to spread the word that no one was to
disturb the couple for the remainder of the day, or night, for that matter.
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Silently, Vincent turned his attention back to Catherine. Her lovely eyes captured his own.
He released the hand he was unaware he had still been caressing, his tender smile telling
her so much.

She took his face between her palms, drawing his mouth down to her own. Her fingers slid
past his ears, threading into his shaggy mane, pulling him closer. His rapturous sigh sent
shivers down her spine.

"However will we pass the time until supper?" he asked, his voice husky and warmed with
rising passion.

Slowly, Catherine finished unbuttoning his shirt, drew it down his arms and off. His cerulean
blue eyes, shimmering seas of desire, never left her warm green ones.

She rolled onto her back and he came down beside her, drawing his other leg up onto the
bed. His blood warmed as her tiny hands explored his broad shoulders, the curve of his
collarbone, and her fingers spread across the wide expanse of his fur-covered chest and
slid down to the flat plane of his abdomen.

This time, when her hands settled on his waist, he made no attempt to stop her dexterous
little fingers as they opened his belt buckle and started unfastening his trousers. He
suddenly realized that the weariness he had experienced only moments earlier had
vanished.



"Oh," she smiled, "I think we'll find something to do...." Her gentle laugh, floated musically
around the chamber, until finally trailing off into a sensual purr.

For a moment Vincent drew his attention away from her beautiful face, looking around the
room.

"Yes, we have much unpacking yet to do." He could not suppress the deep chuckle that
arose from his chest, especially after he saw the flash of disbelief in her eyes that was
quickly replaced by her understanding of his little joke.

"Oh, no, no, no," she said, holding her finger up, then running it across his full lower lip.
She smiled as the intimate fondling of him by her other hand caused an involuntary groan
to escape his throat.

He took a deep breath, then released it slowly, bending to taste her lips.

"No, no boxes tonight," he whispered, his warm breath stirring her hair. "But, perhaps a little
unwrapping..."

He eyes warmed suggestively. Catherine immediately understood the veiled meaning of his
words, and nodded, a faint smile crossing her lips.

Carefully, he eased his fingers under the delicate shoulder straps and drew them down
over her shoulders and breasts, sighing as his eyes feasted on her delicate beauty.

She pulled the worn material of his pants over his hips, her voice tremulous as she felt his
mouth upon her breast, "Yes, that would be nice,..."

She tilted her head back, her eyes closed as she ran her hands up his flanks to finally
entwine around his shoulders. Slowly, tenderly, he lowered his body onto hers.

A hush fell over their chamber; even the pipes were strangely still, as they gazed into each
other’s eyes, knowing another precious moment, one to cherish for the rest of their lives,
was about to begin.

END



