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Prologue




The storefront was secured in darkness, save
for the pale yellowish beam that danced about the floor and walls
in a circular motion.

Heavy curtains at the windows and door
blocked out the streetlights, but not the sudden wail of a siren or
the rumbling of a passing truck or the window rattling bass line
thump of someone’s car stereo. Urban noise had away of seeping in
to blend seamlessly with the everyday milieu of New York City life,
and so, did not deter the young woman from her purpose.

She was moving forward when the din of
footfalls approached, stopped and lingered in front of the shop,
causing her to stiffen but only for an instant. Even before
snippets of their conversation and the chorus of excited laughter
reached her ears, she knew that these people were of no concern.
Teenagers in the East Village for the first time, giddy with
anticipation. Jasmine tightened her grip on the flashlight, held it
straight out in front of her and eased further along inside the
storefront.

Getting in had been easy — a stolen and
copied key, the Elder probed for the alarm security code. Still,
she needed to hurry. If anyone arrived early, she’d be caught.

At first, Jasmine had refused to heed the
visions that had driven her to undertake this daring, self-imposed
mission. She had tried to shutter the window into the savage garden
— a place so dense with violence and brutality that a mere glimpse
had pummeled her with fear. She had closed her eyes to the vista of
unspeakable, gory horrors, had tried to free herself of the
presentiment. But it kept returning, laying its frigid hand upon
her. Now, it had a vice-like grip on her heart.

Something evil is coming.

The thought drove her forward with increased
resolve. Her unruly burnt sienna hair flogged her face. She was
trying to tie it back when the vision came again, intense and
without warning: flashes of death and destruction, the metallic
taste of blood, the stench of rotting flesh, a sense of
inconceivable terror and overpowering despair — all this, and then
oblivion.

The cloying scent of residual incense and
essential oils drew her attention back to the display-stand in
front of her; to the glass case filled with conjuring paraphernalia
on her left; to the book-lined shelf against the wall; to the
relevance of the moment. Her hands shook, but it was pointless to
be nervous. There was no turning back now. The opportunity for that
ended the second the door had shut behind her. Anyway, she must
press on. The day of reckoning loomed near. This she knew. They had
little time left for preparation, for deepening, for harvesting.
There’s much gathering to be done, Jasmine thought, and
if we don’t collect ourselves quickly, humanity will fall miles
apart and many will be lost forever. Of those who perish, only
a few will mimic the phoenix, and be reborn to rise from their own
ashes more beautiful than before.

She inched steadily forward using her free
hand and the feeble glow of the flashlight to guide her, until her
fingers made contact with plush, billowing softness. She parted the
velvet curtains, passed beneath the archway and stepped through
into the smaller back room. Just then something stroked her hair.
Jasmine batted it away frantically, but then promptly collected
herself with a steadying breath. It’s only a frond from a low
hanging fern, nothing more.

What would happen if they found her breaking
in like a common thief? They would terminate her, definitely —
perhaps literally, if she believed the rumors. Not that it mattered
one way or another. What befell her had no importance. She must do
this regardless of the consequences. If she did not, the outcome
would be far worse than anything the Society could do to her. It
would be dire. It would be devastating. And it would beget the
downfall of humankind.

Jasmine pointed the flashlight into the
blackness before her and in its ray lay what she sought placed atop
a stone altar. Keeping the beam trained on it, she walked quickly
toward the ebony box. Her fingers traced the intricacy of its
pattern. But for its beauty, it seemed insignificant and
unassuming, nothing more than an elaborately hand-carved wooden
box. Nevertheless, she believed humanity’s fate hinged on what
rested inside.

Pushing stray curls away from her face every
few seconds, she worked swiftly, yet carefully, so as not to
disturb the small clay figurines that surrounded the box. They
represented the ancestors and were revered as such. Perspiration
dampened her cinnamon face as she tinkered with the lock. It was a
simple one and did not take long to open. A moment later she held
in her hand a bronze circle formed by the symbol of a snake
consuming its own tail — the Serpent of Eternity. This sphere with
no beginning or end was the personification of infinite life and
continuity. It was also a counterpart to the much larger bas-relief
that graced the wall above the altar and the image tattooed between
her shoulder blades. All were visually alike, but the one in
Jasmine’s hand was primordial and said to possess great power.

But what if the legend was all myth and no
fact? What if the icon she held was not a sacrosanct relic capable
of protecting against evil? What if it was simply a piece of
metal?

Dizzying splinters of doubt caused Jasmine
to falter, to think about returning what she’d plundered to its
rightful place. But as she made a move to do so, a warm tingling
sensation radiated from the palm of her hand, passed through her
body and plunged into the depth of her soul.

“A sign from the One Parent,” she whispered,
tucking the consecrated talisman securely into the pocket of her
anorak. Then she hastened out of the back room, through the store
and out into the night. The cadenced slap of boot against linoleum
rippled the silence and with each step, icy fingers drummed a
staccato rhythm on her spine and the premonition constricted
tighter around her heart.

Something evil was within spitting
distance.




The Elder lit candles as she whispered an
entreaty for all descendents of the Goddess, all children of the
African Diaspora. The hazy flickering glow hardened her face into a
macabre mask.

“Sorry I’m late.” Jasmine said, entering the
room.

“Those who get to the river early drink the
cleanest water,” the Elder said

without looking up from her task.

Jasmine offered no reply. She stood near the
doorway of the makeshift temple watching the others and scanning
their thoughts for any knowledge of her crime. None seemed aware of
the theft, yet they were all thinking about her. The Elder, Imani,
a lofty brown-skinned woman wearing a colorful head wrap,
considered Jasmine’s powers strong but not yet honed to their full
potential. That she now held full responsibility for the young
woman’s initiation pleased her immeasurably. Jasmine’s aunt worried
about her niece’s fate under the tutelage of Imani. The tall,
well-built man — with a shaved head and skin the color of an
espresso bean — thought only of his love and desire for her.

Will I see you tonight? The unspoken
question fluttered into her mind like

butterfly wings and alighted like a kiss.

You will do more than see me, she sent back
along with an image that singed him to the core and set his blood
ablaze.

Jasmine probed deeper and soon discovered
something beneath their thoughts of her. Something they’d been
trying to suppress — the return of a faceless enemy, how they would
fare against it, and how they would keep their charge, Ayalanna,
from its evil grasp.

Ayalanna did not know she was in danger. The
Goddess had been earthbound for so long that her memory of the
thing that pursued her through time was as masked as those of her
true purpose and divinity. But that would change if Jasmine’s plan
worked.

“Move, girl. We must begin on the stroke of
midnight.”

Jasmine started, looked over at Imani who
glared back, and then quickly began filling the offering
baskets.

Guardians of an ancient religion, they had
gathered in the back of the storefront to give oblation and to seek
fortification in their crusade to reunite the primogenital twin
deities.

They sat in a semi-circle on low stools
facing the altar beneath the stone

serpent with Imani in the center.

“We are here tonight to give praise to our
Ancestors,” she began in a singsong voice. Her fingers tapped out a
rhythmic beat on the drum held taut between her thighs. “We bring
offerings of ripe fruit, fragrant flowers, a sweet libation.” Imani
stopped drumming long enough to pour some palm wine from a small
wooden cup and then began again in earnest. “We are here with
outspread arms and open hearts to ask for guidance,” Imani
continued. “For a beacon to illuminate our way. Please, heed us in
our time of need. Give us the strength and wisdom to fulfill our
responsibility.”

This was her verbal request, but her
drumming, which began as a gentle tapping and was now a palm then
heel of her hand smacking and growing stronger, faster, more urgent
with each motion, seemed to have a will of its own and called for
something else, something more. Soon, the pounding was that of a
thousand heartbeats and Jasmine swayed to it, drifted into it. She
let the drumbeat wrap around her mind until she felt lost in it and
nothing else existed.

When she closed her eyes, she fell into
Imani’s thoughts, and images of dancing trance-like figures swelled
in her mind. Swathed in sweat, masked bare-chested men and
half-nude women writhed and undulated like stringless marionettes,
keeping tempo to Imani’s beat. Jasmine gasped and swallowed boiling
air. The room was suddenly sweltering. For a moment, the heat
flooded her brain and she rode the waves of dizziness into the
circle of gyrating bodies, into the jarring thud of the drum, into
the spurting blood of headless animals. But this is not a blood
ritual, Jasmine thought, jerking free of the image. Those
are a thing of the past. Almost.

She opened her eyes and glanced over at her
aunt and the man. Their eyes closed, they still moved with the
frenzied sensuous gestures of the dancers, enraptured and
completely unaware of Imani’s intentions. The Elder sat motionless,
chanting softly, her wide-open eyes rolled up in her head with only
the whites showing. In that moment Jasmine understood. The dancers
in her vision wore masks — the masks of Zene, keeper of the key
between humanity’s realm and the domain of the deities. Imani
sought to invoke the divine messenger.

Good. Let her come. Perhaps, she will
show you what Lucien and I already know.

Just then another startling image filled her
mind, and seconds before the man fell to his knees, Jasmine sent
him a warning that she already knew was too late.

“The messenger will not come,” he said,
overturning his stool as he scrambled to his feet.

“Quiet, insolent one!” Imani shouted. “Empty
vessels make the most noise.”

“But I… I’m sorry. I thought…”

“It is not your place to think. You are here
to learn, to follow, to obey.”

“I am not a child and will not be scolded
like one.” He pushed his designer frames up on the bridge of his
nose and then strode from the room.

“Forgive his impudence. Lucien is still new
to our ways,” the gray haired woman said before rushing out after
him.

Left alone with Imani, Jasmine turned and
said. “He is right, you know. The messenger will not come. She
cannot come.”

“You are gifted beyond your years, but you
have much left to learn before you can question me or the Epkoro
way. Now come, we must go.”

Jasmine reached out and grabbed the Elder’s
sleeve. “It’s coming,” she said, her voice angst-ridden. “We can’t
let it find her.”

But even as the words left her mouth, she
knew with searing conviction that what Imani was thinking — what
they were all thinking — was that the thing they feared was already
back. And it was fast on the heels of its prey.
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He who is afraid of a thing gives it power
over him.

~Moorish Proverb~
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The dawning of the third millennium triggered
the cosmic disturbance — an unlocking of portals, and the
accelerated progression of various organisms to more complex
states. At first, the consequences of the shift were subtle, almost
imperceptible, but the final outcome would mark a transition to a
new age and a new beginning for humanity.

Like most beings in the physical world, Anya
Alan remained completely unaware of the change. In her ignorance,
she hurried along Madison Avenue to Le Visage, a prestige
cosmetics firm and her biggest client. Only a forewarning clap of
thunder heralded before lightning split the roiling charcoal clouds
and they burst into sheets of icy rain, scattering unprepared
tourists and leaving the sidewalk a blanket of umbrellas.

Without missing a step, Anya removed a
hooded plastic slicker from her tote bag, slipped it on, and
maneuvered the obstacle course effortlessly, avoiding both
pedestrian and vehicular traffic as she zigzagged across one street
and then another. She had not-having-to-stop-for-lights down to a
science, and wasn’t about to let a rainstorm stop her.

The hammering downpour had all but subsided
by the time she reached the towering gilt and marble faced building
that housed Le Visage. Anya folded the slicker back into its small
pouch before entering and headed toward the elevator banks, taking
guarded steps on the highly polished floor.

Renee Peterson’s smiling face greeted her
the moment she stepped off the elevator into the reception area.
The two of them had been chummy since meeting three years ago.

“Hey,” Renee said, and then paused, the
bright smile melting off her face as she rifled through the papers
on her desk. “Shit! Is there a meeting?”

“No, I’m just dropping off some promotional
copy for Pam. Is she around?”

The smile reappeared. “That’s what
messengers are for.”

“I also need to clarify a few things.”

“And the telephone, fax machine or email
just wouldn’t do?”

“I was already in the neighborhood,
okay.”

“You just like making the rest of us look
bad.”

“No. I’m merely competent in a land of
incompetence.” Now, it was Anya’s turn to smile.

“You wouldn’t be referring to me?”

“Only if the shoe fits. Now, is Pam here or
not?”

“She’s here.”

“Is she free?”

“I think so.” Renee grinned, apparently
amused by her wiseass routine.

“You think so?” Anya gave her an exaggerated
look of exasperation.

“Okay, hold on a minute, I’ll check. Yeah,
she’s free.”

“Can you let her know I’m on my way
back?”

“Sure,” she said, reaching for the phone,
then stopped abruptly. “Hey. I’m off in five minutes. You want to
go for a drink?”

“Sorry. I’ve got a date.”

“I forgot you and Paolo are attached at the
hip these days. I’ll see you tomorrow night at the reception
though, right?”

“Absolutely.” Anya moved toward the entryway
to the inner offices.

“Hey.” Renee shouted after her. “You still
coming to Jasmine’s birthday dinner?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Anya called back.




The rain no longer fell, but overhead the sky
loomed a dark, foreboding gray and a wintry wind blew hard and
steady, whipping itself into a misty squall.

After leaving Le Visage, Anya had gone to
Yoga class and had folded her body into challenging postures as
easily as everyone else, but her focus had been elsewhere. She
decided to take the long way home, hoping to clear her mind.
Walking alone like this sometimes helped her listen to her inner
voice, find her muse. After all, the play couldn’t write itself. In
the beginning, it had almost been that effortless. But now— The
last thing she needed was a distraction.

Is that what Paolo is now, a
distraction? Perhaps. Seeing him really had become something of
a ritual. Either they were out and about or they shared a
candle-lit meal — usually one of the specials from the restaurant —
and then they made love, sometimes in that order. Renee might be
right. They might be spending too much time together. Anya had
wanted to cancel tonight, had tried to, but the disappointment in
his voice won her over. They’d met three months ago on the opening
night of Paolo’s chic, upscale Soho restaurant. The place was
frequented mostly for its “Euro-trendy bar scene” and celebrity
sightings. Although Paolo liked to think that the excellent Italian
cuisine and attentive service rather than the atmosphere inspired
his restaurant’s popularity.

Anya turned west on Broadway. The cold
nipped at her bare fingers as she pressed buttons on her cellular
phone. She snaked up one block and down another, ending up on a
desolate and eerily quiet block. No one went into or left any of
the buildings; no one walked a dog or parked a car. No lights shone
from any of the windows on the tree-lined street. Anya didn’t
notice. She was busy checking her messages. She had two: one from
her roommate, Lucien who was still in Paris on a photo shoot, and
the other from Paolo confirming their date. Okay, so he’s coming
over. It wasn’t really his fault her writing no longer
breathed. Still, a play didn’t write itself. And he already had a
promising career. All she had was a dream.

The sudden swishing noise behind her caused
her to instinctively move to the left on the narrow sidewalk. It
was the sound that walking in nylon pants made and it was on her
heels. Someone was always in a hurry in New York City.

After a few seconds, Anya glanced over her
shoulder to confront the space invader. Her frosty “don’t crowd me”
stare changed into wide-eyed surprise when she saw no one
there.

Odd, she thought. It must have been
the wind. Confirming her conclusion, a whisking gust moved her back
a step or two.

Anya sped up, thinking again of her play.
The first act embodied the fortitude of black women and had flowed
fluently from her fingers, as though siphoned from her soul — not
mere words, but an animate and passionate portrait of “real life.”
The second act, however, read as dry and lifeless as tumbleweeds,
which is exactly what the crumpled typewritten pages littering the
floor of her apartment resembled.

The swishing noise returned in the midst of
her contemplation. Damn, that’s annoying. She stopped for a
moment, frowning, listening, and then with a shrug dismissed the
noise, but it persisted, growing louder and louder until it became
impossible to concentrate.

Anya walked on, trying to keep her
frustration from turning to fear. But it was too late. She already
felt uneasy. The impression of being stalked clung to her like
chewing gum to the sole of a shoe on a hot summer day. A sense of
doom nudged her. She tried hard to shake it, but with each breath
it intensified. Something was wrong. Anya looked around nervously,
feeling uncomfortably close to the barren trees that lined the
curb. Now, they seemed menacing, a wall of outstretched gnarled
branches grasping at her as she walked by, like something out of
the forest scene in The Wizard of Oz.

Tiny beads of sweat formed on the tip of her
nose and she wiped them away. The mark of a witch, Anya
thought, and then immediately wondered where she’d heard that
phrase. A moment later, she recalled having read it somewhere. Too
bad random thoughts couldn’t distract her from the fact that she
was afraid and didn’t know why. Maybe it was because a voice inside
her head told her she should be. The voice did not belong to her.
It was anonymous and unfamiliar — the voice of a stranger — and
that frightened her too. What if it was right? Anya didn’t want to
find out.

Do not be silly. Of course I am
right, the voice said. You know he is there and what he
means to do to you.

Anya quickened her gait. From behind her
came the sound of someone keeping pace with her. Footsteps, solid
and fast approaching, now accompanied the rustling noise and erased
all doubt. Oh shit! Someone is following me.

Her long legs tensed. Calm down. Think.
Figure out what to do. It wasn’t like her to panic. She’d been
in danger before.

But not about to die, the voice spoke
up again.

“No, that’s not true,” Anya replied. She’d
been threatened at gunpoint once and had managed to stay calm
then.

That was then. This is now. You might not
be so lucky this time.

Anya increased her pace again — stumbling
once over the jagged sidewalk. But it seemed impossible to put any
distance between herself and the predator who was rapidly closing
in on her. The faster she walked, the longer the block appeared.
She could almost feel his breath on the back of her neck. Any
minute his large gloved hand would cover her mouth and nose and her
lungs would swell to bursting, just as the knife slid smoothly into
her back.

Her knees grew weak. Then came the
quickening of her pulse — a churning in the pit of her stomach. She
teetered on the edge of hysteria, about to plunge in headfirst.
No, don’t panic, she told herself. Just make it to the
corner. You’ll be safe then. There were lots of people on the
avenue.

They cannot help you. Only I can help
you.

“No,” Anya moaned. She tried to keep the
fear at bay. If it took hold, there would be no turning back.

Too late. The fear already has you. It
will swallow you alive soon. Hmm, I can smell it, the voice
whispered maliciously. Your fear smells so sweet.

“I’ll scream. I’ll scream and someone will
help me,” Anya said, weakly.

You will not. You cannot.

The voice was right. When Anya opened her
mouth, no sound came forth. Panic had her in its grip and was about
to move in for the kill, when somehow, her survival instinct took
over. She shoved her hand into her tote bag, and her fingers closed
tightly on a small leather-clad cylinder.

“Stay the hell away from me,” Anya said,
spinning around, pepper spray in hand, a rush of adrenaline
transforming her terror into reckless aggression. As before, there
was no one there.

Your mind’s playing tricks on you; you
know that, don’t you? Just like the last time.

Was that her voice this time? She wasn’t
sure. Had there been other times when she had been afraid for no
apparent reason, when she had felt hunted, or sensed a presence
that wasn’t there? No. Definitely not. And she couldn’t have
imagined this either. Someone had been following her. She’d heard
him. He must have ducked into one of the buildings.

Why did she keep saying he? Because the
voice said it was a man? Of course, it had to be. A woman wouldn’t
be lurking about in the shadows stalking her.

At the corner, Anya mustered the courage to
turn and look back. The sight of that still bleak deserted block
terrified her almost as much as seeing a lone man watching her
would have. Something very strange had just happened. Actually,
strange was an understatement. The likelihood of her being the only
person on any midtown Manhattan street at only a little after seven
o’clock in the evening fell somewhere between highly unlikely and
impossible.

She hurried across the street and found a
more realistic atmosphere on the avenue. People, huddled in their
warm clothing against the fierce, unforgiving weather, rushed by
and, for once, Anya felt happy to be among them.

Five minutes later, she approached her
apartment complex — a seven-story rental in the heart of Clinton,
formerly known as Hell’s Kitchen. Contemporary in its plainness,
but still considered a luxury residence, the building occupied more
than half the block and stood wedged between a rundown tenement and
a vacant lot.

Once inside the brightly lit lobby, Anya
ventured another look over her shoulder and again found no one
there. A mixture of relief and anxiety washed over her. Had she
imagined what had just happened? The possibility existed. But if it
had been only in her mind, perhaps her mind was well on its way to
being lost. And she didn’t want to travel down that path. It was
better to think about her play.

The moment she stepped off the elevator on
her floor a creepy feeling swooped down on her. Once again, Anya
looked around nervously, unsure of what she expected to see, and
then hurried down the long, gray-carpeted hall toward her
apartment. She felt absolutely positive that no one was following
her, and yet…

As she approached her door, a sense of doom
nudged her. Then, something cold brushed her cheek, and her body
stiffened. Anya hesitated, listening intently, unsure of what she
expected to hear.

Just a draft, she thought. You’re
behaving like an ass.

Then why had it felt like a hand?

This time her own voice coached her toward
alarm. She wouldn’t listen to it any more than she’d listened to
the other mysterious voice.

“Get a grip, Anya,” she said aloud, fumbling
to insert her key into the lock. “It must have been a draft because
that’s the only logical explanation.”

Now, she was talking to herself. Having a
conversation with yourself in your mind is one thing but talking to
yourself out loud is something else indeed! That would lead her
down that path she didn’t want to take.

Her first attempt to unlock her door failed.
Her hand shook so badly she couldn’t make the key fit. Now she
really felt ridiculous. There was no reason to be afraid. Clearly,
no one skulked behind her. She took a deep breath and tried to
relax. A moment or two later, Anya opened the door and rushed
inside, flicking on the entryway light. She double locked the door
and put her eye to the peephole all at once. Okay, no one
there.

“Of course, there’s no one there, you
idiot.” She’d done it again — spoken to herself out loud. But this
time, the sound of her voice helped her to find her way through the
maze of unwarranted fear that ensnared her, back to a sense of well
being and security.

Leaving her coat and tote bag on the walnut
storage bench in the hall, Anya walked into the living room. It was
good to be home. Nothing bad here — not in this space made stylish
by a sleek, cognac leather sectional and warmed by marbleized,
terracotta walls. She closed the vertical blinds on the ceiling to
floor windows, and began lighting all the candles in the room: the
tapers, long, short, thick and thin; the tea lights in glass
votives; and the round and square columns grouped on the floor
beneath a mahogany fireplace mantel that Lucien had found while on
one of his many antiquing excursions. The lighting of the candles
was a practice Anya found relaxing, but the ritual wasn’t complete
until she got blue with either Miles or Coltrane — sometimes
both.

She slipped out of her shoes and curled up
on the sofa. Few things provided

more comfort than all the trappings that made
one’s home a home. Home base

always felt safe. The force field of familiar
surroundings granted sanctuary

and purged any reason to be afraid. Strange
noises and imaginary stalkers did

not exist here; only the inviting glow of
candlelight and the Kind of Blue CD

inhabited this place where she found refuge
from the world.
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The following day dawned with the same
murkiness as the one before, and cotton ball sized snowflakes rode
the wind before swirling to the ground.

The alarm clock sounded at seven-thirty.
With a will of its own, Anya’s hand slammed down on the snooze
button, silencing its shrill morning cry for at least another ten
minutes. She burrowed under the covers shutting out the gloom of
winter, her head resting against Paolo’s chest. He pulled the
comforter up over them, but stayed awake, savoring her closeness,
inhaling her splendor. She smelled of jasmine, of softness and
warmth, the essence of everything feminine. He meant only to draw
her closer, but she turned in her sleep and slid out of his reach.
Given time, he could make her love him, if she didn’t leave him
before his time ran out.

When the alarm rang again, Anya threw off
the covers and attempted to drag herself out of bed, but only got
as far as swinging her legs over the edge. She sat there rubbing
her eyes.

“It’s gotten darker,” Paolo said, his
fingers tracing the circular pattern on her lower back that looked
almost charcoal against her soft chocolate skin. “Bigger, too, I
think.”

“What?” Anya asked, still rubbing her eyes.
She seemed trapped in that fuzzy state between consciousness and
slumber

“Your birthmark.” He kissed it and then
pulled her back into bed and moved his body atop hers. Pinning her
beneath him, he planted quick, featherlike kisses on her
almond-shaped eyelids, on her high contoured cheekbones, and then a
more enduring one on her shapely lips. She returned the kiss and
the heat from her flesh passed into him. Aroused, he tried to enter
her, but Anya stopped him abruptly and got up.

“Just one more kiss.” Paolo rolled over and
rose up on his elbows.

“No,” she said, lifting her arms to twist
her hair into a knot on top of her head — a pose that flaunted the
fullness of her breasts and the tautness of her sculpted belly.

“God, you’re beautiful.”

“I have a pitch meeting with a hot new
designer this morning.” Anya said, then turned and headed for the
bathroom.

“I love you.”

“You can use Lucien’s bathroom,” She called
back over her shoulder.

Anya stood in the shower under the driving
stream of hot water for several minutes, hoping to wash away her
sin. The meeting she told Paolo about wasn’t until noon. Telling
the lie was bad and she felt ashamed, but the reason for telling it
was worse, and that’s what worried her. Just as Paolo’s body had
covered hers, she’d looked up and seen something shadowy near the
ceiling, but only for a split second—she’d blinked and it was gone.
At least, she thought she had seen something. But then she hadn’t
slept well and even now had a slight headache.

All through the night she’d dreamt of being
pursued by shadowy figures, of impending danger. One of the dreams
had been about an incident from last summer. While waiting for a
friend in a relatively unpopulated subway station — there had been
a token booth clerk on duty, but he made sure not to look up at any
point during the altercation — a teenage boy had accosted her.

She’d been wearing shorts, and he’d touched
her exposed thigh. When instinctively she’d slapped his hand away,
he’d threatened her with a gun. Somehow, Anya had kept her alarm in
check, had stared down the barrel of the gun, and calmly talked its
wielder out of harming her. Much later, the gravity of the
situation sunk in and she had found herself unable to stop
shaking.

Looking right in his face, she’d said,
“First you disrespect me, and now you want to shoot me?”

“Why you have to be such a stuck-up bitch?
All I did was touch you.”

“If your mother didn’t want to be touched by
a stranger, would that make her a stuck-up bitch?”

“Don’t bring my mama into this.”

“Why not? Isn’t she a black woman, too? If
you disrespect one, you disrespect us all.”

The teen’s response had surprised her even
more than her bold speech. “I know you used psychology on me,” he’d
said. “But that’s okay.” Then, he’d returned the weapon to one of
the pockets of his baggy jeans and turned and walked away.

In her dream, he’d simply vanished after
she’d confronted him, and that part had been an unwanted reminder
of what had happened last evening. Anya couldn’t stop replaying the
disturbing incident in her mind. A shudder ran through her body,
each time the frightful sensation came rushing back with startling
clarity. What if it had been more than her imagination?

Of course, an over-active imagination was
the only comfortable scenario, the only thing that made any
sense.

Paolo was gone when she came out of the
bathroom. The note on her bed said he’d call her later. Anya
crumbled it and tossed it into the trash. Okay, she’d have to make
it up to him somehow. Maybe he wasn’t a distraction. Maybe she had
fallen into the habit of working hard, but not smart. Right then
and there she resolved to create a sense of balance in her life. If
she were going to work hard, she’d have to play a little too. Since
all work and no play had obviously made her a dull girl, and a
crazy one as well.




Later that evening, Anya stood in a corner at
the launch party for Le Visage’s new multihued eye shadow compact.
She wore a pair of black leather pants and a black cashmere halter.
Her shoulder-length hair was pulled up into a trademark ponytail,
and her make-up consisted of only a little mascara and a smear of
crimson stained lip-gloss.

The plan was to make good on her decision to
put some fun back into her life. Granted, this event constituted
mixing business with pleasure. But the champagne flowed freely, and
waiters passed around silver trays decorated with sweet and savory
morsels. Taking a glass of champagne from a passing waiter, she
instructed herself to focus more on the pleasure.

From across the room, Le Visage’s marketing
director, a bubbly Asian woman with a “valley girl” twang named
Pam, waved at Anya and then darted over.

“Glad you could make it.”

“Wouldn’t have missed it. This compact’s
like my baby.”

“That’s right. You’ve been on board since
conception,” Pam said, touching

Anya’s shoulder. “Looks like you’ll be around
for the next phase, too.”

“What do you mean?”

“Carole’s quite impressed with your work.
It’s not official yet, and I shouldn’t even be mentioning it, but
she already wants to renew your contract.”

“Really? That’s great!”

“Isn’t it? We absolutely love working with
you.”

Anya smiled. “I love working with you guys,
too.”

“Carole’s schmoozing the press right now,
but I’m sure she’d love to speak with you before you leave.”

“I won’t leave without saying hello.”

“Let’s do lunch next week,” Pam said already
flitting away, her tiny feet moving like hummingbird wings.

“Sure, I’ll call you.”

Alone again, Anya stared at the way the
bubbles in her glass caught the light. She was in a funky mood and
couldn’t figure out why. The designer had hired her after only
flipping through her portfolio. And now, Le Visage wanted to renew
her contract with two years left. The earning potential from these
two clients alone surpassed her monthly quota. Why wasn’t she
happy?

She was a writer, for goodness sake. She got
paid to work at her one and

only passion. Not many people were fortunate
enough to earn a living doing

what they loved.

So, why wasn’t she happy?

Anya sipped some champagne. Perhaps the
contentment she sought eluded her because no matter how eloquently
penned, prose extolling shimmering, glittering eye color was not
art. And what Anya wanted most was to create art — to paint words
that were compelling and enlightening, words that inspired and
elicited emotions. Some might find her haughty, or think her heart
was cocooned in idealism. Perhaps these things were true, but Anya
sincerely believed her work could make a difference in the world
and that to do so was the essence of her being, her purpose in
life.

With her play These Tired Eyes, she
aspired to craft a merciless analysis of human nature. But if the
audience didn’t embrace her characters, or recognize their pain, or
share their love, then her writing was nothing more than a lyrical
composition, a meaningless arrangement of terms and expressions. If
her words did not burn like fire, run deep like water, or have the
force of the wind, or the substance of earth, then how could they
move people? And if her words could not move people, how could she
ever hope to put things right?

The phrase “all work and no play” came back
to haunt her, and she drained her glass. Undoubtedly, she had a
handle on the “work” part — always had. The “play” end of it seemed
to stump her.

Anya watched the other guests. They all
seemed to be enjoying themselves. Usually, she liked these parties,
but tonight was different. Tonight she felt awkward and
self-conscious, like she had grown a second head or something, and
everyone was staring at her. Worse, she could swear they were
talking about her, too — each and every one of them. The fact that
she was unacquainted with most of the people in the room was a
detail she chose to ignore. You should stop being paranoid and
go mingle, Anya told herself, but instead she remained standing
against the wall, listening.

At first, she caught only bits and pieces of
fleeting conversations, but after a while, the deprecating remarks
became clearer. Anya struggled to quiet the noise in her head, but
the murmuring grew louder and more distinct until the clamoring
voices, all speaking ill of her at once, rang in her ears.

She nearly jumped out of her skin when a
waiter approached and spoke to her. “I’m sorry,” Anya said a bit
too loudly. “What did you say?”

“I asked if you’d like another glass.” He
smiled, and the gesture helped her drive out the other voices so
she could concentrate on his.

“Of course she would and so will I,” Renee
said, stepping around the smiling waiter. “Since I’m a glass
behind, I’ll have two.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Please don’t call me ma’am. Do I look like
a ma’am to you?”

The embarrassed waiter smiled politely and
backed away.

“Well, do I?”

“Not in that outfit you don’t,” Anya said.
“It doesn’t leave much to the

imagination.”

As usual, Renee had squeezed her voluptuous
size twelve body into a size eight outfit. Tonight it was a slinky
red number.

“If you’ve got it flaunt it,” she said,
smoothing the dress down over the ample curves of her hips. Then
she pursed her full lips and gave Anya the once over. “Cute top,
but brighter colors would be more flattering for someone with your
complexion.”

“You must have a hot date tonight,” Anya
said, ignoring Renee’s fashion tip.

“Sizzling! And I have you to thank.”

“Really? Why’s that?”

“Well, you blew me off. So, I was on my own
when I met the hot doctor. His name’s Reynaldo.” She paused,
fanning herself for emphasis. “I think I’m in love.”

“Didn’t you say that about the last
one?”

“But this time, I mean it.” Renee laughed
and then emptied one of her glasses, handed it to a passing waiter,
and sipped from the second glass before speaking again. “So, are
you imitating a shrinking violet or some other kind of wall
flower?”

“Pardon me?”

“I’ve never seen you holding up the wall
like this before. Of course, we have different objectives, but you
usually work a room better than me. Anything wrong?”

“Nothing I can’t handle.”

“No doubt. You’re the only super woman I
know.”

“Very funny.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“Just obsessing about the play.”

“Oh. Worried you’re spending more time
prostituting yourself to these make-up mongers than writing? ”

“Hey, a girl’s got to eat,” Anya responded
with a smile.

“Your boyfriend owns a restaurant. I don’t
think you’ll go hungry.”

“Wouldn’t bedding a man for food be
tantamount to prostitution?”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.” Renee nodded
her head in agreement, but the look on her face said, if she had a
boyfriend who owned a restaurant, she’d never buy another meal.
“Well, from what I hear, you won’t have to do the starving artist
routine anyway.”

“What did you hear?”

“Cheers girl.” Renee clicked glasses with
Anya and then downed the rest of her champagne. “Xina loved the
first act of your play and wants to produce it.”

“Are you sure?”

“She told Jasmine and Jasmine told me and so
on…”

“Did Xina really say that?”

“She’s going to tell you herself, so act
surprised.”

Anya didn’t respond.

“Yeah, let your mouth hang open just like
that.” Renee signaled a waiter, procured another two glasses, and
handed one to Anya. “Drink up. Now, you can stop peddling
makeup.”

“I can’t just stop. I haven’t even finished
the second act. Besides, I have a contract with Le Visage.”

“So what. If it were me, I’d tell them where
they could stick that contract and they could kiss my big butt on
my way out the door. Yeah, I’d leave them high and dry.”

“That’s your advice? Burn the bridge before
I cross it?”

“Whatever. They’re probably a lot nicer to
you. You’re a consultant. They treat me like a non-person.”

“Then, why don’t you quit?”

“I can’t wait to get out of face paint
hell.”

“So what’s stopping you?”

“I don’t know.” Renee’s voice was now
solemn. “I guess I’m scared.”

“Of what?”

“I don’t know. What if I can’t do anything
else?”

“Then do what you’re doing now somewhere
else.”

“Like I want to be a receptionist for the
rest of my life!”

“Well, you can either stay and be miserable
or…”

“But what if the next place is worse?”

“Life doesn’t come with a guarantee.”

“Yeah, that’s what scares me.”

“Life is scary. But we all have to live
it.”

“Easy for you to say, you have it all
together.”

“I’m nowhere close to having it all
together.”

“Closer than me. I’m thirty years old and
still not sure what I want to be when I grow up. And you’re…”

“Following my passion. You’ll find
yours.”

“Unless shopping counts, I wouldn’t know
where to begin.”

“You’ll figure it out.”

“What if I don’t?”

“You will.”

“I don’t know…”

“Look, there’s Carole.”

“Ugh. You go over. It’ll give me a chance to
slip away.”

“Too late. She’s already seen us.”

Carole looked smart in a black Jil Sander
pantsuit, and Mikimoto pearl studs that were just the right size
for her earlobes. “Renee,” she said as she approached. “I need that
report you’re typing first thing tomorrow.”

“I know. Don’t worry. You’ll have it in time
for your ten o’clock meeting.

I’ll let you two talk business,” Renee said,
starting to leave.

“Don’t bother. I can’t stay,” Carole said,
and then turned abruptly. “Anya, darling, I’d hoped we’d have a
chance to chat, but duty calls. We’ll do lunch soon. Please call my
assistant with your availability.”

“I will. Congratulations on the
compact.”

“Thanks, darling. We couldn’t have done it
without you.” Carole glided away as promptly as she’d
approached.

“What a bitch!”

Anya cleared her throat.

“What? You don’t think so?”

“I think she’s a bit of a perfectionist, but
pretty fair.”

“Yeah. Well, I don’t see why I have to type
for her when she has an assistant. It’s not like I’m getting paid
extra or anything. You’d think a sister would understand.”

Anya looked down at her glass, frowning.

“Okay, okay. No more talk about work,” Renee
said. “Let’s have one more drink and then I really have to run.
Prince Charming awaits.”

“No more for me. I’m a bit tipsy already.
Guess I didn’t eat enough. What time is your date, anyway?”

“Oops. Like now,” Renee said, looking at her
watch.

“You’d better get going, then. Wouldn’t want
to keep the ‘Prince’ waiting. And don’t worry, you’ll figure out
the career thing.”

“What if I’m afraid to try?”

“Well, we’re all afraid of something.”

“Not you.”

“If you only knew,” Anya said under her
breath.

“Huh?”

“Nothing. Hope the slipper fits.”

They kissed each other’s cheeks, and Renee
shimmied off, the red dress molded to her round behind.

Anya stared blankly ahead, and tried not to
think about the fast growing list of things that made her
afraid.




The cabbie drove the whole way with his
window rolled down about an inch. Anya didn’t complain. The chilly
night air had a sobering effect. By the time he pulled up to the
taxi stand in front of her building, it was ten o’clock and she
felt a lot less lightheaded.

She was still buzzed about her conversations
with Pam and Renee, and the thought of not going hungry while being
a step closer to realizing her dream replayed in her mind as she
paid the fare. She neglected to put her wallet away, and it dropped
to the sidewalk as she got out of the cab. Anya bent to pick it up,
and then straightened just in time to collide with a tall, slender
man.

They stumbled over apologies in unison and
he hurried off, his head down against the cold. It had all happened
so quickly Anya hadn’t seen his face, only the light brown
spiraling curls — so tight they bordered on kinky — that peeked
from beneath his black and gray striped knit cap. But there’d been
that strange feeling — like...

Like nothing, she decided, pushing
open the glass doors and stepping inside.

“Evening, Ms. Alan.”

Startled, Anya jumped. Her mind was rarely
in the same place as she was these days. And now it languished on
the man with the curly hair. Had he come out of my building?
Had something passed between us — a slight tingle, some
transference of energy? Or was her mind just playing tricks on
her again?

“There’s a package here for you.”




“Oh, thanks a lot, Matt. How are you?”

“Better now,” he said, handing her the
package. A broad smile spread across his face.

She smiled back. Their fingers brushed
slightly as she accepted the box. It was small. Not more than six
inches all around, and very light in weight. Funny, I don’t
remember ordering anything. Her name and address had been
printed carefully, but in large block letters as though by a young
child practicing penmanship. Something indecipherable had been
scrawled where the return address should have been. Bewildered,
Anya shook the box, but nothing rattled inside.

Whatever it was, Lucien must have sent it.
His modeling jobs took him all over the world and he was always
sending her something. But neither the illegible writing nor the
juvenile-like printing could ever pass for his precise handwriting.
She dropped the package into her tote bag along with the rest of
the mail: a Pottery Barn catalog, a pre-approved credit card
application and a charity solicitation. At least there’re no
bills, she thought, heading for the elevator. Thank goodness
for small favors.

This time no creepy feeling waited to pounce
on her when she reached her floor. No sense of foreboding followed
her down the hall. Any and all off- putting sensations were
temporarily forgotten and Anya entered her apartment without a
care.

Just as the door swung shut behind her,
something moved inside. Slipping out of her coat, Anya switched on
the light in the foyer and looked around suspiciously. At
twenty-two hundred dollars a month, we’d better not have rats.
Again there was movement. She turned, calling out for Lucien. But
it couldn’t be him. He was out of the country for at least another
week. Anyway, now the scurrying seemed to be coming from somewhere
above her.

Looking up, Anya moved ahead a few cautious
steps and then stopped short, gasping. A sudden intense cold
permeated the room. The sensation was short-lived, but lasted long
enough for her to notice her breath in the air. It had felt like
walking into a meat locker naked.




Twenty minutes and a couple of vodka shots
later, her coat and tote bag still lay on top of the bench in the
hall by the front door where she’d left them.

Anya sat on the sofa, an empty glass
dangling from her trembling hand — refilling it crossed her mind.
She might have smoked a cigarette had there been one available.
This was definitely a bad habit moment.

I don’t need this shit. Life came
with enough obstacles without delusions getting in the way. Going
nuts would be damaging — a major fucking setback — a spiraling down
the toilet end to her promising career. Under regular
circumstances, a black woman’s struggle to make a name for herself
in this city was tantamount to climbing Mount Everest without legs.
Operating at anything less than one hundred and ten percent would
be like trying to do it without arms.

Whatever the hell was going wrong with her
needed fixing — obliterating. Immediately! Anya didn’t concede to
defeat. She found solutions, put things right. Now, her judgment
felt clouded, and her overactive imagination threatened to push her
to the verge of a breakdown. Why else would every little noise and
shadow make her jump? Why else would she be seeing and hearing
things? She usually had better control over her faculties. But her
equilibrium had been slipping ever since… She couldn’t actually
remember when it had begun to slip. Sometimes it felt like months
and other times like years. Maybe her increasingly unrestrained
booze consumption had something to do with it — that and the
combination of her hectic schedule and frazzled nerves. I do
have a lot on my plate these days.

Midway through convincing herself that a
little rest and relaxation could resolve her problem, Anya
remembered the package. She retrieved it from her tote bag and
ripped off the carefully wrapped brown craft paper to find a plain,
white gift box. Inside was layer upon layer of cotton — the flat
kind used by jewelers — but no note.

Anya was ready to write the whole thing off
as a gag, when she came upon the prize: a small bronze charm in the
shape of a snake swallowing its own tail. It had to be from Lucien,
she thought, removing it from the box. He had a passion for
trinkets. It was just the kind of thing to catch his eye. She hoped
like hell it would bring good luck which, in her case, meant
insanity prevention.
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Muttering to itself in a language as ancient
and dead as it was, the entity Anya had sensed returned to its
realm — a dark, serpentine place made miasmic with the funk of
decay.

The thing was male and malevolent, and from
the moment he had sensed her — smelled her, he had begun following
her. That was a year ago, maybe two or three. He had a warped sense
of human time. If not for his ego, his presence might have gone
completely unnoticed.

The demon smiled — a difficult feat, as he
had no lips. Although, a mockery, it was the closest thing to the
gesture he could muster.

It had to be her. His senses were tingling.
If she’s not the one, she’s somehow connected — someone very
dear to the one I seek. Oh, but she must be the earthbound one.
There is a familiar smell about her.

Powerfully enhanced olfactory perception was
his second most useful gift — the first was his ability to detect
and feed on human fear. He could also take possession and manifest
himself, but not with any lasting efficacy. His sense of smell,
like the other, rarely ever failed him. It unlocked for him a
multitude of scents in degrees unimaginable to humans, and enabled
him to share an organism’s life force in one sniff. Each being,
temporal or otherwise, has a distinctly individual odor — their
essence or signature, so to speak. Scent has the strongest
evocation to memory, and the ones the demon collected remained with
him, filed away to be summoned at will. On occasion he hauled out
his catalogue of fragrances to study them, breaking them down into
their most minute elements, but sometimes it was just to savor
them. They also served as a tracking mechanism, traversing space
and time. With most creatures, the hunt presented no challenge.
Pinpointing an immortal put his abilities to the test, especially
one whose spirit was entwined with that of a born to die. Retrieval
of her scent would be arduous. As time passed, her aroma signature
had shifted, grown elusive, making it more and more difficult to
process, to analyze, to liken to the ones he owned. And so much
time had passed. That was the obstacle, the fly in the ointment, so
to speak, that he would have to overcome.

Hmmm, if only I could enter her, I
would know instantly. But it was too soon. If she were really
the one, she would never allow him to come inside her. She would
die first, though only her human form would perish, to be shed and
exchanged for another. Either way, she would be lost to him. And
then he would have to begin again, wait for her to ripen again. No.
He could not lose her like that. Not this time. He had already
waited too many lifetimes.

For now, he must be content to follow her.
Stay on the path he had chosen. It felt like the right one. He just
had to remain near her — stay in relentless pursuit, await his
opportunity — a chance to touch her, to caress her warm flesh. In
time, he could seduce her. Make her welcome his touch. Soon, she
would succumb to his embrace. Something told him that the time drew
near. And when it came, her body would tell him all he needed to
know. Then, he would possess her.

Yes, victory was close, very close.
Suddenly, the demon felt intensely alive.
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The concierge buzzed. There were flowers
downstairs for her, probably from Paolo. She had called him this
morning to apologize and invite him over.

One glance at the stalk-like stems with
their large, bulbous red blooms and Anya knew they weren’t from
Paolo. For one thing, he had been sending her yellow roses ever
since they’d met. Plus, they didn’t include a card. That wasn’t his
style. Anya smiled. He’d never pass up the opportunity to woo her
with a bit of idyllic verse. Maybe she had a secret admirer. First
jewelry, now flowers. Somebody was courting her the old-fashioned
way.

Or stalking her.

A twinge of uneasiness swept over her, but
she suppressed it immediately. Cut the melodrama. This is
probably someone’s idea of a practical joke. Yes, one of her
kooky friends must be having a little fun at her expense. Well,
when she found out which one it was, she’d damn sure be the one
having the last laugh!

Anya stared at the exotic bouquet. The
thought of tossing it into the trash along with its wrappings
crossed her mind. Instead she gathered up the strange looking
flowers, took them into the kitchen, and arranged them in a tall,
footed vase. They didn’t look so bad. Actually, their peculiarity
made them beautiful and they had a bewitchingly potent fragrance.
If they weren’t sent as a stupid joke, then they were sent in
error, or there was some other logical explanation. There’s
absolutely nothing weird about this.

It wasn’t her nature to see monsters that
didn’t exist. And in no way were those silly flowers connected to
anything that she might have imagined yesterday. Everything is
fine. It had been a normal and ordinary day. She’d found
comfort in her solitude, had had a breakthrough in her writing, and
tonight she would sleep with Paolo, the same as many other nights.
He would come over after work, around midnight, and all she wanted
to do now was go down for a nap before he showed up.

The demon looked down on Anya as she lay
sleeping. The sight of her helpless, and unaware of his presence,
excited him.

He reached out and gently brushed her cheek.
She flicked his phantom hand away and turned over on her side, but
did not awaken. He moved in closer, and pressed his unearthly mouth
against her left breast.




Anya tossed and turned in her sleep. Someone
was touching her. Invisible fingers moved up and down her body.

A voice within urged her to abandon all
inhibitions. Her body wanted to respond. She found it difficult to
resist. But something was wrong — terribly wrong. The caresses were
erotic, yet strangely repulsive. It must be a dream. A dream
she couldn’t wake from.

Suddenly, her body arched backward and she
felt herself being lifted. Then something cold and unyielding
pressed hard against her lips, attempting to gain entry. With a
final stab, it forced its way into her mouth and down her throat.
Gagging, Anya opened her eyes.

She could almost see it now — an achromatic,
faceless thing, not much more than a silhouette. Anya shoved it
away, and in her struggle to untangle herself from the sheets,
tumbled out of bed and scuttled halfway across the room before
realizing she was moving. She backed herself into a corner and
crouched there. The thing hovered over her.

Give me what I want, Ebone, it
whispered lasciviously. And I will give you what you
lack.

Shaken and disoriented, Anya struggled to
get to her feet, collapsed, tried again and then finally managed to
crawl into the bathroom.

Do not forsake me, it hissed after
her.

She was barely inside when the taste of bile
rose to the back of her throat. And long after there was nothing
left in her to bring up, Anya still retched violently. She lay
slumped against the toilet, shivering, too weak to hold herself up
over it. Rivulets of sweat dripped from her brow. Her stomach
contracted and stiffened as she dry heaved.

A lifetime seemed to pass before Anya willed
herself to stand. She pulled herself up using the sink as leverage.
The sight of the terror-filled, blood-shot eyes that stared back at
her from the mirror made her wince. Those eyes could not belong to
her. They were the eyes of someone frail and vulnerable.

Get a grip. It was just a bad
dream, a very bad dream. It had to be. Of

course, it was.

The phone rang and she left the bathroom
hurriedly to answer it. It was Paolo.

“I’m on my way,” he said. “I can’t wait to
see you.”

“Can we get together some other time?” Anya
asked through labored breathing. “I’m feeling pretty rotten,
now.”

“What’s wrong?”

“My stomach. Some kind of virus, I guess. I
can’t keep anything down.”

“Why didn’t you call me?”

“I was too busy puking.”

“Let me come over and take care of you.”

“I don’t need you to take care of me. I need
to get some rest. I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

“Okay, but promise you’ll call if you need
me.”

“I promise.”

“Call me later one way or the other, just to
let me know how you’re feeling.”

“I will.”

“You’re not upset with me about anything,
are you?”

“What?”

“You’re not just putting me off.”

“No, Paolo, this isn’t about you. Now, I
really need to lie down, okay? I’ll call you, I promise.”

Anya hung up the phone and walked
zombie-like into the living room, turning on every light in her
path along the way. She couldn’t bring herself to go back into her
bedroom. Remnants of the dream still lingered there. It had been
too frightening. It had been too appalling. And there had been
something strangely disturbing and perverse about it. She couldn’t
remember what. Her mind was on overload.

Still, it had only been a dream.
Really? Had it been? It seemed so real.

But, it had to have been a dream.
Sure. That’s why I felt the need to take a long, hot
shower and brush my teeth twice.

It was a dream, just like what happened the
other evening was only her imagination. The memory of feeling
stalked on that deserted block scurried over her now like a
thousand invisible bugs, making her skin crawl.

No, she thought, scratching
everywhere at once. None of this is real.

Hugging her body close, Anya curled up into
a ball on the sofa and remained there, repeating the mantra it was
only a dream, until she almost believed it — until she couldn’t
hear the whispering anymore — until at last, she drifted off to
sleep.
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The next day, the voice came back with a
vengeance. It shouted her awake, and remained with her throughout
the day.

It had developed a new twist. Now it played
adversary one minute and ally the next. It mocked and cajoled her,
told her one thing and then another.

At first, she tried to ignore it, but it
kept nagging at her, filling her head with nonstop whispering. She
tried to drown it out with chanting; that failing, she tried booze.
But nothing could numb the voice. It tormented her until, drained
of all energy and will, she gave in to its unswerving banter. Now
she sat in the lotus position on the floor of her living room,
writing in her journal.

Who am I? Where do I come from? Why am I
here?

Is that my greatest fear? Not having an
identity.

Perhaps, but it’s not knowing that’s
driving me crazy. No wonder I’m as mad as a hatter. No little girl
should have to go through life never even knowing her parents’
names. My God, even, as I write these words...

Anya stopped writing in mid-thought and
allowed the journal to slip gently from her hand onto the floor.
She tucked the pen into her hair, then lifted the shot glass of
vodka from beside her knee and drained it in one quick swallow.

Why am I writing this? What the hell is
wrong with me? There’s no point dwelling on what can’t be
changed.

It’s not like she hadn’t done all she could,
including hiring a private investigator. But the trail was as icy
cold as the Valentine’s Day afternoon on which she’d been found
wrapped in a threadbare blanket. Only a few hours old, she’d been
small, but perfectly healthy and with no signs of exposure. Still,
she may as well have crawled out from under a rock.

Instead of feeling sorry for herself, she
had created an identity, a legacy, a history — and a damn good one,
at that. She vowed never to give anyone the power to take it away.
But she had never realized it could just slip through her
fingers.

Anya had lost count of how many times the
shot glass in her hand had been filled and emptied. Could one
more hurt?

It could hurt plenty. And it certainly
couldn’t help. Lately, the issue of her drinking had become a
fine-line balancing act. If she didn’t watch herself, it could
become a problem. Okay. It was a problem, but not the
problem.

Whatever was wrong was more complex than the
drinking and couldn’t be pinned down to anything specific. It
didn’t have a name. It was a mystery enfolded in a riddle, shrouded
in a conundrum. It was something alien, of science fiction origin
that could not be defined, described or deciphered. She was
changing, becoming someone else. Of course, that was a ludicrous
notion, but every fiber of her being told her that it was so. An
impending metamorphosis waited on the horizon and she was about to
step out of her life and into another dimension.

The signs were everywhere — her reaction at
the party, for example. That would never have been an ordeal for
the old Anya. In fact, she would have thrived on the
attention. And what about her rejection of Paolo? Sure he was
clingy, and she didn’t like that kind of attachment; it meant
giving of one’s self and she didn’t have a self to give. But she
had never before pushed anyone away this early in the game. Of
course, the most compelling warning would be the increasing
paranoia and the voice in her head, but she didn’t want to think
about those things. Anyway, the voice had momentarily abandoned
her.

So what if she woke up one day a new Anya?
Would that be so bad? What if she just closed her eyes and let the
transformation happen — become a pod- person? Perhaps her
reinvention would be better than the first. Obviously, that
wouldn’t be the case if her new self was an alcoholic, or heard
voices, or worse. Anya giggled. The sound was joyless and
empty.

To say she was afraid would be a gross
understatement. The word fear was a feeble, inadequate one that did
not even begin to describe what she felt; no word in her vocabulary
would suffice. Words expressed mere emotions. Something superior to
fear was plaguing her, something alive and capable of taking many
shapes and sizes, something that threatened to consume her. Anya
didn’t know exactly when it had taken root, but knew that its
source ran deep, and that it wasn’t done growing yet. Yes, she was
definitely changing, and whether her altered state would be an
evolution or retrogression rested on the final outcome.

Anya sat toying with her hair, wrapping
strands of it around her finger, not wanting to think about what
was happening to her. She tried hard to gather her wayward
imaginings, to shepherd them away from the bizarre and back to the
ordinary, but it was impossible. The images kept returning, no
matter what pleasant mental pictures she attempted to summon.

Exasperated, she surrendered and let her
mind wander back into the realm of phantasmagoria — back to the
voice that said such horrible appalling things to her. Its words
had given birth to the fear. And the fear was fertilizer, fodder
for the bigger thing. Of course! That’s it! The
voice cultivates and nurtures the thing I’m becoming — gives it
what it needs to flourish. That meant the paranoia, the
incessant whispering inside her head, and last night’s dream were
the fundamental stage in the maturation of her future self. The
dream. A shiver ran down her spine when she thought about how
disgusting it had been, how real it had seemed. So far, the dream
scored the most hellish points. Unfortunately, Anya feared there
was more to come.

She was losing her mind. That was the only
logical explanation.

Yes. Whatever is wrong with me is
getting undeniably worse.

Or better, the voice said.

“You’re back,” Anya whispered. “Am I right?
Are you the gardener? Is that your purpose?”

The voice didn’t answer. It had left her
again.

But how could there be a voice? Was she
hallucinating? Did she see, hear and feel things that weren’t
there?

Yes, why not get all the senses
involved?

“Shut up,” Anya said, yanking at her hair in
short, rhythmic movements. Hallucinations would be a much more
tangible manifestation of her problem. Hallucinations would mean
she was delusional.

I should probably talk to someone about
this.

Who? And what would you
say?

“I don’t know,” Anya shouted. “Shut up and
let me think.”

Oh God! Now, I’m having a conversation with
the voice. And it was right. She wasn’t about to tell anyone — not
Renee, not Lucien, and certainly not Paolo. Just because he was her
lover didn’t mean he should be privy to her every crazy thought, or
even to her private and secret ones for that matter.

This is bad, Anya thought. Her life was
hurtling out of control and she felt powerless to stop it. But she
wouldn’t give up. This can still be fixed. What if she just shut
out the world? Stopped answering the phone? Steered clear of
everyone until things got better? With a few well thought out and
creatively executed excuses, she could probably pull it off.

Your plan is flawed. If you avoid them,
they will know something is wrong. The voice was helping her
now. It will be better if you keep pretending. After all, have you
not done that your whole life?

“Right again,” Anya mumbled. How could it
help if she sat locked in her apartment, writing in her journal,
obsessing over her identity, and feeling sorry for herself?
Impulsively, she filled the shot glass once more and downed its
contents. She then added consuming too much alcohol to the list of
things not to do while home alone having a mental breakdown.

“Just keep pretending,” she whispered. “And
stop tormenting myself.” But is everything the voice says
true? Is her life really a masquerade?

A shrill ringing noise roused her out of the
conversation with the voice. She didn’t immediately recognize the
sound, although she’d heard it before and periodically throughout
the day. Just before the fourth peal, she realized it was the
telephone. She hurried to disengage herself from the lotus
position, knocking over the now empty vodka bottle. By the time she
reached the telephone, her answering machine had already picked up.
She listened, thinking it might be nice to hear another, more
familiar voice for a change.

“Hey, girl. Pick up if you’re there.”

It was Renee. Anya let out the breath she’d
been holding, took another deeper one, and then picked up the
phone.

Careful, the voice said. If your
mask slips, your dementia will be

revealed.

“Hello.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t call me. I thought
you’d want to know.”

“Know what?” Anya said, pressing the stop
button on the answering machine. Wrapping her mind tightly around
the voice’s warning, she tried to figure out what her friend
meant.

“How my date went,” Renee said.

“Date?”

“With Rey. You know, the hot doctor.”

“Oh. I guess I forgot.”

“Forgot? This could be the love of my life
and you forgot? Some friend you are.”

“You’re right. I feel awful. Of course I
want to hear about your date.” A moment of silence passed while
Anya collected herself. “I’m sorry, okay?”

“You should be.”

“You know you’re dying to tell me.”

“Bursting at the seams.”

“So, tell me”

“Well,” Renee began, “He’s definitely Mr.
Right...”

As she listened to Renee, Anya lit every
candle in the room. It took several minutes. A simple ritual, but
it always put her in a better mood.

“Are you still there?”

“Just waiting for you to take a breath.”

The voice is right, Anya thought.
This is easy. Renee doesn’t suspect a thing. Her mask was
intact. The masquerade continued.

“Sorry,” Renee said. “I’m just so excited.
Now, I don’t have to be jealous

of you and Paolo.”

“You never have to be jealous of me.”

“Well, I am. Men flock to you like flies to
shit. And Paolo’s no different. I’ve seen the way he looks at you.
Like you’re the woman of his dreams; like he’s in love with
you.”

“Perhaps that’s the problem.”

“You shouldn’t be so quick to dismiss
love.”

“It’s not love I’m dismissing.“

“Give the guy a break. So, he’s guilty of
falling for you. What else is wrong with him?”

“Nothing. He’s really sweet and I’m very
fond of him. I just think we want different things.”

“Well, I think you’re crazy. But it’s none
of my business.”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

“Ouch. Retract the claws, please. I’m just
saying…”

“I know what you’re saying. But I don’t want
to have this conversation. Let’s agree to disagree, okay.”

“If you say so, but…”

“I’ve got another call. Have fun with Prince
Charming. I’ll call you soon.”

Anya tapped the flash button on the phone
and said, “Hello.”

“How’s my favorite roommate?”

“Lucien, where are you?”

“Still in Paris. I got another gig — a
layout in some artsy photo magazine.”

“Congratulations! Are you taking your
clothes off?”

“If they ask me.” Lucien laughed, and then
his voice turned serious. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” Her voice faltered, but no more
than a few seconds. He couldn’t have noticed. “Why do you ask?”

“Just a feeling that something was
wrong.”

“Actually, everything’s right. Xina wants to
produce the play.”

“That’s great news! We have some celebrating
to do.”

“We sure do. When are you coming home?”

“Soon. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m great.”

“You don’t sound great.”

“I’m fine. A little tired maybe but…”

“Really? Why’s that?”

“No reason. I just haven’t been sleeping
well lately.”

“How long is lately?”

“I don’t know. A couple of days.”

“What’s the problem?”

“I don’t know. Stress, I guess. What’s with
the interrogation?”

“I’m sorry, but I worry about you, you know.
As long as you’re okay...”

“Stop worrying. I’m always okay.”

“If you say so. But promise me you’ll take
care of yourself.”

“I say so.”

“Anya.”

“Okay. I promise. You’re really starting to
creep me out, you know.”

“I’m sorry. It’s just… Never mind. I’ll be
home soon.”

“Good. I miss you.”

Anya tapped the talk button off and placed
the cordless telephone back on its base. Her cheeks were hot. A
long strained sigh escaped her. So, this is who I am now — a liar,
an unscrupulous cheat? Guilt jabbed at her stomach with the fury of
a thousand fists. Lucien obviously had a more keen sense of
perception than Renee. An image of his face floated specter-like
before her, and she banished it at once. But everything around her
reminded her of him

His twin passions, a penchant for procuring
objets d’art and traveling, influenced the décor of their
two-bedroom home. His modeling jobs took him away frequently, and
he never returned home without some foreign artifact or another.
Lucien was always scouting for the quaint little curio in some cozy
little out of the way second-hand shop. Aside from her bedroom and
bathroom, the apartment had become a veritable showcase for his
indulgences, and represented an opulently illustrated tome of his
life. The myriad candles of assorted sizes and the various holders
were her only contribution.

Suddenly Anya realized she missed him, which
struck her as funny considering she only shared a place with him
because he was away so often. A traveling roommate didn’t ask too
many questions, didn’t get too close. At least that had been the
inspiration at the time. But now, he would come home and see her
like this, fragile and out of control. Now, living with someone —
anyone — seemed like a mistake; though, how could having someone
care about you be a mistake?

I’ll be ready to face Lucien when he
returns, Anya thought. And she resolved to keep her promise to
take care of herself. First on the list of things to tackle would
be the drinking. She’d cut back, or maybe even quit cold turkey. A
few months ago, she only drank the occasional glass of wine with
dinner, or the celebratory champagne toast. Now she drank vodka,
alone. Her body used to be a temple. Now it was a shrine to
Bacchus. Well, no more. It was time to put an end to her reign of
self-destruction.

Later, curled up on the sofa with a cup of
tea, Anya noticed a small metal object lying on the end table: her
good luck charm. Damn, she had forgotten to ask Lucien if he’d sent
the thing. She had been too busy trying to act normal. Anya picked
it up and looked at it closely. It had amazing detail and
craftsmanship for something so small. She cupped it in her palm. It
felt warm and familiar, almost comforting. It’s a thing like me,
with no beginning or end. Placing the little piece of bronze on
the coffee table, she wondered what on earth had made her think
such a thing.

Within an hour she was asleep, and no
further mayhem befell her that night.
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Lucien hung up the phone and went to join the
three women who were waiting for him in the other room. Two of them
stood and moved toward him when he entered. Jasmine did not leave
her chair.

The first to reach him was Imani.
Authoritative in stature and standing, she was used to holding
court and wore her role as Elder like a jeweled crown. Marjorie
lagged respectfully behind.

“I think we should tell her,” Lucien said
before either of them could speak.

“Have you forgotten your place again? And so
soon after being warned? Neophytes do not question the Epkoro
way.”

“But this is a mistake.”

“The Society has been doing this longer than
you have been alive, young man — longer than your bloodline has
existed,” Imani said. “We know what we’re doing.”

“And yet you have failed in every attempt to
awaken the Goddess.”

“May the One Parent strike you down for
speaking to an Elder in that manner.”

“Why? You’re the one who’s guilty of
blasphemy. And let’s not forget hypocrisy as well. I know what you
were trying to do the other night. You go on about protocol and
then you ignore hierarchy. You are not High Priestess. Your
standing does not give you merit to call forth Zene.”

“I did no such thing. How dare you accuse
me?”

“Accuse you? I commend you for finally doing
something.”

Imani glared at him but said nothing. Lucien
could tell she was losing patience with him. Her silence was more
severe and imposing than her shouting. This would be a good time to
acquiesce, to try to appease her in some way, but he was too upset,
and anyway, his nature wouldn’t allow him to be submissive.

“I just don’t like the game we’re playing,
especially when her life is at stake.”

“What is at stake is the continuance of
humanity,” Imani said. “And our actions are governed by a higher
power. We cannot ignore the prophecy.”

“What if she’s hurt?”

“If she’s truly the one, no harm can come to
her,” Marjorie spoke up, smoothing her wavy gray hair in search of
nonexistent strands that may have escaped her securely pinned
bun.

Jasmine remained seated and quiet, her eyes
never leaving Lucien.

“And if she’s not?” Lucien said, pacing back
and forth, shaking his head. “What then?”

“Aren’t you and young Jasmine certain this
woman is the Goddess? If so, then the stage is already set. Her
awakening is in motion. What will be, will be. We can only guide
her. She will have to find faith on her own.”

“I don’t know if I can keep lying to her,”
he said.

“You can and you will. It is not your
decision to make.”

Imani turned to walk away, but Marjorie
stopped her and said, “It takes time to learn our ways.” She had
always been the one who mediated conflict, diffusing potentially
volatile situations before they got out of hand. Marjorie accepted
her role as peacemaker readily and as a badge of honor.

“That one rests his legs, but never his
mouth. And his status is no excuse. He will do as he is told.”
Imani turned to Lucien. “Stay in contact with her. Let me know
immediately if you sense any change.”

“Send her to me, Lucien,” Marjorie said. “I
can help guide her.”

“I’ll try.”

“Don’t try. Do,” Imani said.

“I will. And…please forgive my
arrogance.”

“I accept your apology, but remember wind is
never caught by hand.”

“I’m not sure I understand…”

“Once words are spoken, they cannot be
recalled.”

“I will heed your warning and do as you
ask.”

“Of course you will. It is your
destiny.”

He nodded and started to walk away. Imani
stopped him. Her tone was

almost gentle.

“We all love her, Lucien; we live for her.
Without her, we cease to exist. There isn’t one of us who would not
readily die for her — and you had better be ready to do so as
well.”

“I am aware of my role, Imani. And I’m
prepared to accept it. If you’ll excuse me, I have a plane to
catch.” He turned and left the room. Jasmine followed him out. She
kissed her fingers and then pressed them to his lips, but said
nothing.




On the ride to the airport, Lucien closed his
eyes and meditated silently, focusing only on his breathing. In
approximately seven hours, he would be in Paris and what he told
Anya wouldn’t be a complete lie.

He had been curt with Imani, an Elder whose
position demanded the utmost respect. If it concerned Anya, he’d do
it again in a heartbeat. Still, he’d better learn to pick his
battles. He did not always agree with Imani, but he held her in the
highest esteem. He owed her. He owed them all. If not for the
Society, he would surely be dead by now or severely demented.

First, Marjorie had taken him under her
protective wing. And then Imani had assumed responsibility for his
training. In time, with their help, he’d grown more accomplished at
recovering from the effects of his strange unwanted gift. Still, in
no way could he control it, nor even understand it, and he
certainly could not accept it anymore today than he could as a
child.

Lucien felt the pain and fear of others. It
had begun sometime around his fifth birthday. Afraid of being
perceived as abnormal, he’d done his best to keep the truth hidden,
and had accepted the label of weak and ailing child willingly over
that of freak. For years his unnatural ability had remained his
dirty little secret and he had done a decent job of masking it, up
until the moment the Society discovered him.

The Epkoro Society had approached him with
the assurance that one day he would learn to manage his great
power, perhaps to the point of absorbing the pain of others into
himself. At first, he had sneered at both their conviction and
their assessment of his problem. What they had considered a power,
he’d considered a sickness, a curse. Before long, however, he had
accepted their assistance with open arms, and their methods had
helped to lessen his pain. Lucien didn’t expect the rest of their
promises to be fulfilled. He had come to the Epkoro way at a late
age, making him the first adult to receive indoctrination. Still,
the Society had saved him from insanity, had shown him how to live
his life with at least a modicum of reprieve, and for that he was
grateful.

To this day, Imani upheld the belief that he
would ultimately master his empathic abilities, though Lucien knew
it wasn’t true. He’d never be able to take away someone else’s
pain, not without dying. Not when just sharing t sometimes seemed
enough to kill him. Imani was as wrong about his capabilities as
she was about the way she had chosen to deal with Anya.

He knew this because he felt her confusion,
her doubt. It did not surprise him. She, like the other Elders, did
not run the Society — it ran them. And they were drowning in its
bureaucracy, weighed down by protocol and hierarchy. They did
things one way: the way things had always been done. Change was an
unknown concept; along with the word proactive, it was missing from
their vocabulary. They had spent centuries standing by watching and
waiting for something to happen while they repeatedly failed at
their one and only mission. And they expected to fail again.

The Elders were not yet certain that Anya
was the one. Well, he and Jasmine were certain, although they had
not yet formulated a plan. It might be best to proceed without her.
Not one moment passed when they were not being watched. He was
already considered an outcast. There was no point sullying her
reputation too. Whatever strategy he chose to employ, he had no
intention of abiding by the Society’s ridiculous rules while the
demon had its way with Anya, or drove her insane, or to her death
like all the times before. She would not die this time. Not on his
watch.
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Having finally escaped from behind the
clouds, pale winter sunlight filtered through the open blinds and
illuminated the apartment.




The bright day also had a rejuvenating
effect on Anya. Now that the vodka haze had cleared, she moved with
determination around the living room gathering up her pen and
journal, wayward papers, the shot glass and empty vodka bottle.
Afterward she dusted the bookcases that formed a horizontal band
around the entire space, and fluffed the tan and claret silk throw
pillows on the sofa. Sometimes when life went tumbling apart there
was nothing to do but clean.

Apparently, it had been a long time since
she had done so. Everything wore a thin but discernable coat of
grime, including the Chinese art deco area rug that presided over
the parquet floor. It was an utterly beautiful, hand- woven
portrayal of a village scene with a looming red dragon at its
center. Now, its once vibrant colors were dull and clouded over
with signs of neglect. Lucien would have never let this happen. But
then again, normally, neither would she.

Anya went into the kitchen to get the
vacuum. When she opened the broom closet door she discovered the
antique candlesnuffer on the floor, its long, gilded handle broken
in two. This is one of Lucien’s treasures. What the hell
is it doing in here? Confused, Anya stared at the pieces for a
while before reaching down to pick them up.

She had laughed and called him pretentious
when Lucien had brought the candlesnuffer home, but how the hell
was she going to explain this when she had no idea how it had ended
up broken? For a moment, Anya allowed herself to wonder something
that didn’t make any sense: was she somehow responsible? Could she
have dropped it on the hardwood floor or stepped on it
inadvertently? But then how had it ended up in the broom closet?
Why would she put it there?

Her head ached from so many questions that
had no answers. For once, when faced with a problem that could not
immediately be solved, Anya gave up and moved on to the next one.
Maybe the candlesnuffer could be fixed. The damage might be
irreparable, but she should at least try to have it repaired before
Lucien came home.

Anya carried the broken candlesnuffer into
the bedroom and put it into her tote bag. First thing tomorrow
she’d look for a repair shop. Right now, she needed to burn off
some nervous energy. A few miles on the treadmill would do her
good. Plus, any excuse for getting out of the house now seemed like
a good one. The walls were beginning to close in, to squeeze a
little and soon they might slam the breath out of her.
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Paolo sat in his car waiting. He was parked
near the corner of Tenth Avenue, about thirty feet away from Anya’s
building.

He assumed she was out, since he’d been
calling her at fifteen-minute intervals for a little over an hour
on both her home and cellular phone, hanging up every time the
answering machine or voice mail was activated. She would have
picked up by now and ripped him a new one. Well, wherever Anya was,
she’d have to come back eventually and Paolo planned to stay put
for as long as that took.

He didn’t have to wait much longer. Before
he could call again, Anya came walking toward him, executing long,
sensuous strides and covering a lot of ground fast. She had a gym
bag slung across her shoulder.

Paolo smiled when he saw her and couldn’t
help thinking it must be his lucky day. As always she looked
spectacular, even in sweats with a bandana tied over her hair; but
then, she’d look good in a potato sack. Paolo watched Anya enter
her building and decided to wait long enough for her settle in
before going up.

It must definitely be his lucky day. Sonny,
the older gentleman with whom he had a good rapport, and not the
young handsome one toward whom Anya acted a little too friendly,
was manning the concierge desk. After they shook hands and
exchanged their usual pleasantries — mostly banter about sports and
the weather — Paolo complained about the lack of parking in the
neighborhood and asked if he’d just missed Anya. Sonny confirmed
that she had indeed just gone upstairs and added a few choice
comments about the lousy parking situation.

“I bet she’s ready to bite my head off,”
Paolo said, smiling. “I was supposed to pick her up.”

“Sounds like you’re wading in some pretty
deep shit, but those should help,” Sonny said, pointing to the long
white box under Paolo’s arm.

“Let’s hope. Well, I’d better get
upstairs.”

“Go right up.”

Paolo headed for the elevators. “No need to
buzz her,” he called back over his shoulder. “She’s expecting
me.”

“Good luck!”

“Thanks. I’ll need it,” he said, sliding a
blade-mimicking finger across his throat with his free hand. A bit
surprised that the old guy had let him go up unannounced, Paolo
commended himself on his silver-tongued performance.

But now, as he rang the doorbell, he
wondered just how angry Anya would be. His heart flip-flopped at
the sound of her approaching footsteps, and then shriveled to a
prune when she didn’t open the door right away. She hadn’t asked
who was there but he knew she always looked through the peephole.
Suddenly struck by the possibility that he’d made a big mistake in
coming, that Anya might never want to see him again, Paolo
considered simply turning and walking away. He would have, had his
body not been granite.

Finally, she opened the door, but stood
there staring at him instead of inviting him in.

“I hope you don’t mind my stopping by like
this, but…”

“What are you doing here?”

“I wondered if you were okay.” Paolo
shuffled his feet. “You didn’t call

me back.”

Anya didn’t respond. But Paolo figured, as
long as she didn’t slam the door in his face, he could wait out her
silence. After what seemed like a lifetime, she opened the door
wider and moved aside to let him enter. She wore a pair of straight
leg jeans without a waistband and a cropped sweater. He tried not
to stare.

“Your doorman let me up.”

“Concierge. A doorman opens doors,” Anya
said, her tone as sardonic as

her words.

“These are for you,” he said, offering her
the flowers.

“Thanks. I’m sure they’re beautiful, as
always. I’m just going to put them in water. I’ll be right
back.”

“Have you eaten?” He asked when Anya
returned. “I thought maybe we

could have a late lunch.”

“That’s sweet, but I already have plans.
Sorry. But Renee and I would love to stop by your place for dinner
tomorrow night, if that’s okay.”

“No problem. I’ll prepare something
special.” Paolo knew not to ask about her plans. But he hoped she
would tell him. He also knew not to ask her to cancel them, but he
hoped she’d do that as well.

“Maybe I can reschedule.”

“That would be great.” It seems my luck
is holding. “Look, I’m sorry for coming over uninvited, but you
didn’t call me back and I was really worried about you.”

“It’s okay. I’m really sorry I didn’t call
you. I forgot.”

“Are you feeling better?”

“I am. Thanks.”

“I missed you.”

“Me too,” she said, reaching for him.

With no further encouragement required, he
willingly lost himself in her closeness and from that point forward
everything became a blur. Somehow they ended up on the sofa.
Somehow Paolo found himself kissing her, his arms around her waist
and amid those long lingering kisses, he pulled up her sweater and
started to unhook her bra. Suddenly she pulled away.

“Wait, we need to talk,” she said.

“About us?”

“Yes.”

“Good. I’ve been thinking a lot about us.
There’s so much we don’t know about each other. You know where I’m
from and that my parents are deceased, but I know nothing about
your family. You never talk about them. You’re an only child, too,
right?”

“This is not the conversation I had in
mind.”

The edginess in her voice worried him. Had
he headed down a perilous path? He should have known better.

“But in any case, we’ll have to have it
another time. I think it would be unprofessional for me to
reschedule this late.”

“I understand. Can I give you a lift?”

“No, thanks. But I’ll call you tonight. I
promise.”

“Like you called me yesterday.”

“That’s not fair. I said I was sorry.”

“You’re right. It isn’t, but what you’re
doing isn’t fair either. Why are you pushing me away?”

“You’re the one who’s doing the
pushing.”

“Don’t you want our relationship to go to
the next level?”

“Nothing’s carved in stone.”

You don’t need to be cruel.”

“I don’t need a boyfriend who interrogates
me. You know what? I don’t think this is working.”

“Don’t say that. I’m in love with you.”

“You’re confusing lust with love.”

“How can you say that? I’m not the one who’s
confused. I want to marry you. I want to make you Mrs. Paolo
Berlucci.”

“I already have a name. And even if I do get
married I don’t plan on being Mrs. anybody.”

“Okay. Keep your name. My point is I’m in
love with you.”

“It’s only been three months. Love takes
time.”

“Love at first sight exists in my
world.”

“Well, it doesn’t exist in mine.”

Paolo bristled at her words. Anya reached
over and touched his face. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t want to
hurt you. I care about you.”

“Then give us time.”

“Okay.” Anya squeezed his hand. “I
will.”

“Really? You promise?”

“Cross my heart.”

“I love you, Anya.”

“I know.”

She kissed him, and Paolo found himself once
again adrift in a world where nothing else mattered, where there
was no time or space, only Anya.

Still, it was obvious she was hiding
something, but he let it go before his mind could fixate on the
idea that that something might be someone else. He had already
treaded on dangerous ground. The last thing he wanted to do was
push the issue. Lately Anya seemed always on the verge of
hostility, an ember seconds away from bursting into flames.
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In the middle of the night, Paolo woke
abruptly from a nightmare with tears in his eyes, and the words,
she is not evil on his lips.

In the dream, he had argued violently with a
faceless man who said the most awful things about Anya. The bastard
called her a coldhearted she- demon who devoured men’s souls, and
then he’d said that she’d never love Paolo, would only use him up
and then discard him like a pair of old shoes when she was
done.

Lies, all lies. Anya was none of those
things. She would never hurt him.

Still, Paolo had grown frightened and ran,
had tried to get away from the man and his hurtful words. But soon
the man and the terror had overtaken him and Paolo had fallen to
his knees weeping.

Now he lay in bed, the ugly words still in
his head, trying to quell his trepidation and his sobbing, but
neither would subside. He felt like a little boy again, beset by
irrational fear, drowning in stinging, inconsolable tears. Paolo
was on familiar terms with this feeling of helplessness; it had
been a close acquaintance throughout his life. Resistance was
pointless, better to go with the flow. As the remembrance of pain
came to him in waves, he closed his eyes, but did not mean to fall
back to sleep. At ten thirty in the morning, Paolo awakened languid
and dry-mouthed, and with the beginning of a headache. He was
surprised he had slept so late. It wasn’t like him.

He got up, tread wearily into the bathroom,
and showered and shaved in under fifteen minutes, but did not get
dressed right away. Instead, he sat in his shiny modern chrome
kitchen, a bath towel wrapped tightly around his waist, drinking
cup after cup of espresso, and slowly turning the pages of a thin
black leather photo album. His short, stout fingers traced the
cellulose acetate sheets shielding the mementos that chronicled his
life — triumph and loss, good memories and bad; it was all there,
from press clippings praising his restaurant to his culinary arts
diploma, to pictures from his childhood in Italy.

For several minutes, he stared longingly at
a cracked, yellowing photograph of a man with a face identical to
his, but with a broader chest and more powerful arms. Tears rolled
down his cheek and spattered onto the protective surface over the
photo. Paolo wiped them away with care. Times like this — when his
fear of abandonment became especially relentless — he thought most
about his father. Claimed by death when Paolo was only four years
old, his father topped the long list of loved ones to abandon him.
Two years later his mother followed, having either pined away from
grief or to escape from Paolo’s clinging little hands. He had no
siblings to share his sorrow. His birth had somehow ruined his
mother’s womb.

Those who did not die found another way to
forsake him; like the women he’d loved. Not that there had been
that many before Anya. Two had been enough. Sure, he’d had a few
sexual affairs after, and some of the women had looked at him with
loving eyes, but Paolo hadn’t seen. He had successfully erased love
from his heart until the night of his restaurant’s opening
reception when Anya had floated in on a cloud. For a moment he’d
been fairly certain his heart had stopped, but when she’d walked
across the room towards him, it had begun to beat uncontrollably,
and so loudly he imagined she could hear

it as well.

Anya was who he had been missing and longing
for his entire life, and somehow he’d managed to charm her. Paolo
thought he’d never have to worry about being left alone again.

But that was then. Now his confidence had
begun to wane, and his fear had resurfaced and was showing like an
ill-fitting slip.

Paolo couldn’t stop thinking about how much
he loved Anya and how badly he’d messed things up. The thought of
life without her filled him with anxiety. Several times he
considered calling her, but changed his mind. That would be
crowding her. He didn’t want to do anything else to drive her
further away. That would be stupid.

Paolo spent most of the day wandering
aimlessly around his apartment — a sterile place in shades of
silver, both shiny and matte; like his life, a combination of dull
and bright. At some point, he’d gotten dressed and had called the
restaurant to tell the general manager he wouldn’t be coming in and
to leave instructions for Anya’s dinner.

Hours later, he ended up back in the
kitchen. The room was dark now. Paolo sat hugging the black book to
his chest, drifting in and out of sleep. The pain in his head, once
distant, had turned throbbing.

“Must call the restaurant,” he said, rousing
for a moment. “Tell them what to serve Anya. Let them know I’m not
coming.”

But he had already done that, hadn’t he?
There was nothing to do now but wait and hope everything would be
all right.

“Please don’t let her leave me,” he
whispered to no one in particular and then drifted off once
more.

Later that evening, he called the restaurant
again.
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Glancing at her watch, Anya noticed she’d
fallen behind schedule. It was already five o’clock and she wasn’t
even dressed yet.

Dinner with Renee wasn’t until eight, but
they were meeting at six to attend a photography exhibit and
reception at the International Center of Photography. The
photographer, a friend of Lucien’s, had invited her and a guest.
Normally, Anya would have asked a client, but that would be “work”
and Renee, while not a great art fan, fit the “play” category to
tee. Plus, the girl really loved free champagne.

Anya rummaged through her closet for a
decent outfit and dressed hurriedly. The exhibit was by invitation
only and she wanted to get there before Renee. Lateness didn’t suit
her. She always worried about such things. Then it occurred to her
that her friend had never been on time for anything as long as she
had known her. The chance of Renee showing up anywhere first was
meager to none.

Forty minutes later, Anya waited inside the
lobby of ICP, looking out through the plate glass window. As
expected, Renee hadn’t arrived yet; and the wait left Anya alone
with thoughts of Paolo. So, he was in love with her. It was worse
than she thought. Love wasn’t part of her agenda. She cared about
him. She really did — when he wasn’t being a pain in the ass.
Sometimes, it was a toss up whether his demeanor exemplified
masculinity or wanton machismo.

Most likely his chest pounding was only a
way of masking his fragility. He did seem to be easily hurt. And
even though he’d committed a big no- no — showing up on her
doorstep the way he had sans invitation — she’d actually been glad
to see him, had enjoyed his company until he’d asked a stupid
question and she’d wanted him to leave.

But had his asking questions about her
family been the only reason? Maybe she feared he would catch a
glimpse of the ugliness that was her vulnerability, or see her
unmasked and incoherent, the voice screaming in her head, or bear
witness to the thing that was bigger than fear.

No. It was definitely because of the family
thing. She and Paolo were at that critical stage of their
relationship. Soon, there would be more questions, and he would
want answers.




Renee came sashaying down the street wearing
a fluorescent coat that showed-off her voluptuous hourglass figure.
An older black man sporting a fedora walked by, and then turned and
mouthed something as he eyed Renee’s rump. She rolled her eyes, but
a smile played on her lips. When she spotted Anya, she wiggled over
to her in an ochre flurry of bosom and bottom.

“On time as usual,” Anya said, shaking her
head. Then, she stepped back and looked at her friend. “Wow! Is
that patent leather?”

“This old thing?” Renee did a little spin.
“It’s vinyl.” Then, with a flamboyant gesture, she removed her
sunglasses and batted her eyelashes like fluttering butterfly
wings.

“Is it warm?”

“Freezing my ass off, but that’s the price
you pay for fashion. If you think the coat is something, wait until
you get a load of this.” Renee whipped off her floppy hat unveiling
closely cropped, dyed-blond hair.

“My goodness! When did you do that?”

“The other day. You like it?”

“Believe it or not, I do.” Anya shook her
head in amazement. Somehow the blond hair worked on Renee. It
actually complemented her café-au-lait complexion and hazel
eyes.

“Really? Do you mean it?”

“Well, I probably would have tried to talk
you out of it, but I have to admit it looks great.”

“Whew! I was hoping you’d say that.”

“Please. Like you were worried about what
I’d think.”

“I was. This is the most radical,
unapproved-by-Anya-first thing I’ve done since I met you.”

“I find that hard to believe. By the way,
what did that man say to you?”

“What man?”

“The elderly one with the hat.”

“Oh,” Renee said, shrugging her shoulders.
“He said: God bless you, and my compliments to your tailor.”

“That’s original.”




By the time they left the exhibit, midtown
traffic had grown abundant, and getting a yellow cab was an
impossible dream. After several failed attempts, Renee called the
car service used by Le Visage, but was told there would be a
forty-five minute wait.

“We’ll just have to walk.”

“I can’t walk to Soho. Not in these shoes.”
Renee stuck out one foot. “Manolo Blahnik. I got fifty percent off
at the sample sale!”

“You are such a slave to fashion.”

“It’s an addiction. C’mon. Let’s take the
subway. The express will get us there in ten minutes.”




Motivated by the bing-bong chime that
signaled the opening or closing of the train doors, Anya and Renee
dashed down the subway station stairs, barely dodging a spindly
woman who wore several layers of hooded sweatshirts, but no coat,
and was bumping a junk-filled shopping cart upstairs
step-by-step.

Like almost everyone around them, they were
caught up in the hustle and bustle of being New Yorkers, and shared
the need to get everywhere — and sometimes nowhere —fast.

A man in a three-piece suit held the train
door for them, but didn’t get on. Instead, he removed a large
bottle of Windex from his briefcase, and was still trying to wipe
the train’s window with a dingy rag when it pulled off.

“Did you see that?” Renee said.

“You wanted to take the subway.”

“Yeah. Okay. At least we got seats. I almost
never get one going home.”

Less than a minute after they were seated,
Renee inched over close enough to Anya for their thighs to touch.
“Disgusting,” she muttered, nodding her head toward the man on her
left. “No wonder no one’s sitting here.”

Anya looked around Renee at the man. The
sleeves of his aggressively stained beige trench coat rode well
above his wrists, revealing a third of his grimy forearms, and the
coat’s middle button strained to contain his midsection. A sickly
sweet smell with a fouler under note wafted from his direction. He
cradled a flat bottle in a brown paper bag in the crook of his arm
like a beloved child. Every few seconds, he unscrewed the bottle’s
cap and took a healthy swig.

“Like I said, you wanted to…”

“Shut up.”

The trained stopped. People hurried on and
off, sometimes colliding with each other, sometimes not. The man
with the bottle exited and Renee started to breath again. Anya
noticed that his Avia sneakers had a fresh coat of white
polish.

Renee looked around and immediately locked
onto a new target — a woman standing no more than a foot away. “Why
is it always the ones her size who wear white spandex pants with a
bomber jacket?”

“Shhh. She’ll hear you.”

“Well, if you don’t want to attract
attention to yourself, you shouldn’t wave a big white flag. Hello!
Wait a minute…” Already, something else had attracted Renee’s
attention. “Look at that beautiful black man.”

“Where?”

“To your left,” Renee whispered, leaning in,
her face close to Anya’s ear. “But don’t turn around yet, he’s
looking right at you.”

Anya waited only a second before turning to
look. The man didn’t even bother to turn away or avert his gaze,
didn’t so much as blink. He just stood there, holding onto the
handrail three people away from them, staring at her with sapphire
eyes so intense and probing they excavated her deepest secrets, and
so honest they revealed his soul. When he smiled, his face lit up
and Anya thought she might be in the presence of an angel.

Still, the way he looked at her made her
feel uncomfortable — not at all menacing, but alarmingly unwavering
— and seemed to portray some sense of urgency. There was also
something strangely familiar about him, like maybe she’d seen him
before. But she couldn’t remember. Anya was about to share her
misgivings with Renee when the train pulled into the next station,
which was their stop.

“Too bad we’re getting off. He was really
into you. And I think he was headed this way.”

“Yeah, too bad,” Anya echoed, hurrying off
the train without looking back, although, desperately wanting to do
so.

As she walked up the stairs and out of the
brightly lit, overly warm tunnel into the cold evening air, Anya
felt stricken with the apprehension she normally experienced when
entering the subway.

At the restaurant, Renee chattered on about
the gorgeous man on the train, but Anya remained silent, pensive,
still wondering where and when she’d seen him before.

“The champagne’s unlimited tonight, Ms.
Alan,” the maitre d’ said, returning with a bottle of Veuve
Clicquot and popping the cork. “Compliments of Mr. Berlucci.”

“Thanks Giovanni. Is he here?”

“He’s not coming in tonight. But he said you
would be here and had your meal specially arranged. I’ve been put
in charge of fulfilling your every need.”

“Then I couldn’t be in more capable
hands.”

When he had finished pouring the champagne,
Giovanni left them to their conversation.

“To friendship,” Anya said.

“To boyfriends who know your favorite
champagne,” Renee replied. “Speaking of the man of the hour; how is
Paolo?”

“We had a little spat.”

“What cruelty did you inflict on him this
time?”

“The fight wasn’t my idea and neither was
his surprise visit.”

“Uh oh. You read him the riot act for coming
over without calling first, didn’t you?”

“I would have, if he hadn’t been standing at
the door looking like a chastised puppy. He had such a desperate
plea in his eyes.”

“What then?”

“The ongoing saga: he demands more, I
respond by offering less. You know the rest.”

“Yeah. That’s the Anya melodrama.” Renee
sipped champagne. “You won’t hear me complaining if Rey starts
demanding more of my time. Once he’s hooked like that, I’m reeling
him in.”

Their laughter was soon replaced by
enthusiastic sighs that accompanied the arrival of their first
course. Paolo had chosen the dishes well.

“He’s thoughtful. I’ll give him that,” Renee
said between bites.

“Who?”

“Paolo, silly.”

“Well, he can be, when he’s not being
possessive and suffocating.”

“He loves you.”

“It’s more like he’s obsessed with me.”

“I wish that were my problem.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Yes, actually, I do. It would be nice for a
change. You know me and my luck with men.”

“But now there’s Reynaldo. And you’re dying
to tell me more about him, aren’t you?”

It was the only cue Renee needed. “I’ve
never met anyone like him. Girl, I’ve kissed so many frogs I’m
surprised I don’t have warts. But this one might be a real Prince.
He’s definitely charming.”

They laughed and drank more champagne.

A passing waiter waved and blew Anya a kiss.
She smiled and waved back. Renee randomly jumped from singing
Reynaldo’s praises to belittling the men who paled by comparison,
her diatribe peppered with highlights and anecdotal tidbits from a
host of dates from hell. As Anya listened, she was reminded
of the gag gift she’d given Renee two months ago for her birthday:
a statement tee shirt that read, “I’m talking and I can’t shut up.”
At least Renee could take a joke; she had laughed as heartily as
everyone else.

Dessert came and they shared the best
tiramisu either of them had ever tasted.

“Whew!” Renee said, finally taking a breath.
Then, she swallowed the last of her champagne, refilled her glass,
and continued to enumerate Reynaldo’s attributes.

Anya was barely listening. She was thinking
about the man on the subway and drowning in the deep blue sea of
his eyes.
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He stood on the subway platform listening to
the drone of the inbound train. It was a numbing noise, and one
that personified his heart. Amadi had never felt more alone and
dejected.

When the train doors opened, he boarded
along with the commuters who actually had a destination. He’d been
riding back and forth since encountering his love again. This time,
it had taken all of his strength not to pull Ayalanna into his
arms. If only he could have hugged her close to his body and kissed
her until the anguish of missing her went away. Instead, he had
only stared like a mindless fool.

They had been apart for a thousand years,
and now he wondered how he could have existed for so long without
her. She made him whole. Without her, his life was void of meaning
and he was an empty, forsaken shell.

Amadi had come closer to approaching her
tonight, but in the end he had done nothing — just as he had done
nothing when the demon attempted to violate his beloved, to possess
her soul, steal away her gifts. He had forsaken her, left her
earthbound and vulnerable. Fortunately, her strength and wisdom far
surpassed that of the impudent demon, and the soulless creature had
not seized her power, but Ayalanna had not survived the battle
unscathed. She had been left scarred, transformed into a “born to
die” being, without knowledge of her duty, her love, nor the demon
that had set her upon her perilous trek through time.

The train lurched to a stop. Amadi stepped
off as soon as the doors opened. Suddenly, he wanted to be out in
the open air, to find her, to do something — say something. He had
no idea what. She didn’t even remember him. At the beginning of
their separation, there had been a strong mental bond between them,
something tangible. Amadi had been able to send her telepathic
messages and Ayalanna had heard them. Now there was nothing. He did
not exist for her, could not even come to her in her dreams — that
realm belonged to the demon. What if she rejected him?

The absence of his twin bride had almost
broken him, but neither time nor distance could diminish his love
for her. Instead, it had ripened and flourished into a fervid bloom
that brought him both pleasure and pain. And Amadi endured it
graciously — accepted it, in all its monstrous beauty. If not for
love, his antagonistic savior, how else could he have continued
alone? He certainly was not meant to be that way — neither was
Ayalanna. They were meant to be together. Their love was their
greatest power. And as long as they were apart, everything was out
of kilter. The world had no balance.
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Beneath its shiny new cover, the aged
radiator hissed and sputtered with the effort of yielding heat.
Disturbed by the sudden activity, a cockroach darted from the
grating and scurried across the floor.

Renee didn’t notice. She sat on the
windowsill looking out. It was a rare clear night. The clouds had
finally blown away and the moon shone brightly. Renee glanced down
at the telephone sitting on the floor below her dangling feet, and
then at her watch. It was ten thirty. No more than fifteen minutes
had passed since the last time she’d looked. In between checking
the time, she chewed one fingernail after another leaving all ten
uniformly ragged.

It was something Renee hadn’t done since
junior high school. As a little girl, she’d routinely gnawed her
nails down to the quick. Whenever things were not going her way,
which was often, her fingertips had ended up between her teeth. Her
grandmother had tried everything to cure her nail biting, from
bandaging her fingernails to daubing them with hot sauce. Nothing
had worked. Although she’d stopped on her own at fourteen, when
almost overnight her budding breasts had developed into plump orbs
that filled her older sister’s C-cup bra.

She’d stood proudly in front of the bathroom
mirror, staring at herself and feeling beautiful. There’s no way
boys will ignore me with these, she’d thought, deciding right then
and there that things were about to start going her way.

Renee looked down at her hands. Until
recently, she’d worn long acrylic tips over her natural
fingernails. Rey hadn’t liked them. He said they made her look
cheap. What would he say when he saw her nails tonight? But then
she’d obviously been stood up, which meant Rey wouldn’t be seeing
her nails tonight.

Slipping out of her high heels, Renee
massaged the balls of her feet and thought about returning the
shoes to their pretty little designer box stacked with all the
others along her wall. Instead, she picked up the telephone, but
then slammed it down again. It rang immediately. She snatched at it
but missed, dropping it twice before getting it to her ear.

“Hello.”

“Hey babe. Sorry about dinner.”

Two beats before she answered.

“It’s okay. I’m sure you have a good
reason.”

“Yeah. Time just got away from me. You know
how that is.”

“Sure.”

“Are you mad?”

Another two beats.

“No. These things happen. I understand.”

“I’ll make it up to you, I swear. Can I
still come over?”

“I don’t know. It’s almost eleven.”

“I promise not to keep you up too late. I
can’t stay long anyway. I have an early call in the morning.”

“Well…”

“C’mon. I’ll bring Chinese.”

“Okay. But I really can’t be late for work
again.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll order you a wake-up
call,” Reynaldo said. “See you in a few.”

Renee hung up, and then went in search of an
emery board to file her nails even.

13







The demon smiled his inhuman smile; a gesture
so chilling and diabolical, anyone witnessing it would surely have
shrunk away in fear.




It was more a manifestation of pain and
suffering than one of happiness. But that’s what he felt. At least
it was the closest thing possible to the human emotion of happiness
within his capacity. Surprisingly, he thought it a sensation he
could learn to like. It was different than the gratification of
sexual pleasure that he knew all too well, but every bit as
intense. Perhaps even better, considering sexual pleasure left him
filled with an abysmal emptiness. What he felt now was continuous,
an unwavering euphoria. And it was novel. Never before in his
ephemeral life had he experienced this feeling. Of that he was
certain.

It had been a banner day, capped off by an
especially eventful night. One source of his elation was the
Ebone’s male concubine. Tormenting him provided hours of
satisfaction. Then there was the woman. He had happened upon her
while hovering near the Ebone. He was with her now. She was alone.
But earlier tonight, he had watched her copulate with a flesh and
blood man. Paralyzed by a mixture of fascination and envy, the
demon had remained transfixed from the moment the man pushed into
her, through his every thrusting movement, until sweaty and
exhausted the man had rolled off her leaving her whimpering and
unfulfilled.

Suddenly, the woman looked up in his
direction. For a moment, he worried that she might see him, and her
first sight of him would be through a haze of tears. But of course,
that was impossible. There was nothing of him to see. In some
amazing way that troubled him.

For a moment, he wondered if she was a
diversion set upon him by the Ebone. Or if perhaps she was a member
of the secret society that followed and protected her.

No matter, he ultimately decided. He
had nothing to fear, nothing at all to fear from this woman. It was
the same, always the same, especially with women, for he could
enter their dreams. Soon, this one would be his instrument to use
in any way he saw fit. On many occasions, he had attached himself
to one or more of the Ebone’s human entourage. They were easier to
read and often revealed secrets that could never be pried away from
her.

The demon knew that would be the case with
the male who shared the Ebone’s bed. He was weak and could be
easily manipulated. He had followed him home a few nights ago,
poking at him, whispering inside his mind, poisoning him against
the Ebone. She will use you and then toss you aside like a pair
of worn-out shoes. Has she not already ejected you from her
bed? The demon had repeated these taunts and derisive questions
until the male could think of nothing else. Yes, torturing him had
been enjoyable, and it would soon get better, much better. But
first, he would take care of the task at hand.

The woman was asleep now. The time was near.
Soon, she would be in that abandoned place where he could make his
presence known. And then he would go to work on her.
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Daybreak to nightfall passed uneventfully.
Anya enjoyed a much-welcomed respite from the fear and clinging
sense of dread, from the paranoia and bad dreams — and most
importantly, from the voice chattering away inside her head.

The more subtle signs of her deterioration,
though out of character, had set off no bells and whistles; a
missed appointment, forgetting to return a message or two, snapping
at the copy center clerk who had always been nothing but polite. It
was possible Anya deemed these occurrences irrelevant, or perhaps
they simply had gone unnoticed. Whatever the reason, she didn’t
bother mentioning the incidents to Dr. Howe. Instead, she recounted
a carefully censored version of her problem, glazing over the panic
attacks, and placing a higher emphasis on the more physical
symptoms — like her loss of appetite, the insomnia and tension
headaches.

Dr. Howe listened, all the while nodding and
taking ample notes. Then, she gave Anya a thorough examination,
including blood and urine tests, and finished by asking her a
series of questions about her current lifestyle, specifically about
her work habits. Anya answered candidly for the most part, but
neglected to mention her increased alcohol consumption.

“Sounds like you have a pretty hectic
schedule and haven’t been taking proper care of yourself,” Dr. Howe
said as she began writing a prescription. “Your symptoms could be
stress-related.”

“Is that what’s wrong with me? Is it just
stress?”

“That’s what I think. However, we won’t be
able to completely rule out any underlying disease, such as
hyperthyroidism or anemia, until the test results come back.”

“But you think it’s stress?”

“I think so. Overall, you seem in good
health. Can you come back to see me in two weeks?”

Anya nodded.

“Good. Make an appointment on your way out.
In the meantime, let’s try this and see what happens.” Dr. Howe
gave her the prescription “It’s for Ambien.”

“Okay.” Anya took the piece of paper and
shoved it into her tote bag.

“I’ll see you in a couple of weeks.” Dr.
Howe smiled supportively. “I’m sure everything is fine.”

Anya was barely out of the doctor’s office
when she pulled out her Palm Pilot and began scribbling for the
play’s second act, a reminder to buy a gift for Jasmine, and to
pick up the candlesnuffer from the repair shop. She was relieved.
Stress was just the diagnosis she’d hoped to hear. Having gotten a
clean bill of health, it was time to take control of her life
again.

As she walked by the Duane Reade on
Fifty-seventh Street and Seventh Avenue, she remembered the
prescription. Anya dug it out of her tote bag and eyed it
suspiciously. Damn, I really hate taking medication. She
could count on one hand how many aspirin she’d swallowed. Still, it
wasn’t as though her body was toxin-free. Taking a sleeping aid
when needed was better than drinking herself into oblivion. Things
change. People change. It was time to get with the program.

It was time to do a lot of things; one of
the first was dealing with the Paolo situation. Anya called the
restaurant first, but he wasn’t there. Then when she tried his home
number, the machine picked up. Fine. Apologies, like
breakups, were best handled in person.
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