HYMNS AT HEAVEN'S GATE

by Joy Faulkner

CHAPTER ONE

There was a chill in the air in spite of the fact it was almost the end of April. Frost had formed over
the park that night, as brittle and sharp as spun glass, and it was all so quiet, so still, that even the
slightest sound was carried unnaturally far across the hushed early morning space. Life in the park
seemed to hang suspended, caught unmoving in some terrible pause in time, though in the world
beyond the traffic was already filling the streets and the children chased each other to school, their
breath hanging about their heads in eddies of white mist. They, at least, still liked the cold, liked the
solid sound of their boots on the icy movements. But the adults weren't nearly so sure. It had been a
long winter, a hard winter, and now they wanted it gone. They wanted the spring to come.

There was a chill in the air Below as well, in the world far beneath the city streets, which few of those
living Above even knew existed. But the cold there was of a different kind. It bit just as deeply, seared
just as sharply into the blood, but this was a cold of the heart, of the soul, and no spring sun would
ever warm it away. It settled into the very deepest corner, to hang cold and black and heavy in the
air. No one laughed anymore, no one smiled or ran or sang as they worked, and to Catherine, sitting
alone in her empty chamber, it seemed she would never feel warm again. Another night was over,
but already, she was dreading the day to come.

Vincent had woken the children early, and he'd taken them off to spend the day with Mary. She had
heard him go, carrying the sleepy Katie high in his arms, and she'd heard Jake's questioning voice,
but she'd done nothing to stop him. She had lain in bed, her face pressed hard into her pillow,
pretending a sleep she rarely experienced now. She could have called them back for a hug at least,
but she didn't, and her conscience pricked her a little. They were so small, so helpless themselves,
and they were spending far too much time with Mary of late. She knew it and the children knew it,
too, but she hadn't the strength to protest. They were better off away from this chamber, away from
this place of pain. At least, with Mary, they had a chance to laugh, chance to play and do all the
things other children did. Here, in this chamber, they would do none of them.

"Good morning, Catherine."

It was Father's voice which broke into Catherine's thoughts, and she looked up to see him hovering
unsure in the doorway. But she couldn't raise her usual smile of welcome, she was far too tired, too
weary from her pain. She merely nodded towards him, her eyes dull and distant. The old man's heart
was well-nigh on breaking, she knew that, and much as she longed to be alone, she hadn't the heart
to deny him the company he craved.

"Come in," she sighed, and he shuffled in before she could change her mind.

He sat down in Vincent's chair, not breaking the silence between them but sighing a little himself as
he folded his voluminous robe very carefully about his old frame. And Catherine noticed with dismay
how old he looked, how lost and frail in the huge chair, and her heart squeezed with sudden,
desperate sympathy for him.

"Would you like to hold the baby?" she asked, saying the one thing she knew he was dying to hear.



"May I?" he responded at once, his voice cracked with emotion, for they both knew that her words,
innocent as they sounded, disguised a question far too dark, too sinister, to acknowledge.

His voice trailed away, and he sat, hunched and miserable, not knowing how to go on. There were
tears in his eyes, as there so often were now, and Catherine couldn't bear it anymore. She leant over
and touched him, patting his hand.

"Of course you may," she insisted gently.

She turned away from him then, to lean over the nearby crib, over the tiny sleeping form, and she
lifted her youngest son into her arms. He was very quiet for a newborn, too quiet in fact, and her face
was touched by a terrible, haunted sadness as she held him close. Adam was so like his father, with
his kitten face and minute, infant claws, and Catherine loved him for it, loved him fiercely, and
protectively. She put out a hand, brushing the delicate golden fuzz on the tiny head with a tender
fingertip, but the baby didn't respond to his mother's touch, to her murmured words of love. The
jewel-bright eyes stayed closed.

"He's well, then?" Father asked, the relief trembling in his voice.

"He is no different," she corrected quietly, but she knew what Father meant. Adam had survived
another night, making nine in all.

Her arms closed more tightly about her son, holding him close against her breast, and he wriggled
very slightly in protest. He was a tiny scrap, as weightless as a bird, but he was warm, and ... and he
was breathing, and Catherine sent out fervent thanks for that. She could still hold him, touch him, for
one more day at least.

She held the child for just a moment more, her hand cupping the small, golden head in her hand. She
knew from bitter experience that there was no point at all in attempting to feed him. Not yet. That
would only bring tears to them both. She had to wait until he roused himself, and that might not be for
another hour or more. Even then, it was a nightmare trying to get him to take more than a couple of
mouthfuls of her milk. He fed so slowly and took so little, even the effort of suckling frequently
seemed too much for him, and after a very few minutes he would fall back into her arms, exhausted.
He had arrived so lustily, so full of strength, this second son of theirs, and he had been welcomed
with such joy. It seemed impossible to believe one short week had transformed that joy to fear.

The baby had been settled in his grandfather's arms by the time Vincent re-entered the chamber, and
the great frame paused in the doorway. A smile flitted across the unique features at the sight, Father

looked more at peace than he had for days with that precious bundle on his knee, and Vincent threw

a brief, sideways look of gratitude towards his wife.

"l see that you're one of the favoured few," he nodded over at Father with mock surprise. "Catherine
is so possessive with him. I'm lucky if | get a chance to hold him myself."

He was teasing, trying to lighten the mood, but his eyes were sombre and his listeners didn't smile
back. They were only too well aware why Catherine clung to her son so fiercely. She probably would
not have him for long. Already he was noticeably weaker. Already he ate less and slept more. The
baby was slipping away before their eyes and it was agony to them.

"Peter is bringing the test results today," Father breathed, putting their thoughts, their last hopes, into
words. Their old friend had taken blood samples from the newborn to the laboratory Above, to try to
throw some light on the mystery illness which was draining the life from the child.

"Do you think he'll have good news?" Catherine breathed, her eyes flaring with desperate hope, and
Vincent could not bear to crush it.

"Who knows?" he said carefully. "Anything is possible."

Vincent, though, did not look at his wife. He avoided her eyes, busying himself with making tea for
them all. He knew Catherine hadn't eaten, and he guessed Father had gone without breakfast, too.
Nobody felt much like eating these days. Deep inside himself, he doubted the news would be good,



though wild horses wouldn't have dragged the admission from him. But Peter would have rushed
Below with good news, he couldn't have contained himself. Only bad news would have kept him
tarrying Above for so long.

"Of course, it's possible," Father agreed, his voice firm, trying to inject some hope into what seemed
like a hopeless situation. "We shouldn't give up yet. | didn't give up with Vincent, and look at him

”

now.

“True," Catherine returned, smiling for the first time as their eyes rested on the huge figure of her
husband. "If Adam grew up like Vincent, I'd have nothing to complain about ...."

"But | might," Father broke in, grumbling. "You didn't know what your precious Vincent was like as a
child. Stubborn wasn't in it, and always with his nose in a book when he should have been doing his
chores. | can tell you, he was no angel ..."

"Enough," Vincent interrupted, but he was smiling nonetheless The old man sounded more like the
old Father than he had for days, and Vincent welcomed the mock severity in the tone. Giving him the
baby to hold seemed to have given him new hope, a new lease of life, and even Catherine's
expression had softened. In her imagination, she could see her youngest son, golden head buried
deep in one of his father's favourite books while the washing up went unheeded, and Vincent's smile
deepened. Through their bond, he shared that moment, that tender dream, with her. But his heart
was gripped by a profound sadness, a tearing sense of loss which he tried so hard to keep to himself.
Catherine was suffering so much, watching this precious child slip away, that he dared not add his
own pain, his own fears, to her burden.

The rare moment of peace did not last. Hurried footsteps to the door of the chamber announced the
arrival of a messenger, none other than little Geoffrey, breathless with the importance of his news. Dr
Peter was on his way down at last. Dr Peter was coming. He had been seen at the tunnel entrance in
the park, and it would be only a matter of minutes before he was finally with them. Now, now, they
would hear the truth, and for once, Vincent's proud heart almost failed him. For he feared he knew
the truth already. Adam was a child who should not have been born. They should not have taken the
risk of another baby. They had been lucky with Jake and Katie, the legacy of his genes had been
muted by Catherine's wholly human heritage. But Adam had been different. They had known in the
womb he was different, but it had not stopped them. They had gone ahead with the birth and they
had been wrong. They had taken the chance with another child and lost. And now that child was

dying.

Vincent crossed the chamber floor, and without a word, he gently lifted the baby from Father's arms.
It was an unexpected action, he rarely took the child himself, no matter how much he longed to,
allowing Catherine as much time as possible with this tiny scrap of life. But how, when the time had
almost come to say goodbye, he had to hold his son. He 'HAD' to! And the baby chose that precise
moment to open his eyes, and jewel-blue gazed trustfully up into jewel-blue.

"He knows you," Catherine said quietly.

But she needn't have spoken the words aloud. It was so patently true. Son looked up at father, eyes
wide and unwavering, and a small hand lifted briefly towards the mane of hair above him. Then the
eyes closed once more and the child slipped quietly back into sleep, a wisp of stray gold gripped
tightly between his tiny fingertips. Vincent sighed, his expression very tender, and he gently loosened
his hair from the baby's grasp. He had never sought to father a child so like himself, the very thought
had once been abhorrent to him. Yet now, this tiny being was so precious, so loved, he did not know
how he would bear the parting from him.

"Such a short time," he murmured, half to himself, but the others knew the meaning of his words, for
they felt the same themselves."

"Yes," Catherine breathed. "Such a short time, yet already he has wound his way into our hearts."



"So he should, so he should." Father reminded them quickly, taking the child very gently from
Vincent's arms again. "He is ours. Ours, so obviously we love him. And let us hear from Peter before
we give up hope on him entirely."

Father's words, so full of common sense, seemed to bring some comfort to them all, and Catherine
even rose to her feet to bustle about the chamber. attempting some semblance of normality.
Somehow, the place seemed warmer, the walls did not press in on her quite so much and the
shadows appeared a little less oppressive. Peter was coming and she made a pot of tea in
readiness, finishing the job her husband had started. Their old friend was bound to bring good news,
she reasoned. He was bound too, anything else was too unbearable to contemplate.

Footsteps, light and hurried, told them that the moment was upon them. Not one of them could
speak, and Catherine turned towards the doorway, agony of hope written in her eyes as Peter
appeared. , But one look at the expression on his face, and the silence deepened to utter stillness.
Catherine's hands rose slowly to her throat. She couldn't move, couldn't even breathe. She was
frozen to the spot.

"Oh my God, no," she whispered, and the words were torn from the very depths of her being.

In a second, Vincent was at her side. His arms went about her, holding her close, and she clung to
him as if she would never let go. It was left to Father to ask the question burning in all of their minds.

"The news, Peter, the news?" he demanded hoarsely, his eyes fixed on Peter's face.

If Peter had been anxious before, he was almost at his wits' end by now. His gaze rested on
Catherine, half-collapsed in her husband's arms, and returned to meet his old friend's agonized eyes.

‘Jacob, Jacob,” he almost shouted. "It isn't what you think. Listen to me. It isn't what you think."

He was determined to catch their attention, and he certainly succeeded. There was virtual
pandemonium at his words with everyone firing questions at him at once, until suddenly, everything
proved altogether too much for Catherine. She didn't know if she should laugh or cry, hope or fear,
and all the tight control of the last long, interminable days abruptly gave out. She cried with all the
desperation, the unbearable sense of loss that she had when she'd believed she'd held her dying
husband in her arms all those years before. And Vincent knew, and he held her, rocking her to him,
letting her cry, murmuring words of love against her hair until the storm of weeping ceased. Only
then, when it was over, could he turn to look at Peter.

"There is hope, then?" he finally asked, very gently, of his friend.
"There is hope," Peter confirmed.

If he had announced that fairy godmothers walked the earth, he couldn't have had a greater effect.
Father looked heavenwards, his lips openly trembling, and Vincent gave a great shout of joy that
reverberated through the chamber. Only Peter himself continued to remain aloof.

"But there is a price to pay," he added quietly.

"Come, old friend. You have brought us good news. Don't look so anxious." Father put in then.
"Surely, for Adam, no price will be too great?"

"Maybe you should hear it first," Peter insisted.

Vincent caught the edge of concern in Peter's voice, and he reached out to grip his friend's arm. He
could feel the hesitation see the fear of bringing even more pain in the stiffness of the man's stance,
and he hurried in to reassure him.

"It is 'STILL' good news, whatever the price," he said firmly. "Sit down, have some tea, and then you
can tell us everything."

It took several minutes to settle everyone, especially as Catherine was trying to rush everything. She
just couldn't wait, not any longer. She had to know, she had to know 'NOW' and she thought she



would surely scream if Peter didn't say something soon. But Vincent insisted that everyone was
seated, a cup of tea in their hands, before he allowed Peter to start his tale.

"We have waited this long," he said patiently. "So give poor Peter a chance to tell us in his own way."

And Peter did just that, carefully, he explained. He outlined the laboratory tests he'd instigated, the

investigation he'd carried out. But it seemed that Adam's condition had not been so hard to identify,
after all. The child had a very rare form of Aplastic anemia, rare but not unknown, and the disease

was entirely human.

Vincent let out a great, shuddering sigh of relief to hear that. He had been carrying a fear deep inside
himself, a desperate fear he had scarcely dared acknowledge, let alone put into words. But he had
been wrong. In giving Adam life, he had not passed on death to his son as well. He had not caused
the child to die. Tears rose in his eyes, he couldn't help them, and Catherine touched his hand,
comforting him, reassuring him. For she, of course, had known.

"But the condition is very serious," Peter continued, determined they should understand. "Adam
needs a bone marrow transplant. Urgently. Without it, he will certainly die."

"And with it?" Catherine breathed, hardly daring to hope.
"With it, he will have a very good chance of living a normal, healthy life...," Father answered quietly.

Silence fell within the chamber, but it was the silence of mutual hope, of comfort. There was no fear
or horror in it. Glances were exchanged, hand grasped hand, and weary faces smiled.

"A good chance of living a normal, healthy life," Catherine repeated, eyes glowing like lamps at the
words.

She moved over to Father to bend over the sleeping form of her son in his grandfather's arms, and
the old man met her eyes, the joy shining there for all to see. This child would grow, after all, become
a man like his father, and they could imagine nothing more wonderful than that. Only Vincent paused,
in spite of all the euphoria, the sudden hope humming almost tangibly in the air, he saw that Peter
held back. The joy, the hope, wasn't mirrored in the doctor's face, and he cocked a tawny head
towards his friend, his eyes questioning.

"What is it?" he asked. "This isn't the price you were talking about, is it? Are you afraid we won't find
a match for the transplant?"

Silence fell again at that, with all eyes fixed on Peter. The words were unspoken, but they hung
heavy in the air. Adam's blood was different. It had to be different. It would not be easy to match. And
doubt, fear, reared their heads again. To have got so far for nothing was too dreadful to even
consider. Peter sighed and shook his head, and he gazed steadfastly over at Vincent. He knew how
desperately they were all depending on him, and he did not want to let them down.

"Don't worry," he said, his voice low. "That isn't it. We already have a match. That is no problem.
Jake's blood type will match. We have already tested it. Together with Katie's, Catherine's and your
own. Jake can save his brother's life, if we carry out the transplant "

It seemed again that everyone was talking at once, laughing at once, spilling out words of relief, of
hope, at the news, until the babble of conversation became utterly incomprehensible. And Vincent
finally put up a hand to call a halt to it all.

“Let us be quiet and listen," he said firmly, his tone brooking no dissension, and the others fell silent
at the words. Vincent sounded as if he meant it, and when he used that tone of voice, those near and
dear to him felt it wiser to listen to what he had to say!

"Yes, dear," Catherine murmured sweetly, nodding her head in feigned obedience, and Vincent's
heart squeezed with joy to hear her teasing him again. A lump rose in his throat, and for a moment
he could scarcely go on. But he had to go on, for Adam's sake.



"Are you afraid," he asked softly, addressing Peter once more. "That it will be too much for Jake?
That the operation will prove too painful, too traumatic for him?"

"But Jake loves Adam," Catherine broke in, unable to stop herself. "He is ... very close to him ....
almost from the moment ... from before he was born. He would do anything ...."

She was almost incoherent, trying to get out the words, trying to convince Peter, herself, everyone,
that a transplant was possible. That Jake could save his brother.

But gradually, the torrent of words trailed away, and she looked over at Peter with tears beginning to
gather again in her eyes, and she asked simply.

“There is a problem, isn't there?"

"There is a problem," Peter acknowledged, very gently, "but it is not with Jake. It is not unknown for
one sibling to provide the necessary transplant to save another. The operation is routine and Jake
will feel low and out-of-sorts for a time, but it certainly won't be too dangerous or too traumatic for
him. He's over five now, and we have carried out the procedure with even younger children than that.
He is a strong, healthy boy. He will manage fine, I'm sure of it."

"Then, what is it? Is Adam too young?" Father asked, his voice troubled, his eyes fixed on his old
friend's uneasy face.

"Adam is younger than most," Peter admitted slowly. "The condition is showing itself early, but that
might be due to his unusual combination of genes...." He paused as Vincent sighed, and he shook
his head with a slight smile. "No, no, Vincent," he admonished with mock severity. "Don't go blaming
yourself needlessly again. Adam will survive the operation, and there is no reason to believe it won't
be entirely successful ...."

"Then," Vincent breathed. "What is the problem?"
"The problem," Peter articulated very carefully. "Is with your safety."

He paused before going on, but this time there were no doubting comments, no exclamations of
dismay. His three listeners sat in silence, waiting for him to go on. They were too shocked to
question.

"There have been questions asked," Peter stated at last. "About the blood samples. And | don't know
how to answer them."

He sighed heavily, finally lifting his gaze to look Vincent full in the face. He was so sorry to be
bringing such news, but the blue eyes looked back, brimming with sympathy, with understanding.
There was no blame there. Peter was afraid for Vincent's secret, afraid for his very life, and Vincent
himself could see it. It was evident in every line of the man's tense figure, in saving Adam, it seemed
they risked losing something else instead.

"It 'IS' too great a price...," Catherine burst out wildly, picking up on the unspoken undertones in the
conversation and beginning to panic. Whichever way she turned, there seemed to be nothing facing
her but loss. A loss she couldn't avoid, but which she knew was too desperate for her to bear.

"Hush, hush," Vincent comforted. He took her to him, smoothing her hair, smiling down at her,
reassuring her. "Let us hear Peter out, my love. Before we jump to any wild conclusions. Are you
saying," he asked, watching Peter carefully from over his wife's bent head. That we cannot go ahead
without disclosing my existence in some way?"

"Yes," Peter answered flatly, unable to avoid the answer any longer. "In fact," he added, the words
coming out in a rush in his effort to get them out. "Your existence may already be known, guessed at,
in some quarters, at least ..."

The entire world stood still. No one moved or breathed. The sun stopped in its tracks and life as they
knew it suddenly ceased to be. A coldness had settled upon them which they had no power to move.
And again, it was Father who managed to find his voice first.



"You have ‘told’' someone about Vincent?" he gasped, his tone sharp with anxiety, with anger.
"Peter, how could you?"

"l have told no one, you should know me better than that ....," Peter returned, immediately on the
defensive.

"Then how ...."

“Father, Peter." The subject of all the heated discussion put up a hand again, demanding silence,
and to the hostility. "We are doing it again. We are not giving Peter a chance to explain," he said.
"And | trust Peter implicitly," he added firmly. "Implicitly, do you hear. And so should you."

Father had the grace to look shame-faced, and he nodded his greying head. He had not meant to
accuse his old friend, and his guilt was sharp and genuine. Like a knife turning in an open wound.

“I'm sorry, I'm sorry," he mumbled. "Forgive me. | was just so shocked, so worried. | didn't know what
| was saying ..."

"l know, | know," Peter sighed. "But | have said nothing. Truly. | haven't. | sent the blood samples to
the laboratory, just as we agreed, as | have before with no questions asked. But this time, someone
did ask. And he keeps on asking. The project falls under a new director now," he went on to explain.
"He is a man with more power, more knowledge, and unfortunately, he keeps a much tighter rein on
what goes on there. Usually, such minor testing techniques would never come to the notice of the
man in charge. They're pure bread-and-butter stuff, but this man is different. He wants to know
everything. Everything. And that means, he wants to know where | obtained such unusual samples of
blood. He's like some great pit bull terrier worrying away at a bone. He won't let go, won't take 'no' for
an answer. I've been trying to put him off, that's why I've been so long getting in touch with you. |
could have been here with no answer two or three days ago ...."

Peter broke off, his expression lined with fear, leaving them in no doubt at all that he had reached the
end of his tether, and he spread his hands in despair. He did not know what the answer was, and he
looked to his friends for help.

"What shall | do?" he asked.

"He can't force you to tell him anything ...." Catherine put in, white-faced. Her own personal
nightmare was growing, spreading its tentacles into every part of her life. And she turned to Peter,
seeing his reassurance through a shimmering veil of tears.

"He can make things very difficult for me," Peter sighed. "His interest, his speculation, could make my
contact Below almost impossible, and that would mean added problems in carrying out a successful
bone marrow transplant. | rely so much on the services of that laboratory ...."

"Could we find another one, use that instead," Father asked in desperation.

"Maybe," Peter shrugged. "But who is to say if the same thing won't happen again? This man is not
without influence. He is a very famous research physician, partly retired now but still very powerful.
Normally, we would never have come into contact with such a highly exalted figure," Peter added with
some bitterness. "But the man had a minor stroke just over a year ago and he's been told to take it
easy. That's our problem, of course. He's working on a couple of infertility projects but he hasn't
enough to do to keep him occupied, so he's taking an interest in things that wouldn't usually concern
him. The man's been interested in nothing but his work since his student days, and now he doesn't
know what to do to fill his days. He never married, has no family, he never had time for such
distractions in his rise to glory. He is the top man in his field, a world authority, and he is overly
interested in the blood samples | took in ..."

"What is his field of work?" Vincent inquired softly, his gaze never leaving Peter's face. The doctor
avoided his eyes for a time, not knowing what to say, but he finally looked up, his expression
resigned. He could avoid the issue no longer.

"Genetic Engineering,"” He stated harshly.



"Oh my God," Father breathed, his voice almost failing as the dreadful words sank in. "Did you say
'‘Genetic Engineering'?"

It was more than silence which reigned now. It was a profound stiliness, tense with unspoken terrors.
The very words seemed wreathed in horror and their threat hung in the air between them. Real and
totally unspeakable. And it took Vincent himself to break the ghastly spell.

"So, what does this man want?" he queried at last, his voice so soft that they had difficulty in hearing
the words.

A terrible calmness had gripped him, almost fatalistic in its intensity. As if he'd been waiting all his life
for this moment. As if he knew that one day it would come. And now there was nothing else to do but
let it happen.

"What does he want?" Peter grimaced, finally managing to find the words, for they did not come
easily to him. He drew himself up to his full height and he looked Vincent straight in the eye,
determined to prevaricate no longer. The time had come for the truth, no matter how unpalatable it
might be. "He's not asking for much. Not much at all." he added grimly, and he laughed, but it was a
terrible sound, without a trace of amusement in it. "He wants to see this child for himself, this unusual
child who needs a transplant.” he continued, his tone hard. "But if we allow that, if we ever allow him
to see Adam, it would bring him straight to you, Vincent. Understand that. We could never keep your
existence secret from a man like him. And believe me, once he's started, he won't ever give up
searching until he's found you."

CHAPTER TWO

Peter had gone, leaving them to face their fears alone. But no one felt like talking about them. Father
stomped off to his own chamber while Catherine tried to rouse Adam, hoping he'd take a little milk.
But he wasn't keen at first, and it took almost an hour before Catherine decided enough was enough.
She was tired to the point of exhaustion by the time they'd finished, but for once, the baby seemed
almost satisfied. He slept soundly in his crib by the great bed she shared with Vincent. The bed in
which he had been conceived with such love. The bed in which, now, they spent so many sleepless
night-time hours. She rested her hand on its thick, patchwork quilt, her eyes misty with memories.
Memories that seemed a million years ago now. And she sighed, her slender shoulders drooping with
fatigue, with utter despair. She could see no way forward. Adam was the child of her body, the son of
Vincent's loins, and she could not, would not, part with him. But then, she could not part with Vincent,
either.

"You will not have to part with either of us," Vincent whispered, feeling her pain wash over him,
throbbing through their bond in time with her anguished heart, and he rested his lips against her hair.
"We will give Adam his chance ....," he added gently.

"And take a chance with you? Never!" she retorted at once.

"My love, my love," he smiled. "l am a grown man. | am Adam's father. | cannot save myself by
sacrificing the life of my child. You know | could never do that."

"Maybe not, but ..."
"Could you deny him," Vincent asked of her. "As his mother?"

He had her there, and she knew it. And she was too tired, too bone-weary to cross swords with him
now. She could never beat him down at the best of times, not when he was truly determined, and at
the moment, her brain just wouldn't function properly. She couldn't even work out her arguments in

anything like a logical way, so she had no hope at all.

"No, but ...," she began uneasily, but Vincent had sensed victory and he would hear none of it.



"There are no buts," he said firmly. "Adam is my son, and he must be given his chance of life. There
is no other way."

"But | remember Hughes, and Jonathan Gould, " she returned wildly.

"So do I," he admonished gently. "But | am a different person now. | have you, | have my children. |
know who | am. | would not lie down to die in a cage, as | did then. | have too much to live for, too
much to believe in. | am not the same."

His voice was determined, the tone unwavering, but the eyes looking down into her anxious face
were very tender. Tender and understanding. And he held her close in loving arms, reassuring her.

"l am not the same," he repeated softly.

Catherine had no reply to that, for of all people, she knew the truth of his words. Vincent was sure of
her now, and he was more of his own humanity. He had faced his other self many years before, and
its darkness had no power over him now. Oh, it was there still, it always would be. They both knew it,
and sometimes it raised its head to remind them. But it could no longer control his life, control his
feelings. Vincent was a man, and he knew it. His wife and children had given him that.

"Maybe," she whispered, still only half-convinced. "But you may be given no choice in the matter."

"Maybe so, but there is still no other way," he replied. "And | doubt if | could be carried off quite so
easily now. There are too many people who would know where | was, and | would not sit silent again,
accepting my fate. It is a chance, | know, but a chance we have to take. We have to. But we are
aware of the dangers, and that gives us strength."

"Forewarned is forearmed." she smiled.
"Something like that." he returned gently.

Father, though, was not quite so readily persuaded. He wanted the transplant as badly as they did
themselves. He wanted his grandson well, but years of protecting his son would not give way so
easily. He protested and argued, not able to bring himself to take chances with Vincent's safety
without a fight. He wanted no trouble with taking Adam Above, to Peter's clinic or anywhere else. He
was sure the operation could be carried out just as well Below.

"We can do it here," he insisted. "Peter and | can do it."

“I'm sure you can," Vincent agreed, his face patient. "But there is the question of the aftercare. For a
time, the body's natural resistance will be low, for both of them. We cannot take the chance of any
infection, however small. They will need special facilities, completely sterile and contained, which we
do not have down here."

"We could try," Father grumbled.
"And we could ruin the entire procedure," Vincent stated flatly.

"l cannot see how it can be safe to go Above," Father continued to argue. "Bring the man down here
instead, where we can keep an eye on him."

"So," Vincent flashed back. "do you feel it will be safer to allow the man Below, to see where we all
live? Surely, it will be easier to bring Adam back, should the need arise, than to try to return this man
Above against his will. And remember," he said with added emphasis. "He could return Below
whenever he wanted, with whomever he wanted. If we had shown him the way here ourselves."

"Is there no other way?" Father pleaded, realizing at least that he was outmaneuvered, but not
prepared to give up quite yet.

"None," Vincent declared emphatically.
"Then I will go Above, to supervise with Peter ..."
"Surely," Vincent agreed.



"And so will I," said Catherine. "l want to be with Jake, he might be frightened Above, especially when
he sees all those tubes and needles ..."

"Of course," Vincent agreed again, for he knew there was no point at all in arguing on that score.
Catherine would never change her mind about that.

"And | want to be with Adam, just in case ....," she whispered.

"He will need his mother. They will both need their mother." Vincent nodded, though he could not
bear to think of all the days and nights he would spend without them.

"And Katie?" Catherine asked, her thoughts on her bouncy two-year-old.

"She will be all right with me," Vincent smiled. "You would have your work cut out to keep her quiet
and occupied in a hospital room," he added softly, shaking his head at the thought of his daughter in
so confined a space. She was at the age when she had her small hands in every available pie, and it
took the combined efforts of both of them to keep her contained at home. Let alone Above when
secrecy was essential. "Besides," he went on. "She will keep me company while you're away."

"She certainly will," Catherine teased. "And If | know you, she'll be spoiled rotten by the time we get
back."

"No, she will not," Vincent asserted with some dignity, though inside he feared his wife's beliefs would
very likely be proven true. No matter how resolute he intended to be, somehow his small daughter
always managed to twist him around her tiny finger. Last time he'd had charge of her, she had lived
on biscuits and ice-cream for the entire day, and William had been outraged. Banning them
summarily from the kitchen when he'd seen their attempts at gingerbread making. It had taken days
to get the flour out of Katie's hair, and Catherine never missed a chance to remind him of it. As she
was taking such pleasure in doing so now.

"Catherine's right, you can't refuse Katie anything." Father agreed in feigned exasperation. He looked
over at the great, discomforted figure of his son, and added without any attempt at mercy. "One
glance from those baby blue eyes, and you're putty in her hands. Even Jake knows that."

Vincent forbore to answer. In truth, he had no answer to make. Father was right - his daughter knew
just how to keep him at her beck and call, though nothing on earth would have dragged the
admission from him. And if he was honest, he doubted if things would be much different this time, so
he changed the subject with as much dignity and speed as he could muster.

"We will arrange with Peter that the transplant is carried out at his clinic as soon as possible," he
said, returning firmly to the subject in hand. "Jake has visited there before, so it won't be too strange
to him, and there is room for both of you to stay. Perhaps Richie can go as well," he added gently,
naming a particular friend of Jake's who was a few years older than him. "He could help keep Jake
company while he's confined to bed, and he could bring any messages Below for me. I'm sure he
wouldn't mind, and it should take no more than a few days before you can return Below again. Then .

"Then, all we can do is hope," Catherine finished for him, her eyes sombre again. But Vincent
refused to lose hope as easily as that.

"Things will be all right. I'm sure of it," he comforted her. "Jake will do anything for his baby brother.
We both know that. And he is a brave boy, he will be good."

"l know.” she smiled, her eyes tender with love for her firstborn.
"Then it is settled," her husband said.

* * k % %

After that, events moved with a speed which amazed them all. That very evening the sick baby was
removed Above with the utmost secrecy and settled in Peter's clinic, together with his doting



entourage. No one Above knew of their presence, and few Below were told of the move. Vincent
thought it better that way.

And Peter himself was waiting to usher them in. He had taken compassionate leave from his
practice, giving some reason about a favourite nephew who's been taken desperately ill, and all his
cases were temporarily transferred to a locum, leaving the clinic free of all his patients. There were
no real facilities there for in-patient care, but Peter had worked like a Trojan, transforming the surgery
into a perfect little theatre. He'd even put up a couple of makeshift beds in the waiting rooms for
those who might need to sleep. Throughout the entire place there was a feeling of anticipation, a
sense of waiting. The air was already redolent with the aroma of antiseptic, and everything was in
place, ready for its important mission. The transplant itself was set to be carried out in the early hours
of the morning. They did not dare wait any longer in case the child's condition became too weak for
them to go on, and Vincent took leave of his family with a heavy heart. This was an ordeal they had
to face without his help, and he hated the thought of it.

"Are you sure no one knows you're here?" he asked for the tenth time in as many minutes, and Peter
gripped his shoulder in reassurance.

"No one knows," he said firmly. "No one at all. | was determined to carry out the transplant first,
before we agreed to Leo Hamilton coming here. That little meeting is arranged for next week, as you
suggested. He will meet Catherine and the children then, when the operation is all over and we can
return Below at once. So, if Hamilton does come back, no one will be here. The clinic will be returned
to normal, and no one will be any the wiser."

"Do you think this man ... Hamilton, did you say .... will give up on such a prize so easily?" Vincent
asked, his voice heavy with doubt, with fear for his youngest child. The baby was so vulnerable
Above.

"He will have no choice," Peter said briskly. "That was the deal. His laboratory will furnish the
equipment for this operation, will continue to service the needs of my practice, with no questions
asked. And in return, Hamilton will get an interview with Adam. Personally," he shrugged, "l think it's
nothing but curiosity in the man ...."

"It might come to more than that when he actually sees the boy," Vincent burst out, his worst fears
getting the better of him.

"Maybe," Peter concurred, "But with the transplant procedure already completed, we can remove
Adam and Jake straight away. Hamilton isn't stupid enough to make any open threats, and at the
moment, he doesn't suspect anything too unusual. So, there's nothing much he can do at first since
he'll be coming here alone. If he wants to be difficult, he'll try to come back when he hopes we aren't
prepared. Remember, he believes he is seeing Adam before any surgery takes place. So he thinks
the baby will be at the clinic for several days recuperating."

"l can't help but worry ...."
"l know, but we have taken every possible precaution. We can do no more."

"But | will be near," Vincent insisted. "Remember, | will be near. And | will be with you the moment |
feel the need."

"We hope there will be no need for that," his friend assured him gravely.

Finally, Vincent said his goodbyes, though it took all of his strength to turn away from his family. He
felt that he was leaving his very soul behind, and he kissed Catherine, long and deeply, as if this
embrace might be their last. Then he took his oldest son in his arms.

"l know you will be a brave boy, and do everything Grandpa tells you." He smiled down at the boy,
and Jake nodded his head. He had Catherine's colouring, her wide green eyes and Vincent's heart
was touched every time he looked into them. He had never thought to share a child with Catherine
even in his wildest dreams, and this firstborn son was still a miracle to him. A miracle to them both.



He turned then to the baby lying in his crib, and he brushed the tiny head with tender fingertips. And
the blue eyes narrowed, fixing the child's sleeping image in his mind, making memories to hold close.
But he didn't delay any longer. If he hesitated too much, if he showed too much fear, it would only
frighten Catherine. And Jake. And that was the last thing he wanted to do.

"Take care, my love," he said to his wife, his voice very close to breaking. "l will be near, remember
that. You will be in my thoughts, in my heart, until we are all together again."

With that, Vincent left them. He didn't look back, he couldn't, and he returned to the tunnels by pure
instinct, feeling his way almost blindly along the roughened rocky walls, for his eyes were too misted
with tears to see clearly. He sought out Mary at once, lifting Katie without a word and taking her with
him, back to their chambers. He couldn't bear to return to those empty places alone. And he held his
daughter to him, cradling her warm, still-sleeping form, cherishing the rare moment of peace, while all
the time, his heart beat in lonely anguish in his breast.

* % % % %1

The operation, however, when the time finally came, passed uneventfully enough. It was early
morning when they decided to start. Very early indeed. Dawn had scarcely broken in the night sky,
and darkness still lingered heavily over the silent city. It was cold, bone-chillingly cold, and even at
this ungodly hour the occasional hum of some far-off, passing car, on its lonely way to who-knows-
where, revved through the echoing, empty streets.

It promised to be another frigid day, with still no hint of spring in its icy breath. And Catherine
shivered, but more with anticipation, with unspoken dread now that the time was actually upon her,
than with the lingering cold. Outside, the first pale fingers of light crept over the horizon, gradually
turning the shadows to pearly grey, but inside the clinic they were scarcely noticed. Inside, the lights
were blazing behind closed shutters, while Peter and Father readied themselves for the task to come.
Neither man spoke, there was no time for words. Each carried out his appointed duties in total
silence.

But Jake was calm, calmer than any of them. He was so certain he could help his tiny brother, no
doubt troubled his small head, and he watched with curious eyes as the equipment was being
prepared. His part of the procedure came first, and he lay on his bed while his grandfather got him
ready."

"What's that," he demanded as Father covered his arm with an antiseptic dressing, and he eyed the
syringe full of amber liquid with distinct disapproval. “I don't want to go to sleep, grandpa,” he stated
firmly.

"This won't put you to sleep," Father promised the child. "But it's a magic potion, full of wishes and
dreams, and it will make you feel so happy that you won't notice a thing."

"But | want to notice,"” Jake protested. "l want to notice everything." But already the green eyes were
drooping, losing their sparkle, and the boy yawned as he settled more deeply into his bed. But even
then, he wouldn't give way. "I'm still awake, grandpa," he insisted with pride.

"Good," his grandpa said.
"Will the dreams be starting soon?" came the next sleepy question.

"Anytime now, my boy. Anytime now," Father assured him, voice hushed with the promise of all the
magic to come.

Jake nodded again, totally trusting in what his grandfather said, and Father stroked the tumbled hair,
spread in a miniature tangled mane on the snowy white pillowcase. He was so like Vincent. Even
more than Katie who had inherited her father's colouring to a ‘“T’. Even more than Adam, who was
born completely in Vincent's image. This oldest child was Vincent all over again, every thought in his



head, every word he spoke, proved it more and more as he grew. And Father cherished him deeply
for it.

"He's relaxing now," Peter explained softly to Catherine as she watched the dreamy expressions
drifting across her small son's face. "That's what we need," the doctor continued. "We don't want him
unconscious, or he won't be able to cooperate with our instructions. A fairly strong sedative is enough
to keep him quiet and still, but he'll be awake, more or less, and he'll be able to hear what we say."

And he was right. The child dozed occasionally but he didn't sleep, and he watched with sleepy
interest as the bag for his transplanted bone marrow was hung carefully at his head. Inserting the
needle caused some minor tremors, but Jake clung manfully onto Catherine's hand and didn't utter a
sound.

"You are a very brave boy," Father said, touching the boy's head on the pillow, and Jake nodded
sleepily, at ease now the initial stages were over.

"Like daddy," he murmured.
"Like daddy," Catherine smiled through her tears.

Adam was far easier to make ready. The baby scarcely moved as he was washed and changed into
a sterile gown, and he showed no outrage, no sense of loss, when the time for his morning feed
came and went. But he was less listless, less waxenly pale. It was as if he could already feel the flow
of lifeblood from his brother, as if he was waiting patiently, trustingly, for Jake's precious gift of life.
And when it was all completed, when the last of the transplanted bone-marrow was safely settled in
its recipient's small, waiting body, both children slept. Peacefully and naturally, starting the healing
process. It was the adults who were unsettled, who still couldn't rest. Somehow, they just couldn't
grasp that the worst was over. That Adam had truly been given a fighting chance for life. But they
were glowing with joy, nonetheless.

"All appears to have gone well," Peter said quietly, peeling off his surgeon's gloves, and Father
sighed in thankful relief.

"You're sure?" Catherine asked. "You wouldn't just say that?"

"l wouldn't be so stupid," Peter returned. "The transplant itself has been a complete success. Accept
that. Now all we can do is wait, wait and see if Adam's body starts to reject Jake's bone marrow. But |
can assure you, we have every reason to hope."

"Send Richie down to tell Vincent," Father put in, his voice cracking with fatigue. But his thoughts
clung to his son, to his lonely vigil Below, and he couldn't rest until he'd put Vincent's mind at ease.

Catherine nodded, and she quickly did as she was asked. She sent Richie rushing Below with a note,
with the charge that he should hand it to no one but Vincent. And the youngster was bursting with
pride that he should be the one to carry the news.

But the note did not say much, she just scribbled the simple words. 'Transplant completed Both
children well. We miss you.'

It did not need to say more than that. At times like these, words were superfluous between them.
They had no need of them. Vincent would know the news already. He would have picked it up from
their bond the very instant she was aware of it herself. Even now, as Richie sped on his way, the pain
in his heart had eased and light had entered his world once more. She could feel it in him, feel his joy
flowing through him as keenly as she felt her own.

"All is well, my love," she whispered, eyes shining, and she felt his answering surge of love.
Enveloping her. Claiming her for his own. And for the first time in days, Catherine felt entirely at
peace.



CHAPTER THREE

The baby made good progress, and within a very few days the difference in him was apparent to
everyone. Catherine was over the moon, which was scarcely surprising since she was his mother,
and she could hardly wait for Vincent to see him. His fingers and toes were warm and pink instead of
waxily white, and he was far more mobile, more aware of the world about him. And his appetite had
shot right through the roof, thrilling Catherine to the core. There were times when she could hardly
keep up with him, and she was dying to share this newfound joy with her husband. Every new day
was a miracle to her now, and poor Vincent, waiting impatiently Below, could feel the burgeoning life
in his son. Every moment he felt the child growing stronger, and he was just as impatient to get the
baby home, get his family together again, to settle down to a normal life. He had never had a chance
to get to know this second son of theirs, and he could hardly wait to get started,

Their first son, however, was still cranky and out of sorts. It was to be expected, Peter and Father
said, and Vincent himself had reached out through the bond they shared to explore the small boy's
feelings, and he had found nothing seriously wrong. Jake was healing well, his healthy little body was
fighting itself just as it should. But the child wasn't himself at all. He was tired of having to stay in bed,
but he didn't want to play. He didn't want to play with his grandpa and he didn't want to play with
Richie, and he complained that his head hurt. He spent a lot of time on Catherine's lap, her cool hand
brushing his hair, smoothing his flushed brow, while they watched Adam kicking in his crib. The baby
was the one thing which could be guaranteed to keep Jake quiet, keep his interest engaged, and the
fact that he was moving about so much nowadays was a major source of wonder to him.

"l told you he'd be all right, mommy," Jake said knowingly.
"l know you did, darling," Catherine replied, her voice soft.

There was a bond between these two sons of hers, a bond so strong that even Catherine herself
could scarcely comprehend it. There always had been, right from the moment Adam had been
conceived. Jake loved his little sister, loved her without hesitation, even when Katie chewed his
favourite crayons until they wouldn't write anymore. But his link with Adam was different. It was
stronger even than Vincent's bond with his children, and if Jake said Adam would be all right, then
there was no doubt at all on the subject. Adam would be all right!

"Are we going home soon?" Jake asked then, his voice descending into a whisper. It was a question
he'd been asking for days now. He was miserable. He was bored. And he was heartily sorry for
himself. He'd had enough of being Above and he wanted to go home. To his own chamber. To his
friends. To daddy.

"Tomorrow, darling, tomorrow," his mother promised. But even as her heart was singing with
happiness at the thought of going home, for she was missing Vincent, too, quite dreadfully, she was
also gripped by the coldness of an almighty fear. There was a meeting, an ordeal, to be faced first. A
meeting she wasn't looking forward to at all. A meeting with Leo Hamilton, the dour authority on
Genetic Engineering.

‘Just let him try to touch my sons,’ she thought fiercely. ‘either of them’, and her arms closed
protectively around Jake.

He obligingly cuddled her back, which was a minor miracle in itself. She didn't get much chance for a
cuddle these days, not at home anyway. Jake considered himself far too much of a 'big boy' now,
especially since Adam had made his appearance, and he was usually off with his friends, or daddy,
or keeping his grandpa company. Only in rare moments alone, at bedtimes and when he first came in
from his kindergarten classes, did he allow his mother to baby him to her heart's content. And she
had a feeling that even this small concession to her feelings none too well, he welcomed her loving
attentions. And she took advantage of the situation quite shamelessly. She loved the sweet, clean
smell of him, the warm curve of his little body against hers, and she kissed the top of his head. And
young Jacob Wells the Second allowed her to do it without so much as a murmur.



"I'm glad we're going back to daddy soon," he whispered.
"So am |, baby, so am I," she said fervently.

In truth, like her son, she could hardly wait to get home, for the tunnel world was truly home to her
now. She felt like a fish out of water in the world Above, and she longed for the warm, candlelit
chambers she shared with her husband. Life had changed a great deal for Catherine Chandler Wells.
She no longer worked Above, even on a part-time basis. Her family took all her time, all her energy,
and she found she wanted nothing more than that. She was a mother, she was with Vincent, the man
she loved, and she had her appointed place as his wife in the society Below, and that was enough.
She had found her role in life, and it suited her. And Joe had accepted her decision with his usual
crooked grin.

"Okay, Radcliffe. | know when I'm beat. | can't compete with Vincent 'AND' three children," he sighed
in mock dismay when she told him. But she knew he didn't mean it. He might have made D.A, at last,
but his own daughter was a healthy twelve months old now and he understood the pull of family life.

Catherine smiled to herself, remembering Joe's pride in his own little Cathy when he first brought her
to visit Below. The baby had not been long out of the hospital then, and Joe had been so protective
of her. So unashamedly proud, that even Helen, his wife, had teased him about it. Catherine, too,
hadn't been able to resist making a dry comment or two at her old friend's expense. Only Vincent had
taken his part, and the two men had stood united against their womenfolk.

"It's not true that women are the softer sex," Joe had said with an exasperated shake of his dark
head. "Hard as nails, that's what they are,"

"Truly," Vincent had sighed in agreement. "We have much to put up with, my friend. What happened
to all those wonderful women of literature who bowed to their men's wishes? Whose greatest role in
life was to satisfy their every need? 'Shakespeare’s Katherine' couldn't do enough for 'Petrucio’ in the
end ...."

"Well, I'm not 'Shakespeare's Katherine'. ...," Catherine broke in.

"Don't we know it ....," Joe had finished for her.

Catherine had shifted a little in her seat, smiling gently at the memories filling her head. Fortunately,
Jake had finally dropped into a welcome nap, much to her relief, and it wasn't long before she
followed his example herself. She'd had little time to rest over the last few days and fatigue was
finally catching up with her, and the warmth, the soft, measured sounds of her children's breathing as
they slept. Lulled her own spirits into a wonderful, languid ease. Her eyes began to unfocus and then
to close, and she slept for maybe an hour or so before Father came in to disturb her. He took her
shoulder and shook her, gently jiggling her awake.

"What is it?" she mumbled, still not properly back in the world again. She shifted Jake's weight on her
lap, easing him into a more comfortable position, and she stretched as best she could, trying to get
some feeling back into her numbed body. Then she caught sight of Father's face and she was
instantly alert again.

"What is it?” she demanded in sudden panic. "Is Adam all right?"

But one glance towards the cot told her the baby hadn't been moved. He was still sleeping
peacefully, his tiny hands curled like small pink starfish on the pillow beside his head. He was quite
safe.

"What is it?" she repeated to Father. "It's not Vincent, is it?"

"No," the old man sighed. "Though | doubt Vincent will be too happy at this turn of events. Hamilton is
coming today," he added heavily. "In fact, he's on his way already. It seems he had to leave town
tomorrow, unexpectedly, so he's asked to bring the meeting forward."

"Will it hurt Adam if we move him early?" Catherine asked, her eyes on the baby, but Father shook
his head.



"No," he repeated. "Adam and Jake can both be moved if need be. They are strong enough now, and
I've already sent Richie Below to tell Vincent we will be home tonight instead of tomorrow. Once this
wretched meeting is over, we will be long gone."

"That's good news, at least," she smiled. But there was a tremulous shake in her voice, and she, too,
wished desperately hard that the ordeal could be over and they were safely home again.

Father seemed to pick up on her thoughts, and he clasped her hand in his, doing his best to reassure
her since Vincent wasn't about to do the job himself. "It will soon be over," he said. "They will be here
within the hour. Peter is bringing the man over now. So," he added gently, "we should be home in
time for tea."

"Sounds wonderful," Catherine sighed.

She lifted Jake to carry him to his bed, but the movement disturbed the little boy and he woke at
once. His eyes shot open and he struggled out of his mother's arms, down to his feet, and he ran
over to clutch at his grandfather's voluminous robe.

"l don't have to go to bed again, do I1?" he asked, trying to get grandpa on his side. And grandpa
came to his aid at once.

"No, no," he smiled down into the wide, questioning eyes. "We are going home soon, and we have to
get ready."

It was just what Jake wanted to hear. Just what all of them wanted to hear. And the boy broke into an
excited dance, his headache abruptly forgotten.

"Hush," Catherine said, "Don't make so much noise. No one is supposed to know we're here ...." But
she couldn't really scold, she was too happy herself. "Go and collect up your toys and put them back
in the box." she directed him softly, to give him something to do before he burst.

“And try to be quiet," Father called after his grandson's fast-disappearing back.

"Talk to yourself," Catherine laughed, as the child scampered in heedless delight across the floor and
into the next room. They could hear the toys being thrown willy-nilly into the bottom of the box from
where they sat, and she shrugged resignedly. "He's too excited ...." she sighed apologetically, not
that she could blame him. She felt like dancing and singing herself.

She didn't feel much like dancing and singing an hour later, when the doorbell rang out into the silent
clinic, signalling that Peter had finally arrived. Everything was packed, ready for the return Below; not
a single clue remained lying about to identify them, to give any clue to who they were or where they
might live. Once this meeting was over, like Father said, they would be gone. And there would be
nothing left in the clinic to show that any of them had ever been there.

Catherine drew Jake to her, taking comfort from the warm little body pressed comfortingly against her
own, and she turned to face the door. To face the challenge that was to come. She could hear the
clock, ticking out into the silence of the room. It sounded unnaturally loud in the stillness and her
heart seemed to beat in time to it. Slowly. Labouring. Her breath coming in stifled pants in her throat.
Then, with a heart-stopping deliberation, the handle turned and the door swung open, and a tall
figure dressed entirely in black appeared before her eyes.

"Mrs Wells?" he asked, and she nodded in mute agreement.

"Hamilton. Leo Hamilton," he introduced himself briefly, and without hesitation, he walked straight
into the very centre of the room.

Peter was not far behind him, and he came hurrying into the room, throwing an encouraging glance
at Catherine. And Father joined them almost at once. They weren't going to let her face this trial
alone. But Catherine's eye were glued to Leo Hamilton.



"Good afternoon, Mr Hamilton," she said, putting him firmly in his place. No way was he going to
intimidate her, and she parried him look for look. And he inclined his head, acknowledging that he
may have misjudged her standing.

"Excuse me," he said, and his voice was deep and strong. "I'm forgetting my manners," and he
extended a hand in tardy greeting.

Catherine took it, but she didn't like this man. Not one bit. He was the image of Lucifer, the son of the
morning himself, most fair and beautiful to look upon but cold and evil to know. She did not trust Leo
Hamilton an inch, she never would, and her distasteful expression showed it.

"l believe you wanted to meet me," she offered at last in frigid tones.
Hamilton inclined his head once more, but he remained silent, watchful.

He had a mass of hair for a man his years, and age had streaked its original blond very liberally with
white. It framed his face as thickly as Jake's framed his, but it didn't soften his appearance by a
single degree. But the stiff lines of Catherine's demeanour did not soften, either. This man's very
existence was a threat to her husband, to her home and family. To everything she held dear, and she
could not forgive him fir it. So they watched each other carefully, like the adversaries they most
certainly were, glaring across the room in baleful speculation.

"Yes," the man concurred at last. "l wanted to meet you, and your son.”

Her grasp tightened almost involuntarily on Jake, and the boy wriggled against her, standing on his
childish dignity.

"Mommy," he protested.

"This is your son?" Hamilton asked, an eyebrow raised, and Catherine could have sworn she saw a
fleeting expression of disappointment flash across the man's face. To those who knew them, of
course, Jake bore a strong filial resemblance to Vincent. If you saw the two together, there was no

doubting who the child's father was. But the boy's facial characteristics were entirely human, and she
could sense Leo Hamilton's displeasure from almost a mile away.

"Catherine's son, and my grandson," Father put in quietly. And Hamilton's gaze swung round to
encompass him as well.

"You are the lady's father?" he asked politely.
"No. | am her husband's father," Father corrected at once.

The man didn't answer that. But he stared hard at Jake, and then at Father again. He moved across
the floor to put a finger under the boy's chin, raising the small face so that he could scrutinize it the
better. And Catherine let out a snort of outrage, and she snatched her son back.

"How dare you!" she snapped. "What do you think we are? Laboratory animals?"

The man winced, definitely winced, and for the first time he looked at her properly. As one human
being might look at another. And he sighed, deeply.

"You must excuse me," he said, "but when | saw your son's blood type, | had expected, had hoped,
for something else. Something different."

He was dismissing the notion now and turned to leave. Catherine was sure of it. He obviously thought
his mission was too impossible to pursue. No doubt berating himself for believing it in the first place,
and she held her breath as he moved towards the door.

"Goodbye, Mrs ... er .... Wells," he said with a dismissive wave of his hand. "I'm sorry to have
bothered you. It was an outside chance, and | had to take it ...."

It was obvious that he couldn't wait to get out, not relishing the thought of wasting his precious time
with people who could offer him nothing in return. And Catherine wasn't about to argue. She didn't



dare believe they had gotten away with it all so easily, but it seemed as if they had. So she forced
herself to appear calm, indifferent even, as the man made his hasty goodbyes.

But sadly, despairingly, Fate wasn't with her that day. Just as Hamilton seemed to be on the very
point of leaving, just as his hand was actually resting on the handle of the clinic door, luck deserted
her entirely. And the baby suddenly cried out in his crib.

"Adam's crying," Jake stated helpfully, and he detached himself from his mother's grasp and ran
across to the baby.

Hamilton stopped dead, his eyes brimming with hateful interest again. And with a purposeful tread,
he turned back into the room.

"Of course," he said quietly. "I'd quite forgotten you have another son. May | see him too?"

If Catherine could have said 'no' and got away with it, she would have said it at once. But she was
faced with no choice at all, and she rose to her feet with bitterness in her heart. Five more minutes
and they could have been free. But those five minutes had been denied them. Victory had been
snatched away. She lifted the baby into her arms, hushing his cries, and she heard with despair the
sharp intake of breath from behind her. Leo Hamilton had finally seen what he had come looking for.

He crossed the floor between them with long, swift strides, his face tight with shock, with virtual
disbelief. And Peter leapt in with haste to protect them.

"Be careful," he said, quickly, anxiously. "The child is still not entirely recovered." But nothing would
stop the man now, and he peered closely into Adam's little kitten face.

"Dear Lord," he murmured. "It can't be true. It can't."

He was almost overcome, but not quite in the way which Catherine was expecting. There was
something in the voice which caught her attention and made her pause. It was quiet, full of wonder
and she could have sworn it was shaking. She looked up in surprise and instead of the clinical
interest she'd thought to see on his face, Leo Hamilton's expression was one of desperate disbelief.
He was almost in tears, that much was obvious to any of them, and when he put out a hand to touch
the baby in her arms, she didn't have the heart to stop him.

"He is so beautiful," the man said, and her mother's heart was touched. She was confused now and
she couldn't work out what was happening, but surprisingly, she wasn't nearly so afraid anymore.

"Yes," she agreed simply. There was nothing else she could think of to say.

"May | hold him," he asked, then, holding out his arms, and a truly pitiable expression crossed over
his face when Catherine instinctively turned away, denying him quite so close a contact with her
newborn son. Her hand cupped Adam's tiny, golden head, and she held him close. Protectively. She
didn’t trust the man "THAT' much.

"I'm sorry," she refused quietly.
"But | won't hurt him, | promise," the man insisted, almost in desperation.

But Catherine showed no signs of softening, no signs of changing her mind at all, and he dropped his
eyes in final resignation. He was giving in, surrendering completely, and he was making quite sure
that she knew it. He was handing all the advantages deliberately over to her.

"l can see | have no choice but to tell you the truth," he said, with a shrug of his elegant shoulders.
"And | might as well. My medical career is almost over now. | have nothing to lose anymore. And |
would give anything, anything, to know the truth before | die."

He paused, a faraway, misty look coming into his eyes. And those eyes no longer seemed frigid,
piercing, but were fixed, pleading, on Catherine's face. She herself stood transfixed, unable to credit
that she was hearing right, but Hamilton's next few words chilled her to the bone.



"It is not a medical interest | have in your son," he continued, his voice no more than the merest
breath in the stillness of the room. "l have to admit, it is a purely personal one. You see, | held a child
like yours in my arms once before. Just for a time. Almost thirty-nine years ago to the day, to be
exact."

There wasn't a movement in the room, not one. His listeners were frozen as if carved in stone as the
words washed over them, and the full significance of what they meant sank slowly in.

"Oh my God," Father gasped, grey-faced, his voice cracking with shock.
"Tell us," Catherine demanded sharply, fixing the doctor with a determined eye.

And Leo Hamilton shrugged resignedly, knowing that there was no way out. After all these years, the
time for the truth had come.

"It was my son," he said brokenly. "My own son. And | abandoned him to his fate. All these years,
these long, long years, | have never had any way of knowing if the child | fathered actually lived or
died."

The silence of their reaction, their incredulous glances mutely exchanged, were enough to tell Leo

Hamilton exactly what he wanted to know. More than enough. In fact, he had known, known without
an atom of doubt in that instant, that he had found the right place, found the right people, to answer
the questions which had tortured him for so long. And his face lit up with a desperate yearning hope.

"You know him, don't you?" he asked at once. "You do! And I'm right, aren't |, in believing this is his
child?"

But Catherine did not answer. Not at once. She was still wary in spite of this sudden turn of events,
and she remained silent, going over the possibilities in her head with very careful thought. She wasn't
going to be rushed into any premature disclosures. She wanted to know more, much more, before
she would admit to Vincent's existence. To Leo Hamilton or anyone else. And neither Father nor
Peter would argue with her on that score. They had protected Vincent for years, until it was second
nature to them, and they wouldn't make that change very easily. And Father shook his head, a
mystified look in his eyes, as if he had been actually reading the unspoken thoughts going through
Catherine's mind.

"We haven't the vaguest idea what you mean," he answered in a voice which simply oozed surprise.
"Adam is the first, the only one. We have no idea why he was born as he is. Peter can vouch for
that."

"Don’t take me for a fool," Hamilton reiterated sharply, the warning clear in his voice. "l am fully
aware that the births of these boys have never been registered, in the city of New York or anywhere
else in America, for that matter. | have had it checked, and there is no mistake. So, if you have
nothing to hide, why bother with all the secrecy?"

"To protect them from people like you!” Catherine snapped at once.

She knew that it was the wrong thing to say the moment the words were out, but she could do
nothing at all about it. There was no way on earth she could take them back, and her blood turned to
ice in her veins at the smile of triumph lighting Hamilton's face.

"So," he said softly. "Why should you worry about people like me? If this baby is the first, and as
unexpected as you claim?"

Catherine stayed calm, she had to. The alternative was to go mad and she couldn't do that. Too
much was depending on her, and she refused, refused, to accept that the position was hopeless.
Somehow, somewhere, if she could only think carefully enough, there had to be a way out.

"l have no idea what you mean," she stated icily, playing desperately for time.



"Oh, but | think you do," he returned. "Where were your children born? Why is there no record of
them anywhere? And why hide the oldest one? Unless, of course, you knew there was good reason
to."

In that moment, Catherine truly considered murder. She was certain the only thing they could do was
to kill the man and vanish Below again, taking their dark secret with them. And she was fully prepared
to do exactly that. She would kill, kill to save Vincent, kill mercilessly and without compunction. Just
as he had killed in the past to save her. But Hamilton's expression changed. He shed his authority
like a skin, quite deliberately and his voice became quiet, controlled. As if he wanted to prove himself
to her, to show that he meant her no harm.

"Please," he entreated, "hear me out before you make up your mind. Then, if you still don't trust me,
if you don't believe my story, | give you my word that I'll leave and never bother any of you again.
Please, believe me, | want to be a friend, and | would never hurt you. | have caused my son enough
pain in his life already, and | would never want to bring him more."

Catherine considered this carefully. Something in the man's tone, in the longing in his eyes, touching
her heart afresh, and she found herself softening in spite of herself. The man sounded so wretched
that she was finding it hard to deny him. And to tell the truth, she wanted to hear what he had to say.

"Well," she said slowly. "l suppose there can be no harm in listening. But | warn you, I'm not taken in
very easily."

"Good," Hamilton returned.

He paused, taking the seat opposite Catherine and he waited patiently while she settled herself. The
baby lying quietly again now he was in his mother's arms. Father, too, was forced to sit down. The
situation was proving just a little too much for him, and he sank onto the little bed. His thoughts in
total chaos. And Jake climbed immediately onto his lap, clutching hard onto his grandfather's hand.
Only Peter chose to stand.

"Well what 'is’ this story?" he demanded shortly, his eyes never leaving Hamilton's face.

The man must have felt the hostility between them. It was humming in the air with an almost tangible
force, but he didn't seem to care. Not anymore. He pressed on regardless, determined to see things
through.

"Well," he began. "It's a long story, a story I've never told to a single being before, and I'm the only
person left alive who had any part in it. So when | die, its secrets will go with me to the grave."

He paused, regarding his listeners carefully, but they asked no questions, made no comments, so he
returned uninterrupted to his tale.

"Forty years ago," he continued. "l was a young medical student in my final year of study. | was keen,
too keen, maybe and very ambitious. | wanted to be the best. And | was ahead of my time. In-vitro-
fertilization, embryo implantation, surrogate motherhood, they're all accepted practice now. But then,
when we were trying them out, they were more like pure science fiction than medical science fact."

”"So, you carried out experiments?" Catherine demanded faintly, her stomach beginning to churn in
trepidation.

"Don't stop him now," Father insisted, the need to know becoming almost more than he could bear.
"Get on with your story, man."

Reluctantly. Hamilton did as he was asked. He was obviously on edge, almost convinced entirely
now that he, too, was coming close. But he knew that he would have to finish his own story before he
would hear any answers for himself.

"l ... we ... a friend of mine and myself ... persuaded a nurse we know to donate some of her eggs for
our work," he went on, taking up his tale again. "We said they were for a wealthy woman who couldn't
have children of her own, and we said she'd be paid for her help. So she agreed to carry any foetus
to term. We fertilized the eggs with my own sperm, and we managed to produce one live, active



embryo. It was a miracle, a total miracle, and we implanted it back into Alex's womb, but we were
students, experimenting without permission, and we wanted to do more. We injected some foreign
matter, some animal DNA into the developing embryo in the glass ..."

"What sort of foreign matter?" Peter interjected, horror written all over his face.

“"Lion genes," Hamilton admitted slowly, and for once, he couldn't raise his eyes to look any of them
in the face.

"Dear Lord,"” Father broke in sharply, his voice cutting and as frigid as ice. "How could you, man,
how could you?"

"It was Nick's idea of a joke," Hamilton sighed, "since my name is Leo. He thought it would be funny if
| had a lion for a son. And anyway," he added carefully. "We really didn't think it would matter. We
didn't expect the creature to live. It was just an experiment."

"An experiment'!" Catherine hissed, her temper rising.

That she was listening to the truth, she no longer doubted for a minute. But it wasn't a truth she cared
to hear. Or one she would ever want her husband to learn. A test tube baby? Maybe he could live
with that. But the kind of experiment Leo Hamilton had just outlined? It was the stuff his worst
nightmares were made of, and Catherine would rather die than let him hear it.

"But the creature did live, " she retorted, her tone dripping contempt. “And you didn't want that, did
you? That wasn't part of your grand design. You would have been struck off before your medical
careers were even started, if your so-called experiment had been discovered. So you discarded him,
threw him out in the trash without so much as a second thought."

"He can't be dead, can he?" Hamilton groaned, but this time Catherine hardened her heart. She
showed the man no mercy. She dared not, for Vincent's sake.

"You murdered him," she repeated harshly. "You killed your own son. He's dead and there's nothing
we can tell you which will ever change that. I'm sorry, but it's something you'll have to live with for the
rest of your life."

Hamilton made a small, terrible sound deep in his throat, and he gazed over at her with the eyes of a
cornered animal.

"l can't do that," he gasped. "l can't. The child haunts me more and more of late. | can't forget his
face, his eyes, looking up at me. And you're wrong, so wrong," he cried out. "He was no creature. He
was a child, a human child, just like yours. He was alive, warm, intelligent. You could feel it in him.
Oh, I know you think I'm being sentimental, but | held him in my arms and you didn't. So | know."

Father didn't say a word. Not one word. He hung his head, his eyes hidden from view, but he clung
even more tightly to his grandson's hand. And his breath came in silent, convulsive sobs in his throat.

"I've never heard such a preposterous thing in my life," Peter broke in, drawing the attention from his
stricken friend. “And even if it's true, what on earth makes you think we can help? You said yourself,
the mother of this child carried him purely for the money, and neither of you wanted him after the
birth. So you killed him to save your career. | only hope your career was worth it."

Peter turned away, his voice harsh with disgust. But Hamilton wasn't ready to give up.

"No," he insisted . "You 'DO' know him. I'm sure you do. And Alex 'DID' want her son. She loved him,
she fought like a tiger to keep him. She said he was special, but | stole him from her while she was
asleep. And it's true. | did mean to kill him. But | couldn't do it. His mother was right, he was special,
and | just couldn't do it. So left him instead, outside St. Vincent's Hospital, and | ran away."

"You left him to die," Catherine retorted, "That was no better."

"l went back for him, half a dozen times," Hamilton groaned. "But he wasn't there. | searched for days
through the rubbish, but there was no sign of him. His mother was distraught, desperate, she never
forgave me, never ...."



The room had suddenly grown quite suffocating hot. Blood was pounding in Catherine's ears,
drowning out the conversation until she could scarcely grasp what was going on. The words still
came and went about her but they didn't make sense anymore. The noise in her head was too great,
too overwhelming. And she honestly thought she might faint. Father was openly crying by now, and
Jake was watching his tears with frightened, incredulous eyes. Grandpa never cried. He was ten feet
tall and strong, like daddy. But the child still clung to his grandfather's hand, loving him, holding him.
And Hamilton was at their side in a trice, sensing a final victory. The barriers were breaking down. He
could sense it.

"You 'do’ know him," he repeated urgently. "He 'is’ your son, isn't he? But he's mine, too, in a way.
Remember that. You wouldn't have him at all if it wasn't for me. So tell me the truth, for pity's sake,
tell me the truth. He is alive, isn't he?"

"He is alive," a soft voice said, and everyone turned as one, in sudden deathly silence.
And Vincent himself stepped out of the shadows to confront them.

CHAPTER FOUR

To say that Vincent looked impressive was to put it mildly. He stood before them, magnificent and
proud, his cloak wrapped around his powerful figure like that of some medieval knight, and his eyes
blazed like jewels in his unique golden face.

"l believe you are causing my family some concern," he addressed Hamilton in his whispery gravel-
and-velvet tones. "And | cannot allow that to go on."

With two strides he was beside Father, and he took the troubled Jake up into his arms. The boy
settled immediately, arms wound tightly about his father's neck, and he buried his face into the
thickness of Vincent's mane. Catherine rose to her feet, the baby sleeping against her shoulder, and
took a step forward. But Vincent turned and was beside her in a trice. He put an arm around her and
drew her close. There was no doubt at all to anyone watching that this was his family. And that he
would protect them at all costs.

"My God," Hamilton gasped, his face stark with amazement.

He took an involuntary step forward, as if he just couldn't help himself. The temptation to touch, to
make sure, was too great for him to resist and he raised a hand towards Vincent. But he was
rewarded at once by a soft, warning snarl. Soft, but infinitely menacing. Vincent's top lip curled,
baring the points of some very sharp incisors, and the blue eyes narrowed with savage intent. It was
enough to make the hair on the back of his listener's head stand on end, even those who knew him,
and poor Hamilton, who didn't, nearly jumped clear out of his skin. And he snatched back his hand as
if scalded.

"As you see, | have two sides to my nature," Vincent breathed, eyes dark and glittering, "and it seems
| have 'you' to thank for that."

Hamilton didn't answer. No one answered. It was only too evident what Vincent meant, and Catherine
looked uneasily up at him. Her heart ached for the pain, the loneliness he must be feeling, to have
the very worst of his fears confirmed. To know that he had been conceived so cold-bloodily, had
been tinkered with before birth as a mere experiment to be discarded, would be almost more than he
could bear. He had always hoped, deep inside himself, that there had been love at his conception, at
his birth, no matter what had happened in-between. And now he knew his hopes had all been in vain.

"How much did you hear?" she asked sadly.
"Enough," he returned quietly. "Enough."



Hamilton took a deep breath, a deep silent breath, and he looked Vincent deep in the eyes. He didn't
attempt to avoid the gaze, didn't flinch from the searing contempt so obvious there. And he didn't
flinch from what he knew he had to do.

"Excuse me," he said. "l was forgetting my manners again. As your wife said, you are 'NOT'
laboratory animals, any of you ..."

Vincent's head shot up at last, and his eyes blazed, but he didn't say a word. Not one word.

And Hamilton carried bravely on. "May | introduce myself?" he continued. "My name is Hamilton. Leo
Hamilton, and as you must have realized by now, we are not ... total
strangers ... to each other. We met, once before, on the day you were born ...."

But Vincent couldn't maintain his silence at that. Those words were too much for him, too much to
ignore, and he growled softly in his throat.

"l think we met before that," he breathed. "Unfortunately for me, we met on a day 'BEFORE' | was
born ...."

Again, there was silence. And again, menace seemed to simmer in the air between them. Vincent
didn't speak, didn't move, but there was no mistaking the power of his rage. It was evident in every
line of his great figure, in the hooded, blazing eyes. It crackled from him like electricity, and Hamilton
recognized its force at once.

"There is no excusing what | did. | know that," he mumbled, hastily backing off a step, and Father let
out a sharp snort of anger.

"Well, that's true enough," he grated.

But for all the harshness of his tone, Father was frightened. More than frightened, in fact, he was
almost frozen with fear. He had never felt so threatened before in his life, not even when Catherine
became so important to Vincent's existence. Even then, there had been a place for him. He had still
been Father, and in time he'd become the beloved grandpa to Vincent and Catherine's children. But
now, here, he was in danger of losing his son all over again. And this time, for good.

Hamilton could offer Vincent knowledge, knowledge of his birth, knowledge of his inheritance, and
there was no way Jacob Wells could compete with that. And what was more, deep in his soul, Father
knew how much Vincent craved to hear it.

He put a hand to his eyes, virtually overcome. Thoughts, fears, anxieties, chased themselves round
and round in his head, making him feel literally sick to his stomach. And he pressed nerveless fingers
to his burning brow. Perhaps, maybe, the thoughts tormented him, this knowledge might prove too
much for Vincent, and he would slide back into near-madness again. Or retreat deep inside himself,
unable to face them. And how would they, how would his children, manage to cope with that?

Or, or, and this was almost worse, almost more final, Vincent might find some affinity with this man
who claimed to have fathered him. Truly fathered him. And then he would have no place in his son's
life, no real place. No place with meaning. He would be merely the man who had stood in for the real
thing. The real father.

"Jacob?"

Peter came forward, his voice sharp with anxiety for his old friend. And he placed a supportive hand
on the old man's shoulder. It trembled a little under the weight of his palm. And he could guess only
too well what Father was thinking, what he was suffering.

"Are you all right, Jacob?" he repeated urgently.

But Father straightened his shoulders, putting his terrors firmly behind him, and he looked up to meet
his friend's eyes. No way was he about to let Vincent down now. No way was he going to allow his
own troubles, his own fears, to intrude on Vincent's needs at this terrible time. He would be at his
son's side, there for him, no matter what the cost.



"Of course," he said reassuringly to Peter. "Of course."
"Jake," Vincent broke in then, dropping the boy to his feet again. "Go and sit on Grandpa's knee."

Jake was more than willing to comply, and he ran across the room to climb on Father's lap again. He
didn't quite understand what was going in, but he didn't care. He was tired and still a little out-of-sorts,
and he snuggled up to the old man, head on his chest, just as his father had done so many times as
a child before him. And within a matter of moments he was asleep, burrowed safely in his
grandfather's voluminous robes. Father looked up, his eyes bright with tears. Vincent's message was
obvious to everyone in the room. He had sent Father the one thing he cherished almost more than
anything else in the world. His firstborn son. The proof of his humanity. His child, named for his
father. His only father. He could do no more than that.

"Thank you, Vincent," Father said softly, drawing the little boy close.
"He loves you, Father," Vincent returned. "He is safe with you. Just as | was myself."
"You ‘are’ his grandfather," Catherine added with a smile. "Where else would he go?"

The atmosphere in the room was softer now, and gentler, and Hamilton was almost too wary to move
in case he did something to disturb it. But Vincent soon remembered him, and he turned back to the
man with a voice like ice.

"Did you think," he began. "That by coming here you could study your handiwork again?"

"It wasn't like that," Hamilton protested. "l just wanted to know if you'd survived. If you were all
right ...."

"If | am, it is no thanks to you," came Vincent's frigid reply.

"l know that," the man sighed. "Do you think | don't know that? | have lived with my guilt, my shame,
all these years ..."

“And now you want some peace, some forgiveness, before you die?" Catherine put in, her voice
dripping scorn.

"l will never have that," Hamilton said brokenly.

"Because of what you did to Vincent. I'm not surprised. And you a doctor as well ..." Peter snapped in
contempt.

"No," Hamilton said harshly, "Not because of that. Though it is bad enough. But when | see him now,
| know his mother was right. He IS special. Just as she said. No," he added, his voice high on
breaking point. "l have more to haunt me than that ..."

He put a hand inside his coat, drawing out a wallet from an inner pocket. It was black leather,
obviously much worn with use, and flicking it open, he took out a photograph. An old photograph.
And very carefully, he passed it to Vincent, his eyes dark and shadowed with grief.

"Your mother," he said simply.

Vincent's gasp of pain was audible, and his fingers were shaking as he took the picture between
long, elegant claws. He could not utter a word.

"May | see?" whispered Catherine, and Vincent held out the picture, mutely, his eyes full of tears.

The photograph was faded, obviously many years old, but there was no mistaking the features, the
grace, of the woman portrayed there. She was on a beach somewhere, holding the hand of a small
boy not much older than Jake, and the breeze was billowing the skirt of her dress about them. It was
lifting the ends of her long, honey-blonde hair, and she was smiling as she smoothed the strands
away from her face.

"She's beautiful,” Catherine breathed.



"She was," Hamilton agreed, his expression tender. "She was English, you know, a real English rose,
fair and lovely ..."

"But she took money ...." Vincent began, finding his voice at last. But it was a voice hushed with grief,
with unshed tears.

“She was a lady," Hamilton snapped, all fears of Vincent forgotten in his flash of anger. “And | won't
hear a word against her. Not one. Just you remember that."

"We’'ll remember," Catherine said softly, soothingly. "But tell us about her. Tell us why she ...."

"Why she did what she did?" Hamilton finished for her, his face infinitely sad. "It isn't a long story," he
said, "Or a particularly unusual one. She came here with her family, but her parents were killed in a
car accident not long after they arrived. And Alex was left with her little brother to care for ...."

"Alex?" Vincent queried, in a voice no more than a whisper.
"Her name was Alex. Alexandra Hartland."
"And she was a nurse?" Father put in.

"She was a nurse," Hamilton confirmed. "And a good one, believe me. But her salary wasn't enough
to pay for all the treatment her brother needed. That was him in the photograph, taken just before the
accident happened. Malcolm, that was his name, needed surgery to help him walk again, and Alex
was out of her mind trying to find the money to pay for it, let alone pay for the medical bills already
piling up from the accident itself. She was at her wits end, or she would never have even considered
doing what she did. And she was too honest to run back to England, leaving the bills unpaid. So you
see, she really had no choice."

“And you knew that?" Vincent demanded, his eyes like coals.

"l knew it," Hamilton agreed quietly. "I knew she was desperate enough to go along with our plans,
especially when we told her it would give some childless couple a baby. But when she saw you, when
she actually held you in her arms, she couldn't give you away."

He looked up at Vincent, at the silent figure frozen into immobility. The face was no longer savage,
but alight with intelligence and sensitivity. And Hamilton sighed again.

"Your mother loved you,” he said very firmly. "She loved you more than life itself. She thought you
were the most beautiful child in the world, and very, very special. And she fought for you like a
tigress. | broke her heart when | took you away, and that's a cross | will always have to bear. Always.
There is no escaping from that."

Hamilton paused, his voice almost dying away to nothing, and he threw Vincent a brief, sideways
look, as if he was determined to make this great creature understand.

"Your mother wanted you very much," he repeated, underlining every word with quiet emphasis. "No
mother wanted her child more. You have to believe that. She couldn’t rest, couldn't heal, when you
were gone. And she begged and pleaded so much that | couldn't deny her. | had to go. | had to, and |
searched for you everywhere. But | couldn't find you. | couldn't find any sign of you. Night and day |
searched. | didn't care what people thought when they saw me scrabbling through the rubbish. | was
past caring about that. But you were gone, and | was never able to tell your mother where."

No one, not even Vincent, could find a thing to say. The picture the man was painting was too
painful, too vivid, for mere words. In their minds' eye they could see her, actually see her, a sick
woman, desperate and sore of heart, waiting alone in her room in the growing darkness, looking for
the return of a child which never came.

"Poor soul," Father whispered, saying it for all of them. "How she must have suffered."

"Oh, she did indeed," Hamilton nodded, not even attempting to hide the truth, to excuse himself from
blame. He shook his head, his face sombre and he added harshly. “And she never recovered. She
was always a delicate woman, brave but very delicate, and the shock was just too much for her. | did



try to tell her that the child was safe but she didn't believe me, and who could blame her? We both
knew | was lying. And the thought of her baby out there, her special baby, lost to her, maybe cold and
frightened, falling into the hands of the wrong people. Well, she just couldn't live with it. She hung on
for a while, desperately hoping. And | will never forget her face, so pale, so haunted, looking at me
when | came back empty-handed. But once she knew, once she realized it was over, that she would
never hold her child in her arms again, she just slipped away. Not even the thought of Malcolm could
save her. So you see," he said, addressing Catherine with agonized eyes, "you were wrong. | can
never find peace in my lifetime, can never buy it back, from Vincent or anyone else. | loved her, you
see. | loved her, but | hurt her so much that she died. My lovely Alex died in my arms, and it was all
my fault."

The voice finally cracked, gave up, and the listeners sat without moving. They could offer no comfort
at all. It was over, and Leo Hamilton was right. They couldn't change one atom of it. Only Catherine
stirred, fired up by her love, her need to protect her Vincent and she asked shakily.

"And what did you hope to achieve by coming here? Did you think to find yourself a son for your old
age?"

"Oh no, not that," Hamilton sighed, and he shook his head with a tired smile. "At least, not at first. |
no longer believed in miracles. | just wanted to know if Alex's boy had lived or died. And maybe, just
maybe," he added, his voice cracking with unshed tears. "l have given her spirit some peace, now
that her son truly knows that she loved him. But | want no more than that, | assure you. | have never
allowed myself the pleasure of thinking the child as mine as well ..."

"You don't ‘deserve’ him," Father broke in coldly.
"True," Hamilton agreed. "True, but maybe in time ..."

He broke off, leaving the words unsaid, but they all knew what he meant. Vincent didn't speak, not at
first. But he turned the full force of his jewel-blue eyes upon the man, and his answer, when it came,
was very carefully considered.

"l think not," he said, his voice surprisingly calm and measured.
"Don't make a decision now ...," Hamilton pleaded, rushing into dissuade him.

"There is no decision to make," Vincent insisted. "l 'have' a father. | 'have always' had a father, and
nothing has happened today to change that. But now | have a mother as well, and | must be grateful
to you for that."

"Grateful?" the man murmured.

"How else can | feel?" the hushed voice returned. "You can surely expect no more? But it was you
who brought me this news, who told me about my mother, and | will always try to remember you for
that."

"No more than that?" Hamilton asked softly.

"No more than that," came the careful reply. "I cannot think of you as my father, for what you did was
purely biological. No more, no less. There was little thought in your actions for the child you created.
But the father | know, the father | already have, raised me, loved me and taught me. Was there for
me. He was truly my father in every way, and | need no other but him. In fact, | would feel nothing but
hatred for you, if | allowed myself to dwell on the damage you inflicted, the trust you abused, the pain
you caused to people who could not help themselves. But then, why should 1?7 | have had so much in
my life, from Father, from Catherine, from the world | live in, that my pain is more for ... my mother ....
than it is for myself. | was lucky. | was given so much, but she had nothing at all."

"And you can never forgive me for that," Hamilton stated flatly, head bent, eyes dry and unseeing.

"You can never forgive yourself for that," Vincent corrected softly. "And | would be a constant
reminder to you, of your guilt, your shame. You could never forget it, and in the end, everything | did,
everything | said, would be like a knife turning in an open wound. And it could never heal, or even



begin to heal. Believe me. It is better that we do not meet again, as much for your own sake as for
ours."

"Maybe you're right," Hamilton admitted reluctantly.

"l am right," Vincent insisted with great dignity. "You have filled a gap in my life, and | am truly
grateful for that. It is what | will try to remember you for. Rather than the selfishness, rather than the
horror of what you did. And hopefully, | have filled a gap in your life as well. You have some of the
answers you came seeking. But that is an end to it. It must be an end to it. We can be no more to
each other, too much has passed between us to forgive or forget, and maybe this way, we can avoid
hating each other. So we must part now, and we must part for good."

* % k % %

Hamilton went. He hadn't wanted to, his eyes, his despairing expression had told them that. But he
had accepted the force of Vincent's words and finally called a cab to take him away. And Vincent
returned Below, taking his family with him.

"Will he come looking for us?" Catherine asked.

She was lying in bed, weary from the day's efforts, from its emotional stresses and strains, the great
form of her husband relaxing beside her. It was the first time they had to themselves, and they were
cherishing it. They lay together, chatting, the soft candlelight of their chambers wrapping them gently
in peace, in contentment. Their two children slept, and Catherine was suckling a very pink and
satisfied baby at her breast.

"l doubt it," Vincent smiled. "He understands the truth of my words. What we have now is acceptable,
if not very satisfying or earth-shakingly wonderful. It is better, at least, than coming to hate each
other."

"Are you sure it's what you want?" she asked him.
"I'm sure," he returned, smiling.
"So, there is no happy ending?" Catherine sighed, just a trifle sadly.

"Happy endings are not obligatory," her husband said gently. "The world does not work that way, not
even Below. But what about Adam?" he added, reaching up to brush his son's small head with a
tender fingertip. "There is a happy ending for him. Is that not enough?"

"It is more than enough," Catherine smiled, curling happily into her husband's arms.

She felt so safe, so complete, lying there, knowing all her own personal dreams had come true, and
Vincent shifted her gently until her head rested against the massive wall of his chest.

"You're my happy ending, my love," she whispered into the warmth of his shoulder, and she meant
every word she said. From the bottom of her heart.

He bent his head, his hair falling forward in a curtain, enveloping them both in a golden world of their
own, and his mouth found hers in a kiss.

"And you, mine," he returned, his voice soft and heavy with promise.

And in the world Above, the sky turned golden and red above the streets of the city. Warming its
heart. And the people smiled at each other. They looked into the sunset, welcoming it, knowing it
promised at last the first breath of spring in the brand new day to come.

FINIS



