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The straight passages in the tunnels were the best places to play with Jacob.
There, Vincent knew, the child's small, running steps could have free rein without
bumping into furniture or sharp objects.

It seemed Jacob had the same wonderful night vision his father had. His little feet
crept  surely  over  the  rough  surfaces,  his  bright  face  smiling  at  his  father,
delighted  with  this  special  treat.  Always  wary,  Vincent  observed  his  son's
movements, crouching to be on Jacob's level.  Perhaps, he mused, someday,
others would take his son Above to play in the sun, to see the park.

It  had been a year  and a half  since Catherine's death and Jacob had grown
strong in that time, his red-gold hair long and full, dark green eyes that were so
like his mother's. With the smallest pang of regret, Vincent knew his son would
be able to live in both worlds.

The  child  stumbled  --  fell.  Before  Vincent  could  make  alarmed  parent
movements, Jacob laughed and pulled himself to his feet. Moving even quicker
than before, he ran away, enjoying the space and the special sensation of being
allowed to roam.

The strange peace that he had felt all these months since finding his son was
suddenly shattered as Vincent sensed the presence of a stranger Below. And he
was very, very near.

Instantly, he was on his feet, alert to his new danger. Long unused nerves tensed
for action as the stranger came around a bend in the tunnel.

He'd been drawn by the sound of babyish laughter, the low chuckle of it's father,
and by the pure joy that emanated from this stretch of tunnels. How long had he
been wandering here, searching?

It  took a moment for Vincent to recognize the invader,  his hands curling into
claws, a low growl forming in his throat.

"Vincent -- please!"

A gentle internal hand brushed aside the curtain of disbelief and comprehension
dawned. 

"Elliot??!"

"No,  not  Elliot,"  he  murmured,  a  slow smile  passing  over  his  worn,  battered
features. "Stosh. Stosh Kasmareck."

Torn, dirty clothing draped the lank form. He looked starved, wild, like a man who
had indeed lost himself.



"I.... I've been searching, for months," he continued, the once smooth voice rough
and low. "You were the only... the only, dare I say it, friend?" 

Feeling faint, he braced himself against the rock wall. "And obviously," he said, a
smile appearing through the untrimmed beard. "You didn't want to be found."

Vincent easily wrapped his arms around the thin shoulders, ignoring the stench,
as well as past fears of what this man had been. 

"The  explosion.  I  saw  your  body,  for  the  briefest  of  moments..."  he  said,
supporting the trembling man.

"I was hurt, maybe worse than dead." The blue eyes were haunted. "Shot. Half-
drowned. I pulled myself up on some pilings, watched the fire. Couldn't find you,
couldn't go home..." 

He swayed in Vincent's grip, a half-laugh breaking through the pain. "There were
people nearby, a clinic-- I didn't tell them my name. One day, I just left and took
to the streets. Sometimes I'd find a newspaper. The world said Elliot Burch was
dead, Gabriel's place--- gone, and you...disappeared."

"But you found this place." Wonder grew in Vincent's voice at what this man had
endured, at the sacrifices he had made.

An enigmatic smile crossed the still handsome features. "I heard things on the
street. People on the subways, talking of a safe place Below. Catherine brought
me here once, saved my skin. I started looking..."

"Father?" Vincent felt a tug on his cloak; Jacob demanding attention.

Elliot's eyes went wide as he beheld the small face in the dim light...Catherine's
face, with long hair that echoed the color of his father's.

Vincent scooped up the baby, placing one hand on the other man's arm. 

"This is my son," he said, pride and love warming his words.

"You did find him!" Softly, he touched the child's hand, smiling as the baby took
his fingers in a firm grip. "He's strong," he said, smiling eyes meeting Vincent's.

"Smart, and full of mischief. The light of my life-- now." Vincent pulled the man
close with his free arm. "You are a part of that light, and are welcome here."

He was so tired, he could barely keep his footing, even with Vincent's strong arm
around him. The adrenaline that had kept him upright the past days (weeks?)
was dissipating.

"Come with me," Vincent soothed, "You need to lay down. My father is a doctor."
He allowed Stosh to lean against him, bolstering most of his frail weight. "Come,"
he said.

"I had nowhere else to go, Vincent," the ragged man said in apology.

With new eyes, Stosh took in all that he saw as they neared the family chambers.
No wonder Cathy had kept this world so secret, had protected it with her life. It
became clear  to  him...  the  reasons  for  all  the  questions she  had refused to
answer.

The golden light grew stronger, warmer.



"Father's  chamber  is  this  way,"  Vincent  assisted  Stosh as  well  as  he  could,
hampered by a small, squirming child.

Father was at his desk, trying to balance what was needed with what could be
done without, a daily task. His head came up as his son entered, eyes narrowing
when he saw the stranger beside him. 

"Vincent, what is this??"

"He's very ill, Father." Setting the child on his feet, he helped his friend into a
chair. "This is Elliot..."

"Elliot Burch!!?" Father was out of his chair in a flash, his face working into the
worst of angry expressions. "It can't be... he's..."

"He's dead." The empty eyes stared from the haggard face. "He went away and I
was left." A snort of laughter escaped him. "His soul left my body."

"I'll get my medical bag." 

One fury-filled glance from Father let Vincent know there was more 'discussion'
to come. He felt as he had as a child when bringing home a wounded animal. But
only for a moment. He would fight for this man to remain.

Leaving Stosh to rest in the chair a moment, Vincent followed the older man into
another chamber, knowing full well what Father had in store for him.

"He is unhinged." The words were flatly stated. Father turned swiftly at Vincent's
footstep. "You brought him down here, of all places!" He shook his head over the
black bag he was checking. "Your son, Vincent!" Closing the bag with a snap, he
turned his blazing eyes on his son. "This Burch might mean him harm," he glared
up at Vincent.

So, this was the new tack Father would take. Fighting dirty.

"Elliot means Jacob no harm, Father. He is a tired man, whose world, whose
dreams, collapsed around him. He came to us searching for a home, a place to
belong." 

Vincent  straightened,  his  icy  blue  gaze  meeting  Father's  just-as-stubborn
expression. Two could play at this game.

"Can we deny him this world, Father, when others have taken his?" His voice
rose a notch in fury. "I owe him my life, Father. I will not cast him out. He needs a
home, a family."

"He  was  our  enemy,  Vincent."  Father  drew himself  up,  his  features  twisting
subbornly,  echoing  the  fighter  he  was  and  always  would  be.  "He  could  go
Above-- back to his world, and betray us!"

" 'Was' is the operative word, Father," Vincent softened his tone, reluctant to hurt
this  man  he  so  loved  with  sharp  words.  "When  Catherine  died,  his  world
dissolved, just as mine did. We shared...a dream with her. You were not on the
Compass Rose that night, nor did you see him shield me, saving my life. He fell
into my arms, begging me to abandon him-- but I could not."

His calm blue eyes regarded Father.



Father lowered his eyes, unable to meet that gaze. Yes, this man had saved the
life of  his son, may have succeeded in keeping them both alive by betraying
Gabriel's plan.

"I'll fetch Mary," he capitulated. "He'll need a bed, good food."

He was  rewarded with  a  soft  kiss and an embrace from his  son,  and a low
"Thank you, Father."

He  breathed  a  sigh  of  relief.  No,  he  could  not  deny  Vincent  even  this.  The
reminder that Vincent and the child would have died if not for Burch's intervention
made him shiver.

Jacob was seated on the newcomer's lap when Vincent returned. Elliot had found
a bowl and a pitcher, and had washed some of the grime from his hands and
face, highlighting the shadows around his eyes, making them more prominent.
His son was behaving gently, almost touching in his care of the stranger. Small
hands encircled Elliot's arm, Jacob's eyes searching the tired face. An almost
dazzling smile was his reward, a sad echo on the man's once handsome face.

"My son is magic." Vincent touched the back of Elliot's chair. "Better medicine
than all the things in Father's bag."

"I take it he was not exactly thrilled with my arrival."

"No." The word was spoken ruefully. "But not an unexpected reaction. He has
great responsibility here to keep our safe place secret." 

"There are no safe places, Vincent." The warm voice rolled the words out, his
eyes dropping down and away under long lashes. "I don't want to go back, my
friend." Tears strained against his eyelids, choking him. Desperation crept into
his voice. "Will he let me...stay?"

"The  council  will  decide  that."  With  a  gentle  hand,  Vincent  gripped  Elliot's
shoulder. "And I will speak for you."

The peaceful assurance in Vincent's voice sent waves of emotion through Elliot.
He hadn't cried for Cathy. No. His place, his authority, would not stand for it then.
Now,  he  was  mortal  again,  thrown  down  from  Olympus,  and  the  rock  was
shifting,  the  great  wall  of  ice  melted  and  gone.  His  tears  fell,  not  only  for
Catherine, but for this family and the good, gentle man she had loved and left
alone with her child to raise.

Vincent felt his grief keenly, sensing its turbulent depths. It rocked him, shook
him suddenly, gripping him in its iron fist. Pain bloomed in his heart. Elliot's grief
tasted like his own. This man could have been Catherine's chosen. Vincent knew
the price he had paid, and how deeply he had coveted her love. He cried for this
man, silently,  mourning what  the man had longed for,  but never  had. He felt
again, freshly, the great longing for her light, and the joy that was his when she
had loved him. He retrieved his son and quietly left Elliot alone with his pain.

*****



It had been a long day for Rebecca. The candle making was not coming along as
planned.  There  was  a  shortage  of  beeswax,  the  plentiful  supply  normally
available thin this year.  Had Catherine brought it  only last  year? The candles
they'd made-- tons, enough for two Winterfest's.

She entered Father's chamber, looking for the patriarch or Vincent. A stranger
sat alone there,  his head bowed, hugging himself  in Father's deep chair.  His
shoulders were shaking. Rebecca's normal shyness vanished at the pain she
heard in each choking sob.

His face was handsome, sensitive. Kneeling by the chair, her fingers laced over
his, warm blue eyes catching his clouded gaze.

She was beautiful, her hands so warm, steadying, a sweet face, not perfect, but
dear  in  an  old  fashioned  way.  Something  in  her  gaze,  an  almost  tangible
empathy, eased his grief.

"First impressions," he murmured, wiping his tears from wet cheeks with the back
of his hand.

"It's okay." There was pain in her voice, for him. "What is it?"

"I've been lost. Vincent brought me...here." He cleared his throat, trying to clarify
his words. "What is your name?"

"Rebecca. And you?"

"Stosh."

As Father entered, Rebecca pulled herself to her feet, remembering why she had
come.

"You've met Mr....  Kasmareck....is it?" His blue eyes questioned, hesitating on
the last name.

"Yes. And I've met Rebecca." Stosh rose from the chair, keeping one hand on
the back to steady himself. "Not under the best circumstances," he smiled.

"There's food prepared, and we've made ready a chamber..."

"You're staying with us, then?" 

Rebecca's heart became hopeful and she wondered why. What did this stranger
possess that others did not?

"That  will  be  a  decision  made  by  the  council."  Father  harumphed,  looking
uncomfortable. "Chances are the decision will be a favorable one."

"I'm grateful for your influence." Stosh said the sentence firmly, meaning it. He
wanted to be friends with this man, or at least a worthy opponent.

"I have nothing to do with it." Sharp edges defined his words. "Vincent soothes
our ruling body and they listen to what he says. Already, acceptance of your...
situation... has been circulated." 

His head came up, turning his attention to the woman.

"Rebecca, you needed to see me?"

Rebecca  broke  her  gaze  from  the  frail-looking  man  and  discussed  the  wax



shortage with  Father.  She could still  sense Stosh's soft  eyes on her and his
interest in what she said.

Stosh was losing his grip on reality, even Rebecca's clear voice fading. Father
caught him as he fell.

The  next  few  days  were  full  of  drifting  images:  Vincent's  kindness,  Father's
gruffness, and over all, Rebecca's tentative shyness, her worry as he lay ill.

Vincent treated him like a brother, a lost part of himself. What a good man he
truly  was,  his  great  strength only  surpassed by his  loving  heart.  They spoke
together, hesitantly at first, of their shared times with Catherine, a time she had
brought his old self to the tunnels when fleeing from the men who had killed his
father. Would he have accepted Vincent's friendship then? They both agreed,
with mutual chuckles, that a bond would not have developed at that time.

In a few days, Stosh was able to get up from his bed and attend the council
meeting. The governing body impressed him. How well controlled they were, in
opposition to such bodies Above. They worked together, always ready to hear
the other side. Some were unfamiliar with his past, others were all too aware, but
ready to believe the change in him. In the end, they gave him a new life. The joy
in vincent's eyes matched his own, measure for measure.

Rebecca did not know what drew her to Stosh's side during the proceedings. She
rarely attended the meetings, even bypassing invitations to participate. She felt
her presence was peripheral, on the edges of the community's orbit. Tendril's of
Stosh's need drew her inward. He seemed so alone, and in need of protecting.
She heard her voice speak out in council, her eyes avoiding the surprised looks
from her 'family'.

Elliot's soft "Thank you, Rebecca," quelled the shaking inside of her. His hands,
so strong, pressed gently on hers.

A knowing look between Vincent and Father made the older man's annoyance
build. Rebecca had been one of his special favorites as a child. Sweet paper
flowers, her curiosity about anything artistic, her joy when old Beth had taught
her candlemaking...This man, now welcomed Below -- would he hurt this dear
daughter of his by someday leaving?

Stosh came to him, his hand outstretched. Politeness forced him to grasp it.

"You've given me permanence, Father," What a smile he had, his eyes glistening
with grateful emotion. "A home...and I thank you, and Vincent."

"You're quite welcome, Stosh," Father answered uncertainly, catching his son's
gaze for a moment. He had that content look on his face, so rare – since... If this
made Vincent a happy man, so be it.

Rebecca touched Stosh's arm ever so softly, making his smile travel to her. How
bold she felt, how strong, in this man's presence.

"Rebecca  has  promised  to  show me  her  candles,  and  possibly  this  ex-dock
worker can learn an artistic thing or two," he laughed.

"If you both don't mind," she added quickly.



"I've always thought you needed assistance with the candles, Rebecca," Father
said, ignoring Vincent's amazed look. "This is a perfect opportunity to recruit an
assistant."

"And one of our Helpers in the country has heard of your need." Vincent's voice
was warm. "They are sending along enough good beeswax for years and years
of candles."

As Stosh and Rebecca walked to her workroon they spoke of candles and light
and why it was needed when there were plenty of ways to generate electricity.

"It would...change things." Rebecca said, lifting the edge of her skirt to avoid an
outcropping, smiling softly in the dark. "There is some electricity here, but the
candles and oil lamps give us adequate light and require almost no effort from
any of us."

"You've been burned!" Stosh stopped short of the doorway to her workroom. "I
see the scars on your hands."

Smiling gently, she shook her head, soft blond hair lit by the glow from inside. "I
don't do it often, but it's worth it...when you see the results."

The candlery was filled with golden light, dozens of tapers flickering with a warm,
twinkling glow.

"This is wonderful," he said softly, his eye shining.

Rebecca went back to what she had been doing before the council session. The
wax she had set  at  low heat  was  almost  ready to  pour  into  the molds.  She
pushed aside her shaking and tried to concentrate, aware of Stosh's eyes on her.
These were 'everyday'  candles, but just as special as the ones she made for
holidays or gifts. And just as essential, or even more so.

Her hair curled in the heat, forcing her to brush it aside as she poured the wax.

"Can I help?" He was pulled magnetically to the work, curious, and drawn to the
woman with the gentle smile. "I could pour that..."

"Very well."  She placed the container back on the stove. "Be careful,  though,
Stosh."

They worked well together, observed by Vincent, leaning silently in the doorway.
He had wanted to take Stosh on a tour of his new world, but realized, now, that
would be another's job. There was a joy reflected on Rebecca's face that he'd
never seen there before. Stosh seemed to reciprocate, genuinely. Smiling, he left
them there, busily absorbed in the work and in each other.

In the next weeks, Rebecca and Stosh grew closer, almost inseperable. Even
crusty Father acknowledged their friendship and grew slowly to trust and accept
this new man.

Stosh woke one day to realize that Elliot Burch's unbending presence was gone,
forever. His eyes had been filled with new wonders and his heart was held by a
woman. He sighed, leaning back against his pillows, savoring this new peace.
Rebecca's gentle face came to mind, and a decision was made. A family, with
children?



She  accepted  his  proposal,  and  told  him  of  her  past.  She  knew  his,  and
accepted, easily, the burden of what he had been, knowing that he was Stosh
now.

Her background had been one of wealth, luxury, private schools. When she was
ten, she had lost everything in a terrible fire, her whole family taken from her in
minutes. 

Gently, she told Stosh of her guardian, a man he had known in his life Above,
who had brutally raped and used her. Ten years old. Pain and hatred dimmed his
vision for a moment, but her easy acceptance soothed him. Yes, she hated the
man, and had often wished him dead, as he now was. A servant in his home had
taken her Below, and Father tenderly, with much care, took her in. Dear Beth
adopted her as a daughter. Vincent and his courageous acceptance of the pain
in his life taught her to accept her own. She knew she was beautiful-- now, and
that her presence was treasured here. She was healed and whole.

"And I love you." Stosh pulled her close, trying to hide the tears in his eyes. He
wept for her pain, and his own anger. "I want to have children with you, and bring
them up here. I won't leave you."

"I  knew that from the beginning." A tremulous smile crossed her face as she
looked up at him. "I...I've never trusted many with my past. I had to wait, to see..."

"If I would go, or stay." Stosh returned her look. "I thought I could never give
myself to someone so completely again. Catherine-- she was Vincent's heart, not
mine. I had to know him, to realize that."

"She loved everyone, Stosh." Rebecca leaned on his shoulder. "I worried at first,
that she had taken a part of you... that you couldn't love another."

"It  wasn't  love-  she  told  me  that  once."  He  smiled,  remembering.  "I  wasn't
listening.  It  was  obsession.  You  were  there  from almost  the  moment  I  came
Below, accepting, trusting. You caught me, without my knowing it."

She snuggled closer,  hesitant  for  a  while,  but  softening with  his  gentle  arms
around her. It was not a possessive hold. It was safety itself. For the very first
time since her parents had died, she fell asleep in a man's arms, no fear, only
deep trust and warmth.

His blue eyes studied her face for a long time before he slipped into sleep beside
her, a smile on his lips. 

"You were right, Cathy..." he thought. "I want to give her everything..."

 

END


