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Welcome, everyone, to the town Where Magic Lives!  

I am so pleased to have you all come to Salem and experience the Magic.  The 

Magic of Sights; the Magic of Sounds; the Magic of Tastes.  Salem is truly a 

magical place filled with a rich history.  I know you will come to love Salem as 

much as I do.  It is a place where you can do as little or as much as you desire.  

You can set your own pace whether that be bustling or leisurely!        

 

 

This yearôs charity is the Peabody High Schoolôs Arts Department.   I chose this in 

honor of Chan and all our wonderful artists.  I also chose a high school Arts 

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

These days, when schools are forced to make budget cuts, it seems that it is the arts 
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that get cut first.  I am hoping our donation helps to ease some of the burden placed 

on teachers and students.  There is no civilization without art. 

I donôt know if any previous charities have ever participated directly with our fund 

raising, but this year the students and faculty have a unique opportunity.  I have 

asked the teachers if they thought any of the students would like to create an art 

piece to be sold in our auction.  They were beyond excited and even asked if the 

faculty could also submit something if they wanted to!  

Thank you to all that have gone above and beyond to bring this magic to you.  I 

never, ever could have done this alone!  In true tunnel fashion our ñHelpersò have 

out done themselves!  All I did was choose the setting! 

 

Enjoy! 

~Cyndi Day 
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The Tunnel Adventures of Lucky the Wonder Cat, 

Part 1 
Lindariel 

 

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

completed for the July 2026 Conzine 

[Some introductory notes:  This story is the 19th in my Beauty and the Beast AU 

series, which picks up after the Season 2 episode ñA Kingdom by the Seaò and 

then goes in a different direction.  No Hollow Men, no Paracelsus abducting and 

then masquerading as Father, no mental breakdown for Vincent, and most 

importantly, Catherine is never abducted by Gabriel (I deal with him in other 

ways) and therefore DOESNôT DIE! And Elliott Burch doesnôt die EITHER!!   

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

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

Our Own) are The Last Straw é?, Pay It Forward, Arthurôs Gift, The View from 

Here, Do You Happen to Have the Time?, Happy Umbrella Day!, A Fine and 

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

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

for Home, No Way UP!/The INsiders, Blame It on the Mets, A Late Harvest, 

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

future).  

For readers who are jumping in with this story: After being taken Below to save 

his life after he witnesses a crime, Elliott Burch has become a friend and Helper 

to the Tunnel community, and he has gotten to know, come to terms with, and 

genuinely like Vincent and accept his relationship with Catherine. Elliott 

recently found a great building on Hobart Street for Catherine to buy and turn 

the top floor into a residence Above that Vincent can much more safely access, 

the second floor into dormitory space for Tunnel young people going to school 

Above or adult Tunnel residents with jobs Above, and a free medical clinic and 

legal aid clinic on the first floor. In this story, Vincent is still recovering from a 

fall suffered during The Ache for Home. Oh, and you can learn more about 

Catherineôs rescue kitten Lucky, the intrepid protagonist of this story, in What 

Cuddly Beast. Enjoy!] 

The sun rose a while ago, yet my food bowl is still empty.  
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I have been sitting outside the door of The Water Room, plaintively singing the 

lamentations of my people to The Pretty Lady. She has been running a great deal 

of water for an interminable length of time. 

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

Alas. 

Suddenly a great hand scoops me up, up, up, and soon I am staring into the kind 

eyes of The Great Cat God, my favorite being in the entire world. 

ñCome, little one,ò He says. ñLetôs leave Catherine to her shower and go find 

something for you to eat.ò 

He blesses me with a position high up on His broad shoulder where I snuggle into 

His fragrant hair and cling to His bathrobe as we journey to The Food Room.  It is 

a short journey.  The Great Cat God opens The Cupboard of Sustenance where The 

Pretty Lady keeps a selection of food for me. 

ñHmmm ...you had salmon last night, so I think turkey and giblets sounds good for 

this morning,ò He murmurs. ñWhat do you think?ò 

Mew. Mew. 

ñAh, I thought so.ò 

Soon, He places me on the floor in front of a bowl of delicious bird-based 

sustenance of which I heartily approve, and He kindly refills my water dish.  

It seems I shall not starve today after all. 

At long last, The Pretty Lady emerges from The Water Room wrapped up in a 

towel and races into The Clothing Room, frantically muttering, ñIôm going to be 

late AGAIN, Vincent, and itôs all your fault!ò 

ñMe!ò The Great Cat God objects. ñWhat did I do?ò 

The Pretty Lady sticks Her head out of The Clothing Room, looks The Great Cat 

God up and down, and then launches Herself into His arms for a kiss, which turns 
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into several kisses, murmuring, ñYou are such a temptation! I hadnôt factored 

Morning Delight into my getting ready schedule.  So, this is all (kiss) your (kiss) 

fault (kiss)!ò 

The Great Cat God laughs, pats Her on the bottom, and then sighs, ñScoot, or you 

really will be late!ò 

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

thumping about, She emerges fully dressed and stuffing Her arms into one of Her 

many jackets.  The Great Cat God hands Her a covered mug of coffee and a napkin 

with some sort of toasted consumable for Her journey. 

ñOh, you are a lifesaver,ò She moans, sipping from Her mug while walking to The 

Desk Room. ñWhat are you planning to do today?ò She asks The Great Cat God, 

collecting Her purse and briefcase off the desk.  

ñSince Dwayne and Mildred Pearson have moved into their rooms in the 

dormitory, I thought Lucky and I might pay a visit to the second floor and help 

Mildred organize the dormitory kitchen,ò He replies. 

ñIôm sure Mildred will be happy to have your company,ò She responds. ñOr she 

will be once youôre wearing something besides your bathrobe. Just donôt forget 

your cane, and donôt overexert yourself! Father still hasnôt cleared you for 

unassisted walking yet.ò 

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

ñIt shouldnôt be much longer,ò The Pretty Lady croons, hugging Him without 

disturbing me from my favored perch on His shoulder.  Sheôs very considerate 

about that. ñHopefully, Iôll get out a bit early if todayôs court session goes as I 

anticipate it should.  Iôm hoping Enzo Fanelli will just enter a guilty plea.  We have 

him dead to rights on these extortion charges.ò 

The Great Cat God and I follow The Pretty Lady out to The Mysterious-Doors-

That-Open-And-Shut-All -By-Themselves in The Entryway. She pushes The 

Button of Summoning. 
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ñBe safe, My Love,ò murmurs The Great Cat God before kissing The Pretty Lady 

goodbye. 

ñAlways, My Own,ò She replies, as The Mysterious Doors open and She steps 

inside, muttering, ñUm! Such a temptation!ò to disappear for the rest of the day, as 

She has on other such occasions. 

The Mysterious Doors close, and The Great Cat God, as always, sighs. 

ñWell, Lucky,ò He asks. ñShall we get started with our day?ò 

Mew! 

The Great Cat God blesses me with 

His permission to lounge upon the 

large bed in The Room of Repose 

while He takes His own time in both 

The Water Room and The Clothing 

Room.  I still do not understand the 

need for cleaning oneself in a great 

avalanche of water, especially when 

one is possessed of a perfectly capable 

tongue, but it is not for me to question 

the wisdom and desires of The Great 

Cat God.  He is magnificent and kind 

and can do no wrong. I tell Him so 

when He emerges at last from The 

Clothing Room, His curved stick in 

His hand. 

Mew, Mew!  There, that should be 

sufficient. 

ñAll right, little one,ò He murmurs in 

His soft, gravelly voice, as He scoops 

me up once again to my favorite spot 
Feline Reflection by Laura G 
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on His shoulder.  ñYouôve been very patient. Letôs go see if we can help Mildred 

with the dormitory kitchen.ò 

The Great Cat God ambles carefully down The Marble Hallway, using His curved 

stick to help support his still healing hip.  He is indeed much better than He had 

been a few weeks ago after His unfortunate fall.  I was quite worried for Him and 

spent much time curled beside Him or upon His chest, giving Him the full benefit 

of my loudest healing purrs at every possible opportunity.   

The Pretty Lady and The Grumpy Elder have also fussed over Him most 

attentively with pillows and creams and blankets and delicious smelling foods and 

insisting He must rest. Make no mistake, I fully approve of their diligent care for 

The Great Cat God. It is only right and proper. Nonetheless, I also understand His 

impatience to be done with it all and do as He pleases. How it must chafe such a 

mighty being to be so constrained by injury! I should commiserate with Him. 

Mew, mew. Mew! 

ñMy apologies, little one,ò The Great Cat God chuffs. ñBut this is as fast as I can 

safely manage on this marble floor, and I canôt risk another fall.ò 

Alas! I do so wish The Great Cat God and The Pretty Lady spoke my language. 

They often misunderstand me.  Ah, well ...their intentions are always good. 

Soon, we reach The Mysterious-Doors-That-Open-And-Shut-All -By-Themselves 

in The Entryway, and The Great Cat God pushes The Button of Summoning.  Ah! 

Are we to travel to the Below place today?  How wonderful! 

Mew? Mew, mew? 

ñWe donôt have far to go,ò The Great Cat God answers. ñPatience.ò 

And indeed, our journey in The Unsettling-Moving-Room-Behind-The-

Mysterious-Doors is far too short to have descended into the bowels of the Earth 

where Below is. Instead, we emerge into another place with a marble floor, similar 

but also quite different from our Home in the Sky. 
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ñHello?ò calls a familiar voice, and soon The Cuddly Black Lady, one of my 

favorite Below friends, emerges from what appears to be yet another Food Room. 

ñWhy hello, Vincent! And Miss Lucky!  How lovely of you to come visit with 

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

ñWeôre here for more than a visit, Mildred,ò The Great Cat God replies, as He 

blesses Her with one of His magnificent hugs. ñLucky and I thought we might give 

you some help with organizing the dormitory kitchen.ò 

ñWell, your timing is perfect, and I could certainly use some help with unboxing 

and storing all of the cleaning supplies and nonperishable foods Catherine ordered 

from Robinsonôs Grocery,ò The Cuddly Black Lady answers, kindly petting me 

and giving me a scrumptious scritch beneath my chin.  Oooh! She does that 

perfectly every time! ñCome, Vincent, letôs make you comfortable here at this big 

dining table, and you can start emptying out some of these boxes for me.ò 

We wander over to a large table half covered with stacks of large boxes, and The 

Great Cat God settles into a big chair with a bit of a sigh, stretching out His sore 

leg. 

ñAnd you, young lady,ò The Cuddly Black Lady croons as she gently plucks me up 

from The Great Cat Godôs shoulder. ñYou come with me for a moment.  I have a 

special place set up for you.ò 

Were it a stranger handling me thus, I would be greatly put out and strenuously 

resist being removed from The Great Cat Godôs presence without my permission.  

But The Cuddly Black Lady has looked after me on many occasions when we have 

been in the place called Below, and she and her mate have always been most kind 

to me.  And so it proves in this instance as well, for The Cuddly Black Lady has set 

up a Tray of Elimination for me in a small nearby Water Room.  How considerate 

and helpful!  And she shows me a mat in The Other Food Room with a small dish 

into which she places several tasty treats, as well as a freshly filled water bowl. I 

am content knowing I will be comfortable during this visit, and I shall tell her so. 

Mew! Mew, mew! 
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ñYouôre very welcome, Sweetie,ò she croons.  Ha! SOMEONE understands me! ñI 

also have a bed for you over here if you want to take a nap.ò   

She shows me a very nice plush bed just my size over in the corner by The Great 

Cat Godôs table. Since He is quite busy opening and emptying boxes and then 

somehow magically making them quite flat, I am happy to stretch out on this 

exceptionally comfortable bed (after it has been appropriately kneaded the 

requisite 150 times) and observe the goings-on in case my advice is needed.  

Maybe even indulge in a morning nap. Hmmm .... 

Somehow, time passes without my knowledge. I hear The Cuddly Black Lady 

calling softly, ñWake up, liôl Sweetie!  Itôs time for some lunch.ò 

I look up into her kind face, and she chuckles while gently picking me up and 

carrying me to the mat in The Other Food Room, where a small plate of fish-based 

sustenance awaits me.  In passing, I can see that all of the boxes have magically 

disappeared from The Great Cat Godôs table (He can do all things!), and He 

appears to be enjoying a gift of food prepared in His honor by The Cuddly Black 

Lady, as is right and proper.  I shall thank her. 

Mew! Mew, MEW! 

ñYouôre very welcome, Sweetie,ò she croons. I do believe The Cuddly Black Lady 

must have learned my language.  How delightful! 

She collects a plate of food for herself, joins The Great Cat God at His table, and 

we all commence eating our respective meals. The fish-based sustenance is quite 

delicious. I am pleased. 

ñWell, weôve certainly had a productive morning,ò The Cuddly Black Lady says 

while selecting one of the odd implements humans use to poke food into their 

mouths. I do not understand the necessity of this, but it seems to be a matter of 

tradition, or etiquette, or perhaps even a religious ritual, so I do not presume to 

question their ways. After all, I am an exceptionally polite and well-mannered 

kitty. Even The Grumpy Elder says so. 

ñIôm glad I could help out,ò The Great Cat God replies. ñAre there any other 
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chores you need assistance with today? Iôm entirely at your service until Catherine 

returns home from work.ò 

ñI donôt believe so,ò The Cuddly Black Lady answers after a moment of 

contemplation. ñAt least not until we receive another order from Robinsonôs 

Grocery. Dwayne and I took care of the perishables as soon as they arrived. Iôm 

still working on our private rooms. The unpacking is all done, but you know how it 

is with a new space.  After youôve put everything away, thereôs always little 

adjustments to make things cozier or more convenient. Dwayne calls it ófussing,ô 

but I think it takes time for things to finally settle in their rightful places.  I try to 

do the fussing while heôs at work.ò 

The Great Cat God laughs. ñYou 

should have seen Catherine 

unpacking and organizing her 

walk-in closet. Sheôs STILL 

moving things around in there, and 

in the master bathroom, and donôt 

get me started on the books and art 

pieces in the study and the living 

room.  Everything looks lovely, 

but I can tell sheôs still not quite 

satisfied.ò 

ñAnd you are a wise man, so 

youôre staying out of her way, 

right?ò says The Cuddly Black 

Lady rather pointedly. 

ñFor the most part,ò The Great Cat 

God replies. ñHowever, thereôs a 

small framed photo of her Uncle 

Stuart, a rather unpleasant-looking 

man, that sheôs moved around to 

almost every surface in the living Lucky  by Laura G 
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room and study.  I can tell she doesnôt particularly care for the man, but feels 

obligated nonetheless to place him somewhere, since her late mother took the 

trouble of framing the photograph in the first place. Iôm waiting for an opportune 

moment to suggest that she place Uncle Stuartôs photo in an album and choose 

another photo to put in this frame.ò 

ñBut youôre giving her time to come to that conclusion herself,ò says The Cuddly 

Black Lady. 

ñOh, yes!ò The Great Cat God agrees with a grin. ñI do have some sense of self-

preservation! I only intend to intervene if she becomes completely frustrated with 

the whole process. I learned early on in our relationship that Catherine does not 

appreciate it when men presume to make decisions FOR her.ò 

The Cuddly Black Lady laughs and laughs.  It is a lovely, melodious sound I have 

come to treasure. ñVincent, I donôt know a single intelligent woman in the 

WORLD who appreciates having her decisions made for her by ANYONE!ò 

The Great Cat God raises his glass, ñA toast to intelligent women everywhere!ò 

The Cuddly Black Lady raises her glass in return, ñTo quote your Catherine, óI 

resemble that remark.ôò  They laugh and laugh as they clink their glasses together, 

thankfully without breaking them.  Humans are sometimes quite strange. 

They finish their meal, and The Cuddly Black Lady takes their plates and 

implements into The Other Food Room to rinse and place them in one of those 

Loud-Boxes-That-Make-Wet-Swishy-Noises.  I take this opportunity to quickly 

relocate myself to The Great Cat Godôs shoulder. I do not trust those Boxes. They 

sound vicious. 

ñWhoa! Goodness, Lucky,ò says The Great Cat God. ñGive me at least a bit of a 

warning before you do that!ò 

Does He not understand the potential danger posed by The Box? There is one in 

The Food Room in our Home in the Sky as well. I must remain on my guard and 

protect Him and The Pretty Lady, if necessary. I shall tell Him so. 
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Mew, mew. Mew, MEW! 

ñThere, there, itôs all right,ò The Great Cat God responds. ñYou just startled me, 

thatôs all.ò 

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

ñWell, Mildred, thank you so much for a delicious lunch,ò The Great Cat God says 

as He uses His curved stick to push Himself to His feet. ñIôm glad I could help you 

get the kitchen organized and ready for you and Dwayne and Marlon and Jeffrey to 

use. Iôm so thankful to know that Catherine will have such wonderful neighbors 

here at her new home.ò 

The Cuddly Black Lady embraces Him and pets me. ñI think you meant to say 

OUR new home,ò she replies. ñYouôll be living here too, almost as much as 

Catherine will. And believe me, weôre profoundly grateful for this opportunity. 

Dwayne can get to his city bus job so much more easily and quickly now, and he 

no longer needs to worry about someone possibly following him into the Tunnels 

after work. This place is just BEAUTIFUL, and it will be my pleasure to look after 

the kitchen and chaperone any young people who might choose to live here while 

attending school or working Above. I feel like I have finally found my true purpose 

`in the Tunnel community ï to be a bridge between Above and Below for our 

young people and our working folks.ò 

ñYouôre right, of course,ò The Great Cat God replies. ñKanin thought of you and 

Dwayne immediately when Catherine asked if there might be working adults 

Below who might appreciate living in the dormitory at least part-time. I know 

William will miss having you at his side in the kitchen Below, but I can already tell 

that youôre relishing the opportunity to take charge of your own kitchen here and 

be a mentor to young people learning to live on their own.ò 

ñExactly,ò she grins. ñIôm the House Mother. Everyone will be expected to cook 

and clean for themselves, although I will prepare or supervise some communal 

meals as well. Iôll manage the inventory, make sure cleaning supplies are available, 

and help our young folks take charge of their own lives. Even that shouldnôt be too 

difficult, since theyôll have gained so much experience in all of these areas living 
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Below.ò 

The Cuddly Black Lady walks with us to The Mysterious-Doors-That-Open-And-

Shut-All -By-Themselves, and The Great Cat God pushes the top of the two 

Buttons of Summoning. 

ñYou have a wonderful afternoon and rest that hip,ò The Cuddly Black Lady says, 

giving The Great Cat God a final hug. 

He laughs, ñAnd you enjoy some private time ófussingô before Dwayne gets 

home.ò 

The Mysterious Doors open as they laugh and laugh. We enter, and The Great Cat 

God pushes the top Button. 

ñBye, Vincent! Bye, Lucky!ò The Cuddly Black Lady calls and waves as The 

Doors close, and to my surprise, The Unsettling-Moving-Room-Behind-The-

Mysterious-Doors goes Up instead of Down. Ah, perhaps we are returning to our 

Home in the Sky. 

Before I can even inquire, The Doors open, and I am proven correct (I usually am) 

as we move into the familiar Entryway and The Mysterious Doors close behind us. 

The Great Cat God ambles carefully down The Marble Hallway to The Food 

Room. 

ñI neglected to clean up the breakfast dishes this morning, such as they are,ò The 

Great Cat God murmurs to me. ñIt wouldnôt do for Catherine to come home to 

dirty dishes, now would it?ò 

Mew! 

ñI thought not.ò   

He places me on the floor and scoops up my empty breakfast dish, rinsing it and 

placing it in The Loud-Box-That-Makes-Wet-Swishy-Noises.  

Oh dear.   



The Tunnel Adventures of Lucky the Wonder Cat, Part 1 by Lindariel 

 

13 

Quite unaware of the awakened danger lurking now in The Food Room, The Great 

Cat God gathers up another plate, a teacup, and some implements and places them 

in The Box as well.  I back up all the way to the entrance of The Food Room ready 

either to pounce upon The Box if it suddenly attacks The Great Cat God or to run 

away if it comes after us both. Thankfully, it does nothing, and soon The Great Cat 

God has finished feeding items into its maw. Perhaps I have cowed it with my 

threatening, commanding presence. I shall inquire if this is so. 

Mew? Mew, MEW? 

ñAll done,ò The Great Cat God says. ñIt would be nice to go up to the patio and let 

you play in the garden, but I suspect your Mama wouldnôt appreciate me 

attempting those stairs unsupervised. Why donôt we listen to some music in the 

living room, and I can rest my hip after a long morning unpacking boxes.ò Alas. It 

appears my valiant and successful efforts to thwart the malign inclinations of The 

Box have gone unnoticed.  Ah well, The Great Cat God was perhaps distracted by 

His mysterious tasks.  It is understandable.  I am but a kitty and cannot begin to 

comprehend the great panoply of concerns that vie for the attention of The Great 

Cat God. I can but be grateful that He has accepted me as His One True Acolyte. 

He scoops me up once more to the favored spot upon His mighty shoulder, and we 

proceed carefully back down The Marble Hallway to The Sound Room.  The Great 

Cat God pushes some buttons on one of the many boxes on the shelves beneath the 

Large Light Box and soon lovely musical sounds come out of The Large-Fabric-

Covered-Boxes-I-May-Not-Scratch. 

ñAh, Rachmaninoff,ò The Great Cat God sighs, as He eases Himself down upon 

the long leather couch, which I also may not scratch. Humans have such odd rules, 

but at least they give me plenty of scratching posts to exercise my claws. I must 

keep myself in readiness at all times in case The Loud Box ever decides to attack. 

Why they do not seem to perceive this danger eludes me. 

I am blessed with the opportunity to curl myself upon The Great Cat Godôs chest, 

where I can hear the glory of His mighty heart beating, and I thank Him with my 

loudest and most effective healing purrs. 
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We seem to float away upon a magical cloud of sound .... 

Once again, time passes without my knowledge. I awake to the sound of a chime 

coming from The Talking Box on the wall beside The Mysterious Doors.  The 

Great Cat God snuffles a bit and wakes Himself.  Thank goodness, The Loud Box 

did NOT decide to attack us while we were so careless as to fall asleep during the 

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

ñAh ha! Thatôs your Mamaôs chime code,ò The Great Cat God declares. ñSheôs 

home!ò He levers Himself up to a sitting position and places me in my favored spot 

upon His shoulder.  

Soon, we can hear The Mysterious Doors open, and The Pretty Ladyôs voice calls 

out, ñHoney, Iôm home!ò  

And The Great Cat God answers, as always, ñWelcome home, dear!ò 

I leap down and run to The Entryway to trill my thanksgiving for The Pretty 

Ladyôs safe return from Her long journey and to reclaim Her as my own by 

rubbing my scent against Her legs. 

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

 

× Rated R 

Nighttime found Catherine at the office once again. Sheôd been working late for 

the past few weeks, making it nearly impossible to spend quality time with 

Vincent. But tonight would be differentðsheôd promised him she wouldnôt bring 

any work home. 

She wasnôt the only one burning the midnight oil. Joe Maxwell appeared at her 

desk, arms crossed with mock sternness. 

ñHey, Radcliffe, you know you donôt get paid by the hour, right?ò He leaned 

against her filing cabinet. ñWhy donôt you head out and enjoy whatôs left of this 

summer night? Go to a concert in the park or something. I hear theyôre playing 

Mozart and Haydn tonight. Right up your alley.ò Joe teased. 

Catherine looked up from the file sheôd been reviewing and smiled. ñYou trying to 

get rid of me, Joe?ò 

ñAbsolutely. Youôre making the rest of us look bad.ò He gave her a playful wink. 

ñSeriously, Cathy, go home.ò 

ñI was just finishing up.ò Catherine stood and began gathering her belongings. 

ñDonôt forget Iôll be out on Monday. I left Rita the files on the Martinez case, in 

case you have any questions about the witness statements.ò 

ñThanks, Cathy. Now get out of here before I have security escort you out.ò 

ñYouôre all heart, Joe.ò Catherine grabbed her purse and briefcase. 

ñThatôs what they tell me.ò Joe headed toward the elevator, calling over his 

shoulder, ñHave a good weekend!ò 

Catherine left a few minutes after Joe, but not before placing a Snickers bar on his 

deskða small bribe in case he felt compelled to call her on her day off. It might, 
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just might, make him hesitate for a minute. Though she planned to turn off the 

ringer on her phone as soon as she reached the brownstone. 

On her way home, Catherine stopped at a couple of her favorite shops to pick up 

some groceries and Vincentôs favorite dessert: chocolate mousse pie. To her 

delight, heôd never had it beforeðWilliam was partial to other desserts and would 

bake muffins, scones, cheesecakes, and various cakes, but rarely pies. 

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

whipped cream on his upper lip. Catherine had impulsively leaned forward and 

licked it off. The memory still made her flush with warmth. That spontaneous 

gesture had caught Vincent completely off guard, but it had sparked something 

between themða series of progressively intimate moments that had slowly 

evolved from chaste kisses, to tender caresses, to passionate encounters that made 

her toes curl just remembering them. It had all unfolded over the course of a single 

month. The hottest month of summer, in more ways than one. 

Once theyôd taken their relationship to that new level, Vincent and Catherine had 

quickly realized they needed a place that provided Vincent with the safety he 

required while allowing them the privacy they craved. Heôd begun spending some 

weeknights with her, and the logistics had become complicated. It was hard for 

him to leave Catherine before dawn.  

Thatôs when a friend who worked in real estate helped Catherine quickly find the 

brownstone. Within a few days of finding and falling in love with the property, 

Catherine closed on it. The next couple of weeks, Mouse, Cullen, and Kanin had 

helped Vincent create a tunnel entrance from the homeôs basement, connecting it to 

the world Below. The men were still working on finishing touches, and Catherine 

wanted to make sure they had plenty of food for the next few days. William 

sometimes insisted on sending provisions from Below, but Catherine felt it was 

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

payment. 

Carrying two large grocery bags, she made her way to the brownstone just as dusk 

settled over the city. The men were cleaning up and putting away their tools as she 

entered through the front door. 
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ñPerfect timing,ò Cullen said, wiping his hands on a rag. ñWe just finished for the 

day.ò 

ñI brought food,ò Catherine announced, hefting the bags. ñThereôs plenty for 

everyone.ò 

ñYou didnôt have to do that,ò Kanin said, though his eyes lit up at the mention of 

food. 

ñItôs the least I can do.ò Catherine set the bags on the kitchen counter. ñHowôs 

everything coming along?ò 

ñThe reinforcements are solid,ò Cullen reported. ñWe just need to finish the 

electrical system,  and then itôs just cosmetic work.ò 

Mouse appeared from the basement, cobwebs in his hair. ñTunnel is good. Very 

good. Will be safe.ò 

ñThank you, Mouse.ò Catherineôs voice was warm with gratitude. ñAll of you. 

This means everything to us.ò 

Vincent had been gradually moving his belongings into the home over the past few 

weeks. He spent most of his weeknights with Catherine at the brownstone and his 

weekends Below, maintaining his connections to the tunnel community. It was a 

delicate balance, but one they were learning to navigate together. 

Father had been resigned, if not entirely pleased, when theyôd told him about their 

plans to live together. He wasnôt naïve enough to believe his warnings about the 

dangers of the world Above would dissuade themðhe knew his son too well for 

that. Vincent and Catherine had listened respectfully to his concerns, but theyôd 

also reassured him that they were taking every precaution to ensure Vincentôs 

safety during daylight hours. 

ñHe worries,ò Vincent had told her after that conversation. ñItôs his nature.ò 

ñHe loves you,ò Catherine had replied, taking his hand. ñWeôll prove to him that 

this can work.ò 
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As the tunnel workers departed for the evening, Catherine heard the familiar sound 

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

was near. 

He emerged into the kitchen, his blue eyes finding hers immediately. ñYouôre 

home.ò 

Vincent by Laura G 
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ñI promised, didnôt I?ò She moved into his arms, feeling the tension of the day melt 

away. ñAnd I brought your favorite dessert.ò 

Vincentôs expression softened into a smile. ñChocolate mousse pie?ò 

ñThe very same.ò She reached up to touch his face. ñI thought we could celebrate 

having the house almost finished.ò 

He pulled her closer, his voice dropping to that low rumble that never failed to 

affect her. ñI can think of other ways to celebrate.ò 

Catherine laughed, feeling the familiar warmth spread through her. ñDessert first,ò 

she said, though her resolve was already weakening under his gaze. ñThen weôll 

see about those other ways.ò 

ñAs you wish,ò Vincent murmured and kissed her softly. 

They settled at the small kitchen table, Catherine cutting slices of the chocolate 

mousse pie while Vincent poured them each a glass of wine. The domesticity of 

the moment wasnôt lost on either of themðthese simple rituals of sharing a meal 

and being together in their own space still felt precious and new. 

ñSo tell me about your day,ò Catherine said, sliding a plate toward him. ñWhat did 

you do while I was drowning in depositions?ò 

Vincent took a bite of the pie, and Catherine watched with amusement as his eyes 

closed in appreciation. ñI spent the morning in the library with Father, helping him 

catalog some new acquisitions. Then I read to the children for a while.ò He paused, 

savoring another forkful. ñThis afternoon, I worked on the shelving for our study. 

It should be ready by tomorrow.ò 

ñYouôre building us bookshelves?ò Catherineôs face lit up. ñVincent, you didnôt 

have toðò 

ñI wanted to.ò His eyes met hers with that intensity that still made her breath catch. 

ñWe need more space for all our books.ò 

She reached across the table to take his hand. ñTell me more about the children. 
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What did you read to them?ò 

Vincentôs expression softened as it always did when he spoke of the tunnel 

children. ñWe started óThe Secret Garden.ô Samantha asked if we could plant a 

garden here, in the brownstoneôs small backyard. She said it could be our secret 

garden.ò 

ñThatôs a wonderful idea,ò Catherine said warmly. ñWe could plant it in the spring, 

maybe.ò 

They talked easily as they finished their dessert, Catherine sharing the frustrations 

of the Martinez case and Joeôs latest attempts to set up Jenny with one of the junior 

prosecutors. Vincent listened intently, asking questions, making her laugh with his 

dry observations about office politics. 

ñAnd then,ò Catherine said, gesturing with her fork, ñJoe actually had the nerve to 

tell me I was making everyone else look bad by staying late. As if he doesnôt 

practically live at the office himself.ò 

Vincent smiled, taking another bite of pie. A small dollop of whipped cream clung 

to the corner of his mouth. 

Catherineôs eyes sparkled with mischief. ñYou know, for someone whoôs supposed 

to be this mysterious, dignified figure from Below, you certainly have a talent for 

getting whipped cream on your face.ò 

Vincentôs hand moved to his mouth, but Catherine was faster, leaning forward to 

wipe the cream away with her finger. ñThere. All clean.ò She brought her finger to 

her lips with deliberate slowness. ñThough I have to say, itôs rather endearing. 

Very dignified.ò 

ñEndearing?ò Vincentôs voice held a note of warning, but his eyes were dancing 

with amusement. 

ñMmm-hmm.ò Catherine was enjoying herself now, her tone playfully teasing. 

ñVery cute, actually. Like a little boy with his first taste ofðò 
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She didnôt get to finish the sentence. In one fluid movement, Vincent rose from his 

chair and swept her up, tossing her over his shoulder with surprising ease. 

ñVincent!ò Catherine squealed, laughing as she found herself suddenly upside 

down, her hands bracing against his back. ñPut me down!ò 

ñI think not.ò His voice was rich with amusement. ñYou seem to have forgotten 

who youôre dealing with, Catherine.ò 

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

laugh simultaneously. 

ñThatôs for endearing,ò he said, starting toward the stairs. 

Another gentle spank. ñThatôs for ócute.ôò 

ñVincent!ò She was laughing too hard to sound properly indignant, her fists 

drumming lightly against his back. ñI was complimenting you!ò 

ñWere you?ò Another playful smack as he began climbing the stairs, carrying her 

as if she weighed nothing. ñIt sounded suspiciously like teasing to me.ò 

ñMaybe a little teasing,ò Catherine admitted breathlessly, still laughing. ñBut you 

have to admit, you did have whipped cream on yourðah!ò 

Heôd swatted her again, and she could feel his chest rumbling with laughter 

beneath her. ñI think you need to learn when to stop, Catherine.ò 

ñAnd I think you need to learn to take a compliment,ò she retorted, but her voice 

was breathless now for entirely different reasons. The playfulness between them 

was shifting into something deeper, more charged. 

By the time they reached the bedroom, Catherineôs laughter had faded into 

something softer, more anticipatory. Vincent set her down gently, his hands 

lingering at her waist as her feet touched the floor. The playfulness was still there 

in his eyes, but it was mixed now with something darker, more intense. 

ñStill think Iôm endearing?ò he asked, his voice low and rough. 
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Catherine reached up to cup his face, her fingers tracing the leonine features sheôd 

come to love so deeply. ñAlways,ò she whispered. ñAmong other things.ò 

ñWhat other things?ò His hands moved to her hips, pulling her closer. 

ñMagnificent,ò she breathed, rising on her toes to brush her lips against his. 

ñPowerful.ò Another kiss, deeper this time. ñMine.ò 

That last word seemed to break something loose in him. Vincentôs mouth claimed 

hers with a hunger that made her knees weak, his arms wrapping around her to lift 

Embrace by Laura G 
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her against him. Catherineôs hands tangled in his hair as she kissed him back with 

equal fervor, all the longing pouring into this moment. 

They moved together toward the bed, hands seeking, removing barriers of clothing 

with an urgency. Vincentôs shirt fell away, and Catherineôs palms explored the 

planes of his chest, feeling the rapid beat of his heart beneath her touch. His hands 

were equally eager, sliding her blouse from her shoulders, his fingers trembling 

slightly as they traced the curve of her spine. 

ñCatherine,ò he breathed against her neck, his voice rough with need. ñMy 

Catherine.ò  

 ñYes,ò she whispered, arching into his touch. ñAlways yes.ò 

They fell together onto the bed, a tangle of limbs and whispered endearments. 

Vincentôs mouth traced a path along her throat, her collarbone, lower still, and 

Catherine gasped at the sensation, her fingers digging into his shoulders. Every 

touch was both familiar and new, every kiss a promise and a claim. 

When he rose above her, his eyes met hers with an intensity that stole her breath. 

There was such love there, such reverence mixed with raw desire. 

ñI love you,ò she whispered, reaching up to trace the line of his jaw. ñSo, so much, 

Vincent.ò 

ñAnd I you,ò he murmured, lowering himself to her, his body covering hers. ñMore 

than words can express.ò 

Their joining was both tender and passionate, a dance theyôd learned together over 

these past weeks, yet still felt miraculous each time. Vincent moved with careful 

control at first, watching her face, learning her responses, but Catherine urged him 

on with soft cries and the arch of her body against his. 

ñDonôt hold back,ò she breathed, her nails trailing down his back. ñI want all of 

you.ò 

His control shattered at her words, and he claimed her with a passion that left them 
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both gasping. Catherine met him thrust for thrust, their bodies moving in perfect 

synchronicity. She could feel the tension coiling tighter within her, spiraling higher 

with each movement, each touch, each whispered word of love. 

When release finally came, it crashed over them both like a wave, pulling them 

under into a place where nothing existed but sensation and connection and the 

profound knowledge of being utterly, completely loved. 

They collapsed together, hearts racing, breath coming in ragged gasps. Vincent 

rolled to his side, gathering Catherine against him, unwilling to break the 

connection between them. She nestled into his embrace, her head on his chest, 

listening to the gradually slowing rhythm of his heartbeat. 

ñThat,ò Catherine said after a long moment, her voice still breathless, ñwas 

definitely worth the teasing.ò 

She felt Vincentôs chest rumble with quiet laughter. His hand stroked slowly down 

her back, a gesture of both tenderness and possession. ñPerhaps I should let you 

tease me more often.ò 

ñOh, I intend to,ò Catherine promised, pressing a kiss to his chest. ñThough I have 

to say, I rather enjoyed your retaliation.ò 

His arms tightened around her. ñDid you?ò 

ñMmm hmm.ò She tilted her head to look up at him, her eyes soft with love and 

satisfaction. ñThough next time, maybe a little warning before you throw me over 

your shoulder like a sack of potatoes.ò 

ñWhere would be the fun in that?ò Vincentôs fingers traced lazy patterns on her 

shoulder. ñBesides, you seemed to enjoy the spontaneity.ò 

Catherine couldnôt argue with that. She settled more comfortably against him, one 

leg draped over his, her hand resting over his heart. 

ñI love our home,ò she murmured sleepily. ñI love that we have this place, where 

we can just be together. No hiding, no fear, no need for you to leave. Just us.ò 
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Vincent pressed a kiss to the top of her head. ñItôs more than I ever dreamed 

possible,ò he said quietly. ñYouôve given me so much, Catherine. A home. A life I 

never thought I could have.ò 

ñWeôve given it to each other,ò she corrected, lifting her head to meet his eyes. 

ñThis is ours, Vincent. Everything weôve built, everything we are togetherðitôs 

ours.ò 

He cupped her face in his hand, his thumb brushing across her cheek with infinite 

gentleness. ñOurs,ò he agreed, and kissed her softly. 

They lay together in the gathering darkness, wrapped in each otherôs arms, 

listening to the sounds of the summer night. Catherineôs eyes grew heavy, lulled by 

the warmth of Vincentôs body and the steady rhythm of his breathing. Just before 

sleep claimed her, she felt him pull the sheet over them both, his arms never 

loosening their hold. 

ñSleep, my love,ò he whispered against her hair. ñIôll be here when you wake.ò 

And with that promise warming her heart, Catherine drifted into dreams, safe in the 

knowledge that she was exactly where she belonged. 

***  

Saturday morning found them descending through the tunnel entrance in the 

brownstoneôs basement, Catherineôs hand secure in Vincentôs as they navigated the 

familiar passages. The tunnels were alive with activityðchildrenôs laughter 

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

ñCatherine! Vincent!ò Samantha came running up to them. ñYouôre here! Wait 

until you hear Kipper and Zack play violin at the recital!ò 

After greeting Father, they made their way to the library chamber where the 

childrenôs recital was about to begin. The space was filled with tunnel dwellers, 

candles arranged to provide warm light. 

Father introduced each performance with appropriate gravitas. There were piano 
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pieces and vocal solos, a slightly off-key flute duet, and then Kipper and Zack took 

their places with their violins. 

Catherine felt Vincentôs attention completely focused on the two boys. She reached 

over to take his hand as they raised their bows. The first notes were tentative, but 

then they found their rhythm, and Vivaldiôs ñSpringò filled the chamber. It wasnôt 

perfect, but it was beautiful. 

When the piece ended, the chamber erupted in applause. Kipper and Zack grinned 

at each other and bowed.  

Later, Rebecca linked her arm through Catherineôs. ñCome help me with candles. I 

have a feeling we have a lot to talk about. Do you mind if I steal her away for a 

while, Vincent?ò 

ñNot at all,ò Vincent responded in good humor. ñBut I expect her back for dinner.ò 

They made their way to Rebeccaôs work chamber, a cozy space filled with 

supplies. A large table dominated the center, already set up with molds, wicks, and 

pots of melted wax warming over small burners. 

ñHere, let me show you how to prepare the wicks,ò Rebecca said, handing 

Catherine an apron. 

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

along. 

ñSo,ò Rebecca said after 

theyôd completed their 

first set of candles, ñhow 

are you doing, Catherine? 

With everything. 

Catherine considered the 

question as she prepared 

another mold. ñItôs been 

wonderful,ò she 



Out of the Ashes by CandlelitChandler 

 

29 

responded. ñThe brownstone has given us something we desperately neededða 

place thatôs truly ours. Where Vincent isnôt in danger while climbing my old 

apartment building or needing to leave.ò 

òThat must be wonderful for him. For both of you.ò Rebecca poured wax with 

practiced ease. ñVincent has spent his whole life in shadows. To have a place 

Above where he can simply existðthatôs precious.ò 

ñItôs not just for him,ò Catherine said softly. 

ñIôm glad.ò Rebecca set down her ladle. ñIôve known Vincent almost all of his life. 

To see him have a home of his own, a safe place in the world aboveðitôs more 

than any of us dared hope for him.ò 

They worked in comfortable silence for a while, the rhythmic process of candle-

making soothing. 

ñDo people resent it?ò Catherine asked eventually. ñThat heôs spending so much 

time Above now?ò 

ñSome have had to adjust their expectations,ò Rebecca said honestly. ñVincent has 

always been so available, so willing to help with anything. Now that he has his 

own life, his own priorities, there are those whoôve had to learn to be more self-

sufficient.ò 

ñSo they do resent it,ò Catherine said quietly. 

ñNo, not resent. Adjust.ò Rebecca reached over to pat Catherineôs hand. ñItôs 

actually been good for the community. We relied too heavily on Vincent for too 

long. Now weôre learning to solve more of our own problems. And youôve become 

part of our community, Catherine. You help in your own ways. That matters. So do 

not fret over it.ò Rebecca smiled a reassuring smile. 

Catherine squeezed Rebeccaôs hand in thanks.  

They worked through the afternoon, their conversation flowing easily from topic to 

topic. 
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Meanwhile, in Fatherôs chamber, Vincent and his father discussed the winter 

preparations. 

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

just in case,ò Vincent suggested.  

Father nodded approvingly. ñAn excellent idea. Do you think youôd have time to 

oversee that project?ò 

ñIôll make time,ò Vincent said quietly. ñThis is still my home, Father. These are 

still my people. That hasnôt changed.ò 

ñI know that.ò Father removed his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. ñIôm 

simply adjusting. As we all are.ò 

ñYou donôt approve,ò Vincent said. 

ñThatôs not true. I approve of your happiness. I approve of Catherineðsheôs a 

remarkable woman, and she loves you deeply. What I struggle with is the fear. 

That something will happen to you Above. That Iôll lose you.ò 

Vincent moved around the desk and placed a hand on his fatherôs shoulder. ñI 

know. And I understand that fear because I share it. But we canôt live our lives 

ruled by fear, Father.ò 

Father smiled sadly. ñI know.ò 

Vincent gently squeezed his fatherôs shoulder.  

Father reached up to cover Vincentôs hand with his own.  ñAnd Iôm trying to 

accept it, to trust that you know what youôre doing.ò 

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

his heart lift. She looked happy here, comfortable. Sheôd found her place in his 

world. 

ñHow was your afternoon?ò she asked, sliding into the seat beside him. 

ñProductive. Father and I have planned out the winter preparations.ò He glanced at 
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her hands, noting the traces of wax. ñAnd yours?ò 

ñWonderful. Rebecca is amazingðwe made so many candles, and we talked about 

everything.ò Catherine leaned against his shoulder. ñI love it here, Vincent. I love 

being part of this.ò 

ñAnd we love having you here,ò he murmured, pressing a kiss to her temple. 

As the evening wore on, Catherine found herself thinking about how lucky she 

was. She had two homes now, two families, two worlds that somehow fit together. 

The brownstone Above gave her and Vincent privacy and freedom. The tunnels 

Below gave them community and connection. 

Later, as they prepared to return to the brownstone for the night, Father pulled 

Vincent aside for a private word. 

ñTake care of each other,ò he said simply. ñBoth Above and Below.ò 

ñWe will,ò Vincent promised. 

ñAnd VincentðIôm proud of the man youôve become, of the life youôre building.ò 

Vincent embraced his father, feeling the older manôs arms tighten around him. 

ñThank you, Father. That means more than you know.ò 

They made their way back through the tunnels, Catherineôs hand in Vincentôs, both 

of them tired but content. As they climbed the ladder to the brownstoneôs 

basement, Catherine looked up at Vincent. ñHappy?ò 

ñHappy,ò he responded with a smile. 

They emerged into their home, and Catherine felt that same sense of peace she 

always did when they returned. This was their private world. 

***  

Monday morning dawned bright and clear. Catherine had taken the day off as 

planned, and she woke to find Vincent already up, dressed in his work clothes, 

ready to help with the basement rewiring. 
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ñYou donôt have to do this,ò she said, stretching lazily in bed, her hand pulling up 

the sheet and comforter, shielding her naked body from any draft. ñCullen and 

Kanin can handle it.ò 

ñI want to,ò Vincent replied, leaning down to kiss her. ñItôs our home. I should 

help maintain it.ò 

Catherine smiled against his lips. ñOur home. I love hearing you say that.ò 

ñI love saying it.ò He kissed her again, deeper this time. ñNow, I need to go before 

Iôm tempted to stay here with you all day.ò 

ñWould that be so terrible?ò Catherineôs hand slid up his arm. 

ñTerrible? No. Irresponsible? Yes.ò Vincent gently disentangled himself from her 

grasp. ñThe wiring needs to be finished. But tonightðtonight is ours.ò 

ñIôll hold you to that,ò Catherine called as he headed downstairs. 

She took her time getting ready, enjoying the luxury of a weekday morning with 

nowhere to be. By the time she 

made it to the kitchen, she could 

hear voices and activity from the 

basementðVincent, Cullen, 

Kanin, and Mouse, all working on 

the electrical system that had been 

giving them trouble. 

Catherine made coffee and 

brought mugs down to the men, 

carefully navigating the basement 

stairs. The space was an organized 

chaos of tools, wire, and 

equipment. Vincent was holding a 

flashlight while Cullen examined 

a junction box, and Mouse was 

sketching something on a piece of 
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paper, muttering to himself about ñbetter waysò and ñimprovements.ò 

ñCoffee delivery,ò Catherine announced, and was rewarded with grateful smiles. 

ñYouôre a saint, Cathy,ò Cullen said, accepting a mug. ñWeôve been at this since 

seven.ò 

ñHowôs it going?ò she asked. 

ñGood. Weôre making real progress.ò Kanin wiped his hands on a rag. ñShould 

have the main panel rewired by early afternoon.ò 

They worked through the morning, Catherine occasionally checking in but mostly 

staying out of the way. She used the time to catch up on reading, to enjoy the quiet 

of the house, to simply exist in this space that was theirs. 

Around noon, Mouse emerged from the basement, his face smudged with dirt but 

his expression excited. ñWilliam sent message! Big lunch below. Says we should 

come. Says he made special food.ò 

Catherine looked up from her book. ñAll of us?ò 

ñAll of us,ò Mouse confirmed. ñWilliam says he made too much food. Says we 

must come eat or it will go to waste. William doesnôt like waste.ò 

Cullen appeared behind Mouse, grinning. ñIôm not going to turn down one of 

Williamôs special meals. The manôs a genius in the kitchen.ò 

ñWe could all use a break,ò Kanin agreed, following them up. ñWeôve been at it 

for hours.ò 

Vincent was the last to emerge, and Catherine saw the hesitation in his eyes. ñAre 

you sure?ò he asked. ñWe could bring food back here.ò 

ñIf Williamôs gone to the trouble of making a special meal, the least we can do is 

show up to eat it. Besides, Iôd love to see everyone again.ò Catherine said, standing 

up 

ñIt has been a whole day,ò Vincent said with a slight smile. 
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ñExactly. Far too long.ò Catherine grabbed her jacket. ñCome on, letôs go enjoy 

Williamôs cooking.ò 

They made their way down through the tunnel entrance, the five of them in good 

spirits, talking and joking as they navigated the familiar passages. Catherine could 

smell the food before they reached the dining chamberðsomething rich and savory 

that made her stomach growl. 

William had indeed outdone himself. The tables were laden with roasted chicken, 

potatoes, vegetables, homemade bread, and what looked like three different kinds 

of dessert. The dining chamber was full of tunnel dwellers, all taking advantage of 

Williamôs cooking. 

ñThere you are!ò William called out when he saw them. ñI was beginning to think 

youôd ignore my invitation. Sit, sit! Thereôs plenty for everyone.ò 

They found seats at one of the long tables, and soon plates were being passed, food 

piled high, conversation flowing. Catherine found herself between Vincent and 

Rebecca, with Mouse across from her, enthusiastically explaining his latest 

invention between bites of chicken. 

ñThis is delicious, William,ò Catherine called out, and the cook beamed with pride. 

ñItôs nothing special,ò he said, though his expression suggested otherwise. ñJust 

wanted to make sure our workers were properly fed.ò 

The meal stretched on, as meals Below often did. There was no rushing here, no 

checking of watches or worrying about schedules. People ate, talked, and laughed, 

and Catherine felt herself relaxing into the rhythm of it. 

Father stopped by their table to discuss the progress on the brownstoneôs wiring, 

and soon he and Vincent were deep in conversation about the winter preparation 

projects theyôd planned over the following weekend. 

Catherine helped Rebecca clear some of the dishes, carrying them to the kitchen 

where Mary and Olivia were already washing up. 
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ñYou donôt have to help,ò Mary protested. ñYouôre a guest.ò 

ñIôm family,ò Catherine corrected gently. ñAnd family helps.ò 

Maryôs face softened, and she handed Catherine a dish towel. ñWell, in that case, 

you can dry.ò 

They worked together, the easy camaraderie of women whoôd done this task a 

thousand times. The conversation drifted from topic to topicðthe childrenôs 

progress in school, the new baby that had been born last week in the lower 

chambers. 

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

But Catherine had no way of knowing that while they sat there, safe and content in 

the tunnels Below, their other homeðtheir private worldðwas being consumed by 

flames. 

***  

The fire had started in the basement, in the very wiring theyôd been working on all 

morning. A connection that hadnôt been properly secured, a spark that found 

something flammable, and within minutes the flames had spread. 

The brownstone was old, the wood dry, and the fire moved quickly. It climbed the 

walls, consumed the floors, devoured everything in its path. The furniture sheôd 

chosen with Vincent in mind. The books Vincent had moved from his chamber. 

The clothes in their closet. The bed where theyôd made love just the night before. 

The kitchen where theyôd shared meals and conversation.  

All of it, burning. 

The neighbors called 911 after seeing smoke pouring from the windows. Fire 

trucks arrived, sirens wailing, firefighters rushing to contain the blaze. But the fire 

had too much of a head start. By the time they got their hoses working, the upper 

floor was fully engulfed. 

The firefighters did their best. They saved the neighboring buildings and prevented 
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the fire from spreading. But the brownstone itself was a loss. The roof collapsed. 

The walls, weakened by flames, began to crumble. Everything inside was 

destroyedðeither burned beyond recognition or damaged by smoke and water. 

And through it all, Catherine and Vincent sat Below, completely unaware, 

enjoying dessert and conversation, surrounded by family. 

***  

It was Mouse who first noticed the time. 

ñGetting late,ò he announced, checking his watch. ñShould get back to work. Lots 

to do still.ò 

Vincent was surprised to see that nearly two hours had passed. ñHeôs right. We 

should return.ò 

There were groans of protestðthe meal had been too good, the company too 

pleasantðbut everyone began to gather themselves. Catherine helped carry the last 

of the dishes to the kitchen, then joined Vincent and the others for the walk back to 

the brownstone. 

They were still laughing about something Mouse had said, when they turned the 

final corner and saw the smoke. 

Vincent stopped so 

abruptly that Catherine 

nearly ran into him. 

ñWhatðò she started to 

say, but then she saw it 

too. 

Smoke. Thick, dark 

smoke, pouring from the 

tunnel entrance that led to 

their basement. 
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ñNo,ò Vincent breathed, and then he was running, all of them running, toward the 

entrance. 

The heat hit them before they got close. The tunnel entrance was filled with smoke, 

and beyond it, they could hear the distant sound of voices, of water, of chaos. 

ñThe fire department,ò Cullen said, coughing, his face pale. ñTheyôre up there.ò 

Vincentôs mind was racing. The tunnel entrance. If the firefighters found it, if they 

explored the basement, if they discovered the passageð 

ñWe have to seal it,ò he said, his voice tight with urgency. ñNow. Before they find 

it.ò 

ñBut the houseðò Catherine started, covering her face with her shirt. 

ñSomeone needs to go above to check.ò Vincentôs eyes were devastated. ñBut look 

at the smoke, Catherine. We have to protect the tunnels.ò 

Kanin was already moving, grabbing tools from a nearby cache. ñWeôll need to 

collapse the entrance. Make it look like the basement ceiling came down 

naturally.ò 

ñIôll get more help,ò Mouse said, and disappeared back down the tunnel at a run. 

They worked with desperate speed. Vincent and Cullen used sledgehammers to 

weaken the support beams near the entrance. Kanin rigged a controlled collapse 

that would seal the tunnel without causing damage to the surrounding passages.  

Within minutes, Mouse returned with more workersðmen and women who 

understood immediately what needed to be done. They worked together, quickly 

and efficiently, years of tunnel maintenance giving them the skills they needed. 

ñNow,ò Kanin said, and they pulled the supports. 

The entrance collapsed with a rumble of stone and earth, sealing the tunnel 

completely. From above, it would look like nothing more than a basement ceiling 

that had given way under the stress of the fire. The tunnel entrance was hidden, the 
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community protected. 

They stood in the tunnel, covered in dust, breathing hard, and stared at the sealed 

entrance. Beyond it, they could still hear the firefighters working, could still smell 

the acrid smoke of their burning home. 

ñI need to know,ò Catherine whispered. ñIf itôs all gone.ò 

Vincent pulled her against him, his arms wrapping around her tightly. She could 

feel him trembling, could feel the tension in every line of his body. 

ñOur home,ò she said, her voice breaking. ñVincent, our homeðò 

ñI know.ò His voice was rough, choked with emotion. ñI know, Catherine.ò 

The others stood nearby, giving them space but staying close, their faces reflecting 

the same shock and grief. This wasnôt just Vincent and Catherineôs lossðit was a 

loss for the entire community. The brownstone had represented hope, possibility, a 

bridge between two worlds. 

Catherine pressed her face against Vincentôs chest and let the tears come. 

ñThe photo albums,ò she said suddenly, pulling back to look at Vincent. ñThe 

pictures of my parents, your books. The ones you brought from Below. The 

Shakespeare collection, theðò 

ñCatherine.ò Vincentôs thumb brushed away her tears. ñTheyôre just things. Weôre 

alive. Weôre safe. Thatôs what matters.ò 

ñBut it was ours,ò she said, her voice breaking on the last word. ñIt was our place, 

Vincent. Where we could be together without hiding, without fear. And nowðò 

She couldnôt finish. The sobs took over, and Vincent held her while she cried, his 

own tears falling silently into her hair. 

Father appeared, having been summoned by Mouse. He took in the sceneðthe 

sealed tunnel, the smoke still seeping through cracks in the stone, his son and 

Catherine clinging to each other in griefðand his face crumpled. 
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ñVincent,ò he said, moving forward. ñMy boy, Iôm so sorry.ò 

Vincent looked at his father over Catherineôs head, and Father saw the devastation 

in his eyes. This wasnôt just about losing possessions. This was about losing a 

dream, a future theyôd been building together. 

ñWeôll figure this out,ò Father said. ñWeôll find another place.ò 

But Vincent, unable to speak, held Catherine tighter. 

ñCome,ò Father said eventually. ñCome back to your chamber. You can stay there 

tonight. Weôll sort everything out tomorrow.ò 

ñI need to see it,ò Catherine said, her voice hollow. ñI need to see whatôs left. 

Now.ò 

Before Vincent could respond, Kanin appeared from the shadows of the tunnel. 

ñIôll go with her,ò he offered. 

Vincentôs jaw tightened. The raw need in her eyes broke something in him. ñBe 

careful,ò he finally said. ñBoth of you.ò 

Catherine crossed to him and kissed him softly. ñI will. Iôll be back soon.ò 

***  

The journey through the tunnels felt surreal, each step bringing Catherine closer to 

a reality she wasnôt sure she could bear. Kanin walked beside her in silence, his 

presence steady and reassuring. 

When they emerged from a concealed entrance a couple of blocks away, the air 

was thick with the smell of smoke. 

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

The brownstone was a blackened skeleton silhouetted against the sky. The roof had 

collapsed entirely, and the upper floors had caved in. The beautiful bay windows 

were gone, leaving gaping holes like empty eye sockets. The front steps were 

cracked and covered in soot. Flames still flickered in places, and firefighters 
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moved through the wreckage with their hoses, creating clouds of steam that rose 

into the night air. 

Catherine stopped walking, her hand flying to her mouth. 

ñOh God,ò she whispered. 

Firefighters in full gear moved methodically through the ruins. 

Kanin stood beside her, his face somber. ñIôm sorry, Catherine.ò 

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

sanctuary.  

All of it, reduced to ash and rubble. 

ñThe books,ò she said suddenly, her voice breaking. ñVincentôs books. The ones 

Iôd been collecting for him. The first editions, the poetry...ò She pressed her hand 

harder against her mouth, trying to hold back a sob. ñOur bed. The quilt Mary 

made for us...ò 

Kanin placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. ñThe memories arenôt gone, 

Catherine. Those are still yours.ò 

But it didnôt feel like enough. Not right now, standing here looking at the 

destruction of everything theyôd built together, watching the last flames consume 

what remained. 

A tear slipped down her cheek, then another. She didnôt bother wiping them away. 

ñCathy?ò 

The voice made her turn. Joe Maxwell was hurrying toward them, his face creased 

with worry and relief. He was still in his work clothes, his tie loosened, looking 

like heôd been running. 

ñJoe?ò Catherineôs voice came out hoarse. ñWhat are you doing here?ò 

ñI was having lunch at that deli on the corner when I heard the sirens,ò he said, 
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slightly out of breath. ñSaw the smoke, followed the trucks. When I realized it was 

your building...ò He looked at the ruins, then back at her. ñJesus, Cathy. Iôve been 

trying to reach you all day. Are you okay? Were you inside when it started?ò 

ñNo, Iðò Catherine glanced at Kanin, suddenly aware of how strange this must 

look. ñI was out. This is... this is Kanin. A friend.ò 

Kanin nodded at Joe, his expression carefully neutral. 

Joe barely seemed to register him, his attention focused entirely on Catherine. 

ñThank God youôre safe. I was so worried. Do you have a place to stay? Do you 

need anything?ò 

ñIôm fine, Joe. Really.ò Catherine tried to smile, but it felt wrong on her face. ñI 

just... I need some time off work. To deal with all this.ò 

ñOf course. Take as much time as you need.ò Joe reached out and squeezed her 

shoulder. ñIôm just relieved youôre okay. When I saw the building...ò He shook his 

head. ñCall me if you need anything. Anything at all.ò 

ñI will. Thank you.ò 

Joe looked like he wanted to say more, but something in Catherineôs expression 

stopped him. He nodded, gave Kanin a curious glance, and headed back down the 

street. 

Catherine turned back to the ruins, watching the firefighters continue their work.  

ñIôve seen enough,ò she said quietly. ñLetôs go home.ò 

Kanin nodded and led her back through the streets toward the tunnel entrance. 

Catherine didnôt look back. She couldnôt bear to see it again. 

As they descended into the tunnels, the smell of smoke gradually faded, replaced 

by the familiar scent of earth and stone. The darkness felt comforting now, 

protective. Down here, she didnôt have to see the destruction. Down here, Vincent 

was waiting. 
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***  

Back in Vincentôs chamber, Catherine sat on the edge of the bed and tried to make 

a mental inventory of what sheôd lost and what remained. 

Gone: nearly everything. Her clothes, her furniture, her books, her kitchen 

supplies, the art sheôd collected, the little decorative touches that had made the 

brownstone feel like home. Vincentôs carefully curated library. The nest theyôd 

built. 

What remained: the items still in storage from her fatherôs estateðsome furniture, 

his law books, a few pieces of art. The box of her motherôs jewelry and personal 

effects. Some of her own belongings she hadnôt yet moved to the brownstoneð

mostly sentimental items like her high school yearbooks, college diplomas, and 

childhood photographs. 

She had purchased the brownstone with the proceeds from the sale of her 
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apartment and her fatherôs home. But she knew she still had a substantial amount 

left. More than enough to start over. She had not even touched the money she had 

inherited from her father, or the trust fund she had received from her mother and 

grandparents. 

ñThe brownstone was insured,ò Vincent said, sitting beside her. ñYouôll receive a 

settlement.ò 

ñBut it will take time. Months, probably.ò Catherine leaned against him, drawing 

strength from his solid presence. ñI donôt want to wait that long, Vincent.ò 

ñThen weôll find something new.ò His arm came around her shoulders. ñWeôll start 

fresh.ò 

Catherine nodded, but her mind was already racing ahead to practical concerns. ñI 

need clothes. I have maybe two outfits down here, and nothing suitable for work. 

Iôll need to go shopping. You will also need clothing. I know you have some stuff 

left here, but most of your clothing was above.ò 

ñItôs ok. I have enough.ò Vincent pressed a kiss to her temple. ñItôs going to be ok. 

I promise.ò 

***  

A few days later, Catherine found herself at Bloomingdaleôs with a shopping list 

and a brand-new credit card, feeling oddly disconnected from the experience. She 

moved through the womenôs department like a woman in a trance. 

Three work suitsðone charcoal gray, one navy, one black. Silk blouses in white, 

cream, and pale blue. A cashmere sweater in soft gray. Designer dress pants. A 

black dress for court appearances. Shoesðpumps, flats, boots. A winter coat to 

replace the one that had burned. 

When she got to the lingerie department, she paused. Her hand hovered over a silk 

nightgownðemerald green, the color Vincent loved on her. For a moment, she 

remembered the nightgown sheôd worn their first night in the brownstone. The 

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

She also selected a few day dressesðbeautiful pieces. A cream linen dress. A deep 

burgundy wrap dress. A charcoal silk number that would work for the evening.  

Next, she went to the menôs section. Selected four pairs of pants and four shirts for 

Vincent. She also replaced some sleepwear for him, socks, some undershirts, and 

reminded herself to go to the cobbler, who was a helper, to order him a couple 

pairs of new boots.  

At the register, Catherine handed over her credit card without hesitation. Once 

upon a time, she would have really enjoyed this shopping excursion, but this time 

it was overshadowed by the sense of loss they had experienced. 

She left with ten shopping bags. The clothes wouldnôt bring back what sheôd lost, 

but they would help her move forward.  

***  

The tunnel community rallied around them. William brought extra portions of food 

to Vincentôs chamber. Mouse offered to ñfindò anything they neededðan offer 

Vincent politely declined while Catherine hid a smile. 

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

People would appear at the chamber entrance at all hoursðsometimes to offer 

help, sometimes just to express sympathy, sometimes simply to chat. Mouse had 

come looking for Vincent a couple of times in the middle of the night regarding a 

project he was working on thwarting their attempts at intimacy.  Vincent had ïas 

patient as possibleïturned him away the second time.  

After the fourth day, Catherine was ready to scream. 

She and Vincent were trying to have a quiet breakfast when Olivia appeared with a 

basket of muffins. Theyôd barely thanked her and returned to their meal when 

Cullen stopped by to discuss potential new properties heôd heard about. Then Sarah 

came with tea. Then Pascal wanted to update Vincent on some tunnel maintenance 
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issues. 

ñItôs almost lunch time, and we havenôt even finished our breakfast,ò Catherine 

muttered after Pascal left. 

Vincentôs lips twitched. ñThey mean well.ò 

ñI know they mean well. But Iôm starting to feel like weôre living in Grand Central 

Station.ò 

That late afternoon, Catherine was changing clothesðtrying on one of her new 

work outfits to make sure it fit properlyðwhen she heard voices at the chamber 

entrance. She quickly pulled on her robe, but before she could say anything, 

Brooke and two other women walked right in, chattering about a quilting project. 

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

something. 

ñOh! Weôre so sorry,ò Brooke said, flustered. ñWe should have announced 

ourselves.ò 

ñItôs fine,ò Catherine said, clutching her robe closed. ñI was just... changing.ò 

The women apologized profusely and backed out. Catherine felt her privacy had 

been invaded. But there was little she could do about it. 

That evening, after the fifth interruptionðthis time from Kipper, who wanted to 

show Vincent a drawing heôd madeðCatherine turned to Vincent with desperation 

in her eyes. 

ñWe need to get out of here,ò she said. ñJust for a little while. Somewhere we can 

be alone.ò 

Vincent understood immediately. ñCome with me.ò 

***  

Vincent led her deep into the tunnels, past the inhabited areas, into passages that 

were older and less traveled. The air grew cooler, the silence more profound. 
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Catherine followed him without question, 

trusting him completely. 

Finally, he stopped at a small alcove carved 

into the rock. It was barely large enough for 

two people, hidden behind a natural stone 

formation that made it nearly invisible from 

the main passage. They hung a small lantern 

on a hook in the wall, casting a warm glow 

over the space. 

ñI used to come here when I was younger,ò Vincent said quietly. ñWhen I needed 

to be alone. To think.ò 

Catherine looked around the small space, then back at Vincent. ñItôs perfect.ò 

For a moment, they just stood there, breathing in the silence, the blessed privacy. 

Then Catherine stepped closer to him, her hand coming up to rest against his chest. 

ñIôve missed you,ò she said softly. ñReally missed you.ò 

Vincentôs arms came around her, pulling her close. ñI know.ò 

She tilted her face up to his, and he kissed herðslowly at first, then with 

increasing intensity. 

Catherineôs hands moved to his shirt, working at the buttons with trembling 

fingers. Vincentôs breath caught as her palms slid over his bare chest. 

ñCatherine,ò he murmured against her lips. ñAre you sure? Here?ò 

ñYes.ò Her voice was breathless, urgent. ñI need you, Vincent. I need to feel close 

to you.ò 

He needed no further encouragement. His hands found the hem of her tunnel dress, 

pulling it up and over her head. She shivered as the cool air hit her skin, but 

Vincentôs warmth quickly enveloped her. His mouth traced a path down her neck, 

across her collarbone, while his hands explored the curves of her body with 
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reverent familiarity. 

Catherine gasped as he pressed her back against the stone wall, the cool rock a 

stark contrast to the heat of his body. Her legs wrapped around his waist as he 

lifted her, supporting her weight effortlessly. She could feel his desire, hard and 

insistent against her, and it sent a thrill of anticipation through her entire body. 

ñI love you,ò she whispered, her fingers tangling in his hair. ñGod, Vincent, I love 

you so much.ò 

ñAnd I love you.ò His voice was rough with emotion and need. ñAlways, 

Catherine. Always.ò 

Their joining was fierce and desperate. Catherine clung to him, her nails digging 

into his shoulders as pleasure built and crested. Vincent buried his face in her neck, 

his breath hot against her skin, his body moving with hers. 

In that moment, nothing else existed. Not the burned brownstone, not the uncertain 

future, not the well-meaning community. There was only thisðthe two of them, 

connected in the most fundamental way, lost in each other. 

When they finally came apart, trembling and breathless, Catherine rested her 

forehead against Vincentôs, her heart still racing. 

ñWeôre going to be okay,ò she whispered. ñAs long as we have this, weôre going to 

be okay.ò 

Vincent kissed her softly, tenderly. ñYes. We will.ò 

They stayed like that for a long moment, wrapped in each otherôs arms, reluctant to 

return to the world beyond their hidden alcove. Catherineôs feet touched the 

ground, and she began to put on her clothing, smiling at Vincent with a 

contentment she hadnôt felt in days. 

Then they heard footsteps in the passage outside. 

Catherineôs eyes went wide with alarm. Vincent quickly helped her adjust her 

dress, but there was no time to make themselves fully presentable before Fatherôs 
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voice called out. 

ñVincent? Are you down here?ò 

ñHide,ò Vincent whispered urgently, and Catherine quickly pressed herself into the 

deepest part of the alcove, behind the stone formation where the shadows were 

darkest. 

Vincent stepped out into the passage, trying to look casual despite his disheveled 

appearance and the flush still visible on his face.  

ñFather,ò he said, his voice only slightly unsteady. ñWhat brings you to this part of 

the tunnels?ò 

Father looked at him with the shrewd, knowing gaze of someone who had raised 

him from infancy. ñI was looking for you. Kanin said he saw you heading this 

direction.ò His eyes swept over Vincent, taking in the unbuttoned shirt, the tousled 

hair. ñIs everything all right?ò 

ñYes. Fine. I just needed some time alone. To think.ò 

ñI see.ò Fatherôs gaze dropped to the ground, and his expression shifted almost 

imperceptibly. He bent down and picked up something from the tunnel floorða 

womanôs shoe. Catherineôs shoe, which must have fallen off during their 

passionate encounter. 

He held it up, examining it with the air of someone making a fascinating 

archaeological discovery. ñInteresting place to leave a shoe.ò 

Vincentôs face flushed deeper. ñFatherðò 

ñNo need to explain.ò Fatherôs tone was carefully neutral, but there was the faintest 

hint of amusement in his eyes. He set the shoe down carefully just inside the 

alcove entrance. ñI simply wanted to let you know that Pascal received a message 

from one of our Above contacts. There are some properties that might interest you 

and Catherine. Iôll leave the details in your chamber.ò 

ñThank you,ò Vincent managed. 
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Father nodded, then turned to leave. But he paused after a few steps and glanced 

back over his shoulder. ñVincent? Perhaps in the future, you and Catherine might 

consider finding a more secluded area to be alone.ò 

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

silence. 

Vincent stood frozen for a moment, mortification and relief warring on his face. 

Then Catherine emerged from her hiding place, her face bright red, her hand 

pressed over her mouth. 

For a long moment, they just stared at each other. Then Catherine started to 

laughða slightly hysterical sound that she tried to muffle with her hand. 

ñOh my God,ò she gasped between giggles. ñYour father just... he found my shoe... 

he knows exactly what we were doing...ò 

Vincentôs lips twitched, and then he was laughing too, pulling her into his arms as 

they both shook with mirth and embarrassment. 

ñAt least he was tactful about it.ò Catherine pulled back, wiping tears of laughter 

from her eyes. ñHe could have been much more direct.ò 

ñFather has always been a master of the pointed non-comment.ò 

Catherine retrieved her shoe, shaking her head in disbelief. ñWell, that was a close 

one.ò She looked up at Vincent, her expression turning serious. ñBut you know 

what? This just proves we need our own place. Soon. I love your father, and I love 

this community, but I cannot live like this. We need privacy. We need a home 

where we can close the door and know that no one is going to walk in on us.ò 

Vincent nodded, his own expression growing determined. ñThen weôll find one. 

Whatever it takes.ò 

Catherine took his hand, squeezing it firmly. ñThen letôs go see what property 

Father was talking about. Weôre going to find a new home, Vincent. Our home.ò 

ñOur home,ò Vincent echoed, and kissed her once more before they made their 
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way back through the tunnels, hand in hand. 

***  

Monday morning found Catherine back at her desk in the DAôs office, surrounded 

by case files and depositions. Sheôd been trying to focus on a witness statement for 

the better part of an hour, but her mind kept drifting to the brownstoneðor rather, 

to what would replace it. 

ñCathy!ò 

She looked up to find Jenny Aronson standing in front of her desk, concern etched 

across her face. Jenny was Catherineôs closest friendðsomeone whoôd been there 

through the attack, through the recovery, through all the strange absences 

Catherine could never quite explain. 

ñJenny.ò Catherine stood, and Jenny immediately crossed the room to pull her into 

a hug. 
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ñI came as soon as I could. God, Cathy, Iôm so sorry about the brownstone. Are 

you okay? Where are you staying?ò 

Catherine returned the embrace, grateful for the warmth of genuine friendship. 

ñIôm fine. Really. Iôve been staying with friends.ò The lie came easily now, after so 

much practice. ñThe fire was contained to my building, thank God. No one was 

hurt.ò 

Jenny pulled back, studying her face. ñBut you lost everything.ò 

ñNot everything.ò Catherine gestured to the chair across from her desk.  

Jenny settled into the chair. ñWhat do you need? How can I help?ò 

ñI need to find a new place. Soon.ò Catherine emphasized. 

ñOh, Cathy, of course you do.ò Jenny leaned forward. ñListen, I want to help. Let 

me come with you when you look at properties. You shouldnôt have to do this 

alone. Have you already contacted a realtor?ò 

ñNot yet, but I have a recommendation of one. 

ñPerfect. When can we go?ò Jenny pulled out her day planner, flipping through 

pages. ñI have a meeting at two, but I could do late afternoon? Say, four oôclock?ò 

ñThat would be wonderful.ò Catherine felt a flutter of anticipation in her chest. 

ñIôll call and confirm.ò 

After Jenny left, Catherine dialed the number Father had given her. A woman 

answered on the second ring. 

ñSamantha Chen.ò 

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

properties.ò 

There was a brief pause, and then recognition flooded the womanôs voice. 

ñCatherine! Of course, I was so sorry to hear about the fire. Are you alright?ò 
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ñIôm fine. Thank you for asking. But I need to find a new place.ò 

ñYes, I understand.ò Samanthaôs voice took on a warm tone. ñAnd I have several 

properties in mind. When would you like to start looking?ò 

ñThis afternoon at four, if possible. Iôll be bringing a friend.ò 

ñOf course. Iôll meet you at the first address.ò She rattled off a location three 

blocks from Catherineôs old brownstone.  

***  

The first brownstone was cramped, with water stains on the ceiling and hardwood 

floors that buckled in places. The appliances ancient, and there was a faint smell of 

mildew that no amount of air freshener could mask. 

ñWell,ò Jenny said diplomatically, peering into a corner where the wallpaper was 

peeling. ñIt has... potential?ò 

Catherine moved through the rooms quickly,  

ñNot this one,ò Catherine said quickly making her way back to the main door. 

The second property smelled of mold the moment they entered. The basement was 

worseðdamp and dark, with a visible water line on the walls suggesting chronic 

flooding. The entire structure felt compromised. 

ñWe can skip this one,ò she said firmly, and Jenny didnôt argue. 

The third brownstone was updated but had structural cracks running through the 

foundation visible from the basement stairs. When Catherine asked about them, 

Samanthaôs expression told her everything. The owner was selling for a reason, 

and it wasnôt a good one. 

ñNext,ò Catherine said, already moving toward the door. 

Samantha checked her watch. ñI have one more property to show you today. Itôs a 

bit larger than what you initially specified, and the price point is higher, but...ò She 



Out of the Ashes by CandlelitChandler 

 

53 

met Catherineôs gaze meaningfully. ñI think it has everything youôre looking for.ò 

They drove to a tree-lined street four blocks from Catherineôs old brownstone. The 

building that Samantha led them to was indeed largerðfour stories instead of 

three, with a facade of warm red brick and tall windows that caught the late 

afternoon sun. 

 ñOh,ò Jenny breathed. ñCathy, look at this place.ò 

But Catherine was already looking past the elegant front entrance to the side of the 

building, where she could see a glimpse of green. ñIs that a backyard?ò 

Samantha smiled. ñWhy donôt we start there?ò 

She led them around the side of the building, and Catherine felt her breath catch. 

The backyard was enormous by Manhattan standardsðat least forty feet deep, 

with mature trees providing dappled shade across a lawn that actually looked like a 

lawn, not just a patch of struggling grass. Tall privacy walls of weathered brick and 

wood fencing enclosed the entire space, creating a hidden sanctuary completely 

shielded from the neighboring properties. At the far end stood a screened-in porch, 

its white framework almost glowing in the sunlight. 

ñThis is incredible,ò Jenny said, already walking toward the porch. ñCathy, can 

you imagine summer evenings out here?ò 

Catherine could imagine itðbut not the way Jenny meant. She was imagining 

Vincent emerging from the shadows beneath those trees, the way the dappled light 

would play across his features. The porch where they could sit together in the 

evening, hidden from prying eyes but still able to feel the breeze, hear the city 

sounds. 

ñLetôs see the inside,ò Samantha suggested. 

The main floor was spacious and elegantða formal living room, a dining room 

that could seat twelve, and a kitchen that had been updated but still retained its 

original character. The second floor held two bedrooms, including a large master 

suite with an en-suite bathroom and walk in closet. The third floor had three more 
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bedrooms with two full baths and what could be a playroom. 

ñAnd the fourth floor?ò Catherine asked. 

ñTechnically an attic, but the previous owner had started converting it. Thereôs 

potential there for a studio or office space.ò Samantha paused at the top of the 

third-floor stairs. ñLetôs check out the basement.ò 

They descended to the ground floor and then down another flight of stairs. The 

basement was nothing like Catherineôs previous oneðthis was a full floor, with 

high ceilings and windows that let in natural light. The space had been partially 

finished, with one area clearly set up as a laundry room. 

ñThis laundry area,ò Samantha said, gesturing to a space that was easily twelve by 

fifteen feet, ñcould be converted into a bedroom if needed. And through here is a 

bathroom.ò 

ñThe previous owner mentioned something about old service tunnels,ò Samantha 

said casually, too casually. ñApparently, this building was connected to the subway 

system during construction.ò 
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Their eyes met, and Catherine felt a surge of gratitude for this woman. 

ñWhatôs on the main floor?ò Jenny asked, oblivious to the subtext. ñBesides the 

kitchen and living areas?ò 

ñThereôs a study,ò Samantha said. ñLet me show you.ò 

The study was at the back of the house, overlooking the garden. It was a generous 

room with built-in bookshelves covering two walls and a massive fireplace 

dominating a third. The fourth wall was mostly windows, looking out onto the 

screened porch and the trees beyond. 

ñOh, Cathy,ò Jenny sighed. ñThis is perfect. Canôt you just see yourself curled up 

here with a book? Or working on case files by the fire?ò 

Catherine could see it, but not alone. She was imagining Vincent in one of the 

leather chairs that would fit perfectly beside the fireplace. Imagining them reading 

together, or talking late into the night, or simply existing in the same space without 

fear of interruption. The room was large enough for a couch, two chairs, a deskð

everything they would need to make this a shared sanctuary. 

ñThereôs one more thing,ò Samantha said. ñThe roof.ò 

They climbed back up through the house, past the bedrooms, past the attic, and up 

a final, narrow staircase that opened onto the roof. Catherine stepped out and felt 

the wind catch her hair, the late afternoon sun warm on her face. 

The previous owner had indeed started a rooftop garden. There were planters with 

herbs and small shrubs, a seating area with weather-resistant furniture, and shade 

coverings that could be extended or retracted. But what caught Catherineôs 

attention was the privacy wall on the eastern sideða solid barrier at least eight feet 

high that completely blocked the view from the taller buildings several blocks 

away. 

ñThe building is the tallest on this block,ò Samantha explained. ñAnd with that 

privacy wall, youôre completely hidden from the high-rises to the east. To the west, 

thereôs nothing but low-rise residential for at least six blocks.ò 
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Catherine walked to the edge, looking out over the neighborhood. From here, she 

could see the trees of the backyard below, the screened porch, the quiet street. She 

could imagine Vincent up here at night, finally able to stand under the open sky 

without fear of being seen. The shade coverings would provide protection during 

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

the sunset and the stars. 

ñCathy?ò Jenny touched her arm. ñYou okay? Youôve been quiet.ò 

Catherine turned to her friend, and she knew her face must be showing too much 

emotion because Jennyôs expression shifted from concern to understanding. 

ñYou love it,ò Jenny said softly. ñDonôt you?ò 

ñI do.ò Catherineôs voice was thick. ñItôs perfect. Itôs more than I was looking for, 

but itôs perfect.ò 

ñItôs definitely bigger than you need,ò Jenny said practically. ñFour stories, all that 

space... but you know what? You can afford it. And after everything youôve been 

through, you deserve a place that feels like home. A real home.ò 

Samantha cleared her throat delicately. ñThe sellers are motivated. Theyôve already 

relocated to Boston for work, and theyôre eager to close quickly. If youôre 

interested, Iôd recommend putting in an offer today. This property wonôt last long 

on the market.ò 

Catherine looked at Jenny, then at Samantha, then back out over the rooftop 

garden. She thought of Vincent in the study, surrounded by books and firelight. 

Vincent on this rooftop, finally able to breathe free air without hiding. 

ñI want to make an offer,ò she said. ñRight now. Whatever it takes.ò 

Jenny squeezed her hand. ñAre you sure? Donôt you want to think about it 

overnight?ò 

ñIôm sure.ò Catherine met Samanthaôs gaze, and the realtor nodded, understanding 

everything that wasnôt being said. ñThis is the one. This is home.ò 
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As they descended from the roof, Catherineôs mind was already racing ahead, 

imagining the life theyôd build in these rooms.  

Jenny was already chattering about paint colors and furniture arrangements, and 

Samantha was pulling out paperwork from her briefcase. But Catherine was only 

half-listening, her mind full of images of the futureðof Vincent emerging from the 

basement tunnel, of quiet evenings in the study, of standing together on the rooftop 

under the stars. Catherine felt, out of the ashes, they were being given a better 

place to build a future together. A new home.  

***  

The late August heat had settled over the city like a warm blanket, but inside the 

brownstone, the air was cool and comfortable. Catherine stood in the doorway of 

what would eventually be a guest bedroom, surveying the empty space with 

satisfaction. There were still rooms to furnish, still boxes to unpack, but the house 

had become home. 

The library was completeðfloor-to-ceiling shelves now held hundreds of books, 

carefully selected to replace what had been lost in the fire. The kitchen gleamed 

with new appliances and well-stocked cabinets. Their bedroom upstairs was a 

sanctuary of soft linens and morning light. 

Catherine heard Vincentôs footsteps on 

the stairs and turned to find him 

carrying two glasses of iced tea, 

condensation beading on the glass. 

ñTaking inventory again?ò he asked, 

his voice warm with amusement. 

ñJust thinking about what we still 

need.ò She accepted the glass 

gratefully, pressing it against her 

forehead before taking a sip. ñJenny 

wants to take me furniture shopping 



Out of the Ashes by CandlelitChandler 

 

58 

next week. She has opinions about the guest rooms.ò 

Vincent asked, ñHow was her visit last week?ò 

ñGood. She loved the backyard, of course. Kept going on about how I should get a 

hammock.ò Catherine smiled at the memory. 

òAnd the library?ò 

ñShe was impressed. I told her I was rebuilding my collection after the fire.ò 

Catherine moved closer to him, resting her head against his chest. ñShe has no idea 

how many of those books are yours.ò 

His arm came around her shoulders, holding her close. ñOur books,ò he corrected 

gently. ñEverything here is ours.ò 

***  

The tunnel children had discovered the backyard two weeks after Catherine and 

Vincent moved in. Now, on warm afternoons when both Catherine and Vincent 

were home, the children would emerge like a small, joyful invasion. 

ñVincent! Catch!ò 

Kipperôs voice rang out across the yard as he hurled the baseball with all his might. 

Vincent caught it easily. 

Catherine sat on the screened-in porch, watching as Vincent played with the 

children. Geoffrey was practicing his pitching stance, while Samantha and Eric 

argued good-naturedly about the rules. The tall privacy walls enclosed them 

completely, creating a world where Vincent could move freely, could laugh and 

play without fear of being seen. 

ñYouôre getting better, Geoffrey,ò Vincent called out, crouching into a catcherôs 

position. ñTry again, but remember to follow through.ò 

Geoffrey wound up and threw. The ball sailed past Vincentôs outstretched hand 

and bounced off the back fence. 
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ñAlmost!ò Vincentôs retrieved the ball and tossed it back. ñYour aim is improving. 

Feel how your body moves with the throw.ò 

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

themðnot just privacy for themselves, but space for Vincent to be part of the 

childrenôs lives in ways that had been impossible before. Here, he wasnôt confined 

to the tunnelsô shadows. Here, he could stand in dappled sunlight beneath the trees 

and teach children how to throw a baseball. 

ñCatherine!ò Samantha called out. ñCome play with us!ò 

She set down her book and joined them, laughing as Kipper immediately assigned 

her to his team. The game dissolved into cheerful chaos, with rules that changed 

every few minutes and scores that no one bothered to keep. When the children 

finally tired, they collapsed on the grass in the shade, and Vincent brought out 

lemonade and cookies. 

ñThis is the best place ever,ò Eric declared, cookie crumbs on his chin. ñCan we 

come back tomorrow?ò 

ñIf Catherine and I are both home,ò Vincent said, glancing at her for confirmation. 

ñAnd if you remember the rules.ò 

ñWe know, we know,ò Samantha recited dutifully. ñOnly when youôre both here. 

Never tell anyone Above. Always lock the door when we leave.ò 

ñGood.ò Vincentôs voice was gentle but firm. ñThese rules keep everyone safe.ò 

After the children had gone, Catherine and Vincent remained in the backyard, 

watching the late afternoon light filter through the leaves. She leaned against him, 

his arm around her waist, and thought about how far theyôd come from that terrible 

night when their old brownstone had burned. 

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

***  

Fatherôs first visit to the library had been a revelation. Catherine had been 
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arranging books by subject 

when sheôd heard his 

distinctive footsteps on the 

stairs, accompanied by Maryôs 

lighter tread and Vincentôs 

familiar presence. 

ñCatherine, my dear,ò Father 

had greeted her, but his eyes 

had already moved past her to 

the shelves. ñVincent told me 

about your library, but I had no 

idea...ò 

Heôd moved to the nearest 

shelf, running his fingers along 

the spines with the reverence of a true bibliophile. ñDickens, Austen, the Brontës... 

and is that a first edition of Whitman?ò 

ñIt is.ò Catherine had smiled at his obvious delight. ñIôm trying to replace 

everything that was lost in the fire. Vincentôs books and mine. Itôs slow going, but 

Iôm making progress.ò 

Mary had settled into one of the armchairs by the fireplace, looking around with 

approval. ñItôs a beautiful room, Catherine. Perfect for reading on cold winter 

nights.ò 

ñThatôs what I thought.ò Catherine had gestured to the couch and chairs arranged 

before the fireplace. ñThereôs room for several people. I was hoping... well, I was 

hoping that you and Father might visit sometimes. That this could be a place where 

we could all gather.ò 

Father had looked up from the books, his expression softening. ñYouôre building 

something remarkable here, Catherine. Not just a home for you and Vincent, but a 

bridge between our worlds.ò 
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ñIôm trying.ò Sheôd glanced at Vincent, who stood in the doorway watching them. 

ñWe both are.ò 

***  

The housewarming party had been Vincentôs idea, surprisingly. Theyôd been lying 

in bed one morning, the early light streaming through the windows, when heôd 

said, ñWe should invite everyone. To celebrate the house properly.ò 

Catherine had propped herself up on one elbow, studying his face. ñEveryone from 

Below?ò 

ñYes. A party, here. In the backyard and the main floor.ò His hand had traced 

patterns on her bare shoulder. ñThey helped us through the fire. Theyôve been part 

of making this house a home. They should see it, celebrate with us.ò 

ñVincent, thatôs...ò Sheôd kissed him, overwhelmed by the gesture. ñThatôs 

perfect.ò 

Planning had taken two weeks. Mary and Rebecca had coordinated the foodð

dishes prepared both Above and Below. William had outdone himself with a cake 

that required three people to carry. The children had made decorations, colorful 

banners that now hung across the backyard. 

The party began at dusk on a Saturday evening, when the summer heat had finally 

broken into comfortable warmth. People emerged from the basement in small 

groups, their faces filled with wonder as they stepped into the backyard for the first 

time. 

ñCatherine, this is magnificent,ò Rebecca breathed, taking in the tall privacy walls, 

the mature trees, the screened-in porch. ñYou canôt see in from anywhere.ò 

ñThat was the idea.ò Catherine squeezed her hand. ñI wanted Vincent to have space 

to breathe. To be outside without hiding.ò 

The children were running wild, playing tag and hide-and-seek, their laughter 

echoing off the walls. 
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Father found Catherine in the kitchen, where she was refilling a platter of 

sandwiches. ñThis is quite something youôve created here.ò 

ñWe created it,ò she corrected. ñVincent and I, together.ò 

ñYes.ò He accepted a glass of wine from her. ñBut youôre the one who made it 

possible. Who saw what was needed and made it real.ò He paused, his expression 

serious. ñVincent is happier than Iôve ever seen him. Youôve given him something 

I never couldða place where he can exist in both worlds.ò 

Catherine felt tears prick her eyes. ñThank you, Father.ò 

As the evening wore on, the party spilled from the backyard into the main floor. 

People admired the library, exclaimed over the kitchen, and marveled at the space 

and light. Music played from Catherineôs stereoðclassical pieces that Vincent 

loved, mixed with more contemporary songs that made the younger tunnel 

dwellers smile. There was dancing in the living room, conversations in every 

corner, and a sense of joy that filled every room. 

Vincent found Catherine on the screened-in porch, watching the party through the 

windows. He slipped his arms around her waist from behind, pulling her back 

against his chest. 

ñHappy?ò he murmured into her hair. 

ñSo happy.ò She covered his hands with hers. ñLook at them, Vincent. Look at 

how comfortable they are here. This is what I wantedðfor them to feel like this 

place is theirs too.ò 

ñYouôve given them a gift,ò he said quietly. ñA place where they can see the sky, 

feel the breeze, exist Above without fear. Thatôs precious beyond measure.ò 

He kissed her then, soft and deep, and she could taste the joy on his lips, the 

contentment that had been growing in him since theyôd moved into this house. 

When they finally pulled apart, she rested her forehead against his chest, listening 

to the steady beat of his heart. 
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ñI love you,ò she whispered. 

ñAnd I love you.ò His arms tightened around her. ñMore than words can express.ò 

***  

The party wound down slowly, people reluctant to leave the magic of the evening. 

By midnight, the last of the guests had descended back into the tunnels, leaving 

Catherine and Vincent alone in the quiet house. They cleaned up together, moving 

in comfortable synchronicity, putting away food and folding chairs. 

ñLeave the rest for tomorrow,ò Vincent said finally, taking the dish towel from her 

hands. ñCome with me.ò 

He led her up to the rooftop garden, where the city spread out before them in a 

glittering tapestry of lights. The privacy wall blocked the view from the east, but to 

the west and north, they could see for miles. The air was cooler up here, carrying 

the scent of the herbs Catherine had planted in containers along the edges. 

Vincent by Laura G 
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They settled onto the cushioned bench, Catherine tucked against Vincentôs side, his 

arm around her shoulders. The sunset had long since faded, and stars emerged in 

the darkest patches. 

ñThis is my favorite place,ò Catherine said softly. ñUp here with you, above 

everything.ò 

ñMine as well.ò Vincentôs voice was contemplative. ñI never imagined I could 

have thisða place where I could stand under the open sky without fear. Where I 

could watch the sunset with you beside me.ò 

He kissed her then, slow and deep, pouring everything he felt into the connection 

between them. Catherine responded with equal passion, her hands sliding up to 

tangle in his hair, pulling him closer. The kiss deepened, became more urgent, and 

when they finally broke apart, both were breathing hard. 

ñTake me to bed,ò Catherine whispered against his lips. ñI want to celebrate 

properly. Just the two of us.ò 

Vincentôs eyes darkened with desire, and he stood, pulling her up with him. They 

made their way down from the rooftop, through the quiet house, to their bedroom 

on the second floor. 

Their bedroom was bathed in soft moonlight filtering through the gauzy curtains. 

Catherine had chosen everything carefullyðthe large bed with its wrought-iron 

frame, the plush rug underfoot, the reading chairs by the window. But right now, 

all she could focus on was Vincent, standing before her with love and desire 

written plainly on his face. 

She reached for him, her hands sliding under his shirt, feeling the warmth of his 

skin, the play of muscles beneath. He helped her remove it, then reached for the 

zipper of her dress, his clawed fingers surprisingly deft as he drew it down slowly. 

The dress pooled at her feet, leaving her in just her slip and underwear. 

ñYouôre beautiful,ò Vincent breathed, his eyes traveling over her body with 

reverence. ñSo beautiful it makes my heart ache.ò 
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ñTouch me,ò Catherine whispered. ñPlease, Vincent. I need to feel your hands on 

me.ò 

He obliged, his large hands spanning her waist, sliding up her ribcage to cup her 

breasts through the thin silk of her slip. His thumbs brushed over her nipples, and 

she gasped at the sensation, arching into his touch. He bent his head, pressing 

kisses along her collarbone, down to the swell of her breasts, his breath hot through 

the fabric. 

Catherineôs hands worked at his belt, fumbling slightly in her eagerness. He helped 

her, shedding the rest of his clothes until they stood before each other, bare and 

vulnerable and completely open. She took a moment to simply look at himðthe 

powerful lines of his body, the golden fur that covered his chest and forarms, the 

evidence of his desire for her. 

ñI love every part of you,ò she said, her hand reaching out to trace the contours of 

his chest. ñEvery single part.ò 

He lifted her then, cradling her against his chest as he carried her to the bed. He 

laid her down gently, reverently, as if she were something precious and fragile. 

Then he covered her body with his own as he kissed her deeply. 

Catherine wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him closer, feeling the hard 

length of him against her core. She was already aching for him, and when he 

finally entered her, they both groaned at the sensation. 

ñCatherine,ò he breathed, his voice rough with emotion. ñMy Catherine.ò 

ñYours,ò she confirmed, her hands gripping his shoulders as he began to move. 

ñAlways yours.ò 

They found their rhythm quickly, bodies moving together in perfect synchronicity. 

Vincent was careful with his strength, always mindful of his claws, but Catherine 

urged him on, wanting to feel the full force of his passion. He obliged, his thrusts 

becoming deeper, more powerful, driving her higher and higher. 

ñVincent,ò she gasped, feeling the tension coiling tighter in her belly. ñOh God, 
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Vincent, Iôm so close.ò 

ñLet go,ò he murmured against her ear, one hand sliding between their bodies to 

stroke where they were joined. ñLet me feel you come apart.ò 

His touch was all it took. Catherine cried out, her body arching off the bed as 

waves of pleasure crashed over her. Vincent followed moments later, burying his 

face in her neck as he found his own release. 

They lay tangled together afterward, hearts racing, skin slick with sweat. Vincent 

rolled to his side, pulling Catherine with him, so she was draped across his chest, 

his arms wrapped securely around her.  

ñI love you,ò he whispered into her hair. ñMore than life itself.ò 

ñI love you too.ò Catherine pressed a kiss over his heart. ñThank you for building 

this life with me.ò 

ñThank you for making it possible.ò His hand stroked down her back, soothing and 

tender. ñFor seeing what we could have and making it real.ò 

They drifted off to sleep like that, wrapped in each otherôs arms, in the home 

theyôd built together from the ashes of loss. 

***  

The next morning, Catherine woke early, sunlight streaming through the windows. 

Vincent was still asleep beside her, his face peaceful and relaxed. She took a 

moment to simply watch him, memorizing the detailsðthe way his hair fell across 

his forehead, the slight smile that curved his lips in sleep. 

She had to leave today. The business trip to Albany had been on her calendar for 

weeksða case Joe Maxwell was prosecuting that required her to interview a 

complete set of witnesses. Sheôd be gone for two days, maybe three if the 

interviews ran long. 

Vincent stirred, his eyes opening to find her watching him. ñGood morning,ò he 

rumbled, his voice still rough with sleep. 



Out of the Ashes by CandlelitChandler 

 

67 

ñGood morning.ò She leaned in to kiss him softly. ñI have to leave soon. My train 

is at ten.ò 

ñI know.ò He pulled her closer, as if he could keep her there through sheer will. 

ñIôll miss you.ò 

ñIôll miss you too.ò She rested her head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat. 

ñWill you stay Below while Iôm gone?ò 

ñYes. Father wants to discuss some improvements to the hospital chamber, and 

Kanin needs help with a tunnel collapse near the lower levels.ò Already missing 

her, Vincent pulled her into his arms. 

They made love once more, slow and tender, a goodbye and a promise all at once. 

Then Catherine reluctantly pulled herself away to shower and pack. Vincent made 

her breakfast, and they ate together in the kitchen, stealing touches and glances, 

prolonging the moment of separation. 

At the door, Vincent pulled her into his arms one last time. ñI love you, Catherine. 

Be safe.ò 

ñI will be. And Vincent?ò She cupped his face in her hands. ñIôll be thinking of 

you every moment.ò 

ñAnd I you.ò He kissed her forehead, her cheeks, finally her lips. ñCome home to 

me.ò 

ñAlways,ò she promised. 

She left him standing near the doorway. As the taxi pulled away, she could feel the 

bond that connected them, strong and unbreakable. 

***  

Vincent descended into the tunnels that afternoon, his bag slung over his shoulder. 

The familiar sounds and smells of Below welcomed himðthe drip of water, the 

scent of candle wax and earth, the distant echo of voices. This was home too, 

would always be home, but now it felt different. Now he had two homes, two 
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places where he belonged. 

Father was in his chamber, reading by lamplight. He looked up as Vincent entered, 

a smile crossing his face. ñVincent. Iôm glad youôre here. I wanted to discuss those 

hospital improvements.ò 

ñOf course.ò Vincent settled into his usual chair, but his mind was partly 

elsewhere, tracking Catherineôs journey north, feeling the distance between them. 

ñSheôll be fine,ò Father said gently, reading his sonôs distraction with ease.  

ñI know.ò Vincent managed a small smile. ñBut that doesnôt make missing her any 

easier.ò 

They spent the afternoon discussing plans for the hospital chamber. Kanin joined 

them later, bringing news of the tunnel collapse and requesting Vincentôs help  

with the repairs. 

Going Home by Laura G 
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ñItôs not urgent,ò Kanin assured him. ñBut we could use your strength for moving 

some of the larger stones. Tomorrow morning, perhaps?ò 

ñIôll be there.ò Vincent agreed readily, grateful for the distraction of physical labor. 

That evening, he joined the community for dinner. The children clustered around 

him, asking when they could visit again. 

ñWhen Catherine returns,ò he told them. ñRemember the rulesðonly when weôre 

both there.ò 

After dinner, as the evening deepened and the tunnels grew quieter, Vincent found 

himself restless. His chamber felt confining, too small, too isolated. He thought of 

the brownstone waiting Aboveðtheir home, their space, the bed theyôd shared that 

morning. Catherine was in Albany, yes, but her presence lingered in every room, in 

the careful way sheôd designed the space to accommodate both their worlds. 

He made his decision. Gathering his things, he made his way through the familiar 

passages toward the basement entrance. Father would understand. 

The climb up through the tunnels felt shorter than usual, driven by the pull of 

home. Vincent emerged into the basement of the brownstone, breathing in the 

scent of their spaceða mixture of old wood, the faint mustiness of the foundation, 

and something uniquely Catherine. He climbed the stairs and stepped into the 

kitchen, flipping on a single light. 

The house welcomed him. He moved through the rooms, trailing his fingers along 

the back of the couch, pausing in the library to run his claws along the spines of 

their books. 

He settled into the reading chair by the library window, watching as the evening 

light faded to dusk. The city sounds filtered through the wallsðdistant traffic, the 

murmur of voices from the street, the ordinary rhythms of the world Above. But 

here, in this room, there was only peace and the ache of missing her. 

***  
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The next afternoon, while Vincent was deep in the tunnels helping Kanin move 

stones, and while Catherine was in Albany interviewing her third witness of the 

day, a group of tunnel children made a decision. 

ñWe should go play in the backyard,ò Kipper suggested to Samantha, Geoffrey, 

and Eric. ñVincent and Catherine wonôt mind.ò 

ñBut theyôre not there,ò Samantha pointed out. ñVincent said only when theyôre 

both home.ò 

ñThey wonôt know,ò Eric argued. ñWeôll just play for a little while and then leave. 

No one will ever find out.ò 

Geoffrey was uncertain. ñVincent saidðò 

ñVincent says lots of things,ò Kipper interrupted. ñCome on, itôll be fun. And itôs 

not like weôre going to break anything.ò 

After some debate, curiosity and the lure of the sunny backyard won out over 

caution. The four children made their way through the tunnels to the basement 

entrance, carefully opening the reinforced door and climbing the stairs into the 

empty house. 

The backyard was perfectðwarm sunshine,  and dappled shade from the trees. 

They found the baseball and gloves right where theyôd left them during the party 

and started an enthusiastic game of catch. 

ñGo long!ò Kipper shouted to Eric, winding up for a big throw. 

Eric ran backward, his eyes on the ball, not watching where he was going. Kipperôs 

throw was wild, sailing over Ericôs head and over the privacy wall entirely. They 

heard it bounce on the pavement outside. 

ñOh no,ò Samantha breathed. ñWe have to get it back.ò 

They found the side door that led from the backyard to the street. 

ñQuick, before anyone sees,ò Kipper urged. 



Out of the Ashes by CandlelitChandler 

 

71 

Eric darted out, grabbed the ball from where it had rolled against a neighborôs 

fence, and hurried back. They closed the door behind them, but in their haste and 

relief at recovering the ball, they didnôt notice the bolt not latching. 

They played for another hour, then carefully cleaned up, making sure everything 

looked exactly as theyôd found it. In a hurry, the children ran inside, Geoffrey 

forgetting to lock the door behind him. They descended back into the tunnels, 

congratulating themselves on their successful adventure, never realizing the 

mistakes theyôd made. 

***  

Jenny Aronson had been thinking about Catherine all day, and on impulse, decided 

to stop by the brownstone after work. 

She rang the bell, waiting on the front steps. No answer. She tried again, then 

shrugged. But as Jenny turned to leave, something caught her eyeðthe side door to 
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the backyard was slightly ajar. 

Jenny frowned. That wasnôt right or maybe the door had just blown open in the 

wind. Either way, she should check. 

She approached the door cautiously, pushing it open wider. The backyard was 

empty, peaceful in the late afternoon sun. Everything looked normal. She stepped 

inside, closing the door behind her and making sure to lock it properly this time. 

ñCatherine?ò she called out. No answer. 

Jenny made her way across the backyard to the screened-in porch, then to the back 

door of the house. It was unlockedðCatherine must have forgotten to lock it. 

Jenny shook her head, making a mental note to remind her friend about security. 

She stepped inside, into the kitchen. Everything was neat and clean, no signs of 

disturbance. She walked through the main floor, checking windows and doors to 

make sure everything was secure. 

She was about to leave when she heard something. A sound from below, from the 

basement. Footsteps, and voicesðmale voices, deep and resonant. 

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

Her heart racing, she looked around for something to defend herself with, settling 

on a heavy bookend from one of the library shelves. She crept toward the basement 

door, which stood slightly ajar, trying to hear what the voices were saying. 

ñðsecurity system next week,ò one voice was saying. ñCatherine wants motion 

sensors on all the doors and windows.ò 

ñGood idea,ò another voice replied. ñEspecially with the tunnel access. We canôt 

be too careful.ò 

Tunnel access? What are they talking about? 

Jenny was so focused on listening that she didnôt hear the footsteps coming up the 

basement stairs until it was too late. The door swung open, and she found herself 
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face-to-face withð 

A man. Noðnot a man. Something else entirely. 

He was tall, with a powerful frame that seemed to fill the doorway. His face was 

leonine, with sharp features, and a cleft lip. But his eyesðhis eyes were the most 

startling thing about him. They were brilliant, crystalline blue, and they held an 

intelligence and depth that was unmistakably human, unmistakably aware. 

Jenny screamed. 

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

thing before her. 

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

caught her by the arms, took the bookend out of her hand, and guided her to a chair 

in the library and sat her down, positioning themselves on either side. Jennyôs eyes 

never left the creatureðthe manðas he moved toward her. 

ñPlease donôt scream again,ò one of the men said. His voice was calm, steady. 

ñWeôre not going to hurt you.ò 

ñWhatðwhat are you?ò Jennyôs voice came out as a whisper, her eyes fixed on 

him. She was trembling, her hands gripping the chair arms so tightly that her 

knuckles went white. But she couldnôt look away. 

The creatureðman?ðmoved slowly, carefully, as if he understood how 

frightening he was. He knelt before her chair, bringing himself to her eye level. 

Then Jenny noticed the gentleness in those impossible blue eyes. 

When he spoke, his voice was cultured, completely at odds with his appearance. It 

was a voice that belonged to someone educated, refined, kind. 

ñMy name is Vincent,ò he said. ñI am a friend of Catherineôs. These are Kanin and 

Cullen, also friends. We mean you no harm.ò 

ñVincent?ò Jennyôs mind was reeling, struggling to process what she was seeing, 

what she was feeling. ñBut... Iôve never...ò She trailed off, her brow furrowing. 
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Catherine had never mentioned anyone named Vincent. Not once. ñCatherine 

never said anything about you. She never mentionedðò 

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

ñI know this is frightening,ò Vincent continued, his voice calm and measured. He 

remained kneeling before her, non-threatening despite his size, despite the raw 

power evident in his frame. ñI know my appearance is shocking. But I promise 

you, I am not a threat to you or to Catherine.ò 

Jennyôs eyes searched his face, looking for deception, finding only sincerity. The 

contradiction was maddening. She could feel the strength of the men holding her 

arms, could feel the weight of Vincentôs presence before her, and yet there was no 

menace in it. Only a careful, deliberate gentleness. 

ñCatherine knows about you?ò Jennyôs voice was rising again, a mix of fear and 

something elseðbetrayal, maybe, or confusion. ñShe knows what you are?ò 

ñShe knows who I am,ò Vincent corrected gently. ñAnd yes, she knows 

everything.ò 

Jennyôs mind was racing, trying to make sense of this. The house, the basement, 

Catherineôs strange behavior sometimes, her reluctance to talk about her personal 

life in detail. It was all connected to this... to him. And the way he looked at her 

now, with those blue eyes, with an understanding that seemed to see right through 

her fear to the complicated tangle of emotions beneath it. 

ñI donôt understand,ò she said finally. ñI donôt understand any of this.ò 

ñI know.ò Vincentôs expression was sympathetic, and there was something in his 

gaze that suggested he understood more than just her confusion. ñAnd I wish we 

had time to explain properly. But right now, we need to knowðò 

He was interrupted by the sound of a phone ringing. All four of them froze, 

listening as the answering machine picked up. 

Catherineôs voice filled the room, warm and intimate: ñHi, Vincent. I know youôre 
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probably Below, but I wanted to hear your voice. Iôm between interviews and 

missing you terribly. The case is going wellðI should be home tomorrow evening 

instead of Thursday. I canôt wait to see you. I love you. Call me if you get this 

message.ò 

The machine beeped, and silence fell over the library. 

Jenny stared at Vincent, seeing the way his expression had softened at Catherineôs 

voice, the obvious love in his eyes. This was real. Catherine was in love with this... 

with him. And he clearly loved her back. 

ñThat was Catherine,ò she said unnecessarily, her voice faint. 

ñYes.ò Vincent stood and moved to the phone. He picked up the receiver and 

dialed with surprising dexterity despite his clawed fingers. After a moment, he 

spoke: ñCatherine, itôs Vincent. Something has happened. Your friend Jenny came 

to check on the house and... weôve met. Sheôs here now, with Kanin, Cullen, and 

me. Sheôs frightened. Please call as soon as you get this message.ò 

He hung up and turned back to Jenny, his expression grave. ñCatherine will call 

back soon.ò 

The phone rang again, and Vincent answered immediately. ñCatherine.ò 

Jenny couldnôt hear Catherineôs side of the conversation, but she watched 

Vincentôs face as he spoke, seeing the concern there, the love, the trust. 

ñYes, sheôs here. Sheôs unharmed, just frightened.ò A pause. ñI understand.ò 

Another pause. ñYes, Iôll put her on.ò 

Vincent held out the phone to Jenny. ñCatherine wants to speak with you.ò 

With trembling hands, Jenny took the receiver. ñCatherine?ò 

ñJenny.ò Catherineôs voice was tight with worry. ñIôm so sorry. I never wanted you 

to find out this way.ò 

ñCathy, what is going on?ò Jennyôs voice cracked. ñWhat is he?ò 
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ñHeôs...the man I love,ò Catherine said simply. ñI know he looks frightening, but 

Jenny, I swear to you, Vincent is the kindest, most compassionate person Iôve ever 

known. He would never hurt you.ò 

ñBut heôs... heôs not human, Cathy. Heôsðò 

ñHeôs different,ò Catherine interrupted. ñBut heôs still a person. He has thoughts, 

feelings, and dreams. He reads poetry, plays chess, and loves classical music. Heôs 

brilliant and heôs saved my life more times than I can count.ò 

Jenny was silent, trying to process this. The creatureðVincentðwas watching her 

with those impossibly blue eyes, and she could see the intelligence there, the 

awareness, the very human concern. 

ñI need you to trust me,ò Catherine continued. ñI know this is overwhelming. I 

know itôs frightening. But Vincent and his friends live underneath the city. In 

tunnels. They have been living there for decades. They are a peaceful group of 

people who help other people in need. I was taken there by Vincent during the ten 

days I disappeared. Vincent and his father treated my injuries. Because of them, I 

survived. Their community has become my family, and if you say something...ò 

ñTheyôd be in danger,ò Jenny finished, understanding dawning. ñThatôs why you 

never told me. Thatôs why all the secrecy.ò 

ñYes. And Jenny, I need you to promise me something. I need you to promise that 

you wonôt tell anyone about this. Not your family, not your friends, not anyone. 

Can you do that?ò 

Jenny looked at Vincent again, really looked at him. She saw the way he held 

himself, careful and controlled. She saw the intelligence in his eyes, the obvious 

concern for Catherine. She thought about her friendôs voice on the answering 

machine, full of love and longing. 

ñHe really loves you,ò she said softly. 

ñYes.ò Catherineôs voice was thick with emotion. ñAnd I love him. More than 

anything.ò 
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Jenny took a deep breath and made a decision. ñOkay. Okay, I promise. I wonôt tell 

anyone. But Cathy, when you get back, you and I are going to have a very long 

conversation.ò 

ñI know. And Iôll tell you everything, I promise. Can you put Vincent back on?ò 

Jenny handed the phone back to Vincent, watching as he spoke quietly with 

Catherine. The two menðKanin and Cullenðhad relaxed slightly, no longer 

blocking her path to the door. They trusted her, she realized. Or at least, they were 

willing to trust Catherineôs judgment of her. 

After a few more minutes, Vincent hung up the phone and turned to Jenny. 

ñCatherine is taking the next train back. Sheôll be here in a few hours. She asked if 

you would wait for her.ò 

Vincent by Laura G 
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ñIôll wait,ò Jenny agreed. Her legs felt shaky, and she was grateful to remain 

seated. ñCan I... can I ask you something?ò 

ñOf course.ò 

ñHow long have you and Catherine been together?ò 

A small smile crossed Vincentôs leonine features. ñWeôve known each other for 

several years. But weôve been together, truly together, for about six months.ò 

ñAnd this house... You live here? With her?ò 

ñYes. This is our home.ò He gestured around the library. ñCatherine designed it 

with both our needs in mind. The tunnel access allows me to move between Above 

and Below freely.ò 

Jenny shook her head, still trying to wrap her mind around it all. ñShe really loves 

you. I can hear it in her voice.ò 

ñAnd I love her.ò Vincentôs voice was firm, certain. ñMore than life itself. She is 

my heart, my home, my everything.ò 

Despite everythingðthe shock, the fear, the impossibility of it allðJenny found 

herself believing him. There was something in his voice, in his eyes, that was 

utterly sincere. Catherine had found something rare and precious, even if it came in 

the most unexpected form. 

ñOkay,ò she said finally. ñOkay. Iôll wait for Catherine. And then... then maybe 

you can help me understand all of this.ò 

Vincent inclined his head. ñThank you, Jenny. For your understanding, and for 

your discretion. It means more than you know.ò 

Kanin and Cullen excused themselves, returning to the tunnels to give Jenny and 

Vincent space. Vincent made teaða surprisingly domestic gesture that helped ease 

some of Jennyôs lingering fear. They sat in the library, and slowly, carefully, 

Vincent began to tell her about the tunnel community, about his life Below, about 

how he and Catherine had met. 
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By the time Catherineôs key turned in the lock hours later, Jenny had heard enough 

to begin understanding. And when Catherine rushed into the library, her eyes 

immediately finding Vincent, the love between them was so obvious, so powerful, 

that Jennyôs last doubts dissolved. 

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

***  

Three weeks later, the library had become Jennyôs favorite room in the 

brownstone. She sat curled in one of the leather armchairs, a delicate teacup 

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

underground gardens. 

ñThe hydroponics system was Thomasôs innovation,ò Father was saying, his eyes 

bright with pride. ñHe studied botany Above before coming to us, and heôs  

Vincent smiled from his seat beside Catherine on the sofa. ñGrow lights, carefully 

controlled temperature and humidity, and Thomasôs considerable expertise. The 

children help tend the gardens. Itôs become one of their favorite responsibilities.ò 

ñIôd love to see it,ò Jenny said, then caught herself. ñI mean, if thatôs... if Iôm 

allowed...ò 

ñOf course youôre allowed,ò Catherine said warmly, reaching over to squeeze 

Jennyôs hand. ñYouôre family now. Fatherôs already cleared it with the council.ò 

ò 

Father nodded, selecting a pastry from the tray William had sent upðdelicate 

cream puffs that had made Jennyôs eyes widen when Vincent first brought them 

from the tunnels. ñThe community has voted. Youôre welcome Below, Jenny. Your 

discretion these past weeks has earned their trust.ò 

Jennyôs eyes glistened. ñI still canôt believe all of this exists. A whole world, right 

beneath the city. Itôs like something out of a fairy tale.ò 

ñA fairy tale with very real plumbing problems,ò Father said dryly, and they all 
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laughed. 

The conversation flowed easily, moving from the gardens to the hospital chambers, 

to the vast library. Jenny asked questions with genuine curiosity, and Father 

answered with the patience of a born teacher. Catherine watched them together, her 

heart full. Her best friend and Vincentôs father, sharing tea and stories in the home 

she and Vincent had built together. 

ñThe pipe system is the most fascinating part,ò Jenny was saying. ñAll those 

messages traveling through the tunnels. Itôs like a telegraph network, but more 

elegant somehow.ò 

ñMore musical,ò Vincent offered. ñEach sender has their own rhythm, their own 

signature. You learn to recognize whoôs sending before you even read the 

message.ò 

ñVincentôs is distinctive,ò Father said with a slight smile. ñEven as a child, his 

patterns were... unique.ò 

ñPoetic, you mean,ò Catherine teased, and Vincentôs hand found hers, their fingers 

intertwining naturally. 

The afternoon light was fading when Father finally rose, setting down his empty 

teacup. ñI should return. I promised to check on Kellyôs baby before dinner.ò 

ñHow is little Sarah?ò Catherine asked, standing to embrace him. 

ñThriving. Loud.ò Fatherôs eyes twinkled. ñMuch like her mother.ò 

Jenny stood as well, suddenly shy. ñThank you, Father. For trusting me. For 

welcoming me.ò 

Father studied her for a moment, then stepped forward and took her hand in both of 

his. ñCatherine loves you like a sister. That makes you family. And we protect our 

family.ò 

Jennyôs eyes filled with tears. ñIôll never betray that trust. I promise.ò 
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ñI know.ò Father patted her hand, then turned to Vincent. ñWalk me to the 

entrance?ò 

Vincent nodded, and the two men disappeared through the door that led to the 

basement. Catherine heard their footsteps descending, the familiar sound of the 

hidden passage opening. 

ñHeôs wonderful,ò Jenny said softly. ñTheyôre all wonderful. I still canôt believe 

you kept this secret for so long.ò 

ñI had to,ò Catherine said simply. ñTo protect them. To protect Vincent.ò 

ñI understand.ò Jenny moved to the window, looking out at the backyard where the 

tunnel children had played catch just that morning. ñI understand everything.ò 

They stood in comfortable silence until Vincent returned, his footsteps quiet on the 

stairs. He entered the library and immediately went to Catherine, his arm sliding 

around her waist. 

ñFather made it down safely?ò Catherine asked. 

Vincent nodded. 

Jenny stood up. ñI should go too. Let you two have your evening.ò She gathered 

her purse, then paused. ñSame time next week?ò 

ñAbsolutely,ò Catherine said, walking her to the door. ñAnd Jenny? Thank you. 

For everything.ò 

ñThank you,ò Jenny replied, ñfor trusting me with this. With him.ò She glanced 

back at Vincent, who stood in the library doorway. ñTake care of her.ò 

ñAlways,ò Vincent said simply. 

Catherine walked Jenny to the front door, embracing her tightly before watching 

her descend the steps to the street. When she returned to the library, Vincent was 

standing by the window, watching the last light fade from the sky. 

ñSheôs good for you,ò he said as Catherine joined him. ñHaving someone Above 
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who knows, who understands.ò 

ñYes.ò Catherine admitted, leaning into him. ñIt was lonely keeping the secret from 

everyone I loved.ò 

Vincent turned to face her, his hands coming up to frame her face. ñIôm sorry you 

had to carry that burden.ò 

ñDonôt be.ò Catherine smiled. ñIt was worth it. Youôre worth everything.ò 

They stood there for a long moment, just holding each other, until a thought made 

Catherine laugh softly. 

ñWhat is it?ò Vincent asked. 

ñI was thinking about the irony,ò Catherine said, shaking her head. ñThe children 

finally confessed this afternoonðwhile you were Below, theyôd snuck into the 

backyard to play. They never locked the porch door or the fence gate on their way 

back. They were so worried about getting in trouble, but once they heard about 

Jenny, they understood what theyôd done.ò 

Vincentôs expression grew serious. ñThey should have said something sooner.ò 

ñThey were scared. But Vincent...ò Catherineôs smile widened. ñI told them they 

werenôt in trouble. In fact, I told them their mistake was a blessing.ò 

Vincentôs eyebrows rose. ñA blessing?ò 

ñYes.ò Catherineôs eyes shone. ñBecause of their mistake, Jenny knows about you 

now. My best friend knows about the most important person in my life. I have 

someone who loves us both, who understands what we have.ò Her voice grew thick 

with emotion. 

Vincent pulled her close, his chin resting on top of her head. She felt his chest 

expand with a deep breath, felt the way his arms tightened around her. 

ñIôm happy for you,ò he murmured. ñFor both of you. Jenny is a good friend, and 

you deserve to have someone you can talk to, someone who knows all of you.ò 
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ñWeôre building something beautiful here,ò Catherine said softly. ñA life that 

bridges both worlds. And now Jennyôs part of that bridge.ò  

They stood together in the gathering darkness, the library around them filled with 

books and the promise of all the evenings yet to come. Finally, Vincent pressed a 

kiss to her temple. 

ñCome,ò he said. ñLetôs go to bed.ò 

They moved through the house together, turning off lights, checking windows. At 

the security panel by the front door, Catherine punched in the code, and the system 

beeped its confirmation. 

Vincent by Laura G  
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ñArmed,ò she said with satisfaction. 

Vincent smiled, remembering the childrenôs mistake. They climbed the stairs 

together, the house settling around them, safe and secure. Their home. Their 

sanctuary. Their bridge between two worlds.
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Vantage Point 
Maryann N. Wood 

 

AUTHORS NOTES: For the purposes of this story anything, other than Vincent 

rescuing his son Jacob, after the episode Walk Slowing happened. Meaning 

Gabriel, Elliot, and Father are alive. Special thanks to JoAnn Baca for all your help 

in editing, encouragement and advice. This story will be told in four parts from a 

different vantage point of three characters. 

PART ONE: VINCENT 

CHAPTER ONE 

It was a quiet evening in the tunnels. Vincent sat with his son, Jacob, reading at his 

writing desk in his chamber. Vincent looked up from his book at his son. Jacob 

was so absorbed in a picture he was drawing that he didnôt notice his father 

watching him. He reminded Vincent so much of Catherine at times that it was 

almost painful to look at him. He had her nose, her hair colour, her eyes - the eyes 

that Vincent so desperately wished he could gaze into once more. Most 

importantly, Jacob had her warmth, her compassion, her gentle disposition.  

The boy had just turned four two weeks ago. The date they celebrated his birthday 

was the day Vincent found his son. The day he held him in his arms for the first 

time. He decided to celebrate Jacobôs birthday on that date instead of the date of 

his actual birth.  

That date marked the worst in Vincentôs life. A day that ripped a hole in his heart 

that never healed. The pain that never went numb. The day his Catherine died. A 

lump came to his throat thinking about it. Tears threatened to fall.  

Vincent turned his gaze away from Jacob and looked around the room. There were 

tokens of Catherine everywhere. Books they had read together. Personal 

possessions Peter had brought down to him from Catherineôs apartment. Her hope 

chest sat at the foot of his bed. Filled with memories from her childhood, her years 

at school and, most importantly, mementos of her time with him. The mask she 

wore to Brigit OôDonnellôs book party, sheets of music from concerts they 
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attended tucked under the stage of Central Park. Little pieces of fabrics, rocks, 

dried flowers, each labelled in her cursive: Vincentôs and my first hug; Vincentôs 

and my first walk through the tunnels; Vincentôs and my first trip to the falls; 

Vincentôs and my first kiss.  His eyes then fell to the shelf behind Jacob. A picture 

of Catherine sat there, taken at her first and only Winterfest. She was a vision then 

and the picture captured her beauty. Vincent closed his eyes, trying to gather his 

composure before Jacob saw the raw emotion in his face.  

When he felt safe to do so, Vincent opened his eyes and looked at his son once 

more. Jacob was smiling as he drew his picture, a determined look on the boyôs 

face. Vincent looked down at what he was drawing. It was a picture of eight 

identical white one-story buildings on a plot of grass, arranged in an octagon. A 

fence surrounded the perimeter, with a forest wrapping around the whole property. 

Windows lined each building with what looked like bars on them. Jacob was 

concentrating on one window in particular. He was drawing flowers all around the 

window.  

ñJacob, what is it that you are drawing?ò he questioned his son.  

ñFlowers for mother,ò he replied without looking up.  

Vincent was about to question him further when Mary walked into the chamber.  

ñJacob, sweetheart, itôs time for your bath,ò she said, walking up to the table.  

ñAww, Auntie Mary, do I have to?ò he whined, setting his crayon down.  

ñYes. You and Luke got into the sand pits today; you both are filthy.ò   

ñFather, do I really have to?ò 

ñHmm?ò Distracted, Vincent looked up from the drawing and saw his son and 

Mary staring at him, waiting for an answer. 

ñDo I have to have a bath?òVincent shook his head to clear it then smiled. ñYes,ò 

he replied. ñListen to Aunt Mary and have a bath. Iôll meet you in your chamber to 

tuck you in and read you your story.ò 
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ñAll right,ò Jacob replied, defeated.  

Mary smiled at Vincent as Jacob hopped off the chair and took Maryôs hand. She 

gave his hand a squeeze and started to lead him out. ñIf you turn that frown upside 

down, Jacob, I just may bring you some cookies and milk for your bedtime story 

tonight,ò she said. 

ñOh, really, Auntie Mary? That would be wonderful. Could they be oatmeal? No, 

wait, peanut butter. No, no, I think William just made chocolate chipéò 

Vincent smiled as his sonôs voice faded off as he and Mary exited the chamber and 

headed down the hall towards the bathing chambers.  

Vincent stood and started gathering Jacobôs drawings and crayons. He looked once 

more at the picture his son had drawn. He looked at the window with the flowers. 

ñCatherine.ò Vincent sighed lightly, touching the window their son had assigned 

her.  

He neatly put Jacobôs drawings and crayons away in his sonôs satchel. He would 

question him later about the drawing. Perhaps tomorrow, when they would sit for 

their evening together. 

CHAPTER TWO 

Vincent couldnôt question Jacob the next evening, nor the one after that, about the 

drawing. A leak in the pipes near the western exit kept him and some other tunnel 

dwellers busy with repairs.  

The drawing was all but forgotten.  

Vincent walked towards Jacobôs chamber late one evening; it was located right 

next to his own. He was about to enter when he heard Jacob reading aloud. It still 

amazed him how smart his son was. At just four years old, he was reading small 

chapter books. He was able to process information and come to intelligent 

conclusions that far exceeded his age, though he still had that child-like wonder 

that made those conclusions adorable.  
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When Vincent walked into his chamber, he looked around and smiled. It reminded 

him so much of his own chamber when he was a child. Wooden toys and stuffed 

animals clutter the shelves that surrounded the room. A bookshelf stood across the 

wall behind Jacobôs bed. It held an assortment of books. Picture books, chapter 

books, even books that were still too advanced for the boy, but that Jacob wanted 

for when he was old enough. On his nightstand, next to a few trinkets and a lamp, 

stood a picture of Catherine, the same one from Winterfest that Vincent had in his 

own chamber. 

Jacob was in his pajamas and sitting in his bed. He was holding a doll that once 

belonged to Catherine that Vincent had found in her hope chest among her 

belongings. Not knowing the name that Catherine had given the doll when she was 

a young girl, Jacob called the doll Alice, saying she looked like Alice from Alice in 

Wonderland. The doll sat in his lap as he read from one of his favorite books, The 

Velveteen Rabbit. 

ñóReal isnôt how you are made,ô said the Skin Horse,ôò Jacob read out loud. ñóItôs a 

thing that happens to you. When a child loves you for a long, long time, not just to 

play with, but REALLY loves you, then you become real.ôò 

ñJacob, you started without me,ò Vincent said, smiling as he approached the bed. 

ñSorry, Father. Mother was sad, so I started to read to her. It makes her happy 

when I read.ò 

Vincent frowned at his sonôs words. He sat next to the boy on the bed. ñWhat do 

you mean, Jacob? Reading to Mother?ò 

ñShe was sad again. Sheôs always sad. But when I read to her, she doesnôt cry and 

it helps her fall asleep.ò 

ñJacobéò Vincent started slowly. ñJacob, you know your mother is up in heaven. 

Sheôs happy there. She misses us as much as we miss her but, believe me, sheôs not 

sad, sheôs at peace.ò 

ñNo,ò Jacob insisted, slamming the book shut. ñNo. Sheôs sick and in the hospital. 

I keep asking her when she will get better and come home, but she doesnôt 
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answer.ò 

ñJacob,ò Vincent said, his voice becoming stern, ñyour mother canôt come home. I 

explained this to you before. I know you want her to. I would give anything to 

have her with us. Itôs not possible.ò 

Jacob looked at his father angrily. ñWhy donôt you believe me?ò he cried, tears 

streaming down his cheeks.  

ñJacob, I want to, I do. Itôs just not possible.ò 

ñFine! Go away then. I want to go to sleep now!ò Jacob yelled. He slammed the 

book down on his nightstand then turned his back to his father and laid down, 

hugging Alice to his chest and covering his head with his blanket.  

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

and whispered, ñGood night, my son. I love you.ò He stood and started to make his 

way out of the chamber, putting out the lanterns and lights as he left. He stopped at 

the threshold of the chamber and looked back. Jacob was still huddled under the 

covers. He barely heard his son whisper, ñGoodnight, Mother, I love you.ò 

Vincent walked slowly through the tunnels towards Fatherôs chamber. The lanterns 

were lowered to save on oil. The pipes clinked with goodnight messages, 

reminders about tomorrowôs events, and messages the children sent each other 

from their chambers, thinking the adults couldnôt hear their chatter when they were 

supposed to be going to sleep. Light chatter could be heard in chambers where the 

drapes were drawn as families settled in for the night. The ambience was usually 

peaceful for Vincent, but tonight it didnôt comfort him as it usually did.  

He approached Fatherôs chamber and spoke softly before entering. ñFather, are you 

busy? May I come in?ò he asked. 

ñOf course, Vincent,ò Father answered. ñYou are always welcome.ò 

Vincent walked into Fatherôs chamber and over to where the old man sat at his 

desk, a book in his hands. He sat in his customary chair across from Father and 

looked to the ground.  
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ñWhatôs troubling you, Vincent?ò Father asked, concern in his voice. 

Vincent sighed. ñItôs Jacob.ò 

ñWhat about Jacob? Is he okay, is he not well?ò Father immediately asked. 

ñNo, no,ò Vincent reassured him. ñHis health is fine. Itôs just some things heôs 

been saying and drawing that have me concerned.ò 

ñWhat kinds of things?ò 

ñHeôs been talking about Catherine lately. Or, really, talking to Catherine. He 

thinks sheôs in a hospital somewhere and that he can read to her, talk to her. He 

says sheôs sad and when he talks to her it makes her happy. He drew a picture of 

what I guess resembles a hospital complex, with flowers outside a window, saying 

that it was her room and the flowers were for her.ò 

Vincent paused for a moment. He wanted to gather his thoughts before he 

continued.  

Despair by Laura G 
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  ñFather, you know how Catherine and I had a special bond before I lost her. You 

always said I had gift for empathy, that it was stronger than anything you ever 

imagined. What if I passed some of that empathy along to Jacob? What if, 

somehow, heôs envisioning when he was born, when he was taken from Catherine. 

And heôs seeing it through his eyes now?ò 

Father thought for a moment before replying. ñAnything is possible. Itôs extremely 

rare for anyone to remember something from an early age, let alone their birth, 

although you and your son are different. Your bond with Catherine was something 

extremely rare. It was extraordinary. It is certainly possible you passed some of 

that along to Jacob. He is an extremely intelligent child - a genius, I would even 

say. His reception to human emotions is baffling. As he gets older, heôll start to 

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

mechanism.ò 

Vincent nodded and looked back at the ground. ñThat is what I thought. But to hear 

him talk about her, like she wasnôt gone from us, hurts. I try to understand that he 

is just a child with hopes, but the wound in my heart from her loss is just as raw as 

it was four years ago. I donôt know how much I can bear.ò 

Father placed his book on the desk and stood. He walked over and stood behind his 

son, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder. ñItôs going to be difficult, 

Vincent,ò he said. ñJacob is old enough now to realize what the loss of his mother 

means, and he is trying to deal with it in his own way. Eventually, he will come to 

terms with the loss, but until then you will have to try to be understanding. 

Remember though, after being a father to Jacob and helping him through this, I, 

too, am a father, your father, and it will be my turn to help my son through this. Iôll 

be there for you.ò 

Vincent smiled sadly and placed his hand over the top of his fatherôs. ñThank you, 

Father,ò he whispered.  

ñAnytime, my son.ò Father gave Vincentôs shoulder a comforting squeeze, then 

returned to his chair and continued to read his book.  

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

Late that night, Vincent made his way above. Traveling in the shadows, he made 

his way to the cemetery to visit Catherineôs grave.  

He came often during the week to sit with her and speak of Jacob and all the others 

who loved her. He would tell her how everyone was. What was happening in their 

lives. Every time, for the last four years, he would have a story to tell her. How Joe 

and Jenny were engaged and expecting their first child. How when Devin came to 

visit last year and met Diana, it was love at first sight; they both now traveled the 

world, working with Greenpeace and other non-profit organizations. Mouse, as 

usual, was inventing various contraptions. Most of the inventions, Vincent would 

laugh when he spoke of them, worked. How Jamie and Mouse were courting, as 

Father would say, slowly allowing their budding romance to bloom. Kanin and 

Olivia had twin girls a year ago.  

Every other Saturday, Jamie or Samantha or another trusted tunnel dweller would 

bring Jacob up to visit his motherôs grave. A dying bouquet of wildflowers that 

Jacob must have picked lay on the ground in front of the tombstone. 

When he arrived tonight, Vincent slowly sat down and leaned against the 

tombstone. He gently traced Catherineôs name and sighed. ñCatherine,ò he began, 

ñIôm so worried about are son. He misses you greatly. He seems to think he can 

visit you in his thoughts and dreams. It worries me that he thinks these visions are 

realéò Vincent paused, fighting back the tears that threatened to fall.  

ñI donôt know what to do, Catherine. Part of me wants him to have these dreams, 

these visions of you, but I know the result will only hurt him. I know that hurt. 

Every time I close my eyes, I envision you tucked against me. It is a pain that 

saddens me greatly, but at the same time terrifies me to lose.ò 

He stopped speaking for a moment and let his tears fall. A lump formed in his 

throat as grief overtook him once again. The pain in his heart intensified 

úñCatherine!ò he cried. ñI know I must be strong for Jacob. To be there for him, but 

time does not heal all wounds. If anything, it only deepens them. I donôt know how 
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much longer I can continue pretending to be okay. Pretending that the pain I feel 

from the loss of you is turning into a dull ache. Itôs getting worse, Catherine. 

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

your laugh now.ò 

Vincent closed his eyes, biting his lip, and struggled to gain control of his 

emotions. He clenched his fists, fighting his anger, his sorrow. Fighting to calm 

down enough to make his way back Below. After several long minutes, when he 

felt control returning to him, he opened his eyes. He traced Catherineôs name once 

more and whispered, ñóThough lovers be lost, love shall not, and death shall have 

no dominion.ôò With a kiss to her tombstone, he whispered once more, ñI love 

you, my Catherine. I shall return to visit soon.ò  

He stood and brushed off his pants and smiled sadly. With one final glance down, 

Vincent retreated towards the tunnels below the city.  

CHAPTER THREE 

The Painted Tunnels were always a favorite for the children. Elizabeth decided to 

start giving the children art lessons once a week.  

Vincent and Kanin were in the tunnels setting up some desks and easels to help 

with Elizabethôs classes. It was the first class and, as of now, a handful of children, 

including Luke and Jacob, sat in a semi-circle around the chair Elizabeth sat in. 

Each had a sketch pad and pencil in their laps.  

ñNow, children,ò she began, ñfor our first lesson I want you to draw something that 

you love. Something that brings you joy. It could be a person, a toy, somewhere 

you like to visit. When you draw, paint or sketch, itôs best to start with things that 

make you happy. It could be just about anything. Picture what you want to draw in 

your minds, children, then use the pencil to bring that vision to life. Technique will 

come in time. No picture you draw today will be bad; all will be a work of art 

because it will be of something you care about.ò 

The children all nodded and then set to work on creating their first works of art. 
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ñIôd bet you a sentry shift in the middle of the night that Luke is drawing a hotdog 

right now,ò Kanin whispered with a smile on his face.  

Vincent looked towards the children and smiled. ñPerhaps,ò he replied. ñJacob, on 

the other hand, is probably drawing a book. His nose is constantly stuck in one.ò 

ñAt least Jacob likes to read actual books. All Luke reads is comic books. I donôt 

know who brought those damn things down here, but thatôs all he will willingly 

read.ò 

Vincent smiled at his friend and shook his head.  

Ten minutes later, they were almost finished setting up the makeshift classroom 

when Elizabeth announced, ñAll right, children, set your pencils down. Itôs now 

time to go around and share with the class what you drew. Iôll go first.ò  

She turned her sketch towards the children to show them her drawing. ñI drew all 

Mourning  by Laura G 
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of you children,ò she said. ñTeaching you all how to draw makes me happy, so I 

wanted to show that through my drawing.ò The picture captured all the childrenôs 

likenesses in wonderful ways, all of them with their heads down, deep in thought 

as they drew what was in their minds.  

ñThatôs beautiful, Miss Elizabeth,ò Jacob remarked.  

ñWhy, thank you for the compliment, Jacob. An artist is always pleased when 

someone appreciates their work. Now, letôs go around in a circle and share what 

we drew with the class. We are going to describe what we drew, including what 

colours you envisioned. You may have only used a grey pencil, but I want to hear 

about the colours that are hidden inside. Eric, why donôt we start with you?ò  

Eric nervously turned his sketch pad so the others could see. ñI drew an airplane. 

Itôs white with blue stripes. The clouds are white. One day I want to be a pilot and 

fly all over the world.ò  

ñItôs a beautiful drawing, Eric,ò Elizabeth remarked. ñIs that you in the pilotôs 

seat?ò   

Eric smiled sheepishly and nodded.  

Elizabeth looked at the next child in the circle. ñAll right, Sarah, youôre next.ò 

Sarah proudly showed her drawing to the class and said, ñItôs a picture of The 

Little Mermaid, Ariel. She has a green fin, purple shells, and red hair, like the  

colour of a tomato. She loves Prince Eric and wants to kiss him.ò 

ñEeww, kissing. Thatôs gross!ò Luke said, looking at the picture. 

ñIt is not, itôs romantic!ò Sarah fought back. 

ñNo, itôs gross. What if she just ate brussels sprouts? Yuck. Iôm never going to kiss 

a girl.ò 

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

Kanin and Vincent looked at each other and chuckled, trying hard to suppress their 
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laughter.  

ñAll right, children, all right,ò Elizabeth intervened. ñLuke, youôre next.ò 

Luke smiled and showed his picture. ñI drew a hotdog with red ketchup, yellow 

mustard, and a brown bun. Hotdogs are the best.ò 

ñTold you so,ò Kanin whispered to Vincent, setting up another chair.  

ñWhenever Dad and I go Above, he takes me to the hotdog stand before we come 

back home. Donôt tell Mom though. She says hotdogs are bad for you. Mom will 

make Dad sleep on the couch in our chamber again if she finds out he bought me 

one.ò 

Kanin stood up fast and looked towards his son. ñLuke!ò he whispered harshly, 

ñShhh!ò He held his index finger to his lips and shook his head no.  

Vincent couldnôt help laughing out loud this time. 

Kanin turned back towards Vincent, his cheeks flushed with embarrassment. 

ñDamn kid doesnôt have a filter,ò he mumbled. 

Vincent smirked at his friend. ñYou know, Kanin, we just got a shipment in from 

Harryôs repo furniture store. Iôm pretty sure there was a decent couch among the 

deliveries. Sounds like you could use a new one.ò 

ñShut up, Vincent,ò Kanin said, shooting him the middle finger. 

The men continued setting up the classroom, giving each other dirty looks, as 

Elizabeth continued with her class. 

ñAll right, children, letôs continue. Jacob, itôs your turn,ò Elizabeth said, giving 

him a smile.  

Jacob looked down at his drawing then glanced towards his father nervously.  

ñJacob, we would all love to see your drawing,ò Elizabeth said, encouraging him.  

Jacob bit his lip and slowly turned his drawing around. ñI drew my mother,ò he 
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said quietly.  

Vincent shot up quickly and looked at the group of children. No, he thought. Not 

here, not now. 

ñHer hair is sandy brown like mine and her eyes are green like mine, too. She 

wants to look out the window but canôt.ò  

ñWhy isnôt she smiling, Jacob?ò Sarah asked. ñI thought people were supposed to 

smile in pictures.ò 

ñBecause she canôt see her flowers.ò 

Elizabeth looked back and forth between Vincent and Jacob for a moment before 

smiling down at Jacob. ñWell, children, maybe next class we can all draw flowers 

for Jacobôs mother Catherine.ò 

Jacob drew his legs up to his chest and hugged his picture. ñSheôd like that,ò he 

whispered. 

That night, after Vincent tucked Jacob into 

bed, he picked up his sonôs satchel and 

brought it back to his own chamber. He 

hesitated to look through it. He had 

conflicting emotions about wanting to look 

at the picture Jacob drew today. Did he 

want to look at it and see how his son 

envisioned his mother? Jacobôs recent 

dreams and visions of Catherine already 

weighed heavily on him. The mere 

mention of Catherineôs name brought tears 

to his eyes and an ache in his chest. He 

welcomed it most days, though. The 

thought of not keeping her in his heart was 

unimaginable.  

Iôll ready for bed first, he decided, then Iôll 
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look at the picture.   

After he was washed and dressed for bed, he procrastinated more. Well, maybe Iôll 

write in my journal, then Iôll look at the picture.ò   

As usual, he wrote about the dayôs events. He wrote about Jacob, even about the 

laugh he had at Kaninôs expense. Once he was finished with that, he decided to go 

say goodnight to Father, perhaps play a game of chess. Once there, he dismissed 

Fatherôs concerns about his disposition, saying it was just a busy but mundane 

day.  

Finally, after procrastinating enough, he could not think of another excuse to put 

off looking at the picture.  

He searched through the satchel and pulled out the sketch pad from todayôs art 

lesson. Flipping through the pad, he saw that the first few pages were drawings of 

flowers. He then came to todayôs drawing. The drawing of Catherine. It was a 

picture of a woman looking towards a window. The likeness to Catherine was 

there, but then that could be because he knew it was a drawing of her. Her hair 

hung halfway down her back, and only the left side of her face was visible. You 

could clearly see the frown on her face. Though that wasnôt what troubled Vincent. 

It wasnôt what made his heart skip a beat. It was the scar next to the young 

womanôs left ear in the picture that captured his eye. The scar identical to 

Catherineôs. The scar Vincent knew for certain that was in no picture of Catherine 

they had. The scar he knew Jacob knew nothing about. 

CHAPTER FOUR 

Vincent paced his chamber. Ten strides, turn, another ten, and turn. The drawing of 

Catherine sat on his desk. He would occasionally stop and look down at it for a 

moment, then continue pacing. He was trying to come up with a logical reason that 

would explain how Jacob knew about the scar.  

He made sure, he insisted ever since Jacob was an infant, that only positive 

memories of his mother would be shared. He didnôt want any negative memories 

tainting Jacobôs vision of her.  
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Could some of the older children have told him? He doubted it. He doubted that 

the children who may have overheard things back when Catherine was part of the 

Below community would say anything. Only pleasant memories were shared 

amongst the community. Jacob relished those memories. Each time his motherôs 

name came up in a conversation, he would stop whatever he was doing and listen 

tied to a memory intently.  

Vincent himself rarely talked about Catherine. It hurt too much to do so. Selfishly, 

he depended on the community to answer the questions Jacob had. Of course, he 

did share a few memories with his son. The books she liked, the music she loved to 

listen to. But he could never take Jacob to Catherineôs and his special spot 

underneath the parkôs amphitheatre. He couldnôt even bring himself to go there 

alone anymore. But he did make sure someone would take Jacob Above frequently 

to listen to and watch the concerts in the park. 

Vincent stopped once again in front of the desk. He placed his hands down on it in 

frustration. How could Jacob know? Who would tell him such a thing? He started 

to pace again but stopped midstride.  

Jacob was troubled. Upset. He could feel through the connection with his son that 

he was scared. It was then he heard the first shout. ñNo!ò Jacob yelled.  

Vincent rushed from his chamber and down to his sonôs. He found Jacob tossing 

and turning in his bed in the midst of a nightmare.  

ñLeave her alone!ò Jacob cried.  

Vincent rushed to his sonôs side and gathered him in his arms.  

Tears were streaming down Jacobôs cheeks in his sleep.  

ñJacob,ò Vincent whispered softly, gently shaking his son, trying to wake him.  

ñStop. Youôre hurting her!ò he cried, thrashing in his fatherôs arms.  

ñJacob,ò Vincent said a little louder, trying to wake his son without startling him.  

ñPlease, no. Youôre hurting her!ò Jacob continued to shout, his sobs becoming 
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more desperate. 

ñJacob, wake up. Itôs okay,ò Vincent pleaded louder, shaking his son.  

Jacob shot up in his fatherôs arms, waking from his nightmare. He looked around 

the room, confused, then up at his father. Without hesitation, Jacob buried his face 

in his fatherôs chest and sobbed.  

ñShhéò Vincent soothed his son, rubbing his back. ñItôs okay, youôre safe.ò  

Mary, wrapped in her robe, appeared at the threshold of Jacobôs chamber. She 

stopped when Vincent looked up at her. Seeing Jacob in Vincentôs arms, she 

mouthed the words ñIs he okay?ò  

Vincent nodded a yes.  

She sadly smiled and nodded back and retreated to her own chamber.  

Vincent continued to rub Jacobôs back, whispering words of comfort in his ear. 

Once Jacobôs sobs settled to sniffles, Vincent whispered, ñWould you like to sleep 

in my chamber tonight?ò  

Jacob nodded yes against his chest.  

Vincent hugged him close and 

stood up, holding his son in his 

arms. He started to walk away from 

the bed when Jacob stopped him.  

ñWait, I need Caroline,ò his son 

whispered softly.  

Confused, Vincent turned back 

towards the bed and saw the doll, 

Alice, lying among the blankets. 

ñYou mean Alice?ò he asked, 

picking up the doll and handing her 

to Jacob.  
























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































