
LEGACY

by Nan Dibble

(from Phoenix Six)

Author's note: This story is set during the separation between Vincent and Diana at the beginning of 
Acquainted with the Night 3. Vincent has resigned himself to give Diana up (much against her will) to 
stop the dangerous effect his full-blown empathy was having on her developing 'gift'. He doesn't go 
Above, and he's forbidden her to come Below. This separation proved temporary, as the further 
stories of AWN 3 dramatize. But at this point, Vincent believes it to be forever ... as he always tends 
to do with any loss, any separation.

"Vincent!"  Jamie's breathless shout preceded her into Vincent's chamber. As she burst in from the 
passage, the six children assembled to discuss The Canterbury Tales all turned - some curious, 
some frightened. Less than a year had passed since an assassin had invaded the tunnels, killed 
Steven, and tried to kill Vincent. Some children still had nightmares about the invasion and were 
easily upset by any alarm.

And not, Vincent admitted to himself, only the children.

Closing the thick book over a finger to mark his place, Vincent said quietly, "Jamie?" his deliberate 
calm a mild reproach.

Already flushed from running, Jamie colored deeper and lovered her eyes. "I'm sorry to interrupt, but 
there's an intruder ..."

At once Vincent set the book aside and rose from his seat on the bed, reaching for the cloak draped 
over a chair back.

"Where? How many? There's been no alarm ..."

"I didn't send any," Jamie replied, brushing back sweaty bangs. "I thought I should come and tell you. 
Just one," she added, replying to his previous questions, "and I don't think there's any danger, 
but ..."

"Who's minding the sentry post?"

Jamie flashed a quick, annoyed glance at the implication she'd left her post unguarded. Since 
becoming his deputy and apprentice, Jamie took her duties very seriously.

"I called Marc."

"Good." 

The matter was apparently urgent enough to bring Jamie on the run, but not dangerous enough for 
her to have raised a general alarm ... 

Swinging the cloak over his shoulders, Vincent took time to turn and survey the class. 



"Kipper, would you continue with 'The Pardoner's Tale'?"

As Kipper made a dismayed face at the notion of deciphering the strange spelling, Samantha offered,
"I'll try, Vincent. But nobody's allowed to laugh!"

"Thank you, Samantha." To Jamie, as they emerged into the passage, Vincent said, "What sort of 
intruder? and where?"

Jamie jogged to keep up with Vincent's long strides.

"The top east tunnel, near the river, near the second maintainence ladder. He's not doing anything, 
just sitting there. Maybe he was there when I went on watch, it's two junctions away from the post. 
But then he started shouting. So I went to check. And saw somebody sitting there, thought maybe it 
was some bum, you know how they wander in sometimes. And then he started shouting, so I 
thought ..."

"Shouting?" Vincent prompted patiently.

Jamie bobbed her head. "Yeah, that's why I thought I should come myself. He was shouting your 
name."

Startled, Vincent checked an instant, but almost immediately realized there'd be no point in 
questioning Jamie further. He'd have to see for himself. He broke into a run.

*****

Having spoken with Marc and directed Jamie to remain behind, Vincent silently advanced along a 
cross-passage near the intruder's reported position. Reaching the junction, Vincent automatically 
drew up his hood, even though it was unlikely anyone would be able to discern more than a vague 
shape in the tunnels' half-light.

At first, he heard nothing; if the intruder had been shouting, he'd stopped now. Then he heard the 
uneven rasp of breathing from down the passage to his left.

Even before he looked out, he smelled illness. Fever sweats, old, untended wounds. Illness, not 
blood - to him, an important distinction. Cautiously leaning out, Vincent saw the intruder lying on his 
side across a foul trickle of seepage from recent rain. Not a pleasant place to rest. Vaguely, from this 
distance, Vincent received an impression of desperation and overwhelming sorrow he found painful 
for his own reasons and inwardly flinched away from, although he didn't move.

Abruptly the man heaved up on an elbow, hoarsely bawling Vincent's name, then toppled over on his 
back. Vincent lost all sense of him and guessed either the effort or the impact had thrown the man 
back into semi-consciousness.

Once, Vincent's first impulse would have been to go to the man then, immediately, drawn without 
question or hesitation by the man's need and helplessness. Now, he bore too many scars to act on 
impulse in the old way. A moveless, man-high shadow in the join of passages, he waited.

When the man eventually stirred, Vincent said, "You called for me. I am here. What do you want of 
me?"

No answer but the rough, difficult breathing. But the sprawled man lifted his head a little and twisted 
it, straining, as though trying to make out Vincent's position.

Vincent said, "Who are you?"

Several slow, sobbing breaths. Then, what sounded, perplexingly, like a chuckle. "Nobody," said the 
man. "Nobody. I just had to know. Yeah. So you're still alive. Okay. I'll go now."



Wavering, the man forced himself to his knees, then crookedly upright, and started slowly staggering 
away - toward the maintainence ladder and the manhole; presumably the way he'd come in. He 
achieved four steps before his knees buckled.

This time, Vincent couldn't hold himself in place. Before the man dropped back into the oil-slimed 
water, Vincent caught and supported him, braced against the intensity of the other's pain, increased - 
for both of them - by the contact.

The man went rigid, trying to arch away from bodily suffering. Then, as he lost consciousness, his 
head lolled back against Vincent's arm.

HIs left eye was a festering sore. It stank. It had wept infection down the man's cheek and crusted in 
the untended dark beard. And there were other injuries; though the man's sodden overcoat, Vincent 
felt bandages lumped thickly across the man's lower back.

It was hard to notice anything beyond the fetid illness, clothing repeatedly fouled by the body's 
wastes. Hard to see, in the wounded, gaunt features, anything one might recognize or connect to a 
face known in another life - a time, though short in months, that seemed so long ago that Vincent 
could barely feel it had been real or he'd lived through it.

But he did remember and changed his hold to cradle and lift the unconscious body and carried it on 
with steady strides. It was no burden. Wasted by illness, it was light, almost, as Catherine's in his 
arms, that final time. But breathing. Alive. So it wasn't at all the same, he insisted to himself, 
shuddering with the correspondence of bodily memories overlapping and trying to merge that time 
with this. He'd learned to keep such things separate. Diana had taught him, helped him.

But that was over.

Yet another time, another life, than that he lived now. The impression of correspondence was 
meaningless and would pass, despite this frail ghost come calling his name.

Passing where Jamie waited, Vincent directed, "Please signal Father to meet me at the hospital 
chamber. Surgery may be necessary."

Why? Who is he?" Jamie responded.

Without breaking stride, Vincent considered and closed within him the name the man had withheld. 
Elliot Burch. Names were private, powerful things ... as Elliot had acknowledged by calling him. 
Instead, Vincent replied over his shoulder. "A friend. In pain."

*****

After sedation, the first, worst job was the removal of the festering tissue that had been an eye. 
Father cleaned and packed the raw socket, then covered the pad with bandages to hold it in place. 
Afterward, tight-lipped and disapproving, he set about inspecting and cautiously probling that 
ulcerated abscesses on the back of his unconscious patient. 

"This is shameful," Father remarked, over his shoulder - perhaps to Vincent, perhaps to creation at 
large. "This has received no proper treatment at all. It's a wonder he hasn't long since died of blood 
poisoning, gangrene, or simply some opportunistic infection."

"He's a fighter," Vincent replied. "It's not in him to surrender."

"How can you be so sure? Who is he?"

Vincent wasn't surprised that Father saw, in this gaunt stranger, nothing to suggest the millionaire 
entrepreneur Elliot Burch, that Father took the man for merely another of the waifs Vincent 



unexpectedly - and imprudently - delivered for treatment.

Waifs like Dimitri. Waifs like Catherine. Both dead now.

It was another mark of how they'd changed; as Vincent had grown more wary of offering help, Father 
had become more resigned to it. Another of the ironies Vincent tried not to think about.

As he had with Jamie, Vincent said only, "A friend. Who deserves well of us. Of me. Please do what 
you can."

"He should be in a hospital," Father said bluntly, looking around. "This tissue is simply gone. It may 
heal over, but tissue loss on such a scale cannot regenerate. I can clean the area. Bandage it. With 
luck, bring the infection under control. I can't cure such damage as this."

"He came to us," was all Vincent needed to say, knowing Father to be incapable of refusing care to 
anyone sick or injured.

Watching Father starting to apply fresh dressings, Vincent felt a symmetry and a providence in the 
occasion. He thought, Home is the place that, when you have to go there, they have to take you in. 
And he thought, despite the obvious incongruities, Elliot has come home.

*****

Vincent looked in on the patient, still officially nameless, several times each day, at intervals between 
other duties.

Though Jamie's help freed him of daily security patrols, that time was taken up with Jacob's care. And
Father and the tunnel community seemed to have formed a tacit conspiracy to see that little of 
Vincent's time remained unoccupied or solitary, except late at night, after the community had retired. 
So it took a certain effort of will, at first, for Vincent to change the usual insulating routines to include 
periodic visits to the hospital chamber. But after the first few days, it became habit and no longer 
remarkable to anyone, including himself.

Routine settled around him again like a cushion of feathers. 

Except, of course, for the dreams.

Wakened, from such a dream of terror and rage, by Jacob's agitated crying, Vincent contritely 
delivered the baby to the nursery and Mary's less upsetting care. Padding slowly away, he passed the
hospital chamber and on impulse turned aside.

Elliot's sleep, too, was restless. The pain-killers were probably wearing off. Vincent shifted a chair and
settled into it, watching Elliot's roughly cropped head turn fretfully on the pillow.

The sudden, pained intake of breath told him Elliot had awakened.

"Vincent?"

"I'm here."

Vincent had been sitting in a chair near the entry - a sentry's position. Now, deliberately, he left that 
shadowed niche and came into the light of the candle always left burning, lest a patient wake in the 
dark and be frightened. Below, in his home, he wore no hood to conceal his features. Moving toward 
the cot, he made no attempt to avoid Elliot's gaze.

"Are you in much pain tonight?"

Elliot's mouth twisted in the shadow of a wry, remembered grin.



"Just the usual. How about you?"

"I am in good health," Vincent said, but that wasn't what he'd been asked, and Elliot's waiting silence 
meant that they both knew it. "Only," Vincent responded, settling on the edge of the nearest cot, "the 
usual."

"Yeah. How's the kid?"

On other visits, Vincent had conveyed that much to him, through the fog of pain-killers. The 
essentials; that Gabriel was dead and need no longer be feared or hidden from. That Catherine's son 
was alive, and safely home.

"Jacob is well. Mary is caring for him."

With effort, Elliot shoved up on an elbow, scowling on the unbandaged side of his face. "When are 
you going to let me out of here?"

Vincent lowered his eyes. "You're not a prisoner. You're our guest."

"But I can't get twenty goddamn feet on my own," Elliot retorted, suddenly fierce. "So just get me as 
far as the nearest sidewalk, okay? I'll take it from there. Look, I don't wany anybody's goddamn 
charity. I don't want to be here. I just had to know. If you, if I'd got you killed or not. I had to know, but 
it was a while before I could get clear of the people taking care of me, God knows why, except that 
they'd been friends of my pop's. Knew me since I was a kid. So that got them elected, for me to crawl
to their doorstep. Then they were stuck with me. I don't want anybody to be stuck with me. Hell, I 
don't want to be stuck with me! So just leave me someplace and I won't be any more 
trouble ..."

"You're no trouble, Elliot."

"Don't call me that. Elliot goddamn Burch is dead. And good riddance. That bastard."

Vincent was used to coping with the flailing moods of the injured and ill. He'd gone through more than
a few such sieges with Rolley. 

He asked calmly, "What would you prefer that I call you?"

"A cab," said Elliot, with a fierce smile hardly distinguishable from a grimace of pain. Then his face 
sagged, grey and exhausted. "Don't call me anything. Just help me get out of here."

"No,"said Vincent, and they stared at each other a long minute. "You need help now. To heal. A safe 
place."

Elliot barked a syllable of an incredulous, bitter laugh. "There are no safe places!"

"I thought that once. Now I know that the safety is not in the place, but in the trust among those who 
live there. This is a safe place, Elliot. No one will harm you here. You're among friends."

"Don't call me that. And I have no friends. Only people without the guts to throw me out."

Having waited out that eruption, Vincent said, "I owe you my life."

"You crazy? I goddamn tried to have you killed! I betrayed you!"

"You put yourself between me and death. No friend can do more for another."

"I have no friends."

"You had one."

Elliot's face twisted under the bandage protecting the empty socket. After a minute he demanded, 
"How can you talk about it like that - like it was weather?"



They were both speaking of Catherine. Of the tacit fact of her death. "had a friend," Vincent had said. 
Neither comment needed explanation; somehow they seemed to have lost the capacity for 
misunderstanding one another.

Vincent folded his hands on his knee. "Because it happened. Because it's over. Because I must."

"It's over?" Elliot challenged. "And that's it?"

"I survived. So I must try to learn how to endure that survival. Make of it something that would honor 
her memory."

"Yeah; and how you doing at it?"

"Some days," Vincent admitted, after a silence, "are worse than others. But they pass. And my 
friends, my father, are patient when I cannot be to them as I should. As I would wish to."

"Yeah, well, I don't want to be a charity case. I had to know. If you were still alive. I don't know why, I 
just did. Anyway, now I know. And that's the last loose end. Nothing more to wait for. So I want to go 
now."

"Either way," Vincent pointed out, "you must accept help. So accept it here. Stay. Heal."

Grimacing again, Elliot turned his face away. "I don't want to heal. I deserve what I got."

"It happened," Vincent said, "and you survived. You must come to terms with that."

With a jerk, Elliot looked around again. "That's none of your goddamn business."

"You had one friend. Now you have another. You might as well accept that, because it's true."

"Dead men have no friends - don't you know that yet?"

"You're alive."

"Only temporarily."

"That," Vincent commented, "is true of us all. We must make of the time what we can." Meeting 
Elliot's eye, Vincent added bluntly, "I will not help you to die. That's not a choice - only a surrender."

"That's what you think, is it?"

"That's what I think. What I must believe. To continue."

"What law says I got to continue?"

"I believe that life is a gift. That it should never be taken casually. Or thrown away."

"That's just a bunch of words, Vincent. It hurts too much. You'd put down a dog that hurts this bad."

"It will get better. Trust me."

"Is it better? For you?"

Vincent sighed and shut his eyes. It had been so long since he'd spoken of mortal matters. It 
embarrassed people. It hurt - but there was a relief in it, too. Somehow the stark honesty of Elliot's 
wounds and despair freed Vincent to speak of his own - less obvious, but no less real.

"I hope," he said at last, "that it will be. Someday."

"More words. And that's enough for you?"

"No. It's not. But I am trying."

"Yeah. Sure. Well, I've had enough of trying. Look what it got me. At least you had her. For awhile, 
anyway."



Vincent bent his head. The word struck like a knife, through all Father's consolations he'd tried to 
believe, even though he couldn't feel them. He felt very little these days, except for the nightmares of 
other times. He hadn't really noticed ... until Elliot had come. Elliot made him feel. Brought all the 
young grief back, as raw as though the loss had been yesterday. As raw and unhealed as Elliot's 
wounds.

"Yes," he said, "I did. For a little while ... You are not going to provoke me into abandoning you."

"Oh, is that what I've been doing?"

"What you did was come deep into the earth and call my name."

"And now you're stuck with me, you mean? Well, you don't have to be. You don't want me here. 
You're too busy trying to go back to normal, whatever the hell that is. Too busy forgetting."

"I do not forget. Not an instant. Not a syllable. Not a touch. Except ... what I cannot remember."

"Can't? Or won't?"

For a moment, Vincent just sat, breathing, collecting composure. Refusing to be provoked. He hadn't 
expected ever to hear that accusation spoken aloud, from another's mouth. It was as if, in Elliot, his 
worst misgiviings had been given a spokesman and a voice.

It wasn't merely the cave, and his fragmented and incomplete memory of what had happened there; 
he was afraid he was losing Catherine. Losing pieces of her, day by day. Some nights, unable to 
sleep, he spent the hours feverishly reviewing to confirm that he still recollected exactly how she held 
her head, the way her hands moved, how she looked when she was unsure, or thoughtful, or gladly 
greeting him on her balcony, or at some threshold. He was heartsick and afraid if the slightest detail 
blurred or eluded him. He couldn't be certain he had them all.

But Elliot could know nothing of that. It was a bow drawn at random. Elliot was merely seizing on 
anything that sounded like an admission, a weakness, to hurl back as a weapon.

"That," Vincent said at last, quietly, "is none of your business. Which, now, is to heal."

Elliot was shaking his bandaged head. "Let me go, Vincent. Let me die."

"No."

"Then leave me alone!"

"For now," Vincent responded, rising. "Rest now."

"Do you have any idea at all how sick I am of resting?"

Vincent made no reply, going toward the entry.

Elliot's voice caught him in the passage. "You can call me Stosh."

And so it began, between them - the debate. The healing.

*****

Another night, shortly after supper, Vincent was brought by Father's summons relayed on the pipes. 
He found Stosh slamming crookedly around the hospital chamber, reeling into cots and cabinets, 
yanking eveything open and dumping the contents because he hadn't found whatever he was looking
for.

Standing well clear, Father said to Vincent, "If you'll hold him still a moment, I'll give him a sedative 
that ...”



"No," Vincent said, watching. "I'll take care of it, Father."

"But he's going to hurt himself ..."

Not as much as he wishes to, Vincent thought.

Father was continuing, to the accompaniment of Stosh blundering into, and overturning, a metal cart. 
"... he's gong to tear open those abscesses again..."

"It will be all right, Father. Please let me see to it. I'll straighten things afterward, I promise."

Having steered Father, still protesting, into the passage, Vincent turned in the entryway, blocking it 
with his body. He remained still until Stosh knocked over a standing lamp on his way toward a tall, 
curtained cabinet. 

Then Vincent said, "That contains drugs for immunizing the children who come to us. And a small 
supply of flu vaccine, for our elderly. Some antibiotics. Medicines are hard for us to come by."

At Vincent's voice, Stosh wheeled, glaring with his one good eye. But he left the cabinet untouched. 
Staggering, hunched over, he yanked open a chrome-plated autoclave, then shoved it aside when he 
found its tray empty.

"What kind of  a goddamn infirmary doesn't even have scissors, much less a scalpel?"

"I had them removed."

Stosh's expression combined anger, indignation, and a kind of appraisal. Then he lurched and went 
to his knees, toppling helplessly to one side. Vincent approached then and collected him, one arm 
scooping under his knees, the other necessarily under his back. For several of Vincent's strides, 
Stosh was rigid and silent from the pain. Vincent didn't return him to his cot. Instead, he started down 
the passage, refusing to react when, after a few moments' recovery, Stosh slammed Vincent's 
shoulder with the heel of a hand. Stosh couldn't hit very hard yet. When Stosh tried to poke a fist 
higher, Vincent just tilted his head aside and kept going.

"Put me down,"  Stosh demanded. "I can stand on my own goddamn legs!"

"I know that you can. I saw you. Which is the heart of the problem, isn't it? You're stronger. You're 
beginning to fear you may recover."

"How many times can I say it? I don't want to live like this. It's all gone. There's nothing to 
recover worth having. If you won't help me, at least let me do it myself."

"That is not," responded Vincent, "why you came and called my name. That is not the business we 
have with one another."

"What give you the right to stop me?"

"Catherine's right," Vincent said steadily. "Because she loved you, too."

That shut Stosh up long enough for Vincent to pass the Commons and Father's study. He took a 
lefthand, descending passage. Grief beat about him like great black wings. But it was only partly his 
own, a sort of sympathetic resonance. That gave him the least measure of distance, to stand apart 
from it and not be entirely overwhelmed.

Reaching the bridge of the Whispering Gallery, he carried Stosh past the torches propped in sconces,
out to the center where they cast no shadows because all was shadow. Deep darkness, above them 
and below them, and out to the limits of sight. Carefully, he set Stosh on his feet there, near a post 
Stosh immediately caught hold of, straightening as much as he could, facing the immeasurable dark 
of the Abyss.



Keeping a steadying hand on Stosh's shoulder, Vincent felt from him the shock of startlement, the 
inner arrest of confronting anything so absolute. A indifferent gulf whose vastness dwarfed human 
dimensions and personal suffering into insignificance.

The feeling was fresh, but not strange to him; he seldom came this way anymore, though sometimes 
his detours to avoid it took him far out of his way.

It was time, he thought, for him to stand here again.

Slowly, deliberately, he took his hand away.

"It's very deep," he commented. "No one knows how deep. But sometimes, there is an end. I believe 
that. After such a fall, it would be a quick, clean death. One would feel nothing. And never be found."

Head tilted and body twisted to focus past the limits of his blind side, Stosh looked around. "You think 
you're going to scare me out of it. I've built things higher than this is deep and set the finishing flag 
myself."

"It frightens me," Vincent replied. "But no matter. It's here. It's always here. It will be here whether 
either of us lives or dies. It's an unchanging voiceless question that one answers according to one's 
own nature."

Leaned heavily over the post, Stosh continued to regard Vincent suspiciously. "What's the catch?"

Vincent smiled a very small, involuntary smile; had Stosh been as determined as he believed, he 
would have thrown himself immediately into the Abyss, not be asking about the terms of his delivery 
to this point of choice. Then the impulse to smile faded as Vincent lifted his head, gazing around at 
the vast dark that never failed to arrest him, banishing all lesser concerns and questions with the one 
question he had always confronted here.

While Stosh's remark waited unanswered, presently the voices came. The scraps of conversation, 
shouts, laughter, wails - none aware of the others.

Stosh's head jerked up. "What the hell is that?"

"Life. It's here, too."

"Where's it come from?"

"The city, Above."

"What?" Stosh demanded derisively. "Do you have it piped in or something?"

"It comes," Vincent responded, on a sigh. "No one knows who. Angles of buildings, tricks of air. A 
mystery. Of itself, it comes. Life."

Stosh made another comment, but Vincent was no longer attending. The disembodied voices pulled 
him out of himself, as they always had. Made him want and try to reach out, to make of them felt 
presences rather than inexplicable ghosts. He could never reach far enough. With strict 
concentration, he could reach the chaotic, undifferentiated life of the city - a pulsing, energetic 
pressure on his awareness, like a very loud noise heard from very far away. But he couldn't separate 
out any one inner voice ...

But no; that wasn't true. Steady and singing, perfectly unaware of him, it was there as it had been for 
a long time. Since his empathic sense had slowly begun to reawaken, it had been there. Never 
intruding on his consciousness but never absent, whenever he stilled himself. A presiding presence in
his dreams, battling the nightmares when they came but otherwise not intruding. Not even waiting. 
Merely there.

Diana.



But that was over, Vincent recognized steadily. They were too much alike ever to come together; his 
fully developed empathic sense was a deadly danger to her unformed, mostly latent gift, that she 
insisted on demoting to mere 'hunches.' He'd accepted that. Even accepted her wounded fury at what
she felt to be his arbitrary abandonment of her.

Nevertheless, her inner voice came to him, singing to itself, whenever he attended ... No; whatever he
failed to attend sufficiently hard to anything else.

Of itself, it came. And made of these tunnels, his home, no longer a tomb ... but an exile.

More exasperated and puzzled than angry, Stosh demanded. "Vincent, what'd you bring me here 
for?" 

And this time, Vincent heard him. "So that we both might know something."

"What?"

Looking steadily out into the annihilating dark, Vincent replied.

"That the pain and the sorrow and the grief are not all there is. They are the closest; so for a time, 
that's all we can see or know. But beyond them and forever, there is life, busy about its own 
concerns. We cannot entirely shut it out. It comes. Even here."

The voices faded again. A change in the currents of wind, perhaps. No one knew. And unplumbed 
mystery ... like the Abyss itself. In the lengthening silence, Stosh carefully lowered himself, sitting on 
the bridge with his feet dangling over the drop, arms wrapped around the post and cheek forlornly 
against it. His strength, Vincent could see, was exhausted ... together with the bitterness that had 
fueled it.

After a while, Stosh asked, "How'd you know I wouldn't just jump?" As though he still believed some 
trick had been played on him.

Vincent bowed his head. "Because I did not." 

Very softly, audible only because the silence was so absolute, he continued -  telling Stosh what he'd 
never revealed to any other living soul. "After I left ... Catherine's corpse ... returning, I found myself 
here. The pain ... was unendurable. All I wanted was for it to end. There seemed nothing else worth 
wishing for. As I stood here, in such pain as perhaps you can imagine, the deeps called to me, as 
they have always called. It would have taken only one step. And it would have been over. And I very 
much wanted it to be over. But I could not. It was as though a wall were set all around me, and I could
not pass through. A wall of life's pitiless mercy, that kept me from acting on my despair, though my 
despair intensified because I knew there would be no escape from the pain. I cried out then. Because
I knew that I would live. That it was not in me to do otherwise. I survived."

The silence returned for a time. Finally Stosh demanded savagely, "For what?"

"I don't know," Vincent admitted. "For whatever came, I suppose. To recover my son. To remember 
that others still had a claim on my life - that to them, it had value and meaning, even if for a long time 
it had none to me. To slowly rejoin and find my balance within the web of interconnectedness that 
now supports me, as much as anything does ..."

Slowly, Vincent settled next to Stosh. Close enough to touch, but not touching. That would have been
an intrusion - perhaps a deadly one. For the danger wasn't past. Any advance might provoke retreat, 
and no more than a flinch would tip the other man off the precarious edge on what they were both 
perched.

"You should want me dead," Stosh said eventually - accusing Vincent of lacking a proper sense of 
indignation. "I sold you out!"



"I want no one dead. Not anymore. I have enough ghosts already. And you judge yourself too harshly;
you were true ... at the end."

"And that makes up for stabbing you in the back to begin with, huh? Like hell it does!"

"If it's backs we're talking about ..." Vincent responded, and Stosh at once took the point, shifting 
uncomfortably, trying to give his severely wounded back some ease. The wounds he'd taken leaping 
between Vincent and the sniper's bullets.

Despairingly, he complained, "Why won't you just let me alone?"

"Why did you call to me?" Vincent countered.

"Like I said; to see if I'd got you killed or not. That's all. End of story."

"No. The story continues. Only it's our story now - yours and mine. I think you called to me ... because
you knew in your heart that you had the right. As I felt I had the right to ask of you what I did. That you
helped me find Gabriel, though it put at risk everything you'd built and at last your very life. Because 
of Catherine. Because of what she was, to each of us. Because of what we became ... loving her as 
we did."

"Shut up. Just shut up."

"We are all that's left of her, Stosh. And that must not be lost. We carry her light now. And no least 
part of it must perish. Our connection, yours and mine, our friendship if you will have it so, is her 
legacy to us, and our lives may become our tribute to her if we are steadfast. Remembering the men 
she believed us to be, and that we tried to become for her sake. We cannot go back to what we were 
before. I know I cannot. There's no way except onward - into life. I hope we may be companions on 
that journey. Wherever it may lead."

"God damn you!" Stosh turned his scarred, bandaged face tight against the post, trying to hide that 
the tears plain in his voice, in his sobbing breaths, also flowed down his cheeks.

Vincent took no offense; he, too, had cried out in the terrible recognition that he was doomed to live.

When the sobbing had stilled, and a little time had passed, Vincent drew up a knee and clasped his 
hands around it. 

He said in a distant, even voice, "I cannot speak of her. To anyone. It makes them uncomfortable. 
They fear to wound me with either their sympathy or their diffidence. They don't talk about her, either, 
when I'm present. I notice conversations ending abruptly as I approach. They mean it kindly, this 
silence they enforce upon me. But that makes it no easier. I want to talk about her. I must. Celebrate 
her life rather than be overwhelmed by her death. Keep the joy alive, not merely suffer the pain. But I 
cannot. Not alone."

"I can't, Vincent," said Stosh quietly, hopelessly. "The pain is all there is now."

"But not all there will be. If you allow yourself to heal, I know. Unless we let her death go, we lose her 
life in truth. And everything we became for her, through her. That must not happen. It must not be 
wasted. Help me, Stosh. Help me remember."

"I can't."

Vincent tipped his head back, unaware now of the immense dark, seeing only what was in his mind's 
eye.

"When first you saw her, it was at a gathering for a gift you had made to a museum ..."

A derisive laugh. "A tax write-off."



"A gift," Vincent repeated steadily. "To give something back. I understood that, even then. And you 
saw her. Among many others, many who sought your notice. Yet you left them and spoke to her."

"A bunch of fakes. Climbers. Like me," said Stosh. "But she was the genuine article. You can tell. You
can always tell."

"Yes."

" ... the ones born to it," Stosh continued, unheeding. "The ones who belong. The ones who didn't 
have to claw their way every inch but have it by right and look indifferently down on climbers like me. 
But she didn't. She looked ... friendly. That's crazy, but that's how it was. And then she told me how 
she'd been fighting. Fighting her way down from the top. Trying to get past all the superficial social 
crap to something that was real. I already knew about the attack. The scars. I'd checked her out with 
one of my people ... It was so crazy, to have it all, everything I'd been doing my damndest to achieve, 
and turn away from it. Working in the goddamn DA's office, fourteen hours days, a glorified go-fer 
then, determined to stick it out. It was ... so strange ..."

"Yes, I, too, knew at once."

"And ... she was interested. I could tell. So everything kicked in; I went after her. Just like I went after 
anything I wanted then. Wanted to ... collect her. Make her mine." That rasping, unwilling laugh.

"And instead she made you hers. Easily. Without even trying."

Stosh nodded jerkily. "I couldn't help it. And it made me mad that I couldn't help it. I didn't want to be 
changed. I'd worked too hard to make myself what I was, get where I'd gotten. Even then, I think I 
knew it; that it was either her, or everything else. Her, or my tower. All my dreams. Elliot goddamn 
Burch's dreams. 

“I knew it, and I still thought I could finesse it, get around it, make it come out the way I wanted - just 
like I'd done with everything else. It was all I had, or her. And I never could bring myself to make that 
choice. And then lost it all anyway." Stosh's head rocked back, his teeth bared in a pained grimace.

"You said it; you didn't have much to give her. Only everything. Everything. That was the price, all 
right. You paid it. I didn't. And that's the difference between us. That's why I never had a chance. My 
own goddamn fault. So I couldn't go through with it after all - couldn't pretend you'd taken her away 
and the hell with you. Let that diabolical creep Gabriel take you down, as long as I could walk away, 
get my toys back, build some more goddamn buildings; momuments to last a thousand 
years ... You didn't take her because I never had her. And what I had, I let go. Not your fault. Just 
mine."

Unwilling to be absolved of blame, Vincent mourned, "I didn't find her in time."

"And I didn't find her at all!"

For an instant, absurdly, they were glaring at one another. As though it were a competition whose 
was the greater fault.

There should be no jealousy between them. There was no longer a reason. Vincent lowered his eyes,
disengaging. Stosh grunted a short laugh.

"Tell me," Vincent asked with an urgent awkwardness, "What color were her eyes in the sunlight?"

Stosh considered for awhile. "Hazel," he said finally. "Between green and brown. They changed, or 
seemed to. When she was mad, they really crackled. They were green, then. But looking at you, they 
were grey. Like water. Quiet."

"Yes," said Vincent raptly. "I was never certain."



"Hazel. In the sunlight."

The silence that came then passed unnoticed, each of them lost in his own thoughts. Then the 
capricious voices resumed their nonsensical disjointed conversations.

Vincent pushed to his feet. "You're tired. I'll take you back."

This time, Stosh didn't protest against being carried. They didn't talk at all on the way back to the 
hospital chamber. Stosh was asleep before Vincent drew the quilts up. There'd be no need for the 
pain pills. Nevertheless, Vincent doled out two and left them on the bedside table, with a glass of 
fresh water, in case Stosh should wake and be in need of them.

Then he kept his promise to Father and straightened the disorder, replacing the strewn contents of 
drawers and cabinets or setting them aside if he thought they'd need cleaning, righting the lamp and 
the overturned cots and benches, replacing the burned-down candle with a fresh one and setting it 
alight. When he was done, he was very tired. But he stood a moment surveyiing the chamber and the
sleeping man.

"Hazel," he murmured, storing that new treasure away - a gift of memory beyond any price.

Despite his weariness, he detoured to the nursery to collect Jacob, cradling the warm weight of the 
sleeping child against his chest, as he paced slowly back to his own chamber, knowing no nightmares
would trouble their rest this night.

Having placed the baby in the crib and tenderly covered him, Vincent at last removed his boots and 
minimal clothing and sank back on his own bed, feeling it almost too much effort to draw up the 
covers.

Everywhere around him, people slept. A drowsy, peaceful fog, very familiar. And beyond and through 
that awareness, woven seamlessly into it, was Diana again and always.

He said to her, as he did each night, "Be well, Diana. Be happy ... Be well," he told his other ghosts 
whom he sometimes felt about him. Tonight they were close, comforting as sentries keeping watch. 
As if in confirmation, a faint all's well sounded along the pipes.

"Hazel," he murmured in blurred wonderment as his heavy eyelids fell.

END


