Chapter Eighteen

A fter a half-hour I roused myself. I had no coat, and the window Paul had

broken let in ample amounts of cold. The LeBaron's heater struggled valiantly, but
to no avail; my tears were beginning to freeze on my cheeks. I didn't think to pull
forth my own warmth. Further, I didn't care.

I slid into the driver's seat, pausing to brush shards of glass from the seat
cover.

I had to go somewhere; I was resigned to that, though more than anything
else I wanted to curl into a tiny fetal ball and remain there for my lifetime, or longer.
But whereto go . ..

Paul was right: the apartment was too dangerous. It certainly would be no
warmer than my current roost. I had to go to Deborah's apartment.

I closed my eyes and pictured her address written on a sheet of paper, in an
ancient hand.

I had to talk to her about that, if nothing else. I had to get her out of Bayport,
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to a place of safety. The Brotherhood were almost completely unable to travel; they
were bound by the need for shelter from the sun. I doubted they'd expend the
necessary energy to hunt Deborah down in another city.

I rubbed at my jaw.

Of course, to convince her I might have to tell her the truth.

I grimaced and put the car into gear. Deborah lived on the west side of
campus, where apartment buildings grew up like conifers in a mountain forest. I'd
been to her place only once, but this time I managed to drive to the proper building
after only a few false turns and skids on the ice.

My teeth chattered together by the time I reached the building; the cold air
whipping through my window had numbed me completely. I stopped the car and
began to rub at my arms.

She loved me. That much was obvious; someone who was a greater fool
than myself would have known.

And I had to tell her all of it.

I opened the car door and extricated myself. The morning was grey, dead. My
foot slipped on a patch of ice, and I caught myself with my forearms on the roof of
the car. I managed to make my way across the parking lot and up the sidewalk.
When I reached the building, I leaned my forehead against the brick wall in which
the intercom and mailboxes were set, and buzzed her apartment. No answer.

I hit the button again, pressing it continually until I heard the speaker next to
the door erupt with static.
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"Yes?" Deborah asked, her voice thick.

"It's Henry," I said. "This is an emergency."

The access door clicked open, and I slid inside without another word. I took
the stairs all the way up to the fifth floor, though I was panting and my stomach had
cramped by the time I reached the top.

Deborah was waiting for me at her door, dressed in a white bathrobe. Her
eyes were open, but just barely. "Jesus," she said, when she saw me, and put a hand
to her mouth.

I could only imagine what I looked like. I hurried from the stairs to her door.
"We have to talk," I said, quietly.

"Sure," she said. "Sure, come on in--"

I entered her apartment and sighed, pausing in her living room to savor the
warmth.

"God, Henry, you're blue--"

"My car has a broken window," I said.

"Are you okay?"

I ignored the question and turned to her. "I have to tell you something," I
said. "I need you to listen to me and do what I say." I rubbed my forearms. Deborah
nodded, picked up a multicolored afghan from the back of her couch, and wrapped it
around my shoulders. "Thanks," I said, and pulled it around me. I sat down on the
floor, cross-legged, and hunched into my own heat.

Deborah watched me, her eyes wide.
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"You'll find this hard to believe," I said.

"Go ahead," she said. "You can say whatever--"

"Deborah.”

Her eyes came to bear on mine. Isaw fear in them, and hope.

"Deb," I said, "I'm in danger."

She gave me a quizzical look.

"What--"

"I'm in trouble with . . . with some people," I said, deliberately. "I'm trying
my best to deal with it, and I may do it. I may not." I swallowed. "But right now
they've decided to get to me by . . . by threatening you."

I looked at the floor.

Deborah put a hand to her mouth again.

"I--I don't know . .. " she began, and broke off. "Isit... are they ... the mob?
The Mafia?"

I laughed a short, barking laugh. "No. I wish they were. I could deal with
them."

"But--"

"Listen," I said. "You need to get out of town."

Deborah stared at me.

"Henry, I just can't--"

I looked up at her. I wanted to hold out a hand and show her. I tried to force
my hand out from the blanket, but it did not move at all.

[178]



"Look," I said. "If you don't, they'll kill you."

She shut up.

"I don't want you to go," I said. "I never expected any of this. But it's done
and I have to keep you safe.” I closed my eyes. "I have to," I said.

I thought of Amelia, engulfed by the Darkling.

"Henry."

I didn't look at her.

I heard her kneeling next to me. I felt her touch on my shoulders. She
wanted me to hug her. I thought of touching Verene only minutes before, of
thinking that Sarah had returned for me.

I wanted to be touched again.

I also wanted to cringe away from her like a beaten dog.

"Henry," she said. "How . .. what did you do?"

"I do things you don't know about," I said.

"But what? Imean, why ... whydid this..."

"I do detective work," I said.

I felt her pause. She laughed, a little. "You're kidding me."

"No. I've done it ever since . . . since Sarah died." Isighed. "To keep busy."

Deb sat back on her haunches and regarded me. "Detective work."

"Mm."

"This is crazy," she said. "Jesus, Henry."

“In retrospect,” I said, "I probably should never have gotten into it."
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She said nothing.

"You have to go today," I said. "I'll buy you a ticket; that's no problem. Do
you have a place where you can go?”

"What?" Deborah looked up dazedly.

"Do you have relatives out of the city?" I asked. "Someone you can go to?"

"Um. .. yes. Denver. I...Ihave an aunt and uncle . .. Henry, today? "

"It's life and death, Deb," I said, softly.

"Who's threatening me? Tell me that much, all right?"

"You don't need to know."

"I think I do," she said, shifting to sit Indian-style. I glanced at her face and
looked at my hands again.

"Deb--"

She leaned forward and took my face in her hands, and then turned it toward
hers. Her eyes caught mine and held them immobile.

1"

"Henry," she said. "I know you're not in the habit of talking to me. 1
understand that. I also know that you've figured out . . . my feelings . . . for you, and
I can guess that I might seem . . . I don't know, silly to you. Flighty. Maybe I am silly
for being . . . for being in love with you. But that doesn't mean I can't handle
whatever it is you're hiding from me."

I swallowed. She let go of my face.

“I'm not hiding anything--"

"Forgive me, Henry, but that's a load of bullshit."
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I stared at her.

"I love you," she said. Her voice tried to break on the word "love," but she
forced herself on. "Goddamn it. I wonder if you've forgotten . . . when you're in
love . . . when you know someone that well . . . you know when they're holding out
on you." She wiped furiously at a tear wending its way down her cheek. "And it
makes you feel completely worthless,” she added, her mouth twisting.

"Deb--"

She held up a hand, stopping me.

"T have to ask," she said. "I've wanted to for a while, but I've been a fool. 1
can't talk to you about courage without doing this first." She sniffled and gazed at
me. "Henry," she said. "Do you love me?"

I looked at her face. Her expression was earnest, and dreadfully hopeful; I

could only imagine the fears bouncing back and forth from the walls of her heart.
I thought of her facing Ulrich, come nightfall, and I felt sick. I thought about how it
had felt when she held me two days before. And I felt something else--something
that, but for the face and voice of Sarah Davenport, might have been the emotion
she sought.

"I want to," I said, in a whisper. "But I don't know how."

She leaned forward and embraced me.

I gripped at her shoulders. Her cheek pressed against mine; her skin was
warm. [ trembled. She kissed my neck. She pulled her face away and kissed my
cheek, and then my lips, her eyes closed. I kissed her back. She
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rested her face against mine, our lips touching, and then her forehead crinkled and
she was crying, genuinely sobbing, and I pulled her closer.

I wanted to tell her about myself. I knew she wanted to know. But I also
knew it could change everything. Sarah had found out and had simply accepted it; I
had no way of knowing whether Deborah could handle the truth. And the truth
was enormous: she loved a man she thought was a professor. If she knew he could
use magic and had, on occasion, fought with demons and vampires, what would
she feel then? The thought of it to her was madness--what would the proof
accomplish?

But did it matter? Did I need her to love me?

"Henry" she said, into my neck, "Tell me what's going on. Please."

"I can't,” I said.

"God," she said, and pulled away. "You haven't listened to a word I said--"

"I have," I said. "But I can't tell you. Not now."

"Then when will you?"

"When this is over," I said, seizing upon the only words within reach.

She looked away.

I said, "I'm going to call the airport and get you a plane ticket to Denver. If
none are available, I'm going to put you on a bus. Okay? I'm going to stay until you
get on and leave the city."

"That's very noble of you," she said.

"Deb," I said, almost pleading. "Come on--"
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"Call," she said. "T'll pack.”

I watched her rise from the floor and pad into her bedroom. Follow her, 1
told myself. Follow her, and hold her, and tell her you love her, and then tell her
everything. You showed your fire to those junkies on the Shore without a second
thought.

But that had been different. I'd wanted them to fear me; that was easy. Fear
required nothing but a show of power; I didn't have to talk, or persuade. I wanted
much, much more from Deborah--and, in turn, much more was required of me,
perhaps more than I could give.

I watched the space on the floor that she had so recently occupied. In the
bedroom I heard her opening dresser drawers and suitcases.

Finally I rose and walked to the kitchen phone. I called the airport. They had
a flight to Denver via St. Louis, leaving at nine that morning.

I booked her and hung up.

She came back through the living room and deposited a small bag near the
door.

"Need any help?" I asked.

"No," she said.

"T'll start the car--"

"T'll drive myself," she said.

I looked into her eyes. I opened my mouth, and shut it again.

Tell her, 1 thought. At least say you love her.
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Do I? Do I love this woman?

My throat locked itself into silence.

"Well," she said. "You can stay here for a while--lock the door when you
leave."

"T'll talk to you soon," I said.

"Goodbye," she said, and turned. She walked down the hall to the stairs, her
heels clacking against the concrete steps.

I don't know if she intended the word to be so final. It certainly had that feel
to it.

I closed the door and sat on her floor, wrapped in the blanket.

Her absence was a pressure on my skin and skull. I could smell her in this
place, all around me--but she was gone, having departed at my own urgings.

Do I love her?

The only answer I received was a memory of the previous evening, of
touching Verene.

I closed my eyes and thought that now I was truly shut off. I was on my own,

alone save for the company of the dead.
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Chapter Nineteen

Despite what Paul had said, I went back to the apartment after seeing

Deborah off. I had no place else to go. And I had much to think about, and a long
day in which to do it, and I needed to be alone.

The apartment was in ruins.

The air had turned frightfully cold; I could see my breath in slow chill
clouds when I exhaled, even indoors. My windows had all been shattered by the
Darkling's entrance, and the southern facing of the room allowed the winds
sweeping off the Lake to enter without resistance. Papers and debris fluttered across
the expanse of floor. I swallowed, shut my eyes, and let gentle heat surge through
me.

My dresser had been overturned, but I managed to right it and find a
handful of warmer clothes. My overcoat, draped over a chair next to the island, had
a burn hole in its shoulder, but it was better than nothing. I wrapped it around me
and shoved my hands deep into the pockets.

I checked the electricity. It still worked.
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I walked to the bathroom. The door had been shut; a fair amount of heat
still remained within. After slipping inside, I opened my coat and leaned against
the sink.

I wanted to cry.

But I had no time for that, nor the patience. Instead I looked into the
mirror. A dirty, smudged face of a scarecrow stared back at me, his eyes shocked,
glassy. I dabbed at myself with a washcloth. I had forgotten my glasses; I wondered
if they had survived the assault of the Darklings, and then gave up. I hadn't used
them for much, anyway.

I sat down on the toilet and tried to put my thoughts in order.

I had seen Deborah out of town. That was the most important thing. I
didn't trust Ulrich, no matter what the outcome of the upcoming ordeal, and she
had to be away from him.

But I hadn't told her the truth. She loved me, and I might have loved her
in return, and certainly she was the only human being from whom I could take
some measure of comfort. And I hadn't been able to tell her.

But at least she was safe.

I thought about being in the Land of the Dead. It would happen in a matter
of hours, whether I went willingly, or whether Ulrich came after me with guns
blazing.

I thought about the touch of Verene, about the joy of making love to what I
thought was Sarah.
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I started to shake again.

She was dead; I knew it then. My wife was gone, past reckoning. I could
follow her into the Land of the Dead, and it wouldn't make a bit of difference. We
were apart, permanently. Even if I did see her, the result would be the same: she
was spirit, and I was flesh. Last night's scenario was a farce, Verene's cruelest action
yet--I would never see it mirrored in reality.

I wanted to stand up and take some action. Maybe find Ulrich while he
slept the day away and burn him into ash and cinders. But I only had a day, and the
city was huge. His conclave was near Berwin Street, but I could search there for
weeks in the old buildings and never see a sign of him, without Paul's help.

Nothing there.

I could wait until nightfall. Take Paul to the stronghold of the Brotherhood
and confront Ulrich there.

But we would face the entire Brotherhood, then. Losing was a foregone
conclusion. I could stand maybe three, four minutes--if that long--against a group of
Brothers Nocturne with Paul's speed. They would get to me after that, with
numbers if nothing else.

I thought of Sarah. If she hadn't died, I would never have gotten into any
of this; I never would be sitting on a toilet in my ruined apartment, contemplating a
route away from a dead-end--and probably lethal--trap. If she hadn't died, I
wouldn't be so damned alone; I wouldn't have to question my love for others
because it wouldn't matter--that love would be there for me in her, my wife, the one
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woman I'd been able to invite close to me, and who willingly came.

I pictured her, and in that moment I felt the love for her I used to feel, huge
and alarmingly close; with it came grief. No time had passed; it hadn't been five
years. I felt myself squeezed with the enormity of it all, and I pressed my hands
against my face and fought back screams.

I wanted her so much.

I opened my eyes and looked at the floor between my feet. The tile there
was still littered with shards of glass: remnants of the vodka bottle I'd broken the
day before. I reached down and closed my fingers around one particularly sharp-
looking hook. I lifted it and turned it over in my hand, watching light gleam from
its irregular suface. My hands began to shake, and I tried to get a solid grip on it. I
couldn't; I kept dropping it and catching it between my knees. My fingers spasmed
of their own accord.

Finally it eluded my hands and skittered underneath the toilet. I gave up
and selected a new one. Maybe the old one had been a coward. Maybe it didn't want
things to get bloody.

I laughed--a high, lunatic, hysterical noise I'd never heard from myself
before. The sound echoed harshly in the narrow space between the tiled walls. I
wondered if my old laughter--what there was of it-had been false, part of an act.
Maybe this was what I always sounded like, inside, where I spent my time. Hilarity
echoing from walls in an asylum.

My fingers closed firmly on the glass. I no longer shook. Laughter: the best
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medicine.

I held out my left arm. Ilooked at my wrist; it seemed very thin, and pale. I
could see my veins running under the skin, green-blue and full of fluid. All
pressurized. I would cut and blood would squirt forcibly out from me. I saw the
larger lumpings under the skin that were my tendons. Would I have to cut them
too? Might as well. I wouldn't be needing them anymore.

I thought of everything I'd done. Of what I'd seen. Of what I hadn't told.
Alexander the Great got his surname by telling. I'd done much in life, and no one
would ever know. I might become a myth here in Bayport, celebrated by folks such
as Fisk and Andre and those kids in the house on Delaware Street, the ones I'd
shown my power to all those days ago, but who knew me not at all.

And they would remember me in fear. Or anger.

Little children might think of me as the bogeyman, years hence.

I wished I'd told Deborah. I wished someone could remember me for what I
was. Whatever I was.

I put the edge of the glass to my wrist.

Ulrich would be left clutching at air. No threats, no need to kill my loved
ones. No way to accomplish his experiment, and fulfill whatever plot he and Fisk
had spawned. I'd win like a chess player, having gained a small cupfull of pride
through resignation of the King.

I needed that drink very badly.

I cut, forcing the dull glass through my skin with a savage slash.
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My blood ran from my wrist in wide rivulets, more blood than I'd ever seen
flowing from my body. I'd cut my forehead once when I was younger, and it had
bled. But never like this: so much, so fast.

Crimson rain pattered against the white tile between my feet.

The wound, two inches long, gaped like a mouth. I'hadn't cut deep. I flexed
my fingers. The mouth spat out more blood. It hurt, and hurt badly; I'd never been
burned before, but I knew this was what it felt like--immense, total.

I had a thought. It came to me in a single, panicked lightning bolt from
somewhere within the recesses of my head, where I kept my fears, the great
trembling stinking fears that bound me like thick ropes: the ring.

I lifted my head and stared above me. I was killing myself. The spirits
would watch me, wouldn't they? They would circle above my head, observing my
mortal actions as clinically as surgeons, ready to see me across the brink and into
their world.

But I saw nothing.

I sat, dumbstruck, silent save for the fluid sound of my body losing life.

Was I supposed to live? Was that it? Or were they there after all, finally
invisible to me now that I was the object of their attentions?

And 1 thought: I am perhaps a minute or two away from finding out.

I dropped the shard of glass. It landed in the growing crimson pool between
my feet.

I thought of that great mysterious shadow waiting for me, accepting me. I

[190]



thought of it--so close--and I was afraid, I was afraid of it more than anything, and I
pressed my hand against the wound that gaped at me from my wrist. Pressed hard,
like I'd been taught in a first aid seminar at the college, pressed hard to staunch the
flow. I would need a tourniquet, probably stitches. Had to see a doctor, most likely.

I bowed my head.

I had almost taken my own life.

Just like that. One moment I'd been at the brink, and the next I was furious,
angry at myself, trembling and loose of bowel at the thought of my own capabilities.
That I had even considered it.

My eyes narrowed.

I looked at the shards of broken glass at my feet, and at the blood. Anger
poured out of me as heat; I sent it flickering out of me in greedy tongues that leapt
from my fingers and to the blood, boiling it, incinerating it. Foul-smelling smoke
rose up from the floor, choking me. The tile bubbled and popped, sending glass
airborne with crazy somersaults.

New blood welled between my fingers, even as I pressed them against my
wound.

I wondered if Paul would look at me and think, what a waste.

I'laughed; the cut on my wrist ached and howled. I tipped my head back and
saw lights attacking the corners of my vision.

I looked at the wound and then narrowed my eyes again. I concentrated,
with all of my might. Heat, narrow and tight. Like a laser. I pinched the lips of my
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wound together and burnt myself along my own torn seam. My blood bubbled and
boiled away. It hurt. Bad. I grunted and ground my teeth together, but kept it up
until the skin had fused and cauterized; then I allowed myself to scream. The
bathroom's acoustics transformed the noise into jangling metal pipes. No more
blood.

I wrapped a washcloth around my burn and then ran cold water over the
whole assembly. That elicited a moan, though I tried to bite it back, to trap it in my
throat.

I was alive. Not necessarily better off--I would still have to face Ulrich and
his mad plan--but I was alive.

He'd been right, I realized, looking at my bloodied limb. I had to know. I
couldn't do myself in without knowing. I had to see what it was like for myself, if
for no other reason than because I could. I would have a chance to explore death
like no other man alive had.

The odd giggle sounded in my throat again. I shook my head; my wrist
ached and throbbed. My vision faded in and out, like bad television reception. I
stumbled to the bathroom door and shut it firmly to keep in the heat, and then I let
myself slump to the floor. I saw before me the blackened , smoking smudge that
was all that remained of my spilt blood. Beyond it a spirit flickered, near the
bathtub. I felt a start, and looked for its fellows above me, but there was only one,
come to see my magic.

I'looked at the linoleum of the floor. Its raised pattern was edged in faint
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blue light--the spirit's reflection.
See you soon, I thought, and was able to murmur with satisfaction before 1

passed out.
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Chapter Twenty

When 1 woke up Paul was with me, sitting cross-legged against the far wall
of the bathroom. I tried to move and was immediately assailed by a variety of
colorful and talkative pains. I had fallen in a twisted sort of fetal position, and now
my body was telling my exactly how it felt about that.

"Good evening," Paul said.

"Yeah," Isaid. My voice was hoarse and ragged, and my throat ached. I was
cold.

"The sun just set," he said. "I hope I didn't wake you."

I shook my head.

"Would you like to tell me what happened?"

He pointed at the dark, charred smudges on the floor in front of the toilet. I
groaned and sank back down to the floor. The linoleum was rough under my
cheek.

"I feel like shit," I told him.
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"That's understandable. You've lost a great deal of blood.”

I probed my mouth with my tongue. "I need something to drink," I
whispered. "Can you help me up?”

Paul stood and made his way to me. He grasped hold of my good arm and
then levered me up to the point at which he could put his shoulder under me. I
pushed with what little strength I had in my legs, and before long I stood. On the
way up I brushed my wrist against the doorframe and felt as though I might
spontaneously combust. The pain sang and whooped and crawled over my skin,
and I kept telling it to stop, but it didn't.

"God," I said.

"You tried to kill yourself."

"Yeah," I looked up at him. "Almost worked, too. But I chickened out." 1
laughed crazily, and we began to make our way across the floor to the kitchen. I kept
my eyes down, concentrating on each numb step. The wind whipped around us,
rolling directly off the Lake and through the empty spaces where my windows had
been.

"I feel like an ass," I said, as Paul righted a stool and helped me sit down at
the island.

"You have behaved like one," he said.

I shrugged. I suppose I shouldn't have expected encouragement--not from
Paul, anyway.

"I don't suppose you had the presence of mind to go to Deborah," he said, as
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he rooted through my refrigerator. He stood with a jug of orange juice. I thought
about giving blood at the hospital, and eating cookies and drinking orange juice
afterwards. I'd never cringe at the needle again. There were worse ways to get rid of
blood.

"I went to her," I said. "I helped her leave town. I even bought her a plane
ticket."

"Good. So you came back here and tried to cross over all by yourself, hm?"
He sat a glass of juice down before me. "Drink that," he said, absently. "All of it."

I did, sipping at first, and then gulping. When I was done I stared at the glass,
at the tiny pieces of pulp stuck the the sides.

"Well?" Paul said.

"Well what?"

"Would you care to explain?”

I looked at him, then back at the glass.

"I thought it was a solution,"” I said. "Not much of one, maybe, but the other
options weren't all that great.”

"You stopped yourself," he said.

I shrugged.

"Why?"

I licked at my lips. "I got scared. I didn't want to go over." Isnorted. "Ulrich
was right. I'm afraid of it too much. I want to know what I'm getting into."

Paul sat opposite me. The cold was getting to me: I shrugged into myself,
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forming heat in my belly.

"I suppose I can understand," he said. "I can't..." He broke off, looking at a
point over my shoulder. "It's hard for me to support someone who has tried to
voluntarily do . . . what I avoided by joining the Brotherhood." He shook his head.
"I'm sorry. I am not angry. Just surprised.”

"Me too.”

Paul seemed to accept that. He turned and poured me another glass, then set
it before me. I drank it greedily, even though the acid was hell on my throat.

I remembered the scotch in the cabinet. If I was going to hurt myself I might
as well go whole hog. I stood, slowly and deliberately.

"What do you want?" Paul asked.

"Scotch in the cabinet," I said, wincing as my wrist bent.

"You need this," Paul said, pouring more orange juice. "Don't be stupid.”

"Don't tell me what I can and can't do," I said. "Jesus, Paul, I'm going to die
in a few hours anyway."

"We haven't seen any proof of that yet," he said. "Sit down and think for a
moment.”

"I want to be drunk," I said. I stood fully and began to move past him, to the
cabinet.

Paul reached up and took hold of my bad wrist. I gasped. Calmly, he pressed
one finger into my wound, until I began to bend double and tears streamed from my

face.
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He stood and pushed me back into my seat.

“Now," he said. "Let me explain something to you. If you take a drink in
your condition, the results could be dangerous. You might pass out, or perhaps
even die right here and now."

I clutched at my wrist and stared at the floor.

"Despite your behavior," he said, "I have grown attached to you. We've
discussed this before, and I thought we concluded that you and I might be friends."

I glared at him. "Not after that little stunt.”

"Shut up, Henry."

I opened my mouth, and then closed it again. Paul stared down at me, his
forehead furrowed.

"I've been through a great deal with you over the past few days,” he said. "I
saved you from that insect of a heroin dealer. And the Darkling. I faced Ulrich with
you. And tonight I'm going to do my best to see that you come out of this breathing
and well. Why do you suppose I've done that?" He sat down in his seat again.

I looked at the formica surface of the island. "I'm sorry,” I said.

He shrugged. "I want you to live,” he said. "And it makes me very angry to
see you giving up after we've both worked to keep you alive. The booze will kill
you later if not sooner." He looked over his shoulder, at the window. "You may not
remember this, but once you were a strong man."

I shook my head.

"No," I told him. "I'm just a good actor."
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Paul shrugged.

"It makes little difference,” he said. "You had a purpose, and work--"

"No," I said. I chewed at my lip. "Not at all. My purpose . .. my purpose was
loving Sarah. Everything else--the detective work, teaching--that was only to keep
her--her accident--to keep it distant. I only seemed strong because I was acting like
one of the detectives in my fucking books.” I laughed, and felt my cheeks growing
hot. "Jesus, I couldn't even do that very well. I thought if I could be Philip Marlowe
or Sam fucking Spade I wouldn't have to . . . to deal with anyone. I was wrong. I
just got more scared. And I hurt people. Those kids on Delaware--"

"You sell yourself short," Paul said.

"No. You're just building me up.”

He shrugged again.

"We could disagree about your character all night," he said, "But we have
little time," he said. "Ulrich will call soon for your decision."

"Not much of one to make, is there?" I asked.

"You could leave. Get out of Bayport."

"That's only be putting it off.” I smiled. "You said it yourself. The monsters
are drawn to me. If I leave, the Darkling will come sooner or later, or more
nosferatu. At least this way it comes to an end."

"But--"

"I'm going to do it," I said, licking my lips. "I have to."

Paul met my eyes.
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"You're sure?”

"Was Ulrich telling the truth?" I asked.

He nodded. "Mostly. I think he's lying about his motives. That line about
needing real estate isn't true. He'll be getting something else out of this. But
everything else . . . " He shrugged. "As far as I can tell, it's the honest truth.”

"Well," I said. "Then I'm sure."

Paul sat back and nodded.

"Are you aware of how he will guide you to the Land of the Dead?" he asked

"No."

"He's going to drain you of nearly all your blood.”

I looked at the tabletop.

"I...Ididn't realize that," I said. "How do you know?"

"That's how we create a new alcolyte. We take them to the edge of death and
let them fight their way back. If they have sufficient will, then they may make it.
They come back to their bodies, which we have prepared for them. The rites are old.

But they work.”" Paul shrugged. "Perhaps the Dark God intercedes. Ulrich thinks

SO.
"But--but that means I'll become--" I looked at him in alarm.
"No. You can be guided back safely. And you have your own power. I
believe you could return from the Land of the Dead if something went wrong--
should your body remain safe, that is."
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I nodded. "A lot of ifs."

"Yes." He shrugged. "I have a suggestion."

"Shoot."

"Do you trust me?"

I looked up at his face. His eyes were clear and nearly without emotion. But
this time I could see something in them, something leaking out of the weave of his
logical filter. He wanted to know. The part of him that was still human wanted to
know.

All this time, I'd thought of him as inhuman.

"I trust you," I said. "You're a good friend."

He nodded. "Then let me guide you. Not Ulrich."

I stared.

"It will be uncomfortable for me, too," he said. "I find it hard to . . . to drink
from those I know. But I will do it. I would prefer it." He tilted his head and
brushed a hand through the thick sheaf of his hair. "No trickery that way."

"You think he'll try?"

"I'm sure of it." He looked over my shoulder. "Let me tell you a story,
Henry."

I looked at him.

"Sure."

"The time is ten years ago. I am alive then, a human being like any other. I
attend Clairbourne University on a music scholarship. I play saxophone; I have a
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jazz combo that plays on weekends. Life is good for me; the band plays at larger and
larger clubs, and one weekend a man from Rolling Stone comes by a show and says
we are good enough to merit a review in the magazine. Two shows after that a man
from a record company says he will sign us for a deal.” Paul smiled. "Success
seemed close.

"Then I met a young woman at one of my shows. She introduced herself to
me between sets and asked if I would have coffee with her after. She was very
beautiful, and I accepted. Her name was Leigh, she said. She was intelligent and
personable, and was more pale than anyone I'd ever seen.”

I began to understand where the story was leading, and I swallowed.

"Leigh asked me to return with her to her room at her hotel, and I agreed.
We made love there. I fell asleep. When I woke up it was morning, and she was
gone.

"I was disappointed; I had not expected Leigh to be the type for a one-night
stand. But, as it turned out, she was not."

As he spoke, a smile crept across Paul's face, devoid of irony. I had seen him
smile genuinely only once or twice; the sight of it here was quite astounding.

"She came to see me the next night. We made love again. And I knew even
then that, for better or worse, I was going to fall in love with this woman, and she
with me. I was right."

He paused, staring at unguessable pictures.

"We met for several nights. And then one evening, as we lay in each other's
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arms, a man strode into our room. He was tall and thin and had a moustache. I
remember being immediately frightened of him, because of all the people in the
world I'd met, none had ever seemed as powerful.

"Leigh saw him and screamed his name: Ulrich.

"I cowered, helpless, as this Ulrich picked up Leigh by the neck and dangled
her in the air before him. 'You fool," he said to her. "You absolute fool. I've told
you and told you not to dally with the mortals.’

"Leigh said, 'Please, Ulrich, I love him.'

"And then Ulrich gazed at me. I was terrified. He dropped Leigh and walked
over to me, and picked me up by the shoulders. He looked into my eyes, and then
nodded. He turned to face Leigh, dropping me into a bundle. 'Turn him,’' he said,
'‘Or I'll kill him here and now.'

"Leigh screamed and protested, but Ulrich would have none of it. And
finally she came to me and told me what she had to do, if I wanted to see another
second of the world at all.

"If anyone else had suggested to me that such a thing was possible, I might
have laughed. But not Leigh, not with that creature behind her, laughing at us. 1
knew she told the truth. And I knew two other truths, as well: I knew I would have
to acquiesce, and I knew that, because I loved her, whatever life lay ahead would be
bearable.

"So she took me to the brink of death, and let me struggle back, and I became
what I am today."
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He paused for a longer while. His fingers drummed on the table, slowly.

"Ulrich let her teach me,” he said. "We were together for perhaps two
months before he destroyed her."

"Jesus," I said.

"He brought me her heart," Paul said, his face blank. "In a little glass box. I
don't know how he kept it from crumbling into dust like the rest of her had, but
he'd done it. He said I could keep it forever, as a reminder of her. He also told me
to obey his orders, and that if I did so I would be a fine replacement for our poor,
departed Leigh."

Paul smiled, sadly.

"I suffered for years in fear, hating him," he said, "and when it was too much
to bear I came to you."

I stared at him.

"I couldn't protect her,” he said. "Because I couldn't bring myself to believe
what Ulrich was. Now I know. He lives to do two things, Henry: to search for his
stinking God, and to deceive those that oppose him. You aren't to survive this little
expedition tonight; I can guarantee it. That's why I want to guide you. We'll have
to call his bluff to have it done our way, but I think we'll manage it."

"What if he refuses?" I asked.

"I was thinking we might fight him," Paul said, as reasonably as suggesting a
holiday at the Poconos.

I nodded.
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"Can you help me back?" I asked. "From the Land of the Dead?"

"I can try."

"Then I accept.”

"Good," he said.

He was silent for a long while.

"I know we both might pass over tonight,” he said. "I want to tell you that
you have been a good friend, Henry. I'm sorry I was angry before." He ran a pale
finger across the wood of the tabletop. "I don't think I'm afraid of death any longer--
after all, it is at least more honest than the life I lead--but I want you to know that
you have made my time here . . . bearable."

"Likewise," I said.

"I'm getting old,"” he said. "Inside. Living makes me weary."

"Likewise."

He looked up at me and laughed. I'd never seen him do that before.

"Is it supposed to be this difficult?" I said, with a half-grin. "Life?"

"I don't know," he said. '"TI've known happier people than I. Maybe we're
just unlucky."

"We have power," I reminded him.

"For what it's worth," he said.

That pretty well summed it up.

The phone rang, somewhere across the room. I rose and my vision was
immediately assualted by a volley of muticolored lights. I sank down into my seat.
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Paul rose. "T'll get it."

I let my eyesight clear. When I could once again see the tabletop in front of
me, I focused on what Paul was saying.

"Yes," he said. Pause. "No. We'll do this in a neutral place. I have a spot
picked out. The old Cable building, on Thompson and Jessup. Eighth floor. Half an
hour.”

Pause.

"No protestations. Be there, if you want to do it at all.”

I heard a click.

Paul came back to the island.

"I told him to go to a different spot. I think he wanted us in the Conclave. I
won't subject to that."

"Good thinking."

"How do you feel?"

"Bad. Sick. Frightened.” Ilooked up and smiled. "This is it."

"It is." He extended his hand. "Good luck, Henry. I want you to tell me
everything you see.”

"Get me back, and I will." I took his hand with my good one. "Shouldn't
there be newspaper headlines or . . . or something?"

He laughed.

"I understand,” he said. "Are you frightened?"

"Shitless.”

[206]




He grinned. "Likewise."
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Part Three:

On

a
Darkling
Plain

"Ah, love, let us be true

To one another! for the world, which seems

To lie before us like a land of dreams,

So various, so beautiful, so new,

Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light,

Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain;

And we are here as on a darkling plain

Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight,
Where ignorant armies clash by night."

--Matthew Arnold
"Dover Beach"




Chapter Twenty-One

Paul stopped the car in front of a darkened building on the Near North side
some twenty minutes later. I looked out of my window and up at it, thinking, this
is the place where I might die.

My future tomb wasn't exactly what I'd call auspicious. Rather, the building
was abandoned; it looked as though it had been in extensive use in the early part of
the century, but certainly no one had been inside, by my guess, for the last twenty
years. The structure loomed ten stories high, and each story was separated from the
one below by grand ledges and archaic stone sculptures of griffins. Old, black,
wrought-iron fire escapes led down the side nearest us, into an alley that I'm sure
most residents of the city avoided. Even the thieves.

Words had been carved in marble to the side of the main doors: THE CABLE.
The name was familiar.

"Where have I heard of this place?” I asked.

Paul threw the car into park and glanced out of the window before answering.
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"It used to be one of the finest hotels in the city," he said. "Burnt inside in 1952."
He looked at me. "It's supposed to be haunted, from what I gather. Most of the
homeless avoid it." He shrugged. "It seemed appropriate.”

I looked up at the dark mass. No lights. Broken or covered windows. I could
imagine the smell inside--old, rotting, full of soot and mold and gelatinous soups
that made footing treacherous and the walls impossible to touch.

"Well," I said. "Shall we go up?"

"Wait," Paul said.

"Why?"

A Brother is coming."

He nodded toward the corner of the building. I looked up in time to see a
lone male figure striding toward the car, his face pale and drawn, and turned down
toward the sidewalk. Thin blonde hair rose from his head and swayed in the wind.

He stopped near my window.

"Please," he said. "Come upstairs, Mr. Moquin. We're ready for you."

Paul opened his door and got out. "Come on," he said.

"There is no need for you to come," the Brother said, straightening and
addressing Paul. He watched him with steady green eyes. "We would prefer you
did not."

Paul frowned. I opened my door and stood. I was feeling somewhat stronger
now; at any rate, I accomplished the motion without much difficulty.

"He's with me," I said to the newcomer. "Either he comes along, or we don't
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do it."

The blonde man looked at Paul. Hatred fairly sizzled out from his face.

"Well, then," he said. "Follow me. Moquin, I would recommend that you
light your own way; the floors are bad in several places.”

I nodded.

"What's your name?" I asked him, as he turned and walked past us, back to
the alley.

"His name is Lewis," Paul said. "He won't tell you on his own, I imagine.”

Indeed, Lewis ignored my question.

"Follow him," Paul said. "I'll bring up the rear.”

"Yeah," I said, and began to walk.

Lewis was waiting for us around the corner, near a black opening in the dark
brick of the hotel's wall. Broken boards lay on the ground before it. They hadn't
been subtle in gaining access.

"Our room is at the end of the hallway," he said.

Then he turned, into the darkness, and vanished.

I walked carefully through the doorway and immediately summoned light to
my hands, bright enough to shine down the length of the hallway I'd entered. The
corridor was narrow and half-blocked by a ceiling collapse, and it seemed to run
almost the length of the building. Lewis was waiting for us at the far end, near an
opening in the wall. Other doorways led off in alternating directions between us.
The walls were moist and blackened. In patches I could still see an antiquated floral
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print wallpaper, but only rarely. The rest of it was soot and rot.

I picked my way across the beams and fallen doors. The light from my hands
bobbed and created wild, careening shadows across the ceiling. I passed a white five-
gallon bucket of what looked like dirty rainwater or human urine; its smell
identified it as the latter. Someone came in here, then, hauntings or otherwise.

Lewis nodded at our approach, and the walked through the doorway before
him. As he opened the creaking door, I saw faint light spill out from the room
beyond, and I let my own illumination dim.

Paul and I reached the doorway. I turned to him and shrugged; he nodded.
We entered.

I walked into a vast ballroom, lit entirely by hundreds of candles.

I imagine the place must once have been beautiful; the walls were made of
dark hardwood that was now blackened, and warped; the floor was lined with
marble, and soot and burn marks had been drawn by the flames across the stone.
Brass light fixtures and switches and rails accented the walls. In the center of the
floor lay the ruins of a great chandelier; once it had probably been an awe-inspiring
work, but now it was a crumpled, half-melted skeleton of broken crystal and soiled
brass.

The candles had been placed everywhere, in all nooks and niches, upon old
tables and chairs, and even balanced in the arms of the chandelier itself. Their light
endowed me with multiple shadows, all arching away from me toward the vaulted
ceiling.
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To one side of the fallen chandelier, perhaps a dozen fitfully guttering candles
formed of red wax described a wide circle upon the floor. In the center of the circle
stood Ulrich, and Fisk, and another man I took to be a Brother. Lewis walked across
the room and joined his companions.

Ulrich turned at our entrance, and smiled. He wore billowing robes of a deep,
shadowed red, with black accents on the hems. The alcolyte to his side was dressed
the same, and, as we watched, Lewis himself began to pull on similar robes. I felt
underdressed. Even Fisk had on a smartly-tailored suit.

Paul drew abreast of me. We faced Ulrich.

"Good evening,” Ulrich said. His face was paler than it had been the night
before, and with a start I realized why; last night he'd fed. Tonight he was hungry,
expecting to drink from me.

My skin prickled.

"The Darkling attacked me last night," I said. "I thought you were going to
protect me."

Ulrich nodded, his expression grim. "We made an error. The beast surfaced
suddenly. We were ready to intercede, but that crazy one--Verene, is it?--did the job
for us. I'm sorry. It will not happen again."

"My apartment is ruined."

"I'm sure Mr. Fisk will be more than happy to offer recompense.”

I glanced at Fisk. He nodded, smiling. Ulrich's mad little puppet.

"Well," I said. "Let's begin." I walked forward. "What do I do?"
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"Please,” Ulrich said, and gestured for me to come forward, into the circle of
candles. He glanced at Paul. "I must ask that the traitor with you stay outside of it. I
would consider it blasphemous.”

"Then we're done here," I said, and turned to leave.

"That's impossible,” Ulrich said, dismissively.

"No," I said. My voice echoed wildly. "It's possible. You said nothing about
excluding Paul. I brought him here for protection.”

"You have nothing to fear--"

"I'm tired of hearing that," I said, letting my voice grow an edge. "The
envelope you gave me yesterday proves that I have a great deal to fear. Now you
can either let Paul into the circle or your deal is off, and we can settle things another
way."

Ulrich glowered. He folded his hands in front of him.

"There is nothing for him to do," he said, in a low voice. "He may watch
from outside.”

"Actually,"” Paul said, "I will be guiding Henry to the border." He smiled.

Ulrich's eyes widened. He glanced at me, and then at Paul. "You've grown
paranoid," he said to Paul. "I won't hurt him."

"You're a liar,” Paul said, cheerily. "You haven't changed. If you want to
perform this ceremony at all then you will acquiesce. Otherwise Henry and I will do
some damage before you take us down."”

Fisk and the alcolytes stared at Paul. I smiled.
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"We don't need to waste time," Fisk said. "Let him in, Ulrich.”

Ulrich turned to him, furious. "Don't--" he began.

Fisk interrupted. "Think. It won't hurt, will it?"

I wondered again what Ulrich was getting out of this. More than real estate,
obviously. I doubted he would tolerate an interruption from Fisk if legal aid were
all he was to receive.

Ulrich grunted. "Very well. Both of you enter the circle." Ulrich turned to
the other alcolyte--a young-looking man with reddish hair. "Timothy, you'll have
to recite. I will guide Fisk to the border myself, rather than Moquin."

"Fisk is going too?" I asked.

"He has to watch,” Ulrich said, "To see his Amelia.”

Fisk came over to me. "Thank you, Moquin," he said, in a low voice, as the
Brothers went about their preparations. Over his shoulder, I saw them unrolling
two crimson mats onto the floor, approximately five feet apart.

"T was forced into this," I said.

"I know. But you have to understand; it was necessary. I need to see her
again. To tell her.”

"Fisk, please be--"

"You'll get to see your wife," he said. "Think, Moquin, this could be the best
day of our lives."

I looked at him. His face was sweaty and feverish. His eyes were wide and
glassy, and he smiled up at me as though I'd just given him money.
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Instead, I gave him the only wisdom I had.

"You've gone crazy," I said. "She'll still be dead.”

His smile disappeared.

"You're a bastard," he said, and stalked off.

"Henry," Paul said.

"Yes?" I kept my eyes on Fisk's broad back. He walked to the far side of the
circle and stood there with crossed arms. Next to him, Brother Timothy knelt and
moved his lips silently.

"Ulrich was lying about the Darkling."

"I guessed that, yeah."

"I suspect something."

"Me too. Too late to do anything about it, though.” I turned to him. "How
quickly can you pull me back? If something's wrong?"

"I don't know." Paul frowned. "I've never done this before. I know how,
butI. .. lack experience."

"Oh."

He shrugged.

"Gentlemen," Ulrich called. "I believe we are ready.”

I swallowed and turned to face him. Ulrich stood in the center of the circle,
between the two mats. Timothy and Lewis flanked him, and Fisk stood back behind
them, biting at a nail.

"Mr. Moquin,” Ulrich said. "I would ask that you lie down on one of the
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rugs. It will be more comfortable for you. Rupert, take the other."

I shrugged and walked to the left mat. I knelt and pressed at it with my
fingers; it was soft and better cushioned than my own mattress. Might as well go in
style. Beside me, Fisk lay down on his own mat; his enormous bully pushed up like
some broad Appalachian hillock.

I sighed and rolled onto the mat. It felt wonderful. Had circumstances been
different, I would have gone right to sleep.

Paul knelt beside me, to my right.

"Give me your arm," he said.

I did so. I heard a click, and I looked over to see Paul holding a gleaming
switchblade knife in his hand. I turned away. I felt him cutting at the sleeve of my
coat, and then rolling it back away from my bare flesh.

"Paul has explained to you what you are to do?" Ulrich asked, from near my
feet.

"Mostly." I swallowed. "How will I find the girl once I'm there?"

"That is unknown." Ulrich shrugged. "Call to her. Imagine her. Timothy
will pray to have her brought to the border." He smiled. "If you wish, we will pray
for your wife's appearance as well."

I thought about it. Perhaps Ulrich's prayers meant something; I certainly
couldn't discount them. Then I imagined the God that might answer, and I shook
my head.

"Don't,"” I said. "She'll come if she wishes.”
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"As you like," Ulrich said, and moved out of my line of sight.

I heard Brother Timothy praying again. His words were thick and fluid and
guttural, and were spoken in a language alien to me. I didn't like the sound of it;
the tongue held all the resonance of blood chugging through veins.

Which, I suppose, was the point.

I closed my eyes, and tried to concentrate on taking smooth, even breaths.
The fear rose up in my throat like bile, and I tried to swallow it back. I hadn't been
this disturbed when I cut my own flesh with the shard of glass. Maybe some part of
me had known from the start that my attempt was the play of a spoiled child, and
that death, in whatever form, remained distant.

This, though, was different. Much different. Here it was out of my hands.

"You will hear my voice as things progress,” Paul said. "Obey it. And
remember--as soon as you see the darkness, make light. Surround yourself in it.
That is vitally important. It is the only thing separating you from death.”

"Got it," I said.

Ulrich's voice reached me. "When you see the girl, guide her to the border.
You should be able to move fairly easily, simply by willing it. The border is always
over your shoulder, behind you. We will be there, watching your progress."

"Hell of a comfort," I murmured.

I squeezed my eyes tightly shut. Timothy continued to pray, droning on and
on in the distance.

I thought of Sarah. I saw her face behind my eyes, and I thought it was a good
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thing to see, here at the end. Isaw Deborah's face as well, and I wished I could have
told her more. Hell, I wished I'd told her everything. I wondered if I really loved
her; if I could love her. And then I envisioned her there with me, holding my
hand, and the warmth in my belly was all the answer I needed.

I hoped I would have the chance to tell her.

I wondered if the mourning would be bad for her, should I not come back. 1
wondered if anyone would ever find out what had happened to me.

Tears came to my eyes.

"Easy,"” Paul said. "Deep breaths."

"I'm scared."

"I know."

"Paul.”

"Yes."

"If I don't make it, tell Deborah what happened. She'll want to know."

I took a shuddering breath and looked at him.

He nodded. "I will try."

"Tell her why I had to do it."

"Yes. Now close your eyes. We're almost ready."

"Yeah," I said, and obeyed.

Timothy stopped praying. The silence that fell was leaden and inevitable and
full of dark promise.

A live electric wire whipped at my innards. I wanted to convulse.
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Paul gripped my hand.

“Begin," Ulrich said, his voice rolling across the empty ballroom.

I felt Paul's knife touch the skin of my wrist. I tried to withdraw from the
touch of the steel, but I could not; Paul's fingers held me steady. He cut; the pain
seared up and down the nerves of my arm.

I would have matching scars.

I felt warmth running down my wrist and remembered cutting my flesh in
the bathroom, and the pain, and the draining of my fluids onto the floor. And I
remembered--

And I remembered.

The spirits. The spirit ring.

I snapped open my eyes and looked straight up, into the shadowed recesses of
the ballroom's vaulted ceiling.

This time the spirits were in attendance.

A hundred of them, at least, ringed us overhead, staring down from perches
on the ceiling and the railing of the balcony that overlooked the floor. Others
drifted lazily through the air, describing a circle identical to the one formed of
candles on the floor. Their light, massed together, shone enough to cast more odd
shadows throughout the ballroom.

They had come for me, at last.

The fear came at me like a living thing. I stared up at the spirits overhead
and then turned away, covering my eyes with my free arm.
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Tears flowed down my cheeks, and then I felt Paul's lips upon my wrist, cold
and dry.

I thought of Sarah, and Deborah, and wept as he began to drink.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

I journeyed.

The transition took but a moment. At its onset, I lay on the floor of the old
ballroom, aware of nothing but the feel of Paul's mouth at my wrist and my blood
leaving me in great draughts. The accidental bleeding I'd done before was nothing
compared to this; this was blooding with intent to drain. My fluids left my wrist and
with them went my will, my life, my fears. I grew numb.

I looked to my wrist once and saw Paul at his work, his eyes closed, my blood
running from the corners of his mouth in tiny winding rivulets. Above him, and
out of focus in my eye, the spirits watched, seemingly unconcerned. Patient, I
thought.

And then, not with a bang but with a whimper, I was gone.

The ballroom vanished from around me. I felt a hole open up beneath my
back, and I sank through it, floating backwards through the floor like a feather
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drifting in a gentle spring breeze. I tumbled end over end through an ocean of
senselessness, a place where no walls or limitations existed. I was struck
immediately by the cessation of all sense; no smells reached my nose, and no sounds
reached my ears.

I could not feel my limbs; I tried to move my fingers, experimentally, and
could not detect any response.

My surroundings seemed grey, but I could only approximate. 1 was reminded
of static on a television set; nothing gelled into being. No pictures were obscured or
disrupted. I was floating in a nothing where even nothing had no form; where no
blackness and no light existed to cast relief upon reality. I perceived no direction,
but still I moved--at any rate, I felt as though I were travelling from the ballroom to
a somewhere.

I heard a voice. It played in my ears over a period of time, as if the sound had
been smeared across a canvas like paint, leaving only the vaguest of textures. That
was enough, though, for recognition--the voice was Paul's.

Don’t move, it said. Relax.

I did so.

The fear had gone from me--or, at least, it had moved from the forefront of
my mind to some lesser antechamber, where it could only rattle the door and
remind me of its presence. In this place I felt nothing but wonder and a vague
expectancy of events, and destinations, to come.

Soon you may see things, Paul told me, from his distant perch. You will
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enter the place of dreams.

I had barely time to wonder at the meaning of his words when the images
came to me.

I sensed they were more than mere dreams, but I could not classify them as
anything else. Perhaps they lived whatever half-life the voidspace could offer them-
and myself--and thought as living things did. I do not know. But they came to me.
I passed through them like an airplane passes through lone clouds; I entered, I was
blinded by their innards, and I departed.

But what I saw inside:

A door, a wooden door, bound by iron supports and set in a stone wall,
flexing and pulsing like a thing alive, accompanied by a rhythmic thumping that
pushed at me like wind or giant hands against my chest;

And an empty desert with pale grey sands, a lonely place where nothing
lived. I passed over close to the ground, shifting and rising over dunes and ripples
as though I flew--and fly I did, directly into a giant burning ball of a star rising over
the infinite flat horizon, and there I dove into the fire like warm water and took
great handfuls of the lightstuff and ate it like a hungry man eats flesh or chocolate;

And through and through to a place where I stood upon a stone floor before a
faceless, naked woman whose belly--swollen by pregnancy--rose up before me like a
cresting wave, ready to break; her flesh rippled like a balloonskin over water, and
she lifted and squirmed in pain, and then her legs opened, and something black and
foul oozed out; the woman sat up, and her face sprouted a nose, and forehead, and
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lips, and blank reddish veiled eyes, and it was Verene, saying, I love you, give me a
shadow for a child give me a darkling child, and I screamed;

And through to where I rolled against rough rock; I was falling down a slope
towards an a deep abyss, a black canyon through which ran a river black and syrupy,
and I held to the edge of the chasm with fingers whose nails had turned back and
peeled away. Down the hill came wolves, wolves with lolling tongues and burning
eyes and great fangs and a bloodthirst palpable about them like breeding-musk; a
territorial spray from under a raised leg, a warning, a marker, a definition; they
descended upon me, and behind them a great wolf, blacker than the rest, howled
and drove them on, and I let go, afraid, falling down, down, out of the cloud and
into the grey static again.

Again.

Don't be afraid, said Paul. They cannot hurt you.

I screamed out with no throat: Where am 1? What were they?

I received no answer.

I flailed in the nothing, trying for purchase, and then Paul's voice, distant and
incomplete, reached my ears:

You are almost there. Look.

My numb perceptions, such as they were, turned and focused, and there it
was. I fell silent and curled into my substance as I saw it approach: the great and
mighty Border where life fell away like the end of the world on an ancient map.

It seemed as vast as a giant world, an opening whose edges could swallow a
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continent or a planet or a sun, and I cried into nothing because it was black as night,
blacker even, for this was a darkness empty even of possibility: an ebony without
end. The void opened up before me, and I felt its pull like the deadly promise of a
crumbling cliff edge beneath unsteady feet.

The Land of the Dead, said Paul. Prepare to make light.

I shuddered. I had my light, perhaps, but nothing with which to make it.

My hands! 1 shouted. I need my hands!

No, Paul said. You need only yourself. You are letting fright take you; think.

He was correct. My fear ruled me; in understanding this I knew how Paul
made his choice, how he became a Brother. I would have taken any way out myself;
I would have chosen any alternative but that great empty well of nothing before me.

The brink approaches, he said.

It was there, upon me like an opening maw, like the whale that swallowed
Jonah whole, a whale roughly the size of everything, and as hungry for flesh as any
leviathan of legend.

I saw spirits, glimmerings dotting the surface of the dark. They floated at the
edge of the darkness, staring out. And here I could see their faces, more clearly than
I ever had before. Their eyes stared at me, full of fear and warning, and their
mouths opened in screaming pits. Their keenings, like a wind's wail through a
landscape of broken metal, swept over me.

They reached for me like drowning men.

Now! Paul shouted. Now, Henry! Light!
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I tried to create it. I could not concentrate. I saw only the glowing, flickering
pits that were their eyes, seeing me, imploring me, reaching for me with a mindless
recognition that only the condemned feel; I was alive, and they reached for me just
as I would have reached for any hand--even Ulrich's--to pull me back. Their eyes
pinned me like an insect to cork; I could only flutter and wait for the end.

Henry!

I screamed.

Henry! The light!

And I drew it out of me, flinging it over myself like a child holding his
blanket up as shield; a guise through which the goblins cannot see. I held it up,
cowering inside it, letting it pulse and flare with the rhythms of my terror.

It was everywhere.

And I realized, barreling forward in my coccoon of blazing light, that escape
was no longer a possibility.

I had been swallowed whole by the Land of the Dead. I was committed now
as never before, a single, shining, living light within the realm of night without

end.

[226]



Chapter Twenty-Three

You've made it, Paul said. Congratulations.

I want out, 1said. Get me out. Pull me back.

You're safe, he replied. Don't panic; it will undo you.

I quivered.

My own motion caught my attention; I had a body again. I looked down and
saw myself, and felt a new, knowing dread pour throughout my thoughts.

I was a spirit.

I glowed; my light was not as much a coccoon as it was me: I existed here as a
body made entirely of living illumination. I held my arms in front of my face,
marvelling at the blinding, textureless, massless existence of myself.

All right, 1said. I'm better, I think.

Good, Paul answered. Can you move yourself?

I experimented: the process was easier than I would have supposed. I
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pictured myself walking forward through the darkness, and I felt the sensation of
movement in response. Was it real? As real as anything in the nothing was real.
As real as a vision or dream.

I can move. 1 think.

Good. Turn around; you will see us behind you. We are at the border.

I turned. Behind me, and not very far away, I saw the grey shadowed place
from whence I had come, blazingly bright in comparison to the Land of the Dead.
Inside the brightness I saw three shapes; even in outline I could see they were
human. One tall, one medium, one broad: Ulrich, Paul, and Fisk. Standing at the
border and watching me swim in the darkness like a fish in an aquarium.

Ulrich wishes to speak to you, Paul said.

Go ahead, 1 said.

Ulrich's voice reached me, stronger and much more self-assured than Paul's
had been; I reminded myself that Ulrich had been staring into this place for much of
his life. He'd learned to speak into it as well, I imagined, perhaps calling for his
shadow God--shouting himself hoarse at the blackness, waiting for a reply, waiting
for the voice that would justify what he'd become. Waiting for judgment from the
void that never arrived--and in that, I suppose, even he and I shared a sort of
kinship.

Ulrich said: This place is a land, just as our own is. Its substance is different,
though; 1 imagine you are disoriented.

Yeah, I answered.
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You will grow used to it. You know how to move now.

Right, 1said. Let’s make this quick, Ulrich. I want to find the girl and get out.

Of course. I thought I heard humor in his voice.

What do I do?

I don’t believe you have to do anything, Ulrich said. Look.

I turned again, and gasped. My light flared and flickered in response, blazing
with my fears.

The spirits were coming for me.

Their numbers were as great as the emptiness was large; I can only use the
word legion to describe them. Wave after wave of shining forms rolled out of the
darkness at me, stretching into the distance for as far as I could see, and further. The
nearest were the ones who had reached for me at the border, and they still stared
and gaped and reached. I grunted and willed myself away from them. They
followed like hungry dogs.

Ulrich laughed in my head.

Like moths to flame, he said.

Bastard, 1 thought.

I heard them then, as they approached; their voices prickled at my ears like
needles. The spirits cried out at me; I heard their thin, wee screams above the
distant thunder of the others. I made out no words.

Ulrich's voice: Call for her, he said. Call her name.

The masses kept coming, encircling me, reaching for me. Some seemed to
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pop out of nowhere, appearing out of the nothing and flinging themselves at me in
beelines; their voices likewise sounded in my head. I withdrew towards the border,
cringing.

They can't hurt you, Ulrich said. Call for her.

Fisk's voice: Please, Mogquin. Please.

I nodded. They came for me still, but I let my light flare, and they withdrew,
their eyes widening. A few guestured at me, pointing and gibbering. Sometimes I
thought I could make out words. At other times, the meaning was lost to me, in a
great vast babble.

I gathered my resolve. Then I spoke into the darkness:

Amelia!  Amelia Fisk!

They surged towards me. This time I could do nothing; they came too
quickly. I covered my eyes with my hands and cringed, waiting for their chill touch.

I felt them massing around me, like electrical charges in the air. I felt them
feeling me, running their half-hands across me, touching me. I let my light burn.
Their voices churned at me like running creek water; a million timbres flowing as
one.

Paul spoke in my head. Henry. Something's happening.

I heard enough caution in his voice to open my eyes.

The spirits were only inches from me now. Their voices were louder in my
ears, and, finally, I heard words. I matched those syllables to their dim glowing
mouths, and I understood what the dead said to me, with such urgency:
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Henry, they said. Henry, danger, Henry . . .

One face caught my eye. I had seen it before, and, unthinking, I latched on to
it, reaching for it. It was female; and, once I stared her in her eyes, I knew her
identity for certain.

Amelia had come.

I turned to tell them, to tell Fisk, but she stopped, holding out slim arms and
hands. Her face was concerned, afraid. I gazed at her.

Her voice, narrow and thin like a taut string plucked, whispered at me:

Henry. No. Darkling.

A face swam from the gulf into a position just beside hers. I knew this face,
too. I saw it, and I knew the truth then, even as I heard Paul beginning to cry out in
my head. I saw the glowing face of Rupert Fisk pull together near his daughter's,
and I knew I had been deceived all along, even as both of them gestured and pointed
to the Border behind me.

I turned.

Paul screamed in my head: Henry!

I saw their outlines in the window that was the border. I saw Ulrich's thin
haughty shape bent over Paul's, attacking it, savaging it; in my head Paul's cries
reached a shrill crescendo, and then stopped. His shape vanished. I saw Fisk's
silhouette standing alongside the butchery, not participating. Then it turned to face
me. Its eyes shone a bright and feral red.

The shape began to swell into something greater, and darker, and far more
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malevolent.

And I knew then where the Darkling had been all along.

It leaped from its perch on the Border and arrowed through the darkness
towards me. The spirits scattered from its path.

Save for the burning of its eyes, it was invisible.
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Chapter Twenty-Four

It was on me before I could even conceive of reaction.

My light dimmed as it flung its form upon me. I felt a vast, barely-substantial
cloud wrap its thin mass around my spirit-form and constrict. I flung out light with
all the force I could muster, with no effect. This was a creature of the darkness;
when it travelled in my world I might be able to hurt it with my abilities, but here
my light--my only possible means of attack--was a mere pinpoint in the vastness
that gave it power.

Don't fight me, it said. Its voice was miles removed from Fisk's mellifluous
words; it spoke to me now with the hollow tones of the echoing void.

Let me go, I said to it.

I sensed it around me, its blackness moving with the slinking cunning of
serpent's coils. Its eyes rose and regarded me, each the size of my outstretched
hands.

You are my prisoner here, it said. You have lost. Cease your foolishness.
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The eyes glowed, and I felt the darkness tighten around me, squeezing. I
dimmed even more, and felt my power leaking from me as though it were water,
draining away through wide fissures in my form.

We began to move. I felt myself carried into the darkness, away from the
bright shadow that was the Border, far behind me. I heard the Darkling chuckling as
it took me; its laughter was the gurgling of polluted, still water.

I struggled, and the coils constricted; I cried into the void.

You are a coward, the Darkling said to me. I have watched you now in your
world, and I have seen you fear. All the while you carry with you power enough to
rule your world, and yet you can only feel terror for the next.

It laughed.

I flared again at it; my light--now noticeably less bright--seemed to have no
effect upon it at all. I screamed out: Why?

Because you are an oddity, it said. Mortal men simply do not command
power such as yours. I felt you, so I looked out from this realm and saw you. I
arranged the ruse to draw you here--I could have simply taken you, but no one
knew if your power could survive the tranmsition.

So we fooled you into choosing to come.

It laughed again.

Now my fellows and I will see why you are what you are.

I began to understand how I'd been deceived. Paul told me the Darkling had
killed a Brother when it arrived in Bayport--it had done so to show the Brotherhood
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its power. Or maybe as a deception, to cause me to fear it. But, regardless, it had
struck a deal with the nosferatu: their help, perhaps, in return for Paul and my
abduction from Life. Ulrich helped it arrange a scenario I couldn’t escape--and I had
walked into it headlong, driven by my own fears and loves.

And now Paul was dead, for all of our pains.

For that matter, so was L.

Don’t think of escape, it said. Even if you could find your way back alone
you'd have no body to go to. Ulrich will drain it when he returns.

Its coils moved about me, caressing me.

You are beautiful here, it said. So bright.

Its words brought Verene to mind. Had she been in on it? Probably not . ..
she was too much of a rogue. Paul had mentioned something to that effect. But
why, then, had the Darklings fought in my apartment?

Easy enough. Verene had been about to kill me. And the Darkling could not
let that happen. It had come to protect me, so that I could be drawn here later.

I watched the bright spot of the Border fade even more. We were moving
quickly now, faster and faster, plunging into the eternal black. I saw spirits
retreating from our passage, gleaming like pale stars against a curtain of night.

The Darkling made a sound--a noise of sudden surprise.

I looked around myself and saw little of my captor; the Darkling was barely
visible, though as a substance only marginally darker than that through which we
travelled. Its eyes, though, whipped from side to side, confused.
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Beyond, in the dark, I saw nothing but the constant passage of spirits.

The Darkling's baleful eyes stopped their motion, and focused into the
distance. I followed its gaze. And then I saw it, too--three glowing coals grew slowly
in the dark, coming nearer: spirits, shooting with the speed of meteors through the
darkness so many of their brethren had just recently fled.

They sped from the nowhere and surrounded us; they spun and circled the
Darkling's eyes like mosquitoes bent on blood.

Go, it said to them.

The spirits circled me, briefly. I saw their faces, as firmly defined as a
reflection in still water. I knew them all: Fisk. Amelia. And Paul.

Paul stared at me, briefly. He smiled, and his eyes softened. Be ready, his
voice said, as faint as the rustling of a breeze.

No, the Darkling said. I felt it tense.

Paul whirred away from me, and tightened his path around the Darkling's
eyes.

I heard something else then: a sound like rushing water, or a distant train--
the noisy, violent movement approaching from behind us, near the Border.

I twisted in the Darkling's grasp and saw eyes, red and narrow, speeding
through the dark with all the velocity of lightning, and twice as deadly.

You, the Darkling said. Get away from him!

The spirits continued to blind it, to confuse it. The other continued its
approach, and I heard its voice roaring across the void:
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Leave him alone!

Verene.

The spirits flickered away as she careened into us. I spun from the Darkling's
clutch and somersaulted away. I struggled for control, for purchase, and for precious
moments it eluded me; I rolled end over end in free flight.

Behind me I heard the echoing shrieks of the Darklings as they clashed for a
second time. And, in that brief moment, I loved Verene, for all of her faults; she
was a murderess, a beast, a demon, but she had set me free; in her own twisted way,
she'd given me a chance at life, if but a small one.

I turned, looking for the Border, the way out. I had little time. My body had
been drained of blood to get me here; Ulrich would not have to take much more to
finish me off.

I tried to find the shadow in the darkness, the tiny patch of grey that was the
exit into reality.

I could not; I had been taken too far; I was lost in the Land of the Dead.

I spun in the void, flaring and spitting out streamers of light. I saw nothing
except for the snarling, inky confusion that was the battle of the Darklings. Paul and
the Fisks still aided Verene; they darted in and out of the conflict, distracting my
abductor whenever possible.

Help! 1 shouted. Get me out of here!

I panicked then, as I never had. Ibegan to tremble and then spasm, keening
out my fear like one of the spirits I had witnessed upon my arrival. Ibegan to dim,
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to fold in upon myself like a fetus frightened of birth.

Henry, a voice said.

I heard it and flung myself at its source, lunging for it as though it were a life
raft. I opened my eyes and beheld a spirit floating in front of me, shining dimly. I
clutched at it, and it touched me with a barely substantial caress, a tingle in the dark.

Henry, be calm. We must hurry.

I listened to the voice for the first time, and recognized it.

The face stabilized before me, and I felt all strength leave me.

After all the years of longing, after all the dreams, she was here in this

nightmare place, at last, to assauge me, to greet me. Here, in the shadow of the

Darklings, Sarah had finally come.
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Chapter Twenty-Five

H urry, she said, her face urgent and intensely serious. No time.

She extended her shining hands and clutched at me. Her grasp was as
tenuous as her voice. I could only stare at her; any other reaction was inconceivable.

Henry, she said.

A scream from one of the Darklings behind us shook me from shock; with its
sound, the entire fabric of the darkness around us shuddered and buckled. I
brightened, feeling control of my senses return.

Sarah, 1 said.

Quickly. Follow.

She sped away from me. I followed, feeling panic at the sight of her
departure. For a moment I supposed she'd fled from me, but then I realized--she
was trying to get me out, back across the Border.

She moved faster and faster, occasionally turning and gesturing for me to
keep up. It was all I could do to match her speed. My glow had faded; I had never
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before used my magic to its limits, but it seemed as though I was approaching them
now. I was tired; sleep, and rest, beckoned to me.

But what dreams may come.

Don't stop, Sarah said.

She fluttered around me, her expression violently excited. Quickly, she said.

I wanted to stop her, to speak to her, to rest with her. But she never slowed
our pace; even to keep her in my sight I had to maintain a breakneck speed.

Ahead of us, I saw the window to the outside grow from nothing; a speck of
stable brightness.

Sarah picked up speed.

The shadows grew. My vision narrowed, focusing upon Sarah and the
brighter shadows for which she fled.

And we reached the Border.

The opening exploded in size before me, and before I could think to slow, I
was through it. Sarah plowed through with me. The shadows were dim, but
compared to the dark from whence we'd come, I felt as though I'd stepped into a
green pasture basking in summer sunshine. Ilooked down and saw that I had
maintained my form; I was still composed of light, but I had an outline.

Sarah hovered in front of my face, dim and fitful.

Can't stay, she said, her voice tiny and quavering. Sorry.

Sarah, I began. I--

She gestured for me to stop. Go, she said. Live.
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I couldn't stand it. Wait, I said. Just wait. I have to tell you. I love you. I
don't care how long--

Her spirit smiled. Her mouth moved, and I strained to hear the words. Love
you, she said.

I want you back, I told her.

Her face changed, drawing together in a saddened expression. Can't.

Then she gestured behind me, her eyes wide. Iread her expression; my mind
supplied the words, and even the accent: hurry, you silly fool.

But I couldn't. Not yet. I shushed her with a gesture and asked the question
that had been on my lips from the moment I'd entered this place--and even longer:

Sarah . . . how can you stand this?

Incredibly, she smiled.

Good, she said. Go.

But how? 1t's so dark--

She placed a flickering finger to my lips.

Not about dark. About light. Now go.

I started to ask another question, but she shook her head. She turned from
me and drifted away, back to the vast darkness that loomed behind us. I watched
her, torn between time and the agony of a second separation.

I could have followed, I knew. It was an option.

But I saw her plunge into the dark and I knew I could not go there, not yet.
The Darklings would have me. It would be as dangerous as life; I had to escape
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while I could. I would return, eventually--but then it would be different. I would be
safe, then, caught within the natural order of things.

I hoped.

I turned my head from her. I would cry later--if there was a later. ButI'd
made a decision, and now I had to see it through.

I willed myself away from the darkness, and the Land of the Dead.

Upwards, through the shadows, towards life.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

As is the case with most journeys, the way back was shorter.

I rose through the lightening shadows with the speed of a missile. As I
moved closer to home, I felt tinglings where my hands and feet would have been,
and I allowed my luminescence to draw back within me. I had not needed it here
before, I reasoned--and I might need as much of it as I could when I arrived in
reality.

And, with all the suddenness of a thunderclap, I was in my form again, lying
on the floor of the ballroom in the Cable Hotel. The weight of my body was
enormous. And with the sensation came pain; more pain than I could stand. I
screamed out--and not just because of the agony I felt.

Ulrich was atop me, holding my wrist and suckling from it like a babe at a
breast, his cheeks working like twin bellows as he extracted my juices from me. His
eyes opened wide at the sound of my scream.
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Above his head, near the ceiling, I saw the ring of spirits watching us
impartially, waiting for a new soul. Their circle wheeled with all the speed of
sluggish water, lit in blue fire. Was it for me, then? Or ... was it for Ulrich?

One way or another, they'd have a death.

I let rage take me; I allowed my fire to kindle within my vital organs and then
spring to the surface of my skin. I growled at Ulrich, and his eyes narrowed. I felt
my body struggle around the fire, trying to live.

Ulrich continued to drain me, and I gave him what he wanted: my blood. 1
set it afire as it sprang from my wrist. Ilet that burning spray ignite the mouthful he
swallowed. That molten trail set ablaze the pool in his stomach. His eyes bulged.

"This is for Paul," I said, in a hoarse and ruptured voice.

He rolled away from me. Fire belched from his lips and nose. The scarlet
streakings on his chin and hands sputtered and lit. The fire in his mouth made his
bulging cheeks glow from within; for a moment, Ulrich looked like a weirdly comic
jack-o-lantern.

He stood, staggering. His skin had begun to smolder.

His eyes narrowed. He forced himself forward, towards me. I lifted myself
and began to scuttle away from him, scrabbling like a crab toward the circle's edge.
My injured wrists buckled, and I fell backwards with a dizzy exhalation of breath.

Ulrich stopped. His cheeks and face caught fire, and I heard him emit a
burbling scream. His belly exploded, and flame spread from the crater there to his
blood-red robes.
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Behind him I saw the two Brothers, Timothy and Lewis, watching with
mixed expressions of revulsion and fear. Ulrich turned to them, his eyes staring
out from his blazing face.

He opened his mouth; fire and incoherence spilled out.

They backed away from him, his flaming form reflected in the glassy surfaces
of their dead eyes.

And, finally, Ulrich fell forward and was still. He lay in a sprawl next to the
candles that described his own holy circle, and directly beneath the center of the
spirit ring overhead.

The spirits, buzzing and keening, spiralled gently down to his corpse.

Lewis and Timothy turned to me.

I stood, weaving in place. Fiery blood dripped from the wound at my wrist. I
intensified the flame, sealing my skin. The pain threatened to take me, but I did not
let myself succumb. Not after what I'd just seen. I would not die here, in front of
them.

"Get out," I hissed at them. "Now."

Timothy bolted, vacating the ballroom with all the unearthly speed he could
summon. Lewis looked at me, and then at the spot his companion had been.

And, after a pause, he vanished as well.

The ballroom was empty of everything but the light of the candles and my
own echoing gasps. Ilooked at my hands, and at my swollen wrists. My shirt sleeve
was on fire; I extinguished it with a thought.
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Swaying, I took a step backwards. My heel caught on something solid, and I
tripped and fell on my rear, next to the charred cushion upon which I'd lain at the
beginning of this farce.

I realized what I'd fallen over. Iswallowed a lump of dryness.

Paul's body lay in front of me, face up, eyes open. His throat was gone;
smooth flesh had been replaced by a yawning, ragged hole. Blood spattered his chin
and chest, and pooled underneath his shoulders.

I made a sound in my throat.

His hands clutched at air, frozen, immobile.

I leaned forward and regarded his face. His dying expression was as neutral,
as distant, as the ones he'd worn in his own half-life.

Acid tears burned my eyes and flowed down onto my cheeks.

Sarah was gone. And now Paul.

But I thought back to the dreamlike darkness, both minutes and aeons behind
me. In that place I had seen them both, shining like candleflames in an empty
room. They both had looked me in the face.

Both of them had smiled.

With a weak, trembling hand, I reached out and closed Paul's eyes. At my
touch, the skin on his face crackled like dry earth, and his temple collapsed inward
in a fall of powdered flesh.

I watched as his entire body dissolved, first into dust and then into nothing,
as if by chain reaction. Before long he was nothing but a thin layer of ash in the
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shape of a crescent, blowing across the floor in the grip of chance currents of air.

I stared at the shapes it made for a long while. Then I pushed myself to my
feet and began to walk for the exit.

The dizziness began to strike before I'd made it out of the ballroom; I
wondered if I would live through the ordeal, after all. I'd lost a great deal of blood;
more, perhaps, than a man could lose.

I glanced above me. The air was empty of heat and spirits.

Not yet, then.

I saw Sarah's face, smiling at the Border.

I leaned my forehead against a cold pillar of stone, and took a breath. The
lights cleared from my eyes, and I lurched forward again, into the corridor through
which Paul and I had entered the hotel. My fingers touched against the walls,
steadying my gait; there they dug trails through the cold gel of slime and mold that
had condensed there.

The air grew colder.

I walked. One step at a time.

My vision wavered, then began to fade. I could no longer feel my legs.

I stumbled out of the hotel and into the darkness of the alley. I fell to my
knees in a puddle of half-melted snow.

I tried to rise, and couldn't; thus, I crawled.

My hands numbed quickly. I thought of playing in the snow, in Montana, at
the dawn of time. I tried to summon my fire, but it was far away inside me, an
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ember, and would not come.

I tried to lift my head, to look for spirits; I could not.

The ground dropped away from under my palms; I stumbled forward and
rolled onto my back in a cold pond of water. I heard a tremendous noise nearby;
through I my closed eyeslids I became aware of bright light upon my face, and the
rumbling of an engine the size of the earth.

"Jesus Christ," a voice said. "Look at this guy.”

I opened my eyes. Above me, the silhouette of a man loomed between me
and a bright streetlamp.

I reached out with a trembling arm. Two more shapes appeared, ringing me,
gazing down.

"You okay, buddy?" one asked.

"Help me," I said.
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Epilogue:

Within the City

I have much to guess, I suppose.

I stand in the terminal, next to a dark, cold window that looks out upon the
runway. Outside, on the tarmac, I see the airplane I've been waiting for wheeling
towards our gate, through the light snow that stranded it, for a time, in the air above
this city. I watch it, and then I turn and look at those around me.

They walk past me, all hurrying, all desperate for the inevitable reunions at
the gate. I smile at them, but no one sees me.

No hurry, I think. But I'm fooling myself. I'm as anxious as any of the tired
men or women waiting for husbands, or wives, or children, or even grandchildren.

Or lovers.

I stride past them, until I stand near the front of the crowd that has gathered
here to greet its missing lives. My right wrist itches through its swath of gauze; I rub
it against my side, but the itch does not abate.

After interminable minutes the plane has taxied into position, and it releases
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its passengers. 1 watch them crowd into the mobile corridor between plane and port;
a stewardess in a smart suit smiles brightly at us and opens the door between the
two worlds.

A tide of tired smiles spills out.

Families move past me; men in business suits examine their watches and
stride on as though they've been walking for hours in midair. Two elderly women
march out and are assaulted by a wave of children; the women kneel and try to
enfold them all in their inadequate grasp.

I stand, trying to breathe, trying to ignore the jackrabbit hammering of my
heart.

And then she is there at the doorway, holding a brown carry-on bag and
wearing a simple grey sweater, and jeans. Her hair is mussed; she's been sleeping--
well, I hope.

She sees me. Her eyes catch mine, and then I see them focus on my bruises,
and the cut underneath my eye. Falling into the street, and in the alley, has made
me quite colorful.

She walks up to me.

"Are you okay?" she says.

"Yes,"” I tell her, and I mean it.

Her eyes see my wrists wrapped in bandages. They widen, and then her gaze
whips upward.

"I'll tell you everything,” I say, softly. "There's a lot to tell.”
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She tightens her lips.

"Do you mean that?” she asks me. "Really?”

"Yes."”

"Because if you won't there's no reason for me to talk to you at all--"
"I love you,” I tell her.

She stops talking.

We look at each other for a long moment. Around us the departing crowd

thickens; I hear everywhere the babble of greetings voiced over and over again.

“I ... " she begins. She stops, then starts again. "Do you mean that, too?"”

I reach out and clumsily embrace her, holding my wrists out slightly from her

back. It is awkward at first, but then I feel her grip tighten and I realize she is crying.

I fold her in closer, and I know my own tears are close to the surface as well.

"Let's go,” she says.
I nod assent and kiss her cheek.

We fetch her luggage, and then take a taxi back to her apartment. We do not

speak on the way; she leans against me in the back seat, and 1 stroke her hair with

lurching dexterity. My stomach is turning over and over.

The city rises up before us, its towers sparkling with their own light through

the snowfall, like a diamond with a million facets. I am reminded of winters past. I

am reminded of a nation of the dead, in a place as far away from me as the end of

I am reminded of the glowing souls of those who have passed on. 1 tighten

my lips and try not to think of Sarah. I try not to feel grief.
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But that is impossible.

Inside her apartment Deborah embraces me. Then she guides me to the
couch and bids me to sit.

"Tell me everything,” she says.

I nod.

"Every life is guided by motifs,” I say, and begin.

She tries to flinch away when I mention my magic, but I reach up and touch
her face and tell her it is the truth. I try not to let her see how frightened I am.

“You can't expect me to believe that,” she says. "Do you think I'm an idiot?"

"Look,” I say, and I show her light.

She skitters away from my hands when they begin to glow.

I talk and talk, releasing words I've never before spoken. They spill out of me
uncontrollably, explaining, clarifying, telling--at last--the truth. I show her what I
can do. 1 tell her all of it.

"Henry,” she whispers, her eyes as round as coins. "Oh my God."

I hold a ball of flickering light between my bandaged palms.

Her eyes move from the light to my face and back again. She closes her lids
briefly, and then, with a gasp, she slides closer to me.

“I'm afraid,” she says, in a whisper.

"Of me?" 1 ask.

She shrugs. "It’s hard to accept.”

"It's still me."”
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"I know,"” she says. She looks at me.

"I love you,” I say.

"1 know."”

Her eyes glance at the light. Then, finally, they fall upon my face and remain
there. Her mouth opens, and shuts, and opens.

"I know. I love you, too.”

"Even now?"

"Yes.”

I shudder and reach for her. She does not retreat; rather, she allows herself to
curl into me. She is warm.

Later, we move to the bedroom; there is love.

When we are done, and she sleeps beside me, 1 remain awake, looking at the
strange ceiling above me, adjusting to the new echoes and drafts of this room. 1
think of the dark. I am afraid of it and not afraid of it. I think of Sarah. I love her,
and I love Deborah. Sarah is gone, yet she remains close by, and yet far. I am lost,
spinning, confused--and yet my path is clear to me now, for 1 am alive, and in love.

I think I understand. I know so little, and so much.

I have much to guess.

It will be dark when I die. I have seen it. But I think I know what she tried to
tell me, there at the end, when time rushed past us so absolutely. It's not about the
dark at all, just as she said: About light. Now go. Live.

I have light. I know that now--and, if not its origin, what it means. And,
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above all, I know Sarah still loves me, somewhere.

And the others? The ones in the spirit rings? I don't know. Maybe they are
afraid, still. Maybe they despair, caught in the eternal shadow. Maybe it's all part of
a ritual I can’t comprehend. I won’t know until I pass over, and perhaps not even
then. I have tried to teach myself not to care, to understand that mystery is eternal,
but it is difficult, so difficult.

Deborah stirs, and 1 put my arm around her cool shoulder. She reaches for
me in her sleep.

I know so little, and so much. I love the woman next to me, and I love a
spirit.

But that is immaterial. I have to live.

I'm trying so very hard.

Deborah hears me weeping, and wakes. I take her in my arms, and we make
love, and it is good, love is good, holding is good--after the touch of so many spirits,
the feel of warm reality beneath my hands is like treasure.

I call her name and kiss her face. Sarah is distant now. She will always be
with me, but our time together, as I knew it, is over. It saddens me, but I can hide in
my new love and finish my years, now that I know how.

I have loved; I will love.

I have lived; 1 will live; 1 will die.

And I hold Deborah and love her; and together we make light, and together,
in love, we hold back the dark and its attendant fears.
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