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      His name was johnny. He lived on the Lower East Side in an apartment that overlooked a violent street in New York City. Some said he liked it there because it befit his underlying nature.

      He was a “new ager,” you know, a dabbler into the occult: astrology, E.S.P, reincarnation—that sort of thing. I was personally skeptical of anyone who epitomized a trend, but I’d had problems then, of a nature . . . well—unearthly. I didn’t seek johnny. He sought me, in a most magical fashion—the dark variety.

      Who would have known that when I boarded the 757 jet that rainy July morning, my destination was into the serpent’s mouth. My aim was New York City for a three-week tour exhibiting my ‘ethereal’ paintings at an upstanding gallery on Fifth Avenue. I was an artist; that was my trade. My medium: pastel oils. My subject: angels. I made it to New York City. I never made it to the gallery.

      I buckled myself into my fuel-fragranced airplane seat. The gray fabric made the underside of my knees itch. I tried stretching the bottom part of my mint green sundress lower under my knees but it didn’t budge. Oh well, what was a little itching when my whole life of late mimicked an all new episode of the Twilight Zone starring me, and written by God knows who. Maybe God didn’t know. Maybe I was alone in this.

      I stared outside through a window smudge snubbed when the last bottle of Windex was called to duty. Toy-like people in crisp maroon uniforms tended the jumbo hunk of steel, each brisk and purposeful in mission. My purpose had grown stale. My mission—staying sane.

      Gurgling stomach acid burned my insides. I pressed my layered hands over my stomach, hoping the loud squirting would soften and spare me embarrassment. Nervous sweat seeped from my pallid skin, dampening my sundress. I wanted to remove the short-sleeved cropped cotton jacket that went with the dress and cool off, but I always felt safer covered up. However, the real cover was my apprehension, obscuring the source of my worry, which was my future and not my present. The present was bad enough.

      The last six months my artist’s brush had taken to blacks and reds. My stroke created horror—death scenes, demons, and the like. I didn’t want to create such scenes, but they seemed to create themselves. I suppose any great work of art does. Still, I was less than joyful that the horror paintings were my best work, so brilliantly painted, they gave even me the chills. I’d shown them to no one, and kept them locked in what I refer to as my Dark Room at my home in Spruce, Arizona. Also in that room, were certain . . . artifacts that were . . . well, to put it bluntly, instruments of death: guns, swords, spears, chains, and whips. I was compelled to buy them.

      The plane filled. I smelled baby powder. A mother in crisp dark blue jeans and a white designer blouse buckled her car seat-bound infant in the seat next to me. When she finished, she brushed back a blonde curl from her eye and glanced at me with a ‘hope you don’t mind’ expression on her face, swollen prettily with the glow redolent of lactating mothers. I yearned for my deceased mother like pure air. Damn.

      The woman buckled herself in aside her little red-faced darling, soft I bet, innocent for sure, like I was once. No more though, no more. I had an Uzi.

      Oh how my face had flushed when the curious eyes of gun shop owners and antique weapons dealers, perused me. I felt as if they knew of my sin, and had deemed me a fallen angel.

      Weaponry clashed with my appearance: slight boned willowy frame, whitish complexion sprinkled with faint freckles, azure eyes under silky yellow bangs melding into an even circle of straight, fine, chin-length hair. I resembled one of those little ceramic angels singing from a hymnbook with a puppy dog at her side. You know, the kind of figurines you buy your kids. I was twenty-four but commonly mistaken for a teenager. I’d much rather resemble one of those raven-haired women with mile high cheekbones that made them look like a cat, kind of wild and mischievous. Something in the deep recesses of my being wanted unleashing. Something dark. Something evil.

      The plane engines revved. I clutched the seat arms. I closed my eyes and gulped. I would push this evil down into the land of amnesia, so help me God. I willed tears to stay in my eyes. As long as I could cry . . . redemption was viable.

      The plane moved along for a few minutes, and then lifted. As the air pressure changed, I felt more peculiar with each passing second. This excursion was meant to dissipate my unstable feelings. Instead, my limbs shivered with feverish trepidation. My fingers dug deeper into the arms of my upholstered seat, for this plane, like the ghost of Christmas future, seemed like it was taking me into my nightmare, into the darkest recesses of my psyche . . . not away from, but into my horror paintings. I could feel it. Or . . . maybe I was just crazy.

      The plane leveled. I grabbed my stomach, sickened by bumping motions. Airplane turbulence. Hot, I was so hot. Ill, I was too ill to be flying. The baby bound in the car seat next to me started fussing. Suddenly, I wanted to flee the plane, but like the infant, I felt fastened to my destiny. And unlike the infant, I felt sucked into iniquity by the vacuum cleaner of fate, an insignificant spec of dirt. The infant’s mother wedged a pacifier devotedly into the baby’s mouth. No such pacifier for me. I was going to hell.

      I’d always been the religious sort—good little Catholic girl and all that, hoping always for a perfect world of love, if only we could all quit sinning. And there I was with my dark secret, the greatest sinner of all. I’d upped my visits to church and just in case Satan was messing with me, I always wore a little gold crucifix that hung around my neck on a thin gold chain. The air turbulence didn’t stop. To crash and die would be a blessing, but if the plane crashed, all would suffer. How dare I! I touched my crucifix and prayed for redemption, but redemption was not on the menu.

      Back to johnny. My best friend and manager, Randa McCrea, had mentioned him to me a few times over the last year, claiming that he was not only a talented astrologer and master of the occult, but also an enigmatic libertine and street tough miracle worker. Ah, a man without rules. Now that was a sin. And a sinner who performed miracles. Now that was a lie. Angels performed miracles, and that is why I painted them.

      Back to Randa. Randa had always watched out for me, ever since I’d met her in the sixth grade, when her family moved from New York City to my tiny town. But small town life was never for her. When she turned eighteen, she moved back to New York City and inherited her aunt’s auspicious business, becoming one of the most prosperous art dealers in the country.

      Back to the unpleasant airplane ride. I dozed frequently in a delirium reminiscent of malaria, and consumed only scant food and soda. Somewhere in there, we landed at O’Hare Airport in Chicago and took off again. Once, I jolted awake with the ghastly vision of blood-soaked, pointy teeth. After that, I just wanted to get to Randa’s, desperate to feel one safe solitary moment in the arms of my best friend.

      Randa had given me much, including artistic success. Well, that’s not entirely true. I was gifted with an exceptional talent to paint—a child prodigy really, and it was a good thing, because other than religion, I had no interests. And other than Randa, I had no friends, not even boyfriends. My life long introversion kept people from approaching me. Well, nice people anyway.

      The jet circled round and round La Guardia Airport like a rendition of the well-honored tradition of “Ring Around the Rosie.” Finally, we approached the runway, baby screaming with ear pain. I was screaming too. Only no one could hear me.

      The plane landed bumpily. I sighed with relief when it finally stopped. Ah, the quiet. Ah, the still. My turn came to get off the jet with another adventure waiting to occur. I exited down the esophagus of the tunneled airplane ramp and made my way to baggage claim where I’d agreed to meet Randa. I would be staying with her in her plush Upper East Side condominium.

      There she was, looking oh so dilettante in her short-skirted red suit and matching pumps with three and a half inch wedged heels. She was a New Yorker through and through Cleopatra-like short black hair, long red nails, and flaming red lipstick—a high fashion, jet-setting, decadent, partying socialite. Her eyes lit when she saw me. She dashed my way and pecked my cheek with a kiss.

      She propelled us through a solid crowd to the designated baggage carousel that would spit out my luggage, wormed herself to the forefront, snatched my old-fashioned, no-wheel, floral cloth suitcase, enlisted a sky cap, tipped him twenty dollars, hailed a black and white taxicab, and off we sped to the Upper East Side. Randa would describe that as smooth sailing. I would describe it as running the gauntlet. Conveying my opinion to her would merely have yielded the reply, ‘Nonsense.’ That was Randa: diligent, gregarious, all fireballs and boxing gloves.

      By the time the taxi pulled up to her condominium, she had extracted my dark secret by pecking away at my thin facade until I cracked. Still, I should have known better than to tell her that particular secret, because it was then she insisted I see johnny. We entered her opulent building through full-size, brass-lined double doors and went through a maze of gray marbled hallway, into the ritzy brass-walled elevator that reflected my image. I could view my image, but who was I—really? What was I becoming? Up we went. But inside, I was going down.

      “johnny is the best astrologer in the state,” Randa said, like a mother bragging about her child.

      I replied, “But . . . but astrology is evil.”

      The elevator doors slid open with a high-speed whoosh that made me queasy. Randa surged into the gray-marbled hall with my suitcase, chest leading the way. “Astrology is chic.”

      I puffed my cheeks with all the air I could possibly muster and exhaled slowly, plodding behind her. I wasn’t going to win this one. She unlocked the condo door. We stepped into her clean white mansion, trimmed in red, accessorized with gold and glass. She dropped the suitcase, swooped in on her Picasso art decor phone situated on a brass-trimmed glass end table, and dialed johnny’s number.

      She was as bossy as she looked, and I had trepidations about her exposing my disturbing little secret to every Joe or johnny that she thought could assist me. I slid past her between the gold-lined glass coffee table and white leather sofa. I sat, knees knocked together with locked hands speared in my lap like a child in line for a booster shot.

      “Hello johnny. My best friend and famed artist, Jenséa Renlé, has an occult problem, shall we say . . . of a dark nature. I would like to schedule a reading for her pronto.”

      I blushed, moving into a slow motion curl facing a couch corner, hands over face. A red leather couch pillow, unbalanced by my motion, fell from its picture-perfect posture, plopping against my unyielding hands. But neither hands nor pillow could hide my embarrassment of her depiction of me to this stranger. And soon he’d know the horrid truth. Admitting this truth to me was hard enough.

      She told johnny the date, time, and place of my birth. I cursed her silently, and I did so for a long time to come.

      She hung up the phone with a smug expression. “He says he’ll calculate your chart. Then he’ll decide if he’ll see you.”

      I uncurled myself and sat up. “If?” I asked, hopeful that he’d deny me access into his occult world. I should be turning to a priest not an astrologer. No, no priest, for I would simply and utterly die of shame.

      Randa’s eloquently pointed face held assurance. Her chocolate brown eyes peeked out under long black lashes. “I mean, he’ll assess your astrological chart and determine if you’re worth his time. But don’t worry, you will be. The particulars of your problem will   be in your chart progressions, and he’ll know what you are dealing with before you say a word. And I’m sure he’ll deem your case all too intriguing to turn away.”

      “Where does he live?”

      Randa hesitated, and then spoke casually, “Lower East Side.”

      I scowled, fearing the element there, even though I’d heard it was undergoing renovation. Prejudice is a horrible thing. I kneaded my hands, and braved the question, “Where . . . in the Lower East Side?”

      Randa lowered her eyes. She sucked in a breath and held it, a gesture of stalling, and a look of guilt.

      Oh geez, not good. “Randa! Where?”

      She exhaled, almost perturbed, “Alphabet City. It’s not so bad. Many people go there. You really didn’t need to know this, Jenséa.”

      “You weren’t going to tell me? Didn’t you think I’d notice?” I rolled my eyes and mumbled sarcastically, “He’s probably an East River resident, and a member of the ‘Look at me wrong and you’re dead’ club.”

      “You are blowing everything out of proportion. That area has improved significantly. There is nothing to fear.”

      I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. “What Avenue?”

      Randa made an attempt at nonchalant. “Avenue D.”

      My eyes widened. “Avenue D!” My heart pounded in my ears. Ah, panic. Oh, terror. I dropped verbal bombs on Randa in rapid succession. “How can you act so casually about that neighborhood? Your stepbrother’s car was taken apart there and he was beaten to a pulp. Your cousin died from drugs over there too, and didn’t his girlfriend land in prison? How could you think that I would ever, ever, ever venture into that sordid neighborhood? It’s a crime zone, a war zone! We’ll be molested! We’ll be robbed! We’ll be murdered! What if johnny is a con man, a thief, a gangster! I can’t go there. I just can’t. I can’t and I won’t.”

      Randa raised a brow coolly like Lauren Bacall in a Humphrey Bogart movie. “Fine Jenséa, but remember this. Who could better help you confront your troubles with the dark side of life than a man who lives there?”

      I glared at her, mad-dog style.

      “Who could better advise you than a man to whom I’ve referred dozens of troubled friends, all who have returned overwhelmingly inspired?”

      My glare softened.

      “And who could better protect you than a man so street savvy, the criminally-minded gravitate away from him.”

      “Even so, Randa, this idea is insane and unholy.”

      “What’s unholy is your dark little secret, and what’s sane is going to someone who can help you make sense of it.”

      My eyes shot sideways in defeat. My bombs had exploded, all gone now, doing no damage at all. They never did. Besides, the biggest bomb of all was waiting to detonate in my Dark Room back home, and I—the victim. I didn’t know how to disarm it. Maybe johnny did.

      “All right,” I said.

      An hour passed. Randa had consumed three cigarettes and two glasses of scotch with regal impatience. Her eloquent way of handling things ever amazed me. I sat there in my soiled mint green sundress and little matching jacket, wringing my hands and tapping my feet. I bit down my nails, drank lemonade, and nibbled on cheese and crackers. I was not so eloquent.

      My thoughts were busy with crime on Avenue D. Considering that, I hoped johnny would say no. Yet, somewhere deep inside me I needed him to say yes.

      The phone rang. I jumped.

      Randa left her half-poured scotch and soda behind on the gold-trimmed, glass wet bar and streaked across the living room. She grabbed the phone on the end table next to me. After a brief pause, she said, “Very well. She’ll be there within the hour.” She hung up the phone and smiled coyly. “You’re in.”

      My heart fluttered. “Today! He wants to see me . . . today?” My stomach gurgled. “Now?” I wrung my hands. “But it’s so late in the day, almost evening, and I’m tired from traveling.”

      “If johnny says you must come now, you have got to trust him. He knows things. He wants you to come to his apartment.”

      “You mean—we.”

      “No, I mean—you.”

      I scowled. “Well, why can’t you come?”

      “Because johnny wants you to come alone.”

      I jumped up from the sofa. “Well . . . well . . . does johnny always get what johnny wants!”

      “Usually,” she said. Her eyes rolled sideways, and she added quietly, “Somehow he does.”

      “There is something suspicious about this man. What possible reason could he have for not wanting you to accompany me?”

      “The reason is irrelevant. He will help you. He knows what he’s doing, and he wants you alone.”

      “Randa, I’m the gullible one, remember? You’re the assertive one. Why must things be on his terms? Why can’t you put them on your terms like you always do?”

      She stared at me, friend to friend. “This is different.”

      My face fell. “I can’t go to that part of town—alone, especially on a Friday evening. I might get stuck there after nightfall.”

      “It will be fine, Jenséa. The sun sets late this time of year.”

      “But I can barely handle Fifth Avenue . . . much less Avenue D.” Flashes. Memories. My shoulders sank. I blinked back tears. “You know how I feel about New York City.”

      My defiance had faded into a painful recollection of a news clipping, French actor Robert Renlé and his wife, American playwright Carole Renlé‚ were mugged and brutally slain late last night in Times Square after exiting the Broadway Production, ‘Phantom of the Opera.’ Surviving them is three-year-old daughter Jenséa.

      Randa’s voice softened, “Jenséa, I know New York City holds bad memories for you; I know it does, but johnny will watch over you. He’s kind of psychic, so if you are in trouble, or if trouble is coming, he will know, I promise. He always ensures the safety of his clients.”

      I shook my head silently, realizing better than anyone how violent New York City streets can be. I could still see my Grandma’s hand reaching down to mine as she told me that I was going to go live with her in Arizona because mommy and daddy went to heaven.

      “You must deal with your current problem, Jenséa.”

      “I won’t make it in that part of town by myself. I’m a predator magnet. Surviving at home in the country is a trial. Surviving here is a feat.”

      “I always watch out for you,” Randa said.

      “You won’t be if you send me off alone.”

      “I’m putting you in capable hands.”

      “In that part of town, there are no hands capable of protecting me. I’m not normal.”

      “Neither is johnny.”

      “Randa, you know that discretion is my only defense. I rarely leave home, because alone, for me, is dangerous. I’m here because you are. And now you want to send me off without you to a part of town I can’t survive.”

      She landed her hands warmly on my shoulders. “johnny will protect you.”

      I wiped my finger over an escaped tear. “He’d need an army to protect me.”

      Randa shook her head. “johnny will solve your problem, and you need your problem solved.” She grabbed a tissue from the box on the end table and dabbed the moisture from the corners of my eyes. “I would never steer you wrong. You are family to me.”

      Maternal nurturing. Works every time. Growing up with no mother made me putty when I was mothered, and I always felt like Randa’s child. She’s the type that would never have kids or puppies, so I guess, in some weird fashion—I was it. I scrunched my face, toddler style, swallowing sour surrender. “Okay, I’ll go—alone.”

      She smiled. “You won’t be sorry.”

      She scribbled something on a white sheet of notepaper and stuffed it in her pocket. johnny’s address, I presumed. I guess she didn’t want my little eyes stewing over my destination.

      She guided me into her mauve-colored bedroom where my new wardrobe, bought by her, hung meticulously in her immense walk-in closet. She loved dressing me for art shows. However, I distinctly felt that she was now going to dress me for johnny. She stripped me out of my mint green sundress into a provocative little number that just wasn’t me—a black slinky gown that revealed every curve I had. Wonderful. Nothing like enticing every predator from here to Timbuktu.

      I told her, ‘no way’ and we compromised on an indigo cotton crop top, tight white jeans, indigo belt, and short-heeled pumps to match.

      “Indigo brings out your eyes,” she said. She fiddled with my hair for a while, deciding at last that it was so straight and fine, not much could be done with it.

      Lastly, she strapped an eloquent indigo silk fanny pack around my hips and stuffed it with the meager contents from my small white travel purse, adding the paper she had stuck in her pocket, and a key to her condo. I didn’t travel much, so my driver’s license, cash, and a comb were all I carried.

      I glared at Randa. “I’m going to be mugged.”

      Her hands landed on my shoulders once more. “I told you, johnny will watch over you. He will. I have gone to his place a dozen times with no problem. And I have a running account with him   that has worked out fine.” She turned me toward the door and drove me across the room.

      “Only the saints can watch over me—,” I said. I tossed my head back, then added half-teasing, “—and you.”

      “And that’s exactly what I’m doing—watching over you.” She pushed me like ‘the little engine that couldn’t,’ out the condo, down the hall to the elevator. “Remember when I told off our history teacher, Mr. Wells, in high school when he put the moves on you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Remember when I told that doctor off for molesting you, and worked to get his license revoked?”

      “Yes.”

      “And remember that psychopath who wormed his way into your home the day he got out of prison? I got him out of your life, remember?”

      “Yes.”

      “So, do you honestly think I’d send you to a derelict?”

      “No,” I said sheepishly.

      “But this is New York City, Randa. I have to pass through it to get to johnny.”

      “Wasn’t it you who wanted to go to college and major in social psychology so you could help the world? Well, view New York City as a behavioral scientist. Learn something. Make notes. Write an article!”

      It was true. I had a passion for understanding how various groups and individuals affect each other. Understanding that relationship could solve problems and improve the world. Unfortunately, pursuing my dream by attending college wasn’t an option. Too many men in those places. I did get one of those ‘go through college at home’ degrees, but I didn’t tell Randa. I didn’t want her making a fuss over it. Besides, changing the world meant I had to go out in it. So . . . I painted, bestowing the only gift I could.

      We arrived at the elevator. I faced her, and said in jest, “I prefer to study the inner city from a book.”

      “You must go there to truly know it.”

      I half-jested, “I feel like you are sending me off to hell.” Deep down, I was serious.

      “I’m sending you to one who has the wisdom to master hell,” she said, guiding me inside the brassy box pressing the first floor button. The doors closed. My mind closed. “You are sending me to a hell master?” I reached for the open button. Randa grabbed  my hand and down we went, my stomach dropping three floors with the elevator.

      Her clutch on my arm transformed into a loving hold. “Just because he can master evil doesn’t mean he is evil.”

      The elevator doors slid open. My eyes were on Randa. Would she send me to the Devil? Was I crazy for thinking so?

      She splayed one hand on my back, the other on my shoulder, guiding me through tangles of hallway until we reached the street outdoors. We stood on the sidewalk curb in July’s hot humid air. Randa waved her hand for a taxi.

      Horns blared. Tires hummed. Sirens sounded. People poured around us with disinterest. I felt unreal. Life seemed a dream. I was as a grain of sand in the hourglass, dropping down, down, with no power to stop the fall. And we were all falling. And nobody cared. Why should I?

      Every time a taxi came toward us, it stopped short and gobbled up other people. I was melting like a Popsicle in the heat of my own denial, along with the heat of July in New York. My bangs stuck to my forehead, my moist top clung to my chest, and a bead of salty sweat dripped into my eye, stinging.

      Again, Randa’s arm waved. “Taxi!”

      A yellow cab trimmed in black pulled up with a screeching halt. The driver was a hefty man with a pear-shaped face featuring surly eyes. Ah, panic. I looked to the heavens. I did care about falling!

      Randa leaned into my pear-faced foe. “Alphabet City.” She rattled off the address, then handed him a fifty-dollar bill. “Keep the change.”

      His fist devoured the money.

      Randa smiled, levity in her eyes. “Get her there in one piece.”

      A joke? I wasn’t laughing. And Randa took that seriously, forcing me into the back seat before I could rebel and become, what’s that they say? ‘Stubborn as a mule.’ The taxi pulled away. Randa stood on the curb in her blood-red clothes waving a vigorous goodbye. Ah! So, this is how children felt when mommy sent them off to camp.

      I fidgeted for almost twenty minutes, hoping to survive the jolting stop-and-go cab ride during rush hour traffic. The seatbelt was stuck and I couldn’t use it, and I didn’t want to draw attention to myself by scooting to the middle to the next seatbelt over. The abrupt accelerations and decelerations creamed my stomach, not to mention my neck. And turning corners . . . well, I know what seat belts were really made for. The driver stopped suddenly. I almost banged my head on the front seat.

      He said, “Get out!”

      I swallowed the bile rising in my throat. “Have we arrived?”

      The driver’s irritable eyes glared at me in the reflection of the rear view mirror. “Almost.”

      I felt like a two-year old. “Well, why can’t you take me all the way there?”

      His wide face turned toward me. “Because I got another customer.”

      “But . . . I was here first.”

      “Ever hear of Catbone Jammer—hottest jazz musician around. Well that’s him right there by your door, waiting for you to get out. Beat it.”

      “But I don’t know where I’m going.”

      “Take Avenue C to 6th St. Then go to Avenue D.”

      “But I can’t be on these streets alone.”

      I wanted to be mad at him. However, I could never be mad at strangers—only intimidated.

      He sprung out of the cab and yanked open my door, snatched my arm, pulled me out, and ushered the skinny longhaired musician all cool and special in his wild orange and brown paisley shirt, into my vacated seat. I felt like an old piece of gum that was spit out on the sidewalk—thrown over for a snazzier flavor.

      The taxi sped away. I watched it forlornly until it appeared as small as a matchbox toy. I’d been abandoned in a slum. And I was alone.
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      I looked frantically for another taxi, this way and that. None. A police officer would do. I scanned the populated sidewalks featuring busy shops, bars, and street corner businesses. None.

      A frantic voltage charged my body. The Indy 500 racecar drivers would lose the race my heart was in. A kindly face . . . I gulped. A kindly face would do. But I was left with the same disheartening conclusion. None. The faces here held an energy: kind of raw, kind of wild, sort of desperate, with a touch of something like experimental enthusiasm—a little like the old wild west, where adventure was high, and security low.

      I pulled out the piece of paper Randa had stuffed in my fanny pack and studied the address. E.6th St. and Ave D, SE corner, Apt. 666. 666? Mark of the Beast. Was this a joke? Randa, I cried silently, I really hope you’re right about johnny. I had such reservations about him. Oh, why did I give in to her?

      And then I knew why. I had no place else to turn.

      I couldn’t believe I had to walk these streets—alone. I’d never make it, not me. I caught a sob that nearly burst from my throat. I swallowed it. Geez, that hurt. Good thing I caught it though. It was a monster-size boo-hoo and it would have attracted much attention. And attention . . . I did not need.

      I looked up at the street sign nearest me, trying to subdue my distraught expression. Appearing vulnerable—not good. The sign read, Ave C. The cross sign read, E 10th St. Okay, I was on Avenue C, but which way to East 6th Street? Me and my bad sense of direction never did get along. I could get turned around coming out of a grocery store. That monster-size boo-hoo shot up my throat again. I forced it down.

      I looked both ways along Avenue C. Street energy thickened the air, swallowing me. My shoulders caved, my eyes closed, and sweat slipped down my temples. I felt imaginary in a non-fiction world. Saint Jude, I prayed, help me. I wanted to run. I wanted to hide. But there was no place to hide but at johnny’s apartment. And there was no one to run to but johnny.

      I darted my eyes about the streets like a frightened schoolgirl, biting my nails. Should I ask someone for directions and risk being mugged? Should I brave it alone and risk going the wrong way? Should I dodge into the nearest place, search for a phone, and call another taxi? Or should I call Randa? Randa always said I should have a cell phone. Why didn’t I listen to her? The unanswered ‘shoulds’ ripped at me, but nothing like the one unequivocal shouldn’t screaming in my brain. I shouldn’t have come here!

      A hotdog wrapper blew against my ankle. Looking down, I saw a chunk of squashed catsup-covered hotdog smothered with ants. I stepped back. That was going to be me soon, dead meat if I didn’t act fast. Yet, I couldn’t seem to move, and I wouldn’t last long in the underbelly of a street-life community. Randa said that johnny had psychic powers, that he could foresee trouble, and that he would protect me. But I knew I was really on my own.

      I didn’t do well on my own. Never had. I was candy for villain and vagrant. Bad men always pursued me, hurt me. And bad men came in all shapes, roles, and walks of life: teachers, doctors, and so-called friends of the family. I’d been sexually pursued and molested since puberty. Something about me attracted predators, and in the subject of self-defense, I always got F’s. You know, F, for failure. Guess my parents did too. Maybe it ran in the family.

      I was weak in worldly matters, but I was strong spiritually, and wonderful at forgiving, loving, and nurturing. However, predators didn’t care about those things, so I decided to pray. Praying—I was good at that. I clasped my hands over the tiny gold crucifix that hung in the hollow of my neck. I closed my eyes. Oh Saint Jude, show me the way. If you do, I vow to burn my horrific paintings and destroy the weapons I’ve collected.

      My shoulder was tapped from behind. A shockwave electrified my body. My eyes flashed open. I swung around, face to shoulder with a man. I stepped back inadvertently and raised my eyes. The unkempt man had a red-haired crew cut and a two-day beard. Sweat streams left clean streaks on his dirty face.

      He narrowed his hard blue eyes. “Need help, miss?”

      I said, “I am looking for—”

      He coughed violently for over a minute, hacking up phlegm and spitting it on the street. His ragged tan shirt and soiled khaki pants were caked with grime. He smelled like mucus and alcohol. My lungs felt coated with goo, and I too wanted to cough. Sickening things flashed in my mind. I was experiencing this man’s reality. Poor guy.

      He was stooped over in the middle of coughing when his eyes struck me with a ruttish stare. Or . . . poor me. I glanced about, scraping the streets once more for help.

      “Are you lost?” he said, calling my attention back to him. The coughing jag was over; his good citizenship mask was back in place. And, I . . . I was back in my usual pickle.

      I barely nodded, stiff-necked with terror. My hands trembled when I showed him the paper with johnny’s address. “I . . . I . . . I’m trying to find this . . . this place.”

      He smiled, showing yellow teeth. “I’ll take you there.”

      He reeked of dirty mischief. Oh Saint Leonard, I prayed, hear my cry!

      “I can make it there myself,” I said, stuffing the paper in my hip pocket, “if only you can point me in the right direction.”

      Then, as if sensing my repulsion, he pointed his finger. “That way.”

      “Thank you, sir.” I walked away, feigning casual, attempting to veil my terror. Criminals are attracted to fear, so they say. And so I believed because the coughing man followed me. He whom I’d labeled—Red Hair. I passed various buildings and shops that didn’t look so bad. I passed bars beginning to fill, and food establishments that looked pretty full already. On my left, I passed what appeared to be a community garden. Maybe all this danger was in my head—maybe.

      I came to an intersection, E. 9th St. I wiped the sweat from my forehead. I needed a hanky, a hat, or something. “Crosswalk signal turn green,” I whispered. And then it did. Thank you, God. I crossed the street, aware of Red Hair behind me, his cough—the dead giveaway. I shouldn’t say dead, not now.

      I pretended that I was strolling through Zeke’s Meadow, near Phillipsburg, Montana. Zeke’s Meadow was my most favorite place in the whole world—untamed and beautiful, forest and field brimming with wildlife, fish, and flowers. There, I’d dream of angels and fairies, unicorns and winged horses, fantasizing all day.

      Pretending is great. The problem—reality. I saw flowers, but those I passed, saw me. A couple of rough looking teen-age boys were leaning against a building, smoking. They eyed me as I passed them. I had to fight a wave of dizziness. Their realities were so—harsh. Then a man passed me with an immoral eye. It was happening. I was being noticed, not just by Red Hair, but others. This is the way it always went down for me, even in safer places. I wanted to back into a dark corner and cry, but something inside told me to stay cool and keep walking. I could walk, but how could I stay cool? Especially here.

      Rage ran high in parts like these, and sorrow seldom waned. Too much pain can activate the bestial side of humans. And here I felt it plenty. Reckless eyes combed the streets for scapegoats like me to receive the runoff of rage and sorrow that no human could withstand. Troublemakers exuded their neon intentions. Fear-disabled lurkers would not interfere should the scoundrels decide to feed. And carnivorous wannabe’s frothed satisfaction when the true carnivores slammed gold crowns of status off their victim’s heads, or when they slammed the heads off their victims.

      Laughing at another’s plight somehow brought the wannabe's relief. The ‘another’ was sometimes me, and cruel laughter almost disturbed me more than any offending act. Overdramatic or not, I’d rather die.

      I came to the next intersection, E. 8th St. I saw what looked like a public service building on the other side of the street. I contemplated dodging in there to call Randa, but then I noticed it was closed. It must be after 6:00 p.m. “Crosswalk signal turn green,” I whispered again, and again it did. If God was helping me, then I had nothing to fear, right?

      I passed a string of eateries, and bars, and a little shop run by two sweet-looking Puerto-Rican ladies trying to survive. I almost turned in there to ask if I could use a phone, but the customers looked dodgy. I walked on by, acting natural, Oh Laura Vicuna, I prayed, Spare me my parents’ fate. Everyone else seemed to move along in an unthreatened manner. It seemed that only I was caught in some sort of time loop where all the dark things came out of the cracks and gravitated to me. Animalistic stares ate my thin veneer, exposing my tender insides, turtle without a shell.

      I heard Red Hair coughing a little way behind me as I came to E. 7th St, hoping again that the crosswalk signal would turn green, and for the third time now, it did, with no waiting. I finally made it to E. 6th St.

      A nice looking young woman hurried past me.

      I blurted, “Which way to Avenue D?”

      She pointed without saying a word.

      “Thank you, miss.”

      I hurried down East 6th St. I knew I was supposed to act casual, but a bad feeling was mounting inside me. There it was, Avenue D. johnny’s tenement was across the street somewhere. I just had to determine which corner was southeast. By the look of the buildings, it appeared he lived in public housing, another little gem Randa failed to mention. What else hadn’t she told me?

      “Stay cool,” I whispered to myself, wiping the sweat from my brow, “God will protect me.”

      And I thought He was, because again the crosswalk signal told me to go. But halfway across the road, a white low-rider Chevy blasted in front of me, nearly running me over. My hand flew to my mouth, corking my shriek. I stood there petrified, struggling to gather my wits.

      An arm circled my shoulders. At first, I thought it was Red Hair, but it was a Puerto Rican lady with fuzzy short hair in a raggedy white shift, patterned with faded blue flowers. She sobbed in a drunken drawl about how she had no money, and that the social workers were going to take her children. I peered through her eyes, her brain on fire, survival weary, spiritually dehydrated, socially henpecked. I wanted to scream the pain of the ghetto mom, of all ghetto moms, of all moms. Their pain was mine.

      My body felt surreal, not a thing of the earth, not a thing at all, not even there. A car horn blared, threatening to mow us down. I snapped back into myself so hard, I jolted with a gasp. We were standing in the middle of the street, motionless. I didn’t even remember stopping. I sprinted clumsily to the curb, weighted down by the Puerto Rican lady.

      When we reached the sidewalk, I glanced back to see if Red Hair was still behind me. I didn’t see him. I turned forward and stared into the barrel chest of a man, he whom I labeled—Pot Belly, because his round protruding belly nearly kissed my stomach. His maroon tank top hid part of a snake tattoo. The rest of the snake tattoo wound up his neck. The drunken lady meandered away.

      I tried to go around Pot Belly, but he stepped in front of me. My eyes rose to glimpse his dark Puerto Rican face, long wiry hair, and dandelion beard. I felt the probing eyes of two more men burrowing into me with sexual disrespect—his cohorts, I presumed. Their realities soaked into me: vulgarity, cruelty, dog-eat-dog energy, pornographic lust, and sadistic laughter. I was screaming hard inside, trying to drown the phantom laughter of these men in the horrid visions that played in my head.

      My face went glacier cold. I would never move again, think again, feel again . . . be—again. I prayed. Oh Saint Leonard, guide me through this. Help me to . . .

      Pot Belly’s voice broke into my prayer, “Got any change, lady?”

      “Any drugs?” asked another, laughing, I think because he knew the answer.

      “Any condoms?” asked the third man.

      I swallowed hard and forced my head up, raising my eyes to Pot Belly. When I first spoke, only a whisper emerged. I tried again, and managed sound. I realized I was barely breathing. To speak was like flinging a ton of bricks off my chest. “Please, let me go.”

      His malignant smile bore a gold front tooth, glaringly shiny and big. I stared at the silly pretentious thing as if it were a weapon out of some horror comic strip growing humongous in front of my eyes. I know I see things that aren’t really happening. I know I have a strong imagination. I know.

      Pot Belly said, “She got no condoms. She got no drugs. But I bet she got change.” His hands split in two directions; one touched my fanny pack, the other circled my neck.

      A lengthy knife blade whisked past my face. A hand slammed my shoulder, propelling me backward, almost into the street. Red Hair stood in front of me, waving his blade maniacally at the trio, hailing them with insidious curses, and mumbling something in Spanish with a crazed expression on his face. He seemed to be protecting me. Was this God’s doing? The trio parted, faces imprinted with cautious disgust.

      Red Hair reached back, took my wrist, and pulled me toward a tenement, saving me the trouble of determining which corner was southeast. He was being helpful. Had I misjudged him?

      The maroon brick building was defaced with what looked like fresh graffiti. Shards of glass and empty vials littered the ground.

      “Here it is—” he said. He coughed again for a long minute, “—the place you wanted to find. I got a friend who lives here. We could use his room for a while.”

      “What?” I strained my eyes, trying to understand.

      He looked me up and down. “You owe me.”

      No. I hadn’t misjudged him.

      “Well,” I said nervously, pretending I didn’t know what he was after. I touched my silk fanny pack. “I can pay you.”

      He shoved me against the brick wall near the entrance, pinning me there with a bony-fingered iron grip on my upper arms. “That’s not what I mean, bitch.”

      I knew what he meant. I’d been raped once when I was fifteen and again when I was eighteen. I vowed that if it ever happened again, I would end my life. A person can endure only so much degradation. AIDS wasn’t a pleasant prospect either.

      I wanted to heave, but a sob came out instead. “Please, please, please let me go!”

      “When I’m finished with you, bitch.”

      I closed my eyes. Oh Saint Maria, Saint Maria, I need you!

      He pressed his body hard against me. I felt of him what I least wanted to feel stirring against my abdomen. I dodged a kiss by turning my head. I trembled violently, chilled to the bone, despite the heat. His wretched reality filled me. Again, I felt surreal, on the verge of blacking out. A glob of sweat sank into my eye, stinging. Everything had gone to pot. Randa had been so wrong.

      I heard the entrance door swing open. A well-muscled Puerto Rican man walked out in a white tank top and black boxing shorts. He had a healthy look, clean curly hair, white socks, and black satiny sneakers. He looked straight at us. I stared hard at him, my eyes pleading for help.

      “Hey dude,” he said, approaching, “leave that girl alone.”

      Oh thank you, God. This man was going to help me, he whom I labeled—My Hero.

      Red Hair glanced at My Hero. “Fuck you.”

      My Hero shoved Red Hair from me and said, “No, fuck you.”

      Red Hair whipped out his knife waving it in front of My Hero. My Hero snatched Red Hair’s wrist and made him drop the knife.

      My Hero said, “Take off, lady,”

      And I did. I yearned to say, thank you, but fear ate my words. Even so, I think he knew how I felt. I raced into the apartment building onto a dingy yellow floor stained with grease and blood. The discolored ceiling was lined with bug covered florescent lights that hummed with a drone of flies. I dreaded flies. I searched for an elevator, but found only a stairway. Oh well, it was better than a poke in the eye. Or . . . anywhere else.

      Hearing the entrance door swing open, I glanced to see who was there. Red Hair was glaring at me with clenched teeth. Foam actually edged his mouth. Blood streaked his face. What had happened to My Hero?

      I had no time to ponder. I raced up the stairway, my shoes smacking the steps. I panted breathlessly, passing open side windows caked with loitering flies. Several buzzed around my head as I ran, trying to land. Like men, they disregarded the control tower, me, and tried to land anyway. I made it to the second floor. Four more floors to go.

      Red Hair’s footsteps thundered behind me, closing in fast. He coughed every minute or so. Lucky for me. It bought me seconds. And I was only seconds ahead of him. I shoved my aching legs one in front of the other, up the numerous steps that would lead me to the sixth floor.

      I hadn’t the musculature or lungs for such a workout. I was slowing down, but I forced myself upward stair after stair, summoning energy I didn’t know I possessed. A fly shot in from the open side window on the fifth flight of stairs and smacked into my cheek. Would Red Hair get me too?

      I made it to the third floor. I couldn’t stop thinking about flies. Guess it was easier than admitting it was really men I feared. Fly experiences flashed through my mind with each thud of my foot. I’m four, watching a black and white horror movie, The Fly. I’m five, sitting with dangling legs on a stilled swing eating a piece of my birthday cake. A fly lands on the fluffy white frosting. I scream and fling my cake away from me, losing my balance. I topple backward off the swing, my pink pinafore over my head, cake splattered on the ground. My head hits a metal toy truck and I’m knocked out. Flashes . . . nightmares, for years. The flies are going to get me. The flies are going to get me. The men are going to get me. The man is going to get me. Funny what you think of with death at your door. Yes, a fly’s a fly, but fear is fear, and flies and men are all the same to me.

      I made it to the fourth floor. My lungs burned. My legs felt like lead. I heard Red Hair wheezing not far behind me. I made it to the fifth floor, and then the sixth floor. I burst into the hallway stretching long ahead of me. I stumbled onto flat ground, pulling myself forward against the corridor wall, my hands crawling fast. “johnny!” I was gasping for air and could barely eek out his name. “johnny . . . johnny!”

      Red Hair shot onto flat ground and bolted toward me. I could go no faster. My legs weren’t capable. Red Hair ate my short lead, snapped his arm around my chest, and lifted my feet off the floor.

      I shrieked, too breathless to scream.

      He ran sideways, hauling me back down the hall, probably toward his friend’s apartment. I tried again to scream, but his hand clamped over my mouth and nose. Forget screaming, I couldn’t breathe.

      My lungs were going to burst. Dizzy, I felt dizzy. I thought God had forsaken me until Red Hair tripped over a cardboard box by an apartment door. He fell. I landed on his bony chest. He moaned and then coughed on my head. Roaches sprayed out on the floor around us, running for new cover. A long brown rat grazed my knee and scampered down the hall.

      Red Hair’s arms had loosened, so I vaulted clumsily from his grasp. He swiped at me, barely missing my arm. I ran. He bumbled to his feet and chased me.

      I ran down the corridor letting loose a full lunged high-pitched holler, “j . . o . . h . . n . . n . . y!” I turned back to view the status of Red Hair. He had broken into a high-speed run, closing   in fast. I screamed hysterically, “johnny! johnny! johnny!” passing doors in such a helter-skelter fashion, the numbers blurred.

      I thought a door slammed shut behind me, I mean directly behind me in the middle of the corridor. I heard Red Hair’s footsteps no more. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw a man’s back about twenty feet away. He seemed to be blocking Red Hair from me. I stopped and turned fully toward the scene with ragged breath and burning throat. My heartbeat thumped in my ears, distorting my hearing. I wiped off the sweat globs dripping from my eyelids to better view the scene.

      The man had lengthy black hair and black attire: dress shirt, jeans, boots.

      The merest sliver of Red Hair’s shoulder shadowed the man in black, bobbing a bit as he wheezed. The man in black had a medieval air about him. I half expected him to draw a sword. Instead, he drew back his elbow. And then it flew forward. Red Hair fell.

      I’d never really seen a man punched before. Why wasn’t I feeling Red Hair’s pain? Why wasn’t I gasping in shock? I had no stomach for violence, not even on television, not even for cuts, bruises, or bug bites. Maybe I didn't feel Red Hair's pain because I only saw part of the punch, mostly blocked by the man in black. Maybe the man in black's energy was like a wall somehow, obstructing my empathic curse. Red Hair’s legs were sprawled on the floor, but I could see nothing else as the man in black shrouded my view.

      I awaited to see the man in black's eyes, for they would reveal if he was like My Hero, or just another predacious competitor. He turned around. Before I could analyze his eyes, they captured mine. Fiery. Mesmerizing. His pupils seemed to whirl like vortexes, inviting me into the unknown. Not physical whirling really, more surreal, like a sensation. I could imagine that he was no other than the infamous johnny.
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      Time vanished. Space vanished. For one perfect moment that held forever, I experienced rapture in the eyes of this man, this stranger, johnny . . . or whoever he might be. Fire burned in forbidden places, eating my morals alive, unnerving me—this feeling, stretching so far, yet staying so now. Pray he be my angel, my savior, my saint. But no, for anything this pleasant was surely sinful. I feared it was. Feared he was. I closed my eyes to break the cursed-blessed spell.

      Preparing to be freed from my ecstatic capture, I restored my vision. However, the spell was not broken. Only my eyes were free to roam. The details of his form seemed magicked, shimmering and twinkling against black velvet infinity. He was in the most literal sense, breathtaking. My lungs were empty of air. After three jagged endeavors, I managed to inhale once.

      He didn’t move or speak; he seemed equally entranced in this long and pregnant pause. He wore no mask, no polite demure, no machismo persona, though ever so manly he was. There was a charismatic realness to him that I’d never before witnessed in a human being. Was this love at first sight? Did everyone view him this way? Did Randa? How could she not have told me how beautiful he was.

      His cinnamon-colored face held exotic allure. Hawaiian? Tahitian? Spanish? As an artist, I studied the shades and contours of his features, which even from a distance seemed clear. His deep-set amber eyes lurked under sharp mystical brows. His jaw struck me as the progeny of maleness and ageless strength, like a flamenco dancer stomping feet with prowess and might. I couldn’t imagine him dancing though, maybe being a firework in the sky. Yes, that was more him.

      A black chain necklace vanished under the vee opening of his silk shirt. What symbol hung on it? Religious? Long hair garnished his chest, black tresses on black silk. Ebony fingerless gloves revealed smooth long fingers, implying protection from work and weather, yet seemingly impervious to the pain that punching might cause. His legs were positioned in so virile a stance, my breath froze on the climactic moment. I was in love.

      In love, sweaty, dirty, and maybe stinky. Maybe I even smelled like mucus and alcohol. I sucked in a jagged breath of air and said, “j . . . johnny?”

      “That’s me,” he answered casually, in a tone so rich and deep, my knees weakened.

      “I’m Jenséa,” I said softly.

      He walked toward me in a velvety glide, exuding a kind of mystical confidence. My heart beat for him. Gorgeous him. I was startled to see that his amber eyes were actually a fiery orange. Who had orange eyes? He exuded more warrior finesse than I could assimilate. He didn’t belong here. Stallions didn’t live in the ghetto. They ran wild and free in wide-open places untainted by the ills of man.

      When he was halfway to me, he said cynically, “I see you have survived.”

      His cynicism alerted my caution. Other men who had hurt me also spoke in cruel tones disguised under charming veneers that harbored rapists and murderers. Randa knew him, yes, but that didn’t make him harmless. And yes, he’d saved me, but so did Red Hair before claiming I owed him.

      I thrust out my hand. “Wait.”

      He didn’t wait. He slowed like a stalking cat, but toward me—he came.

      I stepped backwards, my wariness rising.

      “You are safe,” he said, advancing smoothly, slowly.

      My other palm shot up to join the first one, gesturing, ‘wait, wait, double wait.’ My breath audibly quivered. My clumsy backward retreat left me unbalanced. “I’m . . .” I swallowed hard, “—not sure about you.”

      “I won’t harm you,” he said warmly.

      “They all say that,” I said. “And then they do.”

      As he glided toward me, his head cocked slightly, almost coyly. His eyes seemed to probe my subconscious.

      Even as my tongue rattled ‘go away’ words, I fought an enormous urge to kiss him, and then cry out, save me! After all, isn't that why Randa sent me to him? But he wouldn't save me, couldn't save me—not me. This I knew.

      He reached me, even as I was backing up. “There is much you don't know about yourself.”

      I furrowed my brows suspiciously, hands out, as the ‘wait’ message was partially for me to gain control of this sinful desire for a man of probable badness. Perhaps God had given me to the Devil as punishment for painting horror.

      Oh Saint Margaret, I prayed, help me be good. Help me be strong. Save me from—

      As if reading my mind, johnny's words broke into my prayer with a seductive tone that swallowed me whole. “I can save you, Jenséa. You are safe with me.”

      If only I could be safe with him. My whole life I’d longed for protection, more than love. More than love. I wanted him to talk on, and weave a wonderful knight in shining armor tale. If only he spoke truth. But he didn't. Men lie. On second thought, he'd best not speak.

      I must have been stepping backward crooked because my back hit the wall. I felt like one of those sad, hapless victims in Lethal Weapon, the ones Mel and Danny find dead. I wasn’t dead yet. Soon maybe.

      He stopped in front of me.

      My eyes rolled up to assess his.

      He said, “You had trouble getting here.”

      I touched my crucifix. “More than you know.”

      “I know.”

      I glanced at Red Hair, out cold on the dirty floor. “Will he be all right?” My wrists crossed over my heart. A child-like reaction, I know, but I felt like a child.

      “The human body is resilient.”

      “But that punch was—hard.”

      A cold glaze crossed his eyes. “Not hard enough.”

      I threw my hands over my face. “I don’t like that look!”

      “You wouldn’t—gentle Pisces.”

      Still hiding behind my hands, I said, “That look hurts me.”

      “The look is gone, ma chérie.”

      My father was French. I loved a man speaking French to me. Not that one ever did, except maybe my father, but I fantasized one would—maybe, some day. I guess today was the day. I lowered my hands and braved to peek at him once more.

      He stared into me, not at me, with eyes hot and manly. Not the whirling thing this time, just pure male energy.

      My body was further activated with sensations that leapt off the scale. I was immoral for having untamed lust. I’d never felt lust before. I was kind of closed that way. I guess ‘was’ is the operative word. It was imperative that I shove these sensations back into the vault from which they'd escaped.

      “Free yourself,” he said.

      “What?” I replied. I pressed my back harder against the wall, as if I could hide in it if only I pressed hard enough.

      “Let go, Jenséa.”

      “Of what?”

      “Your restraint.”

      I shook my head. My restraint was a good thing. However, I felt malleable in his presence. If he touched me, I’d be mush. I was desperate for a diversion. I looked down at a dirt smudge on the thigh of my white jeans. “Randa assured me that . . . that no harm would come to me, that . . . that you were kind of psychic, and that somehow . . .  you’d watch over me.” I knew my ordeals weren’t his fault, but it was the only idea I could muster. “A lot of things happened out there.” I braved another look at his face and said, without meaning it, “Where have you been?”

      His manly gaze vanished. The cynic returned. “You didn’t believe Randa when she said I would protect you. You believed—” he slipped his fingers behind my crucifix, lifting it from my neck, “in this.”

      I squinted, staring at him, speechless with suspicion. Okay, so he wasn't a Christian. An atheist perhaps? My words came demurely, “Is that a problem?”

      His head tilted back, but his eyes were fixed on me. “It took you a long time to call—for me.” He dropped the crucifix in the hollow of my neck and gave a wry smile. “I helped you anyway—a little.”

      “A little late,” I said with meek hostility, again not really meaning it.

      “Not late,” he rebutted, “even though you relied on some religious notion that is purely fiction.”

      My eyes widened. When it came to religion, I was courageous. Religion is all that got me through my parents’ deaths, the death of the grandma who raised me, and my ordeals with men. My near and dear religion was everything to me . . . everything! Religious conviction—I was good at that. I’d found the diversion I needed, but not the one I wanted.

      “Those I pray to are not fictitious!”

      “They didn’t protect you.”

      “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “Not because of them.”

      I jutted my chin bravely. “Not because of you.”

      “I was watching over you,” he said.

      “If that’s so, why didn’t you help me on Avenue C?”

      “You didn’t call for me.”

      I shook my head. “You wouldn’t have heard my call.”

      “I would have heard.”

      “You couldn’t have.”

      “Then how is it I heard you call for your religious idols?”

      I hugged my stomach. “You’re guessing, because of the crucifix.”

      “Your pot-bellied adversary would have robbed you if not for my interference.”

      My breath caught in my throat. “How do you know about him?”

      “I was there.”

      “You were following me?”

      “I was with you.”

      “I didn’t see you.”

      “I was there.”

      I studied him skeptically for a moment. “In what way?”

      His eyes captured mine. He raised one brow, conveying wordlessly that he’d used occult means.

      “Well, even if you astral projected or some such thing, you still couldn’t have helped me.”

      “I did help you.”

      I lowered my head, feeling ill. To me, realms beyond the body were controlled by either God or the Devil, and they each had their servants. If he was against God, what did that make him? For one thing, in my book, it made him worse than a rapist or murderer. No, I couldn’t bear to think it. He was just a man toying with my head, maybe reading my thoughts. He didn’t save me out there on the streets. It was luck—or not luck, what was I saying? God protected me.

      I sighed indignantly, set on trapping him in his lie. “Are you claiming that you’re some kind of magician?”

      “The idea frightens you?”

      “No. Because I don’t believe you. No one has such powers save God . . . or the Devil.” I asked half-heartedly, “Are you the Devil?”

      “Some say so.”

      I was a little stunned by his candid answer. Would the Devil admit he was the Devil? I had an uncanny feeling, it was he—setting the trap. Well, I wouldn’t let him. “God saved me and He turned the street lights green.”

      “I saved you, and I turned the lights. Your little man in the sky does not exist, and you are ignorant for a creature of your station.”

      My mind got immensely tangled, leaving me in a speechless knot. The trap thickens, or is that the plot? Creature of my station? What did that mean? Ignorant? I was not ignorant. Little man in the sky? Try, big man in the sky, and He does exist. I’d untangled the knot. I was about to rebut with opening mouth, but snapped it shut when a monstrous black fly started buzzing about my face. I almost screeched when it looked me in the eye. Then suddenly, it plummeted to the floor—dead. Huh? I gulped.

      “Poor thing,” I said, staring at the dead fly. Yes, flies scared me, but I didn’t wish them dead. How could that happen? If I looked at johnny’s face, what expression would I see?

      I looked. I saw . . . amusement. Had he killed that fly by occult means? Had he?

      He said, “You pity the death of a fly, even though flies have terrified you since childhood. You pity the death of what you fear. Interesting.”

      How did he know I feared flies? How did he know! Was it the look on my face? I decided to let him off the hook, because hooking him felt too dangerous. “Listen,” I said, “I didn’t expect you to protect me, or even help me. You couldn’t have known about the taxi. Randa made claims about you that she had no right to make.”

      His eyes narrowed, then flared—or blazed I should say.

      I jumped, repelled by his volcanic power. Away, I must get away from him. I slid sideways from the wall, no longer my security, but a barricade from my escape. I tried to head toward the stairway, but I wound up walking backwards, zigzagging all over  the place, because he remained six inches from my face wherever    I stepped, delivering a monotone speech that somehow carried more punch than an emotional one. “You were ejected from a taxi four blocks away. You were lost and frightened. You didn’t know where to turn, where to go, or what to do. You were approached by several, followed by one, nearly run over, nearly robbed, nearly raped. In all three instances you were spared.”

      My back hit the wall—again.

      His voice turned dryer, almost dead, “I can make people do my bidding, even when it’s to aid a religious zealot like you.”

      I gasped. “You aren’t a very nice person.”

      “Thank you,” he said.

      I stared at him, wordless. What was he saying—that he’d made Red Hair save me from Pot Belly, and he made My Hero save me from Red Hair?

      I heard his voice whisper in my head, Yes.

      Was he playing some cruel joke on me, filling my mind with lies so that I’d cower before him?

      His voice whispered in my head, No.

      Or, did he think his proclamation of power would impress me?

      Again, his voice whispered in my head, No.

      I shook my head and stared at my feet. Was he reading my mind and answering me telepathically? Maybe he was evil. Maybe he was the Devil. Or maybe my potent imagination was getting the better of me. I took a deep breath. This was real life, not a scene from The Omen. He wasn’t satanic. He wasn’t evil. He wasn’t, because I couldn’t accept that he was. I couldn’t fight the Devil and win. And I didn’t deserve to win, for I had gravely sinned by painting horror, and collecting weapons, and feeling this lust—this horrible, wonderful lust. johnny apparently had seen my struggles, perhaps with psychic vision. But it was surely God who saved me.

      I could corner him on this one. I had to, or else it was I who was trapped. I shifted my focus from my feet to his face. “You may have seen what happened, but if you were truly there, why did you let me go through so much?”

      “I told you before. You didn’t call for me,” he said. “You must learn to do so.”

      I shook my head briskly, shocked by his words. “I would never replace the name of the Almighty with yours. God saved me,” I said, wondering if I believed it myself.

      His eyes flickered ire before lowering his lids half-mast. “So misguided—” he murmured, “such purity daunted—” he glanced at the crucifix, “—by such a lie.”

      I felt teary. He was pounding my dear religion to pieces.

      “Let it go,” he said.

      “What?”

      “Your religion.”

      I gasped. “I’d rather die than betray God.”

      “You will,” he said.

      I will? What was that supposed to mean? That I would die, or that I would betray God? I didn’t want to know. Why should I believe him anyway? Enough was enough. I must return to Randa. I started to step around him to pass. His hand landed heavy on my shoulder, stopping my escape. Tingling warmth spread down my arm, across my chest.

      His fiery orange eyes seemed to whirl again, drawing me into him somehow, dissipating my resistance. What was doubt? What was fear? Surface barriers of facade were long behind me, along with the nervous chitchat and casual comments necessary in getting to know another person. This calm excitement was so much better. It was good to leave the land of shy.

      I knew only him. He was molten lava, warm and thick, filling the wounded chasm of my lonely heart, burning away my dreadful memories, surrounding me in red-orange wondrous beauty. Or, was it I journeying further into his crimson and tangerine world, a world that welcomed my deep-seated fantasies of passionate sex and fairy tale love. Deeper I went, deeper, feeling continually more sated as I journeyed into the flaming corridors of red-orange turning orange, and orange turning yellow, heading into brilliant white heat. And there I saw the face of something . . . holy.

      Movement behind johnny distracted me. I backed halfway out of johnny’s world. Red Hair was rising like a blood red sun, creeping toward johnny, beaming his sharp knife at johnny’s back.

      “He’s getting up,” I said, half-dazed. “Oh . . . oh, he is going to stab you!”

      johnny remained still and held eye contact with me. “Hmm. You care?”

      I nodded, getting nervous that johnny didn’t. “Don’t you  care?” I tugged his arm with both hands to pull him away. “He’s right behind you!”

      An invisible force drew me backward gently, my hands falling from johnny’s arm.

      Red Hair drew his knife back for the strike, blade gleaming under the fluorescent lights in the ceiling.

      johnny, still looking at me, cocked his head a little, smiled a little, sighed a little—and then swung around punching Red Hair in the face, more forcefully than the first time.

      I jolted with a gasp, almost as if I’d lunged out of johnny's psyche to avoid feeling his violent act.

      Red Hair’s body flew backward, landing flat on the floor, out cold—again. The force of the punch had jettisoned the knife from his hand sending it far down the hall. Though I knew nothing of fighting, the power in that punch seemed impossible. Yet, there it was. Surely such a blow had killed him. He wasn’t moving.

      johnny walked toward the knife, away from me.

      I backed away from the scene. My legs were shaking, so I went to the wall for support. Leaning my back against the secure structure, I slid down to a sitting position, hands over closed eyes, sandwiching my forearms between my chest and upward bent knees.

      Brutality offended me so, even though I’d been painting it for the last six months. I realized then just how much johnny’s whirling gaze had calmed me. When he turned away, all my terror had resumed—along with my doubts of him, and fear of my attraction toward him. Still, I couldn’t feel Red Hair’s pain, and this baffled me greatly.

      I hadn’t heard johnny approach, yet his voice was near my face. “It is a violent world, and I am a violent man.” His fingers circled my wrists, pulling my hands away from my closed eyes. Then, he brushed a hand over my face. “You can see me.”

      My eyes opened against my will.

      He was squatted before me.

      I said, “I’m afraid to see you.”

      “I know this.” He drew me up gently by my wrists until I was standing. He held me there with captured hands like a groom pledging loyalty to his bride. “I am your ally. I am your . . .” he turned his head toward the hall as if searching for a word. Then he looked back at me, “guardian.” He freed my wrists, sliding his hands down my forearms.

      A pleasant pang shot down the trunk of my body. A quivering sigh slipped from my mouth. And I was embarrassed that it did. I blushed. And that embarrassed me more. I prayed, Oh Saint Margaret, give me strength. Help me reject him. Please help me.

      Gaining my resolve, I said not too convincingly, “Guardian? I have spiritual guardians.” I looked at my jean smudge, then lied, “I don’t need a man to guard me.” I peeked up at him modestly. “I really don’t.”

      Who was I fooling?

      His eyes glittered.

      Not him.

      “You need me,” he said.

      I shook my head, then looked down, ashamed. I felt dirty for wanting him, as dirty as the dirt on my pants. I craved to let him inside me, in every way. I yearned to let him protect me eternally, but he wouldn’t. He had an ulterior motive. Men always did. And even if by some miracle he didn’t, I couldn’t put him in my pocket and pull him out when I needed protection. I looked back up at him. “What is this about, johnny? I came to you for an astrological reading. Instead you play games with me.”

      I told myself that he was full of lies.

      He commented as if he’d heard my thought. “I speak the truth—to you.”

      I was concluding that he could read minds. That would account for everything. I glanced at him shyly, then swept my cheek to my shoulder. “I don’t need you. God will protect me.”

      “Oh,” he said cynically, “the way He has protected you all the days of your life, the way He did your parents?”

      I felt like the wind had been slammed out of me. How did he know these things about me? My astrology chart? Psychic ability? Randa? Had Randa been talking? I no longer cared. He made me suffer inside, and his explanations alarmed me. I couldn’t accept anything he implicated. With my cheek secure on my shoulder, I rolled my eyes up toward him. “God takes care of me.”

      I felt a wave of rage roll through him. I couldn’t see it, but I knew it was there. He walked away. I pretended I wasn’t watching, keeping my cheek to my shoulder, but I eyed him cautiously. johnny’s belt held Red Hair’s knife, that horrid, horrid knife. He arrived by Red Hair sprawled on his back, spidery limbs twisted.

      johnny slanted his head down at Red Hair, but looked at me. “You fear me, more than him.”

      I looked the other way, dodging his trap. Avoid eye contact. That’s the ticket. johnny was right though. I did fear him more than Red Hair. Red Hair could take my body. But johnny, perhaps, could take my soul.

      He was silent. The droning flies sounded louder. I glanced up and dropped my jaw at the masses of bugs and flies that twice thickened over the fluorescent lighting. I closed my mouth, afraid one might sail in. johnny hadn’t said a word. What was he doing? I peeked.

      His downcast head was turned toward me. “But I’d not harm you.” He jerked his head slightly toward Red Hair. “He would.”

      Geez, he knew how to use silence. And I was falling for it. I could be silent too. I could. I stared at the wall by a graffiti decorated apartment door. Over the graffiti was a message in red spray paint, ‘You’re dead José.’

      johnny said, “He might be dead.”

      He used words as skillfully as silence.

      I snapped my head toward him, knowing he referred to Red Hair. “Is he?”

      “Do you wish him to be?”

      I just stood there with my mouth open, even if a fly did get tempted. I didn’t say anything. I was supposed to say I hope he’s alive, right? But I really hoped he wasn’t, because then he couldn’t hurt me. Nevertheless, the truth made me look bad and feel bad, and I think johnny wanted me to be bad, so I'd not give him the satisfaction.

      I said, “Assuming he’s alive—”

      “He’s alive,” he said with a twisted smile.

      He had never doubted Red Hair’s state of life. And that wasn’t very nice. I sighed. What could I do? Besides, at the moment, my fear of Red Hair took temporary precedence. He was alive!

      I said, “What are we going to do about him?”

      “Nothing.”

      “But what if he rises—again?”

      “I’ll knock him down—again.”

      I brushed my bangs off my forehead even though they fell right back. I didn’t like putting my fate in johnny’s hands. It felt sinful, and I wouldn’t sin if I could help it. And I thought I could.

      I gathered my strength and stepped forward, clutching my fanny pack. When I passed johnny, I drilled a courageous stare into him. “I’m going home.”

      His eyes seemed to whirl again, calmly exciting me. I stopped dead in my tracks. I loved this feeling. I didn’t want to go home. I went into the flame of his eyes once more. This time, I noticed the fire was surrounded by pure velvet black, a void of sorts that held the flames. Oh, what lovely darkness this man possessed. I cleared my throat and looked at him as shallowly as I could. “I—I mean how will I get home later if he’s lurking in these halls?”

      “The same way you came.”

      “But what if he tries to follow me back to Randa’s?”

      “Call for me.”

      I rolled my eyes sideways to break the spell. “My allegiance is to God.”

      There came that quiet again. johnny didn’t move or speak, and I couldn’t seem to either. Beneath the weight of his silence, I felt his rage once more. I was suddenly ashamed that I’d lingered so long with a man who was trying to convince me that he could protect me more successfully than God, a man who would let my attacker run free just to prove that point.

      I straightened my shoulders with a huff. “I’m a grown woman. I don’t have to do things your way.”

      He half-laughed, as if conveying that he knew, I knew, I’d be forced to do things his way.

      But I didn’t buy it, and I held my confident stubborn stare. Maybe I wanted to call the police. Maybe I would . . . for once. I never had pressed charges against those who’d touched me with violence. Usually, I prayed for the victimizer to be saved by spiritual love, because I’d rather forgive than hate. I was a great forgiver. However, in this case, pressing charges seemed appropriate. Why I’d suddenly changed my tune was beyond me.

      He said, “And your way is?”

      “I don’t think we should just set him free.”

      He leaned his back casually against the yellow paint-chipped wall. His sharp expression burned into me like dry ice, arousing some hidden monster in my own being, coursing vengeance in my blood. I wanted my attacker to suffer. And that wasn’t like me.

      “You want him taken out then?” he said coolly.

      My eyes popped open; my head jerked back. My heart pounded so hard, I felt it in my tongue. Calm down, calm down, calm down, Surely, I’d not heard him right. “You mean, take him outside?”

      He raised a brow. “You know what I mean.”

      I did know what he meant. My mouth dropped open like a ventriloquist’s dummy, and I stopped breathing once more. Taken out? And I had been distressed about painting horror. The good old days. Now I was living it. I wanted justice, yes, but not to that extent. Hoping Red Hair was dead, was one thing. Deliberately killing him was another. Perhaps johnny was teasing, or testing. That thought started me breathing again. I inhaled deeply, not just for air, but for some plausible rationale to dismiss his words.

      “You’re kidding me, right?”

      “You kid yourself.”

      “Just tell me you’re kidding.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You can’t mean it.”

      “I do.”

      “You don’t”

      “I do.”

      I just stared at him. There was no explanation but the truth. I had to face it. He was capable of murder. Why did that interest me? Maybe by understanding johnny, I could understand my parents’ murderer. Or, was that just an excuse to cover a sinful truth in me? I, of course, would never condone such an act—ever. However, I didn’t care that johnny did, for I, like Eve, was about to taste the apple. Oh, not of murder, but of someone who was capable of it—to know him, to really know him, to understand how one could murder. That was close enough for me. I didn’t want Red Hair killed.

      “I meant that we should call the police.”

      I felt his rage once more, covered by his cool countenance. His forehead dipped toward me with an icy stare. “Fuck the police.”

      “Please don’t say that word around me.”

      “It offends you because you’ve never done it.”

      My jaw dropped—again. I just couldn’t seem to keep it closed. “What do you mean?”

      He said, “You’ve not participated, you know . . . given yourself over sexually, let yourself go.”

      That subject brought only one thing to mind. Rape. Mortally shamed, my face burned hot. Rape was all I had known of sex. I never wanted anything to do with the sex act ever again, not even if lust consumed me to oblivion.

      “You need it.”

      Was he insinuating I should have sex with him? I would never let my newfound yearnings win . . . ever! Now I hated him. I hated him for talking to me this way. My chest caved. I held my stomach. “I feel sick, very sick.” I had to shut down, seal myself in my own little world, never to speak or move again.

      He cocked his head analytically. “You are so delicate.” I felt him move into me, uninvited, walking through my sealed self like the Invisible Man. “So refined.” He shrouded me in a cool, calming black energy, and my agony disappeared. “So pure.”

      I couldn’t decide if he was evil or good. He ripped me open, extracted poison, sewed me back up, and made me feel better. Was he monster, or healer?

      His eyes softened, almost inky, dripping an odd affection. “I bet you fancy unicorns, fairies, cotton candy, and such.”

      I nodded.

      “You are drawn to the fifth realm. You should be focused on the seventh.”

      “Huh?”

      He just kept staring into me with sort of a lovelorn look.

      I shook my head. “Who are you? You talk strangely. You act strangely. And your strangeness frightens me.”

      “I don’t want you to fear me, not you. I’ve toned myself down as far as I can, without pretending.”

      “Toned down. You’re toned down?”

      “For you. Only you.”

      My mind flashed profound pictures: a star constellation, an explosion, a baby inside the womb. Whatever I’d deemed real, now felt like a pie sliver being devoured by what flowed through veins that could not be seen, in a heart that pumped throughout time and space. I was slipping away from all sense of corporeal existence, or going insane. One of the two. I needed to surface again before I lost myself in this unfamiliar and dangerous depth.

      My eyes closed. Breaking contact with johnny had so far been the best way to regain my composure. Then, in my mind, I jumped real high, and I jumped real hard, grabbing at convention with bull headed gusto. Art, religion, museums, doctors, firefighters, the police! I caught hold. Hah! Fathomless space shrank back and I felt finite again. Finite and shallow and normal. I sighed, in focus, sharp as a tack. I said calmly, “I want the police to arrest that man. I don’t want to fear him coming after me when I return to Randa’s.”

      “You won’t, if you call for me.”

      I was getting tired of the maze he’d created. I felt like a mouse unable to escape his masterpiece. Every direction I took led me to the dastardly dead end of him saying, Call for me. I suddenly became repulsed by his obvious attempt to make me, make him, my God. I decided that I wasn’t in love with him anymore, and I’d no longer play his game. Finally, I’d come to my senses, relieved that I’d taste no apple that day. I had morals. Lots of them. I’d not let them escape me again!

      “Look,” I said, chin high, chest out, “you obviously don’t care about my peace of mind or the trials ahead of me in getting home, so I’d best leave now while that man is down, and while I have one ounce of courage to brave this area.” I steered myself between johnny and Red Hair. I was getting away! Oh thank you, dear God.

      My wrist was snatched. johnny dragged me the opposite way down the hall.

      I couldn’t believe it. “What are you doing? I told you I was leaving.”

      “It’s not time for you to leave.”

      I kept trying to jerk my hand free. That didn’t work. I tried to pry open his fingers curled around my wrist. That didn’t work either. I went back to yanking. One monster yank was all I needed, and I put everything into it. I heaved my hand while shouting, “You can’t make that decision for me!” O. . u . . c . . h. My hand didn’t budge. It hurt though—a lot. I shouted, “Let me go or I’ll scream.”

      “That will do you no good. Haven’t you noticed how empty I’ve kept these unhallowed halls? No one can liberate you from me,” he said dryly, opening the door to his apartment.

      He pulled me into his cool black domain and closed the door. With his hand on my back, he guided me through the kitchen, then into a main room. My head felt cold and empty. Numbness crept down my body. The décor was not of a poor person who lived in the projects, or a normal person, or even a sane person. The furnishings mirrored my own private horror, my secret hell, my triple locked room of evil in Spruce, Arizona.
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      Time stood still. I stood still. Faintness overcame me. With head flopped forward, I plastered my face into my hands so tightly, mere trickles of air passed through the cracks of my fingers. A weak sick energy crept up my limbs and settled in the pit of my stomach. I shrieked through my hands, pleading from a place fathoms deep inside me. “Why are you doing this to me?”

      “Doing what to you?”

      “Why did you bring me to this place?”

      “I live here.”

      “You—don’t live here,” I cried through my hands.

      “I do.”

      “You—can’t live here.”

      “I do.”

      “You don’t! You don’t! You don’t!”

      “What did you say?” he teased.

      “You heard me!” I said through my hands, even though my breath was making my face hot and kind of wet. “I must get out of here.”

      “You will remain and face your demon.”

      “My demon is you!”

      “No, Jenséa, your demon is you.”

      He was right. I was bad. But so was he. “You are mean.”

      “I am,” he affirmed.

      Talking with him led only to monotonous circles. He wielded power like an evil wizard, a puppet master, a master game player.

      But this game was getting old, and this player would play no more, even if my hands did cover my face. It somehow made it easier to stand up to him. I didn’t care if it looked stupid; I felt braver.

      He grasped my upper arm and dragged me in my cloistered position across his apartment. Well, I’d try not to play. My indigo pumps padded on carpet. Oh, what fate awaited me? My dizziness had waned, but using my eyes meant I’d have to view his evil dwelling again, and worse—him. I wasn’t prepared for that. Or, for whatever he had in mind. Somehow, I’d not let it happen. Nothing I'd ever done in the past had helped me escape ill-intended men. Perhaps it was time to try something new.

      Through my hands, in a blind walk, I said, “I also can be mean.” I summoned the vengeful feeling that I’d had toward Red Hair when I’d wanted him arrested.

      He said, “You look vicious.”

      “There is evil inside me,” I huffed through my palms, thinking of my weapons collection and my horror paintings.

      “Lay it on me,” he said.

      I mumbled through my hands, “You’ll be sorry if I have to hurt your feelings and maybe even more of you than that!”

      He stopped and released me. Maybe I’d scared him. Maybe a little aggression would have protected me all these years. My heart raced with anticipation. I dropped my hands and looked up with budding confidence.

      His eyes were hooded, cobra-like, ready to strike.

      My hands flew back over my face. I shriveled up inside myself, polka dot small. My aggression was not enough. It didn’t work! I was trapped forevermore, chained by submission, and beaten by shame. Maybe if I went inward deep enough, I would disappear.

      He said satirically, “I am waiting for you to hurt my feelings, or more of me than that.”

      He had hurt my feelings, and so much more of me than that.  He had crushed my spirit and played me for the fool. No, I had played me for the fool. His aggression, I could never have matched. Oh, why did I try?

      I felt that thick, warm, inviting energy of his wash over me once more, dissolving my disgrace, but not my sorrow, not my frustration, and not my passivity. My hands slipped down curling over my heart. I rolled my eyes up timidly. “You toy with me.”

      “Yes. However, that is not my intention.”

      I shook my head in vigorous denial, desperate to escape this . . . thousand wasps swarming in a glass—man. “I’ll be fine on my own.”

      “You will defend yourself then?”

      “I can learn,” I said, staring at my shoulder.

      “You must be willing to injure the predator. You must know how to injure the predator. And then you must actually injure the predator. And this leaning over, dizzy thing, you’ll have to work on that. You have much to learn about self-defense, and none of it will do you any good—not the normal methods, not for you.”

      I turned my eyes to him, protesting falsely, “I could do those things.” My urge to buck him rivaled my urge to submit.

      He paused as if gestating a goading, gloating comment, void of tenderness. Then, it came. “Dig the blade in deep then.” He pulled Red Hair’s long knife from his belt, holding it horizontally in front of my face, then twisted it abruptly. “Twist it hard. Cause pain. Create destruction. Vanquish your enemy. Taste blood. Taste—”

      My eyes snapped shut; my hands flew over my ears. “You’re hurting me!”

      “You are easily hurt.”

      I heard him toss the knife onto something, landing with a bit of clamor.

      Without touching or speaking, I felt him reach inside me to my deepest wound at its beginning. I wanted to fight it, but the deed was done before I could resist. To my surprise, the wound’s initial thrust involved my parents’ murder. I’d been helpless to protect my parents from their ruthless killer. I was only three, but still, all these years, I felt like I’d failed them. With each succeeding time that I could not defend myself, the helpless feeling mounted. But no matter what horrible things happened to me, it all came back to the agony of believing that my parents’ deaths were somehow my fault. My tears fell.

      He lowered my hands gently from my ears. “You can’t fight back, can you, Jenséa? You absorb your enemy, and hurting him is as hurting yourself. That is why you did not want the fly to die. You are an empath, Jenséa. That is not bad. It is different. Your path is different. You can never live the same as others, for you are not the same.”

      His words congealed within me. I’d often thought such things, but hearing another say it somehow made it more valid. Maybe I wasn’t weak. Maybe I just needed to find a way to separate myself from the enemy. Maybe then, I could fight back. I could do this. I had to do this. I would prove johnny wrong in his assumption that I could never defend myself like normal people.

      I imagined a wall between johnny and me. I glared at him, a glare that supported the weight of my frustration and rage at his overbearing way. I thought about cursing at him, slapping his face, or kicking his shin. I tried to ignite anger, but it was like trying to light a candle with a lighter that had no butane. I wasn’t angry. I was sad.

      No, I would not be sad! Sadness didn’t fire me to defend myself. I needed rage. I intensified my glare. I ordered the earlier anger I’d felt toward johnny to surface. Anger come! Rise. Show yourself to this man! Nothing. I held my fake glare and tried again. Anger come, rise, show yourself to this man! Nothing. I sighed hard and long. Deep down, I wanted only communion. I hated dissension, competition, winning and losing. I wanted to love, only love. What was wrong with me? Why wouldn’t aggression actualize beyond a fleeting thought or emotion? I was deeply tired of being trampled in the rat race. Sometimes just by rats—the human kind. My glare died. Defeated again.

      His eyes softened. “See, you do need me.”

      I rubbed my forehead with my free hand, trying to soothe a budding headache, then said wearily, “I know that it’s in me to defend myself, somewhere, locked up inside. It has to be.”

      “Four planets in Pisces including the Moon, Mars sextile Neptune, and no planets in your fire houses.”

      “What?”

      “The world’s pain is yours. You sacrifice to spare others. Survival means pleading innocence, passive eyes, like a bitch, belly up to the dominant. Passivity can’t protect you. I can, for now. In time, I will educate you in the fundamentals of self-protection for ‘your kind.’ ”

      My hand slid down to my throat as if searching for words. I didn’t know what to say. He gave hope as fast as he could take it away. He could help as fast as he could destroy. He’d read me well, but frightened me much. I stared at him in the same pleading way he had earlier described. I just wanted to go back to Randa’s. That is all I cared about. I just wanted to get away from johnny. He was freaking me out more than I had freaked myself out, ever. My Dark Room and dark secret and weapons collections were comfortingly quiet compared to this loud commotion that johnny incited in me.

      “Poor Jenséa,” he said almost sincerely.

      He took my forearm and guided me past a black leather armchair to three square velvet black cushions arranged like a bed on the floor. He eased me down upon them, flat on my back, the bitch belly up. I couldn’t shake the vulnerable feeling, nor the pleading in my head, Please don’t hurt me. Where was my dignity? Lost in submission, I suppose.

      I curled onto my side, hands over face, as if that was less submissive, but somehow I felt it was.

      He didn’t move or speak. In fact, he seemed gone. The room felt vacant. I waited a few more minutes to be certain. If he was gone, I’d race out the door, because I hated this feeling. Hated it. If he was here, staring at me with those cold eyes, I’d die.

      Suddenly, I had the courage to find out. I peeked between the slats of my fingers—three swords hanging on a black wall. I turned my eyes slowly toward where he last was: a group of knives, a whip, a painting of mutilation, black chair, black end table, black silk shirt. My heart stopped. He was there, watching me—this fiend who detained me against my will and trapped me in a nightmare. Sickness waved from my stomach to my throat. My sense of reality numbed as if I’d been hit in the head.

      I wailed, “I want to go home!”

      “Really?” he asked. His fingers circled my wrists, prying my hands from my face. He forced my upper back to flatten on the cushions and pushed my hands down on either side of my head. His face came over mine, his mesmerizing eyes whirling . . . whirling. “I can take you there, Jenséa. I can take you into that deep, dark place where you secretly long to be—where in the soothing  blackness you can explore your wild red fantasies without repercussion, without another living soul ever knowing what you’ve done.”

      It was then I knew he was truly wicked, and something in me let loose, exploding my persona. My eyes squeezed shut. I screamed deliriously, “R . . . a . . . n . . . d . . . a!” as if she could burst through the door and rescue me.

      “Randa can’t help you now,” he said richly.

      I writhed and gasped, “I must get out of here, away from you.” I wanted to die. My private shame had been unleashed, surrounding me like a band of cackling demons wiggling forked tongues and chiding, You are evil. Soon you will be one of us. I cried to myself, Never! My eyelids squeezed tighter, excreting tiny tear buds that dwelled in the corners of my closed eyes.

      “Don’t fight this so hard,” johnny said softly.

      Parts and pieces of my Dark Room in Arizona flashed in my mind. They matched johnny’s apartment—except the horror paintings on his walls, though grotesque in content, were different than mine. Surely, the likeness was no coincidence. And it seemed that johnny, with his aura of danger and mysticism, was a living manifestation of my Dark Room decor. Something terrible was happening. Oh Saint Jude, help me!

      johnny blew a cool stream of air on my face.

      I opened my eyes. My skin prickled hysteria.

      “Trust me,” he said.

      “I cannot trust you. You are just like my room!” The tear buds bloomed and dripped over my cheeks. “You are so much like my room.”

      He released my hands. “What is your room like, Jenséa?”

      I snapped tearfully, “You know what it’s like, don’t you?”

      “Tell me anyway.” He sat back as if readying himself to listen to a story, but his face was icy cool.

      “It’s dark and evil like you!” I flung my cheek to the cushion.

      “Your room is dark and evil,” he repeated, as if taunting me with the fact.

      I curled into a ball on my side again, face in hands once more, and I wept.

      He didn’t respond. No touch. No words. Only silence.

      I continued to weep.

      No touch. No words. Only silence.

      I stopped crying and listened to the silence. And in the solitude of that quiet, I saw my own insanity. Maybe I had overreacted. Maybe johnny was not evil. Hadn’t I seen something holy when I traveled into the flame of him? Maybe he was just cleverly trying to teach me how to deal with my problem. Maybe he really was a holy man. And if not, at the very least, maybe he needed spiritual guidance. Perhaps I was evil, for to shout at him so harshly, I must be. Even the misled deserve compassion and mercy. After all, he hadn’t harmed me. Guilt set in. I must have hurt his feelings.

      I sat up and wiped away my tears, embarrassed by my behavior. I looked at him. He had not moved or changed the flat expression on his face, as if I’d never resisted him, nor hurled cruel words his way.

      His fiery orange eyes beamed a force that pushed me into the dark recesses of myself. His voice echoed inside me. “And yet—it is your room.”

      I couldn’t turn my head, close my eyes, nor stifle the truth.

      The force from his eyes intensified. “What infamous objects do you hide in your room?”

      I was compelled to answer, even though I was starting to think that he had been responsible for my obsessions, and was neither a holy man, nor God’s lost lamb. “Weapons of death. Paintings of horror.”

      “You collected the weapons. You painted the pictures.”

      “How would you know that . . .  unless you made me do those things?”

      “Darkness is darkness. Anywhere, and everywhere, it appears the same. Your darkness is your own. I would like to take credit for it. But that would do you no good. It will haunt you until you own it. It will attack you until you make it part of you. I know about you because the information is in your mind and you are easily read.”

      “You have no right to get inside my mind!”

      “I am not a man of law—or honor.” His eyes narrowed. “Tell me about your paintings.”

      I huffed, “If you’re in my mind, don’t you already know?”

      “I want to hear it from you.”

      “No!” I spat, feeling the words pulled out of me. “Five paintings. The first, a woman’s terrified face surrounded by demons.”

      “And the second?”

      “A naked woman humiliated in front of a crowd.”

      “The third?”

      “A rape scene.”

      “The fourth?”

      “A woman swallowed by the color red.”

      “And the fifth?”

      “The fifth is too horrible to tell.”

      “Tell it anyway.”

      “A gruesome murder.”

      “Come walk inside me,” he said, “I will protect you there from all that is yet to come.”

      My essence felt bitten by a mob of tiny mouths. I had to resist. “You’re trying to steal my spirit. I won’t let you. I won’t!”

      “On the contrary, Jenséa, I am offering myself . . . to you. That is why I am showing you the true me.”

      “The true you is insensitive and cruel. How could Randa have sent me here?” Then behaving rudely again, I shouted, “Can’t she see how bad you are!”

      His sterile expression chilled me. “Randa sees what I want her to see.”

      “But she has sent others to you, who say you helped them.”

      “They experience what I want them to experience.”

      His diabolical words repulsed me. I lurched to my feet, bolting across the room, past the kitchen to the front door. I grabbed the knob. Arms lassoed me, pinning mine. I was towed backward gently, step by step, into the kitchen. I hadn’t even heard him come after me. How could that be?

      With my back smashed against his chest, I stared at the black sleeve of his arm snaked around me. He was a snake. I writhed in a vain to break loose.

      “Let me go!” I exerted my leg muscles to lunge forward, but I didn’t budge. “I don’t care what happens to me out there. It will be better than what you are trying to do.”

      He whispered smoothly in my ear. The warm heat of his clove-scented breath sent a shiver down my neck. “You are the one.”

      I didn’t know what he meant and I didn’t care. I struggled harder to break free.

      With one arm still binding me, he moved his other hand to the side of my head and stroked my hair. “You are the one, I will spare.”

      “Spare? What do you mean, I am the one you will spare?”

      “I will not harm you, even though you call for pain.”

      “Who would call for pain? Who wants pain? I don’t call for pain.”

      “You do.”

      “I don’t!”

      “When you berate yourself, that is a call for pain. When you sacrifice yourself to spare others, that is a call for pain. When you fight your own unfolding, that is a call for pain.”

      He kind of had me there, even though I’d never viewed myself as such. And now that I did, I didn’t want to talk about it. I didn’t want to talk about me. I’d rather talk about him.

      “Why would you harm someone who called for pain?”

      His breath was hot in my ear, “It’s what I do.”

      I tried to turn in his arms to face him, and I was surprised that he let me. I stepped back. “What do you mean, it’s what you do? People don’t have jobs causing other people pain.”

      He laughed a little. “You are naive.”

      I peered at him nervously. “Well, there’s the . . . mafia, or other types of gangs, I suppose, or maybe . . . bouncers or perhaps bodyguards. Are you . . . any . . . of those things?”

      He shook his head looking mildly amused.

      Curiosity burned in my eyes. “What then?”

      “I will tell you when you are ready to hear.”

      “In what way do you harm those who call for pain?”

      “In whatever way they want.”

      “People don’t want pain, even if they unconsciously call for it.

      “They do.”

      “Well, if causing pain is what you do, then why have you made Randa and her friends see and experience you as—good.”

      “I used them to draw you to me.”

      “But how could you know of me? I don’t understand.”

      “When I met Randa, I sensed you—through her.”

      “So, why would you want to draw me to you?”

      “I told you. You need protection. You need guidance.”

      “But you’re—bad.”

      “Even so, without me, you will run to your death before actualizing your potential.”

      I kind of wondered if he was right, given my behavior of late, but I wasn’t sure, and I especially wasn’t sure about him. “I think you are like all the others, trying to trick me so that you can take something from me.”

      “If that was my intent, you’d never suspect it, like the others, Jenséa—it was them I tricked. And if I wanted to take something from you . . . or take—you, it would already be done. And you couldn’t have stopped me. And your mythical god wouldn’t have saved you.”

      “God would have saved me. God will save me.”

      “Jenséa,” he said with a bit of tenderness. “You are caged in religion. I will free you.”

      “I don’t want to be freed from religion. It’s all I have.”

      “And that’s why you haven’t much.”

      “Stop,” I cried.

      “Religion harms you. It always has.”

      My jaw clenched. “How would you know?”

      “Your astrological chart reveals it.”

      I stepped back. “You lie!”

      “You lie to yourself. I will help you see the truth, find your power, and know your worth. And then . . . your call for pain will cease. But first, I will help you override all you fear, Jenséa—all you fear. We will work to compensate for your fifth house Mars conjunct Saturn in the sixth house, and your Jupiter in Scorpio in the twelfth house.”

      “What?” I huffed, looking up at his dark-skinned, too handsome face.

      “The dark side is attracted to you. And you are attracted to the dark side.”

      “I’m not attracted to the dark side. I don’t want darkness. Who would want darkness?”

      “You’d be surprised.”

      “Well, I don’t want it. That is why I came to see you, to get rid of it!”

      “And yet for the last six months, you have craved it, invited it, and sought it with each painting you created and each weapon you collected.”

      He had a point. I had done that. I had. My muscles went limp. Even if I ran from johnny, I couldn’t run from myself. My head bowed in shame.

      “Your yod will be triggered this year. Your yod is your life’s mission. It cannot be denied, unless you choose to die.”

      I gazed up at him sheepishly. “What do you mean?”

      “If you don’t harness the powers of dark, the powers of dark will harness you. It means you must ready yourself for what is to come.”

      I glared. “I would rather be taken by the dark than wield it.”

      “I've relieved you of that decision, Jenséa.” johnny guided me firmly back to the cushions and sat me down. “You’ve no choice but to trust me.”

      I bunched my knees to my stomach and held them tight. I cocked my ear to my shoulder, raising my eyes shyly to him. “I trust only light, love, and God.”

      He stared blankly at me, making me nervous. I had to move. I tilted my knees to one side, crossing my ankles. But my pose felt seductive, so I scooted back from him, holding one knee to my chest. Moving wasn’t working. I needed to diffuse the weight of his power over me. “God will protect me.”

      “Do not credit light and love to the mythical god upheld by the clergy. Such a god is the creation of the fearful who need to invent a superior being in order to feel safe. Such a god is the product of mindless masses groping for someone else to guide them because they cannot guide themselves. And such a god is the invention of the ambitious, an ingenious design to control the populous, a political venture at best.”

      With every word he spoke, I felt worse. Neither movement nor words had brought me relief. Praying then, I would pray and deepen my conviction to all things sacred. I closed my eyes calmly and piously, and prayed. johnny’s power rolled off me. Relief at last. I was sailing deeper into my prayerful world when I was startled to a stop. johnny had yanked the gold crucifix off my neck and hurled it across the room. My eyes opened wide. johnny didn’t like prayers!

      His jaw tensed. “Your religion betrays you, Jenséa.” He paused a moment. Then his tone calmed into a gentle song. “Your religion betrays you.” His orange eyes seemed to push me into myself again. “Your religion betrays you and it has for many lifetimes. Remember Jenséa, remember . . .”

      “Lifetimes?” I murmured, growing sleepy, sleepy. I seemed to drift away from the concrete world, moving into some deep inner space—a trance I think. My body went limp. I felt johnny ease me backward until I was flat upon the cushions.

      “That’s it, that’s it.” His calm voice soothed me. “You see the betrayal. You see it happening now. You are at the scene. What’s going on? What?”

      I had arrived somewhere deep in my mind. I couldn’t resist his command or escape this place that felt implausibly real. I felt drugged, and not me—yet me.

      The robes on my body felt heavy in this place where I was. I said in a low voice, “I’m a cloistered nun in France, forbidden to think or feel anything other than the honor of serving God. I mustn’t fantasize about my earthly desires or be angry or sad. If I have a bad thought, I must repent until the sun sets or rises.”

      “Your world is dark then,” johnny said.

      “Yes. Except for music. I love to sing. I love the feeling of sisterly union. But this joy makes me guilty of selfishness.”

      johnny asked, “Why did you become a nun?”

      My stepfather was . . .” my voice cracked, “abusing me.”

      “How?”

      “In a sexual way.” My cheeks welled with liquid pain, rising to my eyes. “Ma mère, I mean my mother sent me to the convent for protection. I became a nun. Such a good nun I was, that one of my sisters became jealous. She poisoned me.” I gasped, “She . . . killed me.” The pain welled in my cheeks again. I pushed it down, swallowing hard.

      “So,” johnny said. “You hid in the convent to escape darkness, but it found you anyway.”

      I thrashed my head. “I don’t want to do this anymore!” I tried to open my eyes, but they felt like lead. I wailed, “I’m making this up.”

      “No,” he said, “you are remembering.”

      “I was never a nun.”

      “A hundred and forty one years ago, you were.”

      “You couldn’t know!”

      “I’m reading your soul.”

      “There is no reincarnation.”

      “No, there isn’t, in a way. But in a way—there is. There was another time that your religion betrayed you. There was another time. Be there.”

      “No.”

      “Be there. It’s happening now.”

      I felt as if he’d tossed me into space. I landed in a terrible gray dreary place.

      “Where are you?”

      “I am a monk in the Dark Ages. I am wearing brown robes. Though I’m French, I’m living at a monastery in Mongolia. Warriors have come, harassing and physically maiming my apprentice, a boy of ten. They . . . cut off his ear.” I moaned, wanting to escape the scene, but I could not.

      “Go on,” johnny said.

      “I am sworn to pacifism, required to look beyond the small picture and see the holistic version of what is happening. I am to allow others to suffer and die, myself included, forbidden to fight back—ever. But my feelings for the boy arouse my anger. I lunge at a warrior, withdrawing his sword from the sheath on his hip. I turn to the warrior who injured my boy. The warrior releases my boy and draws his sword. The other warriors are in shock because monks aren’t supposed to fight back. That’s why they like to harass us. Our swords engage in a fight of fights. I back my foe up onto a wooden arched bridge that crosses a river. I stab him in his right side.” I gulped back my tears again, feeling shame. “johnny, make it go away!”

      “What’s happening now?” johnny asked, disregarding my plea.

      My voice trembled, “He loses his balance and falls to the shallow river onto rocks, dying instantly. His stare is vacant.” I moaned low and long, deep from my gut.

      johnny said, “Go on.”

      I gasped, “I’m deeply appalled that I killed a human being. The other monks gather around, promising the riled warriors that I’d be punished beyond anything the Emperor could order.” My throat knotted in pain. I truly felt like this man, this monk.

      “Continue,” johnny said.

      “I’m deeply ashamed that I killed someone, so I volunteer for a task that none had before, a task that had long awaited the chosen monk.” The knot dissolved in my throat. My voice grew stern. “I am to spend every minute of every day being tortured, absorbing the world’s pain, so others need not suffer anymore.”

      “You like this idea?” asked johnny.

      “Yes,” I said coldly, “I am to suffer until I’m dead. That is my penance, to give back to the world more than I’ve taken.”

      I whimpered, feeling the agony of gross tortures, skin jabbed and peeled, the burning of fire, the chill of snow, and then my head being submerged in a tub of water.

      I started gasping for air.

      johnny said, “Go to the point of death.”

      I stilled for a moment, not breathing at all. Then air filled my lungs. I said, “I drowned.”

      “Did your suffering ease man’s pain?”

      “No,” I said. A lone tear streaked down my temple. “No, it did not.”

      “What else do you see?”

      My voice deepened, “No more, johnny. No more! I feel like I’m making all this up. Or, maybe you are creating these things for me to see.”

      “How else did your religion betray you? You see it, Jenséa. It’s happening now.”

      Before I could resist, I was hurled into a time . . . oh, such a time. My words poured out against my will. The scene grabbed me and made me live in it. “I’m a prophet and a healer at a pagan temple in France. I am female. It is said that I serve Satan. It is said that I am a witch. I’m taken to a monastery and . . . and . . .”

      “What Jenséa?” asked johnny, “What’s happening?”

      Not breaking the trance, I sat up with desperate open eyes. “They are raping me!”

      “Who?” johnny eased me back down on the cushions.

      Pain rolled through my body like birth contractions.

      “Who is raping you?” asked johnny again.

      In welling sobs, I answered, “Priests, one after another. They say they are getting the Devil out of me.” My face contorted with pain for grueling eternal minutes. I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t speak. I begged silently for God to spare me from this agony. Then, I whimpered, “I’m treated . . . like an animal—a thing.” I panted hard. A volcanic grief erupted in me. I screamed and screamed and I could not stop. My voice sounded like it was miles away, yet consuming my brain and exploding my heart. I screamed until I no longer had a voice.

      I don’t know what happened for a time. But I remember johnny carrying me in his arms into a bathroom. He set me down in a black porcelain tub with my clothes on. He removed my shoes and fanny pack and then filled the tub with cool water. Rising in me was the feeling I had of being drowned when I was the monk.

      I whispered, “Are you going to drowned me, johnny?”

      “No, Jenséa. I’m not going to drown you.”

      My eyes were puffy and sore. I could barely see. I kept whimpering.

      He took a black washcloth and wiped my face gently, which felt good. Then he handed me a black goblet filled with red wine.

      I tried to push it away. “I don’t drink,” I whispered hoarsely.

      “Drink it anyway.”

      My stomach lurched with the feeling I had of being poisoned when I was the nun.

      Half-delirious, my voice rasped, “Are you going to poison me, johnny?”

      “No, Jenséa, I’m not going to poison you.”

      I remember looking into his eyes, and in that moment, I decided that he told the truth. Why I decided that I don’t know, especially when he’d just taken me through hell.

      I drank the wine straight down thirstily, dehydrated from crying so much. I wasn’t used to wine except for a sip now and then at church. I didn’t realize it would make the world spin. My eyes fell shut. My head plopped to the side, dipping my chin in the water.

      I felt him pulling off my wet clothes in the tub. And the degradation of being raped by all the priests who’d claimed they were getting the devil out of me, returned.

      I panicked, and asked in a huff of almost voiceless air, “Are you going to rape me, johnny?”

      “No, Jenséa, I’m not going to rape you.”

      “I can’t suffer any more, johnny.”

      “All you need do is call for me,” he said, “and you’ll never suffer again.”

      With those words upon my ears, I fell asleep.
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      I dreamed scene after scene that I was laboring to get to Zeke’s Meadow, needing to relive the memories of when Randa and I vacationed there at a cabin owned by a friend of my parents. But every time I tried to get there, a winged monster grabbed me and threw me into a horrific scene, where I was raped, tortured, or killed—each time betrayed by religion. johnny’s voice kept filtering in, Call for me. But I refused. Until the last dream that is. I just couldn’t take it anymore.

      “johnny!” I wailed out loud with a rasping voice. “Help me!” My head thrashed. “He is trying to kill me.” Then I started choking because in my dream someone was sticking a wooden object down my throat.

      johnny’s voice half awakened me, but not enough to shake the dream. “Who’s trying to kill you?”

      “johnny, are you here?” My throat hurt bad.

      “Yes,” he answered. “Who’s trying to kill you?”

      “My sister’s husband. I’m in my bed. He tried to choke me, but someone came and he stopped.”

      “Why does he want you dead?”

      “He says I’m a witch, but he knows I’m not. I’m a Puritan, a God-fearing, good-hearted Puritan. But he’s going to inform the townspeople that I made a ship full of Puritans sink by evoking a hurricane at Plymouth harbor, because he was with me overlooking the cliff when it happened.” “Did you make the ship sink?”

      “No, he just wants me dead. My sister is missing. He doesn’t want me asking about her disappearance because he murdered her. The people are going to come for me and weigh me down with stones until I am crushed. If I die, they will know I wasn’t a witch. But I don’t want to die this way. But God will save me. I know God will save me.”

      “Does God save you?”

      “No!” I wailed in a harsh whisper.

      “Wake up, Jenséa. Wake up.”

      I heard johnny’s voice like the sound of deep echoing bells. I opened my eyes. johnny’s face hovered over me. His long, damp hair moistened the black tee shirt against his chest. He must have just showered.

      It was morning. I was clothed in a black silk shirt, maybe the one he’d worn last night. The musk smelling silk engulfed me. My hands were somewhere under the sleeves. Only my fingers peeked out, touching the softest comforter. I lifted my head slightly and glanced down. I was under gorgeous velvet covers, black as midnight, on a king size bed. I rested my head again. The velvet pillow clouded my ears. Comfort was no issue.

      I stared at his face, observing me with a strange adoration that felt unearthly, and at the same time deliciously wicked. Then it dawned on me that he’d seen me naked. I blushed, and my head hurt.

      I grabbed my forehead. “I don’t feel well.”

      He mounted the bed, and me. Not in a bad way really, just kind of unnerving. The heat of his knees filtered into mine, even through the covers.

      My mouth was so dry that my swallow was loud. “I . . . I don’t think you should be up here with me.”

      His fingers circled my wrists gently. “You need my help to rise from bed.” He drew me up to a sitting position. The covers fell to my lap. I noticed my shirt wasn’t buttoned very high. Oh geez. Had something inappropriate occurred?

      I took back my hands and grasped the upper portion of the shirt I wore. I slid my knees from under his and the covers, and turned to get out of bed without his help, but my woozy head fell forward.

      He caught me from falling off the bed with his arm, angling me against him. The side of my head fell against his shoulder. I asked, “Did you . . . hurt me, johnny?”

      “No, Jenséa. I did not hurt you.”

      “Are you evil, johnny?”

      “Yes, Jenséa. I am evil”

      “Yes? Yes you are evil?”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “How can you just say that you are evil?”

      “What is evil?” His hand slid feather light down my cheek. “Violence. Chaos. Death. Could a world exist without such things? If not, then I am needed.”

      In the nook of his arm, I sighed, exasperated. “I don’t understand any of this. I don’t understand who you really are and why you would want to help me. What’s in it for you? If you are evil, then whatever you want with me can’t be good.”

      “But it is. It is good for you. And it is good for me.”

      “Good for you, maybe. This is not good for me.”

      “Jenséa, your journey into darkness began before you met me. I’m only helping you through it to a better place.”

      “Through what?” And then feeling a wave of nausea, I said, “Never mind, I’m going to be sick.”

      He took my hand and led me off the bed. I almost fell to the carpet, handicapped by sore muscles. Running from a predator, struggling with johnny, screaming from horrid visions, and having nightmares all night will do that to you. johnny caught me, then helped me inch along toward the bathroom. My stringy hair hung in my eyes. I felt like an old, old woman.

      I reached the bathroom. And oh, what a bathroom it was: expansive with a separate tub and shower; a shiny onyx counter with a gray marble sink; plush black carpet that courted my bare feet; and black and gray tiled walls, marble maybe. It was odd to see such extravagance in what was supposed to be a poor part of town.

      “Drink water and shower,” he said. “Then you’ll fare better.”

      He pointed to the array of toiletries on a glass shelf above the glossy black counter, so neatly arranged that I felt guilty at the thought of disturbing them. Everything was top of the line and seductively packaged: herbal oils in colored glass bottles, exquisite shampoos, fancy conditioners, toothpaste, deodorant, brushes, combs, soaps, bath sponges. There was even a black pitcher of water and matching goblet at the corner of the counter. Geez, what more could a girl want? A little make-up maybe.

      I glanced at his reflection in the wall-to-wall mirror above the counter. From behind me, he brushed a strand of hair from my eyes. “Help yourself.”

      His face was dark in the mirror, almost like a shadow, but his eyes glowed red. I snapped my head around and stared at him. The red glow was gone.

      My brow tightened. Did I need an eye exam? Was the light playing tricks on me? Was johnny a demon? Oh, what good would it do me to know the answer? I was still in trouble.

      johnny smiled faintly as if enjoying my attempt at logic. Then he left, closing the door behind him.

      Another sick wave washed over me. I turned to the black commode, flipped up the lid and fell on my knees, dry heaving for ungodly moments. I kept telling myself that johnny could not be for real. He was harsh, yet seemingly earnest in his desire to help me. Could one such as he truly have taken me under his wing for a good-hearted reason?

      I rose stiffly and walked to the counter. I poured cool water into the goblet and drank. The icy liquid soothed my stomach. My nausea subsided. I slipped off the silk shirt and laid it on the counter, surveying my naked pale flesh, a bit too emaciated, and way untapped. Abused maybe, but not opened. You know, like in the movies where a woman’s femininity splashes all over the screen.

      I gathered lavender shampoo, conditioner, purple soap, a loofah sponge, and a razor, then padded to the shiny black shower adjacent the tub. I opened the clear glass door and stepped inside onto the smooth black tile. I adjusted the water to a steamy hot level, and reveled in the soothing warmth that poured over me like silk, loosening my sore muscles. I glided the soap over my skin, so happy to get thoroughly clean after yesterday’s ordeals. Though my body was relaxed, my mind was yet tangled in knots.

      Surely, there was no such thing as reincarnation. I mean, a hereafter in heaven, yes. But nothing more. johnny had said that in a way there wasn’t reincarnation, yet in a way there was. What did that mean? And how could I recall those past times so clearly and relive the pain as if it had happened today? I doubted my sanity. I doubted reality. I doubted everything. And yet, swimming in all that doubt, the good little religious girl was still treading water. Religion remained a lifeline that I was not ready to release.

      I continued this consternation for the duration of my shower. Afterward, I completed the rest of my hygiene ritual, concluded by rubbing lavender oil onto my skin. Why did I do that? I guess I wanted to be pretty for johnny, even though I’d never allow myself to have a romantic relationship with him.

      I slipped back into the black silk shirt, wondering where my clothes might be. My shoes, belt, and fanny pack were also missing. I buttoned the shirt up around my neck. I wrapped a huge black towel around me over the shirt, feeling too sinful to not cover up, if indeed I could.

      The heat from the shower had eased my muscle pain. Walking was easier. I emerged modestly from the bathroom, swallowed in my towel, with damp combed hair, wearing no make-up at all. I felt plain and pale without it. I wondered how any man could be attracted to me. Oh, my figure was okay, but my overall appearance seemed ghostly, almost incorporeal, not of flesh and blood, as if I’d never really been alive. In truth, I felt as if I’d slept through life, and I suddenly, desperately, wanted to wake up.

      I peeked shyly around the corner into the distant kitchen. johnny was frying something. Judging from the sizzle and aroma—ham, and being a vegetarian who had just thrown up, I didn’t embrace the idea of eating pig.

      I cleared my throat and asked, “Where are my clothes?”

      “In the basement dryer. They needed washing.”

      I had an urge to throw up again, but since my stomach was empty, I overrode the sensation. “Is he gone?”

      “Gone,” johnny said.

      I sighed with relief, not wanting to feel like I'd been part of a killing.

      “Thank you for cleaning my clothes,” I said. But not wanting to go home naked, I added, “What if someone steals them?”

      He looked at me as if my question was stupid, and his look was clear, even from the kitchen.

      “I know. I know,” I said, half-patronizing, “You are watching over my clothes even though you’re nowhere near them.”

      His orange eyes seemed to burn. “You mock me.”

      I had mocked him, and I felt bad. “I don’t mean to. It’s just a lot to believe.”

      He walked toward me with a black plate of ham, rounding the corner where I partially hid. “You will believe.”

      When he reached me, I said, “I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings.”

      “Don’t be sorry. Pity insults me.”

      “I don’t pity you. I feel bad that I hurt you.”

      He said, “Nothing of me can hurt. And those who try . . . well, it is a call for pain you might say.”

      When he talked like that, I feared more than ever that he would hurt me yet.

      Seemingly reading my thoughts, he said, “I told you, you are the exception.”

      I raised my eyes demurely. “But why am I the exception? Why do you want to help me? What’s in it for you?”

      “I know what you are. To harm you would be a waste.”

      “What do you mean what I am? I’m just a woman.”

      “Trust me. You are more.”

      “I don’t trust men. Not any men—except priests.”

      “If there is but one man worthy of your trust, it is I.” He pushed the huge slab of pink juicy pig toward me, still wearing fingerless gloves. Did he ever remove them?

      I didn’t want the ham. Just looking at it sickened me. My hands remained hidden in the towel.

      “I don’t eat meat.”

      “That’s your problem,” he said, “you’re no carnivore. And you need to be.”

      “Well, I don’t want to eat it.”

      “You need some animal in you.”

      He pulled back the plate. With his free hand, he grabbed my towel and tossed it to the floor. “Stop hiding.”

      I gasped, hugging my stomach. “You had no right to do that!”

      “You are such a nun,” he pressed the plate against my stomach, “but we’ll fix that.”

      I glared at him. I didn’t want to take the plate, but if I refused, I knew he’d force me. I took the stupid plate, stared at the ham and winced. “Well, do I at least get a knife and fork?”

      “Use your fingers.”

      My jaw tensed. He was pushing me too far. I said, “I don’t like how you make me do things. I have a right to refuse, and you have no right to keep me here, no matter what the reason. I want my clothes, and I want to go back to Randa’s.”

      “Not yet.” His eyes sharpened.

      I glanced at the black cordless phone on the square slate end table, cornering the black armchair and floor cushions. “I need to call Randa.”

      “Not now.”

      “When will you be done with me?”

      “Not ever.”

      “Not ever? Never? Like never, ever, never?”

      He said, “What’s never, what’s ever, what is being done with you?”

      I stared at him, annoyed. He never gave straight answers, and he made me doubt my questions. “It means, when can I go back to Randa’s? You can’t keep me prisoner.”

      “I can. It is for your own good. Trust me.”

      I threw my head back, eyes squeezed shut. “Please, oh please, let me go!”

      His traditional silence left me hanging. I sighed hard, and then glared at him. And he was glaring at me, his orange whirling orbs, calming me against my will.

      “Listen,” I said, “I’m confused. You distress me, but claim you are helping me, which I doubt, because you won’t tell me what’s in it for you. You say you cause people pain, which means you don’t feel compassion. Therefore, you can’t care about me. How can I comply when I don’t understand what’s happening?”

      “If you eat,” he said, “I’ll tell you.”

      I glanced at the ham slab, not relishing the prospect of landing it in my stomach, but I decided to try.

      “Okay,” I said, “Do I at least get a napkin?”

      He put his hand behind his back, and brought if forward producing a napkin. Had it been in his pocket? I took it quickly, fearing it might disappear. He led me into the main room and motioned me to sit on the black velvet cushions. I hated viewing the horror hanging on his walls, so I made it a point to avert my eyes. I sat, eyeing him hard. I wanted answers.

      Cattycorner from me, he slouched in the black leather armchair, knees spread wide, boots firm on the floor. He looked . . . depressed. I was relieved because this was the first time he seemed, well, human.

      He pulled out a cigarette from a pack lying on the square black end table, between the phone and a round digital table clock. He cupped his palm on the end of the cigarette, and then a curious thing: when he removed his palm, the cigarette was lit.

      He took a puff and rested his hands on the chair arms. “I feel dead inside. Challenges are nigh. I’m bored.” He took another puff on the cigarette, giving me a sidelong look. “Take a bite.”

      I lifted the slab of pink meat. Juice dripped down my wrist. I wanted to wipe it with a napkin, but eager to hear his explanation, I took a little bite, crumpling my face disdainfully as I chewed. I put the meat down, wiped my wrist with the napkin, and stared at him intently.

      When I swallowed, he continued, “I’ve done everything, seen everything, and taken everything I desired. There’s only one thing, and one thing only that I haven’t done, and it took me quite some time to realize it.”

      “What?”

      “I have never put another’s needs before my own.”

      “Ever?” I asked.

      “Never,” he said.

      “Go on.”

      “And there is only one thing I’ve not seen.”

      “Yes?”

      “I have never seen another human being grateful for my presence.”

      “Your parents must have been.”

      “I never knew my parents.”

      “Oh. Me neither . . . hardly. Go on.”

      “And there is only one thing I’ve never had.”

      “What?”

      “Unconditional love. The challenge is that the giver must know the true me.”

      “So, you have chosen me to fulfill these things?”

      “I have.” He leaned forward as if assessing how I’d assimilated the news.

      I lowered my head shyly, feeling special, feeling scared. Staring at my lap, I said, “I very much like that you want to do something good,” I looked at him, “to see what it would feel like. Your actions make sense now.”

      He leaned back, taking the cigarette to his lips.

      I said, “So, helping me, helps you?”

      He exhaled smoke. “We’ll see.”

      “Are you trying to mend your evil ways?”

      “No.”

      My face fell. “No?”

      “Take another bite,” he said.

      I bit off a shred of ham and chewed, nauseated by the strong smell.

      As I wiped my fingers on the napkin, he added, “However, I’m committed to help you fully actualize your potential.”

      I swallowed the meat. “My potential? Haven’t I already done that, or most of that—with my art?”

      “No. There is more in you, much, much more. But according to your astrological chart, you are too pious to get beyond the barriers that cage it.”

      “Cage what?”

      “Take another bite.” He sucked in another dose of nicotine.

      I consumed another piece of ham quickly, wanting to hear the answer.

      He exhaled. Smoke hazed his face. “Your potential is brilliant, comparable to . . . your idols.” He said idols a little too tersely for my comfort.

      “My idols?”

      Instead of explaining, he took such a deep drag from his cigarette, I thought the whole thing might burn to cinders.

      I knew he was alluding to my religious idols. Anyway, I, in no way on God’s green earth, compared to them.

      After a drawn out exhale of smoke, he flicked his ashes into a black glass ashtray on the end table. I hadn’t noticed it there before. He said, “Your potential is trapped behind obstacles too great to overcome without assistance from a creature like me.” He took another puff, exhaling more smoke.

      I cocked my head waiting for the smoke to clear. Then my eyes narrowed curiously. “What do you mean . . . a creature like you?” My next thought shocked me a little, but I had to ask, “You are human, aren’t you?”

      He snuffed his cigarette in the ashtray, then stood. “Finish eating.”

      I eyed him suspiciously as he stepped up to me. I asked, “How come you’re not eating?”

      He squatted before me. “I already ate.”

      “Let me see you do it.” I held the plate of ham up to him.

      He stared hypnotically into my eyes as he lifted the ham to his teeth. He bit into the meat slowly, chewing with sensual deliberation, licking his lips as if he were licking me. I started breathing hard and gulped to hide the fact.

      He was still chewing when he put the ham to my lips for me to take a bite. I sank my teeth into the meat. He pulled it away from my mouth, leaving me with quite a hunk to chew. I watched him intensely until he swallowed. Then I swallowed, the glob almost catching in my throat, and hurting as it went down. He raised his hand and licked the juice off his finger like a slow motion dream, gazing at me so warmly, I felt like I was melting.

      I handed him my napkin. He ignored it, taking my hand instead. “You’re a beautiful woman, Jenséa, but I won’t take advantage of you. I am your guardian. If you want more, it will be your decision.”

      Did I hear him right? Was he truly guarding me, even from his own urges? Tears glossed my eyes. He wanted to protect me without forcing me to ‘owe’ him. But I was mostly touched by the fact that he found me beautiful.

      “Tears . . .” he declared. “You don’t think men find you attractive, do you?”

      Embarrassed, I lowered my head and shook it.

      His grip on my hand tightened, not with dominance, but affection. “The spirit shines through the body and makes it glow with who one is. You are an intensely loyal and sincere human being. Although you’ve been grossly misguided, you are the purest spirit I’ve ever known. And that’s saying a lot.”

      I trembled, succumbing to his charm.

      “You look so . . . innocent, the way children do before the world wrecks them. You don’t wreck, Jenséa, even when you’re wrecked. Your caring heart never dies. Your spirit is strong.” He took the plate of half-eaten ham and set it down on the floor. He moved his face forward and touched his lips to mine, lingering there, motionless. I loved it, but it frightened me too.

      I was twenty-four but I had never been kissed. Raped yes. But never kissed. I feared kissing would lead to more. I know, I know. More was taken anyway. Besides, normal men weren’t interested in me. They stared, but never approached. The bad guys did though, thus my caution with kissing. johnny was bad, but good, right? I hoped so, because I never wanted his lips to go away. The feel of them thrilled me so.

      But alas, he withdrew those warm wonderful lips and said, “Benign men don’t avoid you because you have no appeal. They stay away because your heart shines so bright. What is it you do when the sun blares in your eyes?” He demonstrated by lifting his arm over his face and turning his head away.

      “I thought you said I was repressed or something.”

      “You can see light through a cage, even if you can’t touch its source. This is why predators gravitate to you. They see the light and they want it.”

      “I thought harm had come to me because I was weak.”

      “Harm has come to you because your light is strong.”

      I stared at him hard, laboring to understand, wondering if he was right. The very prospect made me visibly quiver. No one had ever discovered the true me before, including myself. It was as if he were peeling away my outer layers, unraveling me to find the prize deep down inside—a prize I never even knew was there. I didn’t know what that treasure might be. Did he?

      “Yes,” he said, in his mind reading way. “I do know what that treasure might be.” He licked his bottom lip, as if he were going to eat me.

      He must have seen the fear flash across my face because his next words fell over me like a warm coat. “I am your guardian.”

      Was he? On the other hand, was this all a game that even I couldn’t resist playing? Even if that was true, worse, was my willingness to become a ward of evil. If this was the case, I’d go to hell for sure. Yet, I craved him so much, I almost didn’t care.

      I raised my trembling fingers to my temple. “I’m ashamed of my feelings for you.”

      “Trust me,” he said.

      I shook my head. “You’re making me fall in love with you, and I mustn’t.”

      “I’m not making you fall in love with me, Jenséa. I could. But whatever you feel, it’s from you. It’s important you know that.”

      “But the kiss—” I cleared my throat.

      “You liked it,” he said. “It doesn’t take magic to enjoy a kiss.”

      He took my hands and drew me up to stand . . . too fast. I fell against his chest, light-headed. His hands pressed against my back. I sighed with joy. I couldn’t stop it.

      He said softly, “I’ll take care of you.”

      After a moment, the blood came back to my head. He eased me away. “I’ll get your clothes. There is a place I want to take you. Finish eating.”

      I nodded, unable to resist his wishes. Was his commanding power part of his malevolence? Just what atrocities had he committed? I wanted to know, but then again, if I did, would I die from shock?

      He turned away, heading for the kitchen to exit the apartment.

      I blurted, “johnny?”

      He turned around.

      “It is important that you don’t answer the call for pain in my presence.”

      “I know,” he said. Then he turned, and went for my clothes.

      I had an urge to lock the door after him to guard against unwelcome visitors, but I could hear his voice in my head, It’s not necessary. I’m watching over you.

      I wondered who he really was—what he really was. He seemed wise in an evil way, intelligent in a clever way, and manipulative in a positive way. If he’d never helped another before me, surely his talents had been wasted. How did he manage to keep me afloat in yesterday’s violence, yet force me to experience it? How did he know just how far to push me in, and when to pull me out? How could he make me feel so horrible, and yet so wonderful in a moment’s span?

      Well, no matter. Now that I knew he wanted to do something good for someone, and that I was that someone, I decided to comply—at least for now. Maybe I had some long lost father need, searching for the protection my father was never there to give. Maybe I could convert him. Oh, I knew religion had betrayed me and all, or so it seemed, but my faith had not waned. It merely expanded. There was something wonderfully divine out there. I knew there was. Somehow—I just knew.

      However, I doubted that johnny did.
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      I gobbled down the ham, wanting to heave with each bite. I took the plate into the kitchen, washed it, and then dried it with the softest black hand towel I’d ever touched. Where did he store plates? I opened the glossy black cabinets, one by one. Of course, I wasn’t as interested in finding the plate cabinet as I was a clue that would reveal more about him. His way of thinking, knowing, and making things happen was most disturbing. He was either a master of the occult, as Randa had said, or—inhuman. The occult frightened me, so I opted for the latter, even though the thought seemed ridiculous. But at least if he was inhuman, Satan excluded, his way of being made more sense. A girl can hope.

      I scanned the shelves. Except for their bareness, I found nothing odd. Okay, so I was snooping. Sinful? Yes. But less sinful than my infatuation with a man who caused people pain. Perhaps I’d discover something that would repulse me so gravely, my desire for him would fade. I put the plate on an empty shelf. Apparently, it was the only plate he had.

      I needed to explore some more, so I opened the pantry. The shelves were stocked with cartons of cigarettes and bottles of scotch. Hmm, alcohol and nicotine. At the very least, addiction was on his menu of problems. I doubted other worldly demons had such addictions. He had to be human. Then I was a bit embarrassed that I’d suspected he wasn’t. But even as I decided he wasn’t, I again wondered if he was. Perhaps he was a monster. I wanted to check in the refrigerator to be sure. Blood you know. Vampires drink it. Right?

      I wrapped my fingers around the handle of the shiny black refrigerator and opened it. The light was out, so I pushed my face in close to carefully examine the contents. The chill air embraced my skin. No blood, unless you count the hunks of saran-wrapped, red raw meat strategically placed on one rack. I couldn’t help wincing. Other than that, the fridge was bare and sparkling clean. Apparently, to him, man lived on meat alone. My next thought chilled me. My stomach clenched into a rock-hard knot. What if he was a werewolf?

      “Prying, are you?” johnny stood in the doorway, my clothes in hand.

      My face blushed several coats of red. I had been caught. Good girls don’t snoop. Suddenly, I didn’t care that he’d caught me. I swung the refrigerator door shut with moxy. If I was to put myself in his keeping to help me solve my ‘dark problem,’ then I was entitled to know more about him. The urge to grow up and defend my position surfaced with no less tact than a biting mosquito. “Are you a werewolf?”

      He laughed a little and tossed his head back. “No, Jenséa, I’m not a werewolf—not in the legendary sense.”

      “Are you a vampire?”

      “No, Jenséa, I’m not a vampire—not in the legendary sense.”

      “Then what are you?”

      “I’m a man.”

      “But in a legendary sense?”

      “Perhaps,” he said.

      I sighed and shook my head. “johnny, I don’t think you’re human.”

      “Does it matter?”

      I raised a brow. “Are you admitting you’re not?”

      He handed me the clothes. “The important question is . . . will I harm you?”

      I clutched the clothes to my chest.

      He said, “And that answer I’ve given already.” He jerked his head toward the bathroom. “Get dressed.”

      He still wore his gloves. Could that be a clue? “Why do you always wear gloves?”

      His eye held whimsy. “They make me look tough.”

      I squinted, analyzing. “Well, a man who is tough doesn’t need to look tough.”

      The whimsy in his eye faded. “Go on, get dressed.”

      I just stared at him, expecting him to reveal what I wanted to know.

      He fell into a silence that made me feel awkward. Silence—his forté. Come to think of it, he had many fortés.

      I was frustrated that I couldn’t solve the mystery of him, but what could I do? He wasn’t the kind that you could emotionally manipulate. I turned and headed into the bathroom, feeling the weight of his gaze upon my back. I closed the door, but I didn’t experience the release of tension one usually does when at last privacy is had. No. I felt like he was inside me.

      I changed into my clothes, and then noticed my shoes, belt, and fanny pack stacked in the corner by the shower. How did he get them here without entering the bathroom? And how did he get my scuffed up indigo pumps—so clean. He definitely utilized some kind of magic, even if only by a slight of hand.

      I slipped on my shoes, belt and fanny pack, rallied my courage and emerged from the bathroom. There he was, sliding a chain necklace over my head, around my neck. I wondered if it was the one he’d worn, for his own was missing. I scrunched down my chin to view the medallion that rested against the indigo cloth between my breasts. The chalky black metal was shaped into a full-bodied dragon. The demure of it was war-like, the head full front with red eyes. The thing seemed alive, moving, though it was still. The eyes seemed to pulse, though they were solid, and smoke seemed to steam from its nostrils, though there was no smoke to be seen.

      I rolled my eyes up to him. “I don’t think I want this.”

      “That’s irrelevant,” he said.

      I swallowed hard. “What’s it for?”

      “Protection. It will do for you what your crucifix could not.”

      I narrowed an eye. “Bye-the-way, where is my crucifix?”

      He eyed the medallion. “You have what you need.”

      I touched the ominous medallion. “Well . . . how can this protect me?”

      “I’ll tell you later.”

      “But—”

      “We need to go.”

      “Go where?”

      He took my hand. “Come, and you’ll find out.” He towed me past the main room.

      “Wait, please, wait,” I said, hesitant to walk out onto the very streets that just yesterday gave me a beating. “I need a minute.” I dug my feet into the carpet. They did not stay.

      “Why?” he asked impatiently, towing me onward.

      I glanced at the phone on the end table. “I should call Randa.”

      We entered the kitchen. “I called her last night. She knows I’m going to work with you longer.”

      “How much longer?” I asked, pretending I hadn’t earlier asked the question.

      He didn’t answer. He just gripped my hand tighter and opened the door to the outside world.

      I pulled against him, twisting my body back toward his plush abode. “Please wait!”

      He turned and faced me. “I am not patient.”

      “I know you’ll,” I gulped, “watch over me, but after what happened yesterday, I . . . I just can’t face the streets that easily. I need a minute to prepare myself.”

      “You’ll be fine,” he said, towing me out the door.

      We emerged into the yellow humid hall under the thick drone of flies smothering the florescent lights in the ceiling. They seemed to be increasingly multiplying.

      I cried out, “I hate it when you ignore my feelings! I just wanted one minute.”

      “You’ve already waited your whole life.” His apartment door closed behind us, all by itself.

      I gaped at the closed door, jaw hanging. Until now, his magical abilities had been implied. This was outright—magic. What was he?

      Enmeshed in my stupor, I hadn’t realized that he’d been dragging me down the hall, and that I’d been walking sideways.

      He said, “Remember, this is for you, to help you deal with your problem.”

      I faced forward and stepped up alongside him. The graffiti, bugs, and questionable floor stains soaked into my being. Scenes of violence flashed in my mind. “Oh Saint Jude,” I whimpered.

      He glared at me. I think because I said, Saint Jude.

      “Sorry,” I said, wondering why I was apologizing. I pushed my shoulders back and chin up. “Religion still matters to me.”

      “Yes, I know.” He released me and let me walk of my own volition.

      But here in the hall of misery and torment, I wanted his hand back. Then again, I suppose he knew that. I curled my arm around his bicep, clutching. No doubt, he assumed I would.

      I said, “Why do you live in this part of town? I mean, by the looks of your apartment, you seem to have money.” I wished I could eat my words the moment I’d served them. What if he was a drug lord? If I found out, would he ‘take me out?’ I didn’t want to tread on dangerous territory with him. Being with him at all was dangerous enough. I felt safer not knowing too much.

      He answered, “Why do you live where you live?”

      I shrugged my shoulders, staring at the grime stained floor beneath our passing feet.

      He said, “The atmosphere suits you, right? Well—”

      “Please,” I gulped, “I prefer to change the subject.”

      I heard a door open and close behind us. I glanced over my shoulder. Two Puerto Rican teenagers stood in the hall and began strutting swiftly in our direction. I tightened my grip on johnny’s arm.

      “You’re learning,” he said.

      “Learning? I am not your pet dog.”

      “No, but you are my pet.”

      I scowled.

      We walked past the spot where Red Hair had fallen, marked by a stain of dried blood. I felt queasy.

      The teenagers passed us, turning back slightly, flaring their thumbs at johnny. “Hey Juan!” they said with cheer.

      “They like you,” I said, as if that was an impossibility.

      “They know the fresh blood spill was to my credit.”

      His words sickened me. I went numb and limp. I stopped. My arm fell from his.

      He turned and faced me with diabolical eyes.

      I dropped my head and shook it slowly. “You are so callous,” I said softly.

      “I know,” he said, “it’s who I am.”

      I raised my head, my potent eyes sincere. “If you intend to protect me, you mustn’t forget my tender heart.”

      He stared into me as if considering my request. Then with a crafty smile, he extended his hand, a gesture for me to take it, and said, “I’ll try.”

      Had I won this one? Had he agreed to be less harsh around me? I thought my ears had tricked me. Even if they did, I liked what I thought I heard. I lifted my hand to his. He took it. But there was something in the way he took it, as if he’d taken me. I wasn’t the victor. He was. And I feared he always would be.

      We reached the stairs. The open windows were the culprits in granting the bugs passage into these tainted decks. I guess ventilation reigned over sanitation. I couldn’t step down. My legs were too sore. He circled his arm around my waist lifting me slightly while we descended the stairs. That—my legs could handle. Harder to handle was the way he kept glancing at me, almost with wonder. He even kissed my forehead once.

      Was his wooing an act to manipulate me into compliance? Was his sincerity a sham? I had trusted such men before, men who used charm to shroud their maniacal intent . . . like the man who had raped me here in New York City when my grandmother and I were visiting her hometown. He had shown me sweet interest until he got me in his car, drove me to a secluded area, and proved to me how dumb I was to trust him. The bad guys lied, and I believed. Even my rapist, who found me three years later while I was in New York visiting Randa, convinced me that he had loved me. And wanting to believe it, I went off with him again to repeat my initial fate. Another reason why New York City was not my favorite place.

      Surely johnny was no different a man than that. Oh, not that he would rape my body. No, more that he would take my spirit or some such thing. Sooner or later, he was bound to hurt me. I hoped it was later, because despite my suspicions, I was enjoying his con. I guess I was needy for male affection. Okay . . . starved.

      We reached the bottom floor and went outdoors into July’s sauna heat. My arm, still curled tight around his, made my muscles ache—a small price to pay for protection. Before we even finished crossing Avenue D, I was damp with sweat. johnny wasn’t. Geez, there was something odd about a man who didn’t sweat.

      We walked along East 6th Street. I labored to match his peculiar stride, like a rattlesnake, smooth but deadly. He seemed a little impatient with my slow pace, though he didn’t complain. That my legs were moving at all, given my terror of the streets, was a feat in itself. I glanced at his profile often, seeking a look of assurance from him. But no, his eyes remained forward, cold and hardened, so unfriendly.

      People averted their faces from us as we passed. I liked feeling safe and unapproachable, here, in this part of town. I almost felt like gloating, Hah, hah, you can’t hurt me.

      We passed second hand stores, eateries, and drinking establishments. I heard faint utterances here and there. “Don’t mess  with him man.” “Don’t talk about him. Don’t even think about him.”

      Those comments frightened me some, but not too much; johnny was on my side. I clutched his arm a little tighter.

      “Relax,” he said in a low tone, not looking at me.

      I tried to relax, but it was hard. I felt self-conscious about how it looked for a woman like me to be with a man like him. I gazed upon his profile once more, feeling strange to be under a dangerous man’s care. My shoulder was bumped hard.

      I looked to the offender, now behind us. A tall, slender business-type man in a brown suit and circle shaped glasses, twisted  his red angry face back at me. His scalp-short hair glistened, and sweat beaded on his temples. “Watch where you’re going, bitch!”

      I stared at him with fallen face and caved chest, wounded by the man’s harsh words. I’d meant no harm.

      But then, because he was glaring at me, he slammed into a brute of a man who shouted, “Watch where you’re going asshole.”

      I turned my attention to my walking feet, feeling my face blush hotly, intimidated by the whole scene. All people were my kin. And everything they felt—I felt. And their feelings shamed me. And so I felt shamed. Oh, why couldn’t people just be nice? Why couldn’t we all love each other? I was willing.

      I glanced up at johnny as if he could answer my plea.

      He gave me a smooth sidelong look that almost shocked me: cool amusement with a flash of fire. Had he avenged me by making the man who yelled at me, get yelled at by another?

      He didn’t say a word. I didn’t either. I was too busy trying to convince myself that what had just happened was fate’s doing, not johnny’s.

      We came upon Avenue B and turned. After walking a bit, we passed a large crowd gathered around the entrance of a nightclub squared off by a dozen policemen. johnny whisked me forward as if the bar was a death trap or something. Apparently it was. Two men came up from behind us. As they passed, one said to the other, “Those people killed each other in there last night.”

      My head went cold and dizzy. I stopped.

      johnny stopped too.

      I fell against him, clutching his arms, my body quivering uncontrollably. “This is sick, sick, sick. I can’t bear it. How could such a thing happen? How! Get me out of here. Hurry, before I faint.”

      “Fall into me,” he said softly. His hand supported the back of my head. It was cool and warm at the same time. A wave of energy surged through me, all the way down to my feet, and maybe even into the sidewalk, and the earth. Then I felt better, steadied and unaffected. How could I get over a thing . . . that was not a thing—one gets over? And how did an entire bar of people kill each other? Maybe it was a gang thing.

      He stepped back from me, clasped my hand, and led me out toward a grassy green park packed with people standing around a long metal platform. Six female panelists sat in plastic chairs, three on each side of a white-haired, male mediator in a light blue suit who stood in front of a microphone.

      We came up to the back of the crowd and stopped to listen. Three religious women were bantering with three feminists about the sanction and sacrilege of male strip bars.

      Surprisingly, I became involved in what they were saying.

      The feminists supported the idea that women had a right to ogle naked men, if men had a right to ogle naked women. The religious women maintained that it was against God to exploit anybody, male or female.

      I muttered, “They are both right. And they are both wrong.”

      I kept listening, growing more agitated. “They’re missing it,” I said, gritting my teeth.

      And during my periodic grumbling, I was vaguely aware that johnny was edging me up to the front of the crowd until we were in the first row by the platform.

      “They don’t get it,” I mumbled again.

      “Tell them your wisdom, Angel.”

      “No!” I looked at him like he was crazy. I paused, and then asked, “What do you think about all this?”

      “I have no opinion about such matters. However, you do.”

      “Not enough to voice it,” I said, my inner fire fading.

      “No? You’ve been the object of men for centuries, men who couldn’t understand your pain. What do you need to say, Jenséa? What?” He looked at me again with orange whirling eyes, but I did not calm down. Then his eyes glowed red. Or maybe I just thought they did. My rage intensified. His voice had a catalyzing effect on me. “Nothing exists but what you feel, and you won’t know peace until you speak it.”

      I began shaking with a fury that accumulated until my breathing became heavy and labored. “I’m afraid, johnny.”

      “It’s all right, Jenséa. I’m here.”

      He looked at the mediator who suddenly snapped his head toward johnny. They stared at each other for a long moment. The mediator looked dazed. Finally, he announced, “There is a woman here who has another angle on this.”

      johnny grabbed my hips and heaved me up with unnatural smoothness onto the three-foot high platform. I went to the microphone. The mediator retreated behind me.

      I faced the audience nervously, and then looked at the feminists to my left. My throat felt sealed when I tried to speak, but I pushed out my words. “It’s not about getting back at men, but neither is it about letting them off the hook.” Then I looked at the religious women, “and it’s not about eliminating male pornography, but neither is it about objectifying the human race.”

      Suddenly, my throat opened up, and a pool of words whirled in my belly, rising. I faced the audience, fear gone. I spoke. “What it’s about—is this: Men must experience the intimidation many women feel when watching their men enamored with other naked women. This can happen if women allow themselves the same privilege of enjoying the sight of naked male bodies in less than private quarters.”

      I couldn’t believe I said that. I didn’t even blush.

      Something familiar but ancient rose in me, beautiful and wise. I could swear cool light rays burst out of my mouth, shining in all directions.

      I continued speaking more vibrantly and bluntly than ever before. “In R rated movies, and even television commercials, the shape of women’s bodies have been clearly defined for years, but seldom the shape of men’s bodies. I ask you this: Is a man’s chest as provocative as a woman’s? I would say the front of his lower body is more the equivalent. But do we see that on television or even R rated movies? And if so, it’s so brief and infrequent, it hardly deserves mention.”

      Some of the crowd clapped, some booed, but on I spoke. “Once I sat next to a man watching an underwear commercial for men. He commented, ‘Some guys might not want their girlfriends to see that.’ His response angered me. Didn’t he realize how many commercials exposed the female body without any regard to the women viewers? He didn’t care about that. However, when the shoe was on the other foot, he began to experience insecurity. That was good, for he was identifying with the same discord that women have always endured. Hence, the underwear commercial for men was a good thing, for it gave the man, perhaps his first awareness of sexual exploitation.”

      My voice grew louder and more intense. “So, I agree with the religious aspects that no one should be exploited, and that women shouldn’t stoop to men’s level of indiscretion—but I agree with the feminists, that women may have to exploit men for a while, solely to teach them the folly of their insensitivity.”

      I spread my hands outward in a vee. Energy poured from my fingertips. “And if some club is going to be judged, why focus on the one with male dancers and not female dancers? Why destroy the one attempt women are making to protest the way they’ve been treated for centuries? Fight back? Yes. But let the fight be in the name of humanity! Let the fight be to regain our dignity! Oh yes,” I said dramatically, “Let it be such a fight.”

      A ripple of clapping waved through the audience, with surprisingly few tones of anger. One of the religious panelists sprung up behind me like a mother bear protecting her cubs. Her curly gray hair clung to the sides of her wrinkled foreboding face. She plastered her hands against my forearms and pushed me a few feet away from the microphone. “The Devil is behind you!”

      I contemplated johnny. What could I say? She could be right. She pushed me backwards toward the audience, a strong woman for her age, stronger than I.

      She hissed, “You make sin seem so noble, so right.” Then her eyes grew wide as she spotted the metallic dragon hanging down over my chest. “You are a fallen angel!” And I wondered if I was.

      She rammed me hard, launching me backward off the stage. Three feet down felt like forever. My legs went above my head, and the rush of air at the back of my neck taunted me that the hard ground was near. I landed—in johnny’s arms, horizontal and perfect, the way it might happen in a fairy tale. Momentarily stunned, I gazed up into his knowing face, ignoring the upturn of chattering volume around us.

      “You surprised me,” he said casually.

      Half-dazed, I asked, “How johnny—how does anyone surprise you?”

      “You broke through quickly, not blinded by religion. Your Divine Light was freed. Didn’t you see it? Couldn’t you feel yourself being reborn?”

      “Did you make all this happen, johnny?”

      “No,” he said, “I just got you started. That light was yours. Such light could never be mine.”

      Geez, shining light. I guess I was good at that.

      He carried me through the crowd like a scene from An Officer and a Gentlemen, but he was no gentleman, not to the world anyway. Maybe to me. I hoped.

      A woman’s voice came from the loud speakers. “That woman was right. Sometimes you have to go through the darkness to find the dawn.”

      “Remember that,” johnny said.

      “I’ll try,” I whispered. “I’ll really try.”

      As we broke free of the crowd, a woman in a white pantsuit approached us with a microphone in her hand. johnny lowered me to my feet. It was then I saw the television camera aimed right at me. My speech and my fall had been televised! My face could not have turned a brighter shade of red. The heat of it burned me. At least no one knew my name.

      The woman asked, “What is your name?”

      johnny answered, “Her name is Jenséa Renlé. She’s an artist exhibiting her paintings at Duchéne Gallery.”

      I glared at johnny in disbelief. He’d sold me out.

      The woman asked, “You’ve caused quite a stir here. Are you a member of the National Organization for Women?”

      I shook my head.

      “What is your religious denomination?”

      johnny grabbed my upper arm and towed me away from her as if she were not there. I glanced back at the lady, apologizing with my eyes.

      She mumbled, “Definitely not a member of N.O.W.”

      We arrived at the street front. johnny released my arm.

      I scowled. “I wish you hadn’t said my name. I don’t want anyone to know it was me who made those sinful statements.”

      “Ah, here it comes,” he sighed, “religion after all.” He took my hand and walked us down the sidewalk toward home.

      We rounded a corner. johnny froze in his tracks. He reached out a protective arm across my chest, and pushed me behind him. He looked over his shoulder. “Touch my back. Imagine that you are curled up inside me. Don’t look at anything. Trust that I’ll protect you. Believe no one, but me.”

      From the side of johnny’s shoulder, I saw a man with short red-gold hair and a triangular face. He too wore fingerless gloves. I leaned my forehead on johnny’s back and did as he requested. I was learning not to question him because I seemed to suffer less whenever I followed his directives. Not that I had a choice, but still . . .

      The stranger’s voice was slow and deliberate, “Found a Shen, did you?”

      “She’s in deep,” johnny said, “too deep for you to take.”

      “I’ll have you both.”

      johnny’s voice rumbled against my forehead. “I welcome the challenge, any time.”

      “Soon,” said the man.

      “That’s what you always say,” johnny said.

      I heard the man walk away, and johnny turned around to face me.

      I asked, “What’s going on? Are you in danger?”

      “I wish.”

      “You wish? You wish you were in danger? I don’t want you to be in danger. That man, he said—”

      “It’s all right.” He took my hand and started us walking. “I want his challenge. Finding a worthy opponent is rare.”

      “Who is he?”

      A flood of people exiting a church passed around us. johnny grumbled, seeming irritated. Suddenly, we were in an alley. I didn’t remember walking to it, but we must have, because that was where we were. He guided my back gently against a beige brick wall.

      “So, who is he?” I asked again.

      He paused a moment. Then his hands moved to either side of my head against the wall like he was going to tell me a secret. “He is one like me, but of the gold variety—descendants of a common class and weaker than the Black Kings from whose seed I have sprung. He would have to ally with others of my kind to harness even a remote chance of defeating me.”

      I furrowed my brows. “Black Kings? Do you mean you are of African royalty?”

      He peered into me knowingly. “No.”

      “A cult then? Are you part of a Satanic cult, johnny?”

      “Not anymore.”

      I gasped.

      “Not any more, Jenséa, not anymore.”

      “But . . . Satan?”

      “What is Satan? A dude who went his own way and did his own thing. Isn’t that what America purports? Freedom?”

      “What is your connection to Satan?”

      “There is no Satan. And that fiction insults my kind.”

      “What do you mean, ‘your kind?’ ” I swallowed hard. “What are you?”

      “I’ll tell you more when you are ready.”

      “That man called me a Shen. What’s a Shen?”

      His finger traced the curve of my cheek down to my chin. “A Shen . . .” he kissed my lips gently, “a Shen is an unearthly light bearer, what you would call—an angel.”

      I bowed my head. “I’m no angel.”

      “You are,” he lifted my chin with his finger, “and shame isn’t appropriate. You deem yourself defenseless because you do not know you are a Shen. Therefore, you do not utilize your powers.”

      I gave him an incredulous stare. “johnny, angels don’t have bodies.”

      “How would you know?”

      “The Bible—”

      “—What?” He stepped back. “The Bible tells you so. How can you be so sure that some poppy seed eating philosophical lunatic or some power seeking politician didn’t compose the Bible?”

      “The Bible is sacred, johnny. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I’m no angel.”

      He shook his head. “You are an Angel with a capital A. Earth life is hard for you because you are so unearthly.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You are not grounded. You will not let the earth pull you in.”

      “Into sin?”

      “Into life. That’s why you are lonely. That’s why darkness has its way with you.”

      “Well, I have to fight darkness, don’t I? I mean, isn’t that the thing to do?”

      “You have to understand it, Jenséa. You have to deal with it. You have to make it a part of you, so that you can bear light without suffering.”

      “I don’t understand,” I said, feeling stupid.

      “People attempt to silence those who evoke change.”

      “But I’m not trying to evoke change.”

      “Your true nature is to enlighten the masses with your presence, your brilliant and significant presence.”

      “I’m not that significant.”

      “Yes,” he said, nodding his head, “you are.”

      I studied johnny deep and hard, somehow understanding something, but I didn’t understand what I understood. I shook my head to get out of my own mind boggle. “What did that man want with me?”

      “You are a Shen. Shens are rare. He wants your spirit.”

      “My spirit?” I turned my head demurely to my shoulder, feeling defenseless. I had sensed not to trust that man. And I wasn’t sure I trusted johnny. I looked up at him, fear glinting in my eyes, “And you don’t?”

      “Yes. But I won’t take it.”

      “Oh johnny, if you are on my side . . . if you really are, then why do I feel like you are leading me on a journey through my horror paintings? I know that sounds crazy, but that’s what it feels like.”

      “Your feelings aren’t wrong, but I’m not doing it to be cruel. You’d make this journey with or without me. Your paintings were premonitions. We aren’t waiting for you to fall into them. I’m guiding you through them ahead of schedule. We’ll meet darkness on our terms.”

      “I don’t get it. How can we make events happen sooner than they were planned?”

      “Time is relative. Darkness is darkness. Go to it and the layout is all the same. I know the land you tread. I know it well. I’ll guide you through the rough spots so you don’t meander into them one unsuspecting day and meet your doom. We’ll get past the dangers now.”

      “You’re losing me. I mean . . . I hear what you’re saying but . . . this is not the Twilight Zone, johnny.”

      “It is, Jenséa, and you and I both live in it. I am master here.” He moved close to me, his body almost touching mine. “Let me teach you.”

      I cried, “You’re scaring me.”

      “You are always scared, and for good reason. Your history ever repeats itself. It is trying to repeat now. If you trust me, I can prevent that. I’ve created an opening in me to connect to you. I’ve never done this before with another. If you disconnect, if you remove the medallion I’ve given you, others could reach in through that opening and destroy me. I won’t allow that, and I would be forced to cut you loose to your own fate. Remember,” his eyes grew darker, “if you remove the medallion, you too will have an opening, making you more vulnerable than you’ve ever been. I can close what I’ve opened. You don’t know how.”

      He watched me with weighted silence, as if determining just how much of the message I’d received. Breezes blew back tendrils of hair that edged his face of dark beauty. Even his threat did not lesson my attraction. It did, however, afflict my stomach with the sensation of tiny monsters clawing me from the inside out. I couldn’t shake the feeling. If I ran from johnny, I’d still be left with my occult problem and go insane. If I stayed, I had to go through hell, albeit with a guide, but hell nonetheless. There was no answer to my dilemma, but complaining felt good.

      My hands slid to my stomach. “johnny, I can’t do this. I’m not strong enough.”

      He shook his head, sighing lightly. “You have your own kind of power that is beautiful beyond earth’s measure, a power I cannot know. I want it. I could steal it from you, the way others have tried, but then it wouldn’t be the same. I won’t take it. I’ll perish first.”

      My heart skipped a beat. Were my ears playing tricks again? I cocked my head. “You would die for me?”

      “Given you do not remove the medallion, yes, I would die for you.”

      My eyes got teary, and my heart opened Grand Canyon wide. “Are you saying that you love me, johnny?”

      “I cannot love,” he said.

      I was hurt and confused by his reply. “Well then . . . why are you willing to die for me?”

      “I want to feel alive, and the only way I can do it is to risk destruction. I’ve been indestructible for so long.”

      There was something odd about the way he said that. “How long, johnny?”

      “Long,” he said.

      “So, you want danger, and you will encounter danger if you help me?”

      “Is that evil?” he asked, “tell me, is it?”

      “I don’t know, johnny. I don’t know.”

      He took my hand in his and led us back to the street front. We walked along the sidewalk. A few minutes later, for some stupid reason, I started crying. A moment after, I knew why . . . but not because johnny told me first. My heart knew before he uttered the words. “You want to be loved by a man. You can’t remember ever experiencing that, not in this life or any other.”

      Tears fell. I wiped them away, embarrassed, staring at my indigo pumps clicking on concrete.

      He gave me a sidelong glance. “You want the romantic fairy tale with me, don’t you?”

      I nodded, and took a deep breath to keep from crying more.

      An old couple walked past us, arm in arm. And my tears welled again.

      With a sigh, johnny said, “I’ve been everywhere, done everything. What people call love, isn’t love. Their love is not real, and neither is yours, not yet, and maybe it never will be.”

      I squeezed his hand. “But I do feel a strange kind of wonderfulness about you. It must be a kind of love. It might be a true love, and maybe even a ‘let’s grow old together,’ eternal love.”

      He said, “But it’s not an unconditional love.”

      A car full of yelping teenagers sped up the road, young coyotes courting pain. Was johnny soon to follow?

      Staring at the car growing smaller far ahead of us, I said, “It could be unconditional love. That would depend on all the truths you’ve not yet told.”

      “You mean, your love would be conditional to that. That is not love. You appreciate me because you need me. You need me, despite my nature, and I need you, despite yours.”

      I glanced up at his profile. “So that is all this is. I need you. You need me. Love is nowhere to be found?”

      I stumbled, missing the step off the curb to the narrow side street.

      johnny caught me, kind of loosely, almost sacredly. There was a kind of respect in the way he straightened me to a balanced standing pose. And there was more to what he felt for me than he had dared to say. I felt it beating inside him.

      He said, “I do feel something toward you, I’ve never felt before. I cannot be certain, but I think it is . . . adoration.”

      He took my hand quickly and guided us across the side street onto the curb that led us to another sidewalk, a seeming gesture to change the subject.

      I labored to remember that johnny was coming from such darkness he truly couldn’t feel love, and least of all divine love, which was to me the epitome of true love. But I hoped that maybe he was feeling some sort of sanctity in our attraction, and thus me. Could I convert him? Could I? If so, it would be my greatest mission in life.

      Looking straight ahead, he said, “You can’t turn the tables on me. I won’t let you.”

      And I knew he wouldn’t.

      We walked silently, glancing at each other from time to time, as if assessing the possibilities or impossibilities of what course our relationship would take. Finally, we reached johnny’s tenement, went inside, and made our way up to his apartment.

      When we entered, he said, “I need rest.”

      “Didn’t you sleep last night?”

      “I don’t sleep at night.” He walked through the kitchen and headed into the family room toward the black cushions.

      Following him, I asked, “Why not?”

      He glanced back at me grouchily.

      I decided not to push it. I’d had enough of the supernatural anyway. “While you’re sleeping, I’d best touch base with Randa. I know she’ll want me to spend some time at the gallery.”

      “No.” He laid down on the cushions, flat on his back.

      I crossed my arms. “No?”

      “Hushhhh.” He closed his eyes and fell asleep.

      I crept to the door and tested the knob. I couldn’t get out. The locks were undone, but I couldn’t open the door. I crept to the phone and picked up the receiver. No dial tone. I sat stiffly in the big black chair and stared at johnny. He looked so . . . dead. I watched him for a long time. He didn’t move. I couldn’t even see his chest rise and fall with each breath. I stared and stared and stared, until I myself grew quite sleepy. My body relaxed into the chair. I closed my eyes and I was out.
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      I awoke in candlelit darkness to a plate of bloody undercooked beef in my face. I cringed, detesting the notion of devouring dead animals.

      johnny pushed it closer to my mouth. “Eat,” he said.

      He seemed agitated. I gazed over the length of him, black tailored button-down shirt, tucked neatly into black jeans. Was he going somewhere?

      I took the plate, glancing at the round digital clock on the end table. It read, 11:00 p.m.

      He said, “I must depart.” He turned away and walked toward the kitchen to exit the apartment.

      I rested the plate on the black end table. “Where are you going?” I rose. “Can I come with you?”

      “Oh no,” he said still walking, “no.”

      I followed him into the kitchen, my way lit by numerous fat black candles burning bright from here and there. I said, “I am afraid to be here alone at night. Please stay with me. Please.”

      He stopped at the door, his back yet to me. Next to his hip, his hand opened with splayed fingers, palm facing me. “Name your favorite music?”

      “Vaughn Williams,” I answered, “The Lark Ascending.”

      “Yes, Shen music,” he said.

      From every corner of the kitchen the first notes of The Lark Ascending played. The violin soothed me instantly. I looked around shocked, yet pleasantly mystified because there was no stereo and there were no speakers.

      He asked, “Your favorite book?”

      “The Bible,” I said.

      He grumbled. “Pick another.”

      “Sacred Poems, by S. Rallen. johnny, why won’t you face me?”

      He said, “Name another, non-religious in theme.”

      “Sleeping Beauty, the adult version.”

      “Ah,” he said, “Sleeping Beauty. That is appropriate.”

      Red sparked around his body. I even heard it crackle. I don’t know how I heard red crackle, but I did. I stopped breathing, staring hard.

      He sighed deeply, his voice grisly. “I’ll return.”

      He went out the door that mysteriously closed behind him.

      “Oh Blessed Saints,” I said, realizing I had lumped all the saints together. Something in me was changing, expanding to embrace a broader kind of spirituality, while somehow retaining the old. Since the regressions and dreams of religious betrayal, and my experience at the park shining light, how could I stop my mind from opening? Opening spiritually that is. When I thought of johnny, my mind cramped.

      Where was he going? And just exactly what was he going to do? He admitted that he caused people pain, people who wanted pain. I still was not sure what that meant. I rushed to the window and looked down at the Avenue. I saw him cross the road with a street tough glide. Prince of the neighborhood—my johnny. Hot passion consumed me. Crazy hot.

      His face—I wanted to nip his cheekbones and brush against them with mine. His neck—I wanted to inhale his musky fragrance and let it settle to my toes. His body—I wanted to . . . . Oh, why couldn’t he return now? Why did he have to carouse?

      And if he were here now, what then? I would not let my passion burn. I would force it into a coffin and bury it if I could, for it was an evil thing, a thing that made one lose control and fall into sin.

      I suddenly felt horrible. There were poor souls out there who called for pain, and apparently they were going to get it. And here I was lavishing in sinful feelings. How could I help these poor people? The only solution I had was to pray. I went to my knees and prayed for a measure of time I cannot recount. Then I tried something a little different. I hurled an idea out to the universe. If there is more to the spiritual world than what I believe . . . I surrender. I was a little afraid that God might strike me dead, or that the saints might not help me anymore, but I had to do it.

      Having been so long on my knees, I rose clumsily with a cramp, and stretched my hands skyward, bending my torso to the right, then left. In the glimmer of candlelight, I noticed the book, Sleeping Beauty, next to the plate of beef on the end table. Beef—poor cow. Sleeping Beauty—poor me.

      I crawled up into the black leather armchair, closing my eyes. It was quiet. The Lark Ascending had stopped playing. How had johnny made it play? How did he make the book appear? I saw him leave. There was no book. It appeared after he left. He was a magician, an evil magician. Maybe he came from a line of magicians, kind of like coming from a line of gypsies. But there was something in him trying to be good. My attraction was justified. Right?

      I opened my eyes, staring at the candle-lit book. Candlelight? It suddenly occurred to me that there were no lamps in johnny’s place. How strange . . . and why? I eyed the book again and contemplated reading it. Candlelight is wonderful to set a romantic ambiance, but when freaked out, and grotesque things cover the walls, such lighting is creepy. I needed to move, so I paced the floor nervously for quite some time. I explored the apartment further, searching for clues that could help me understand johnny, but found none. I finally nestled in the big black chair, picked up Sleeping Beauty, and began reading while tapping my foot and biting my nails.

      I couldn’t concentrate. I put the book down by the meat, which I couldn’t touch. Whenever I looked at it, I imagined johnny biting into some poor live cow. Why did I imagine that? Why?

      Finally, I took a hot shower and slipped into my indigo panties and the long black silk shirt I had worn earlier. I decided to slip my white pants on too, so that johnny wouldn’t take my bare legs as sign to . . . you know. I might not resist. And I must.

      Oh, everything is fine, I pretended. I should just go to sleep. I went to the main room and curled up on the black velvet cushions, realizing for the first time that johnny’s apartment was always the right temperature. I was never hot or cold in here. I exhaled briskly, not wanting to think of johnny’s magic anymore.

      Instead, I thought of Zeke’s Meadow, feeling soothed by the memories of grazing deer, trout in the winding streams, and pine trees brimming with chirping birds. I recalled the sacred moments when the flowers spoke to me, or at least when I imagined they did. They taught me about the beautiful little things so often overlooked—a smile, a color, a sound. I was grateful for the ability to daydream. How else could I cope? It was that or go nuts.

      I couldn’t sleep, so I got up and started pacing the apartment. I found myself in the bare-walled bedroom and sat on the king-size bed. johnny said I had Angel powers, Angel with a capital A. What exactly did that mean? And then I did something unprecedented for me. I deepened my mind, summoning truth. I offered myself to truth, whatever truth was, beyond all belief systems—even the religious beliefs that I held so dear. My forehead seemed to blossom like a morning glory. Truth. Truth. Truth. Truth guided my eyes to scan the black walls, as if there were something for me to see. And I jolted in surprise when there actually was something for me to see. Not physically, but psychically, I guess.

      I had a vision of a yellow parchment behind the wallpaper. I had thought the walls were painted. Time to investigate. I rose slowly and walked to the spot in my vision by the door jam. I had given myself to truth. Was truth now giving itself to me?

      I saw a faint line that wasn’t physically there. I’d never had such visions. Maybe something had been freed in me when I spoke at the debate, an Angel power perhaps. I traced my fingers along the imaginary line, paralleling the wallpaper edge. I loosened a section of the wallpaper and slipped my fingers inside. I felt parchment. With great and careful effort, I slid the paper out.

      Turning to the flickering fat, black candle on the end table by the bed, my knees sank to the floor. I brought the antique yellow parchment into the incandescent light. The uneven black ink was scrolled in Latin with a Spanish translation scribbled underneath each line of writing. For the first time, I was glad I was raised in Arizona where Spanish had been required learning in my grade school. However, I still struggled to translate. The hand-written script was strenuous to decipher. The title read, “The Heritage of Juan.”

      Juan must be johnny. My heart felt like it flew to my throat. At last, I’d know the truth. johnny’s secrets were at my fingertips!

      The first sentence contained a number. I wasn’t great at translating large numbers, and I doubted that I’d done it correctly given what I came up with.

      Juan. Born 1099 AD, Chile.

      1099 AD, Chile? The birth date was impossible. I must have mistranslated. Chile though, he was Chilean. South America. Interesting.

      I struggled to decipher the next sentence. You are Tazmark, a supernatural human with bestial alien genetics: vampiric, magical, of mental genius, superhuman strength, a master of seduction, and a weaver of mayhem.

      Huh? Bestial alien genetics? Vampiric? Like a vampire? Those two outlandish things aside, the rest of the description somewhat fit him. But how could this be true?

      I read on, ferreting out the meaning of the next sentence.

      Tazmarks are the mark of chaos on earth, heeding the call for power, the cry for blood, and the yearning of the sacrificial.

      Hmm. If this was true, he answered the call for more than  pain. Maybe johnny was not evil per se, but a species of such, just being true to its nature, like a wolf, or a snake.

      I labored patience, unraveling the next bit. Tazmarks are rare, Juan—especially full bloods, especially Blacks. Emotions are few. We make no allegiance, not even to each other. I, who am of Spanish and Chilean blood, birthed you.

      His mother? His mother wrote this! Or, did she? Maybe this was part of johnny’s ploy to toy with me.

      Tazmarks—if not killed, do not get sick or die. I am over three thousand years old. Our wounds heal quickly unless received by paranormal species.

      He was immortal? Immortal? That’s crazy. And paranormal species? Just how many paranormal species were there? And his mother’s age confirmed that I probably did translate johnny’s age correctly. Still, they couldn’t be that old.

      I read on. I am done with you. Your father, a Tazmark from Castile, Spain, is done with you. And your father and I are done with each other.

      Well, if this all was true . . . poor johnny. He had no love growing up. None at all. And I thought I had it bad. I sucked in a quick breath. Where are his parents now?

      My intense mental focus in poor lighting had earned me a headache and sore eyes, but intrigue outweighed my suffering. The candle sputtered in a sea of hot wax, threatening to go out. I tried to hurry.

      I’ve left you to be raised with those whose blood is mixed with yours and mine, the Alacalufes, the Chilean Indian tribe who worship demons. You will survive their tortures; they will cheer you as leader, all fine training for future earth exploits. This that I have told is your legacy. And it is all you will ever have from me.

      My throbbing headache had turned into a migraine. I rubbed the back of my head with one hand, but my greater pain was for johnny and the way he apparently grew up. I was beginning to think love could change him, help him. I needed to stop translating and tend my headache, but I just couldn’t put the paper down.

      And this brings me to my final warning—beware the Shen.

      I shook my aching head, feeling nauseated. I didn’t know if that was the headache's fault or the fault of what caused my headache. I believed in a lot of things, angels, maybe ghosts, and perhaps other worlds out there—but a Tazmark, a flesh and blood immortal derivative of alien descent? However, it would explain a lot—his obsession with violence, his seductive manner, his magical ways. And what’s all this about, Beware the Shen? How could ‘I’ possibly hurt him? I doubted I could, but I was pleased to think I might possess that power just in case he turned on me.

      The paper combusted into flames, burning my fingers bad. I dropped it with a shriek and sucked on my fingertips. I felt a compelling presence at my back by the bedroom door. I rose stiffly and started to turn around. My heart pounded. My head pounded.

      Before I completed my rotation, the candle went out.

      I gasped, grabbing my stomach. A shadowy figure lurked under the door jam.

      “johnny?”

      “You are too clever.”

      “Is that you, johnny? You sound strange.”

      “It is I.”

      His silent rage thundered through me. My breath quivered. He had promised not to harm me, but men broke promises—always. I edged back toward the bed. “You are mad at me.”

      “Do you believe what you read?”

      “You are mad, so it must be true.”

      He stepped toward me, words oozing ire. “You . . . were not . . . ready . . . to know.”

      I sat on the bed, clutching the velvet comforter by my hips, believing what I’d read more than ever. “I must be, or I would not have found the paper.”

      His voice sounded harsh, even cruel. “You weren’t ready. You will never be ready.”

      Red eyes glowed in the dark. Red, for the third time now. Not even my imagination could hit three for three. The red glow gave faint form to his figure. I couldn’t make out his face. I kept blinking my eyes, hoping that his nebulous features would become clear.

      He stepped closer, his voice firm, almost vindictive. “They call us the destroyers. They blame us for their woe. They will never understand, we reap the seeds they sow”

      Something was terribly wrong with him. His street demeanor was all over him, and getting all over me. He stepped closer. Sweat beaded on my forehead. My migraine worsened. Shrill pain cut into the base of my skull on the right side. I repressed my urge to throw up. I kept thinking of what the paper said, bestial alien genetics.

      He grabbed my ribcage and lifted, landing me much further back on the bed. A shrill pain crossed my heart. Was I having a heart attack? He lunged on top of me with a deep throaty growl, forcing me to lie flat. His hair fell around the sides of my face. His breath smelled like blood. Blood! Did he drink blood? Did he—kill? Again, I thought of what the paper had said, vampiric.

      “johnny, johnny please,” I eked.

      “I could make you forget. But now I don’t want to.”

      His rough hand pressed against my thigh.

      I was glad I was wearing my white pants.

      “Such a nun you are,” he said, sitting upright, pulling off my pants with too much ease. He fell back upon me and pressed his rough hand against my thigh once more. Moving his fingers upward, he grazed my underwear. “Do you still desire fairy tale love with me . . .  Shen?”

      To my horror—I did. “Mm hmm,” I whimpered.

      “What, Beauty and the Beast?”

      “Mm hmm.”

      “I suppose your love is . . . true, eternal, and . . . oh yes, unconditional.”

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      “I don’t believe you.” He squeezed my hip.

      “Then read my mind.”

      “The problem is—” He scratched long pointy nails that I didn’t think he had, above my underwear line across my pelvis, “—I cannot read your heart . . . Beauty.”

      My voice trembled, “You need not be the Beast, johnny.”

      Something cold touched my nose, cold and slimy. “I am the Beast—Shen.”

      My head felt like it was going to explode, my stomach too. “We can work on fixing that.”

      “I don’t need to be fixed.” His body convulsed slightly, as if struggling.

      I said, “I am saying this because I love you.”

      A drop fell on my face. I didn’t want to know what it was. He said mockingly, “You love me—truly?” Something cold brushed down to my cheek. “Even when I am like this?”

      I had an urge to scream, but instead I forced the words, “You don’t have to be like this.”

      “That is not true love.”

      I gulped, “I can stay with you forever if you change.”

      “Eternally? If does not bespeak eternal love.” His teeth nipped my neck, and they seemed pointed.

      “I do love you—”

      “—Unconditionally?” He breathed hot in my ear, but his face seemed different, like his breath was closer to me than the rest of his head. He said, “Wanting to change me . . . that is not unconditional love.”

      “johnny,” I declared with choppy breath, “you said . . . you wouldn’t hurt me. You said . . . you were my guardian.”

      “Hmmm . . . and you said you loved me.”

      “I do,” I struggled for air under the weight of his body, “no matter how horrible the truth.”

      “And if it is a horrible truth, the most horrible truth, then what if you can’t stop me, change me, or stay with me?” I felt the pointy teeth again, pressing harder. My neck went cold. Had my skin been punctured? If so, wouldn’t it hurt more? At that moment, I felt my best chance at survival was to distract him.

      I inhaled deeply, attempting to fill my squashed lungs. “Why would you choose to protect someone who could be dangerous to you?”

      He lifted his head. His satirical laugh was most offensive. “You? You are not dangerous to me.”

      “Then what does, beware the Shen, mean?”

      “It means your kind can give my kind a headache.”

      “Ditto,” I whispered beneath my breath.

      With pointed tongue, he licked my cheek, and then my forehead—an animalistic lick, like a lizard trying to snap an insect into its mouth. I shuddered, disappointed by his minimization of my possible power over him.

      I said, “Even if I had the ability to hurt you, I wouldn’t.”

      “You wouldn’t?” he said mocking me, “Why, because you— love me?”

      “I do care for you, johnny. I . . . I can accept you, in time.” I swallowed hard, not sure if I was lying.

      “Can you accept this?” He nipped my lip with his long, sharp teeth. It did not hurt much, but he drew blood. I could taste it.

      “And this?” He sealed what felt like lips to mine and blew, filling my mouth with something hot, almost painful, but less painful than my headache. He scooted down, nudging the edge of the black silk shirt aside with his strange feeling mouth, and exposed my breast. “And this?” Gooey lips suctioned my nipple.

      He was invading me, like all the others. But it hurt more because I loved him, wanted him, needed him. But, I must never, never be invaded again. I’d rather die. I gasped, “johnny, you can’t do this!”

      He lifted his face. “I am.”

      “You can’t!

      “I can.”

      “Sex is sacred to me.”

      “Sex is the least of your dilemma.”

      “Please don’t hurt me, johnny . . . please.”

      “Accept me.”

      “I am trying,” I whimpered.

      I feared he’d kill me if I couldn’t, so I determined I would, somehow. Besides, I wanted to. Despite these most horrible, most awful of truths, I was unexplainably drawn to him. He drew out magical things from deep inside my being, making me feel empowered. And even more than that, he needed me. He needed me to love him truly, eternally, and with no conditions. I loved that. I’d never been needed by a man. He made me feel vibrant and necessary.

      I said more affirmatively, “I can accept you. I just can’t accept this, what you are doing right now. I can’t accept violence.”

      He drew in a long deep breath, then exhaled hotly, “Then you can’t accept me.”

      “Love can conquer many things.”

      A low guttural growl came from the back of his throat. Strained words followed. “Not me, Shen. Not me.”

      “johnny, I—”

      “I can’t be conquered. Ever. You don’t know who . . .  You don’t know what . . .  Not even what you read describes—” He moaned and closed his eyes as if fighting an urge.

      I shut up, not wanting to interfere with his concentration, especially if it was to my favor.

      He lifted himself off me and left the room so fast, I really didn’t see him go, but I heard the outer door slam. He was gone again. No use me trying to leave. I knew escape was impossible. And that was okay. If I couldn’t escape, I didn’t have to beat myself up for not trying to escape.

      Oh, I know in the horror movies, this is the part where the woman contrives a plot to kill the fiend or at the very least flee from him, but I didn’t feel that way. I believed I could change him. Gullible me, I guess. A glutton for punishment, I suppose.

      Or, possibly not. Beneath this frightful scenario, something beautiful brewed. I felt on the verge of embracing my true self, as if I were finally waking from a long dream. I didn’t want to go back to sleep and live out meaningless days painting horror until I was victimized to death. Something felt so right in all this wrongness!

      I curled on my side and wept. I wanted johnny, needed johnny, more than ever, even though he could change into something bestial. If he was this creature—a Tazmark, and he chose me to, in a sense, bring him new life, then that made me special, didn’t it?

      If his vow to protect me for all eternity was true, then it would be foolish of me to shun this great blessing, wouldn’t it? If he continued to bring forth my hidden talents, expecting nothing unsavory in return, that was love, wasn’t it? It just had to be. What’s that they say about playing with fire? And I knew I was. But for love, I’d do anything. Well almost.
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      After johnny left, I fell into a hibernating sleep, exhausted from the trauma of the night. When I awoke, johnny was there, standing at the bedside, staring at me. And though I feared him, I couldn’t help adoring his fine Castilian face. The parchment had revealed he was three quarters Spanish, and his features really showed it. He wore his regular black: tank top, jeans, and fingerless gloves. His damp hair implied a recent shower. His skin smelled fresh of soap. Oh, just what of the night had he washed away? He seemed his normal self, if you could ever call johnny normal, and I pretended like everything was all right, even though I knew it wasn’t. I felt safer that way.

      Even so, my stomach had gone cold and I could not keep my body from trembling.

      “Shower and dress,” he said, reaching his hand toward me to help me rise. “There are fresh clothes for you in the bathroom.”

      I took his hand and rose warily to my feet. Would he turn on me again?

      “No,” he said, reading my mind.

      I stepped past him toward the door, heading toward the bathroom. Tears welled in my cheeks. Pretend, I told myself, pretend. I plastered a vision of Zeke’s Meadow over the memory of him sucking my breast so cruelly. Would he do the same tonight?

      “No.”

      His words were coming solid like gold bullion bricks from behind me.

      I stopped walking. It sounded like, ‘no,’ but it was more than no. It was said as if he’d just put his whole volcanic world as collateral to cover the bet.

      I believed him. I did. I don’t know why I did, other than I loved to believe. I glanced at the floor. Not even ashes remained of the ancient paper.

      Then, without intending to, I turned to him and blurted, “Are you really over nine hundred years old?”

      “Yes,” he said dryly.

      “But how? How can you be? How is it possible to live on and on?”

      “It just is.”

      “You were different last night. You changed into something.”

      “Yes.”

      “What?”

      “I just change.”

      “How.”

      “It’s what happens at some point, when I answer the call.”

      “Tell me about your powers.”

      “You already know about them.”

      “I mean, how did you make the music play without a machine, and the book appear after you left?”

      “I can manifest things.”

      “Can you manifest anything?”

      “Almost.” He eyed my bare legs, trying to throw me off I think.

      “How?”

      “I can’t tell you how it’s done. I just do it naturally.” He flicked his hand toward the bathroom. “Go on.”

      “Well, do you actually create the object or does it appear from somewhere else?”

      “The second explanation.”

      “But isn’t that stealing?”

      He lowered one brow. “It’s the least of what I steal.”

      I frowned, not wanting to remember what I already knew. At least I knew now how he got his money and—everything else, perhaps. At least I could write off my theory about him being a drug lord. Even so, his method wasn’t ethical. Then again, neither was anything else he did.

      “I’m no Shen,” he said.

      “But couldn’t you go to work and—”

      “I do work,” he said. “My job is essential.” He stepped up to me, then turned me toward the bathroom. With his hand on my back, he pushed me along.

      “Are the police after you?”

      “My job is above the law, or . . . below, I should say.”

      I scowled. I was going to probe, but no, I didn’t want the details of his dealings—yet, although my curiosity was piqued. “What of your magic then? How do you seal the doors without locking them, and make the telephone dead, and see what’s going on without being physically present?”

      “Mind power. Now go shower and change. We have somewhere to be.”

      “You didn’t need a washer and dryer for my clothes the other day, did you?”

      “No.”

      When we reached the bathroom, I faced him. “Can you always read my mind?”

      “Only when I’m in it. If you speak your thoughts as they form, then you are telling me what I do not know. However, if you linger in your thoughts and do not speak, I will hear them. Like in your regressions, I knew what you experienced, but I wanted you to say it, to acknowledge it.”

      “Can I block you?”

      He edged me backwards into the bathroom. “Your attempt at blocking me is like putting a sheer scarf in front of you. I can see right through it.”

      “But if I practiced, I could block you, right? Like envisioning a lead wall around me or something?”

      “Get ready for our day,” he said, closing the door, sealing me inside the bathroom.

      I took a deep breath and exhaled briskly. I smelled bacon. I looked on the bathroom counter and saw a plate of rippled brown meat. I curled my nose up but ate it anyway, too hungry to refuse.

      I examined my neck in the mirror. There was a small bruise where he nipped me. Funny it didn’t really hurt. My lip was a little raw too, but nothing that wouldn’t heal quickly. In normal circumstances, one might view johnny as a wife beater, but these circumstances were not normal. And it seemed nothing about johnny or I was normal either.

      I perused the line of toiletries on the mantle above the counter. The only shower gel available was licorice scented. I grabbed it noticing my white pants folded neatly by the black pitcher of water.

      I let loose a quivering sigh. That was a very bad moment for me when he removed my pants.

      I heard johnny in my mind. Get into the shower.

      Could he see me? Or was he still reading my mind?

      I heard him speak in my mind again, You can do your thinking in the shower.

      Fine, I shouted back at him telepathically.

      I hopped in the shower, speculating what horror awaited me, briefly reviewing the last two days and the paintings that had reflected them. Painting #1-A horrified woman with demon faces around her. Was not that my remembrances of being tortured in the so-called past lives? Painting #2—A naked woman humiliated in a crowd. Is that not how I felt when giving my televised opinion about male strip bars?

      I dressed in johnny’s selection of new clothes, folded neatly on the bathroom counter. Every garment was jet black: lacy underwear, bra, socks, boots, jeans, and a long-sleeved black tee shirt. Now all I needed was a black pointy hat and a broom.

      I wanted to slip the dragon medallion under the black shirt, but it was too bulky. It still scared me, but scaring me more was the day ahead. I half wished that I were a witch if painting #3 were to describe the day’s events—a rape scene.

      I emerged from the bathroom. The phone on the black end table rang. Hmm. Why did johnny make it operable again?

      johnny answered the phone, then signaled to me. “For you, Jenséa.”

      I went to the phone and took the receiver from him. He strode across the room and leaned against the wall near the bathroom. His mock show of giving me privacy, I guess. He seemed the good johnny again, I mean the one who helps me come out of myself and to heal antiquated trauma.

      I slid the receiver under my hair to my ear. “Hello.”

      “Jenséa, it’s me, Randa.”

      Her happy voice felt good. It seemed a million years had gone by since I’d heard from her.

      “Hi,” I said, like a homesick girl.

      She said, “You will never believe this, but twelve of your paintings sold last night!”

      My eyes widened. “That’s incredible!”

      “Apparently, you were seen on television talking about male strip bars. Bravo for you! And great PR for us! I told you johnny would turn the tides.”

      “Randa,” I spoke softly, “that wasn’t the tide that needed turning.”

      “I know dear,” she said, “but johnny will help you. He can work magic you know.”

      I turned my back to johnny and whispered, “You know about his magic?”

      “What magic?” she asked.

      “Oh nothing,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at johnny, his orange eyes twinkling at me.

      I was a little dismayed that I couldn’t spill my guts to her on  the phone.

      “Another thing,” Randa said, “a strange guy has been hanging around the gallery since last night. He is looking for you.”

      I furrowed my brows. “What does he look like?”

      “Large, at least six feet tall. Black curly hair, an overhanging forehead, and real deep set eyes, Neanderthal looking.”

      Cold horror. I wasn’t breathing. Her description shocked me.

      “Jenséa,” Randa said, “are you still there?”

      I blurted, “You didn’t tell him where I was did you?”

      “Of course not, I’m no Okie from Muskogee, Cookie. I had the security guard throw him out. Still, I thought you ought to know. Any idea who the creep is?”

      “No,” I said lying. I had never told her of the rapes. I’d never told anyone. “I have to go now.”

      “Well then,” she said with a sigh, “I’ll see you in a few days. johnny said it would be at least that long.”

      Before Randa’s phone call, I would have been relieved to hear johnny had some plan to release me, but now I didn’t care.

      Randa added, “And he said you had everything you needed, so keep in touch. I’ll cover for you at the gallery. Just feel better, all right?”

      “All right, Randa,” I said, hanging up, feeling empty.

      I was paralyzed, shallow breath taking me into the quiet lost place inside myself. Life was too much . . . too much. In my mind, I saw the man Randa had described, his Neanderthal face, his big hands, sausage fingers tearing open my shirt, pants pulled off me against my will, helpless horror, him in me, I’m nothing, I’m worthless. I hate him. I hate him, this guy, this invader, my rapist. I had not forgiven him with spiritual love. I just pretended I did—to survive, to not kill myself, to not just lay down and die.

      johnny appeared before me, hands warm on my shoulders. I never saw him coming. “It’s all right, Jenséa. It’s all right. Now you know why I kept you here, kept you away from him.”

      My whole world had peeled away, leaving only my rapist. It almost didn’t matter that he didn’t get me again—everything had all been resurrected, and he had me, nonetheless. I looked at johnny blankly, standing limp, slow motion blinking in a stupor, holding down the morning’s breakfast, holding back the dreadful images of my fate years ago. I spoke like a zombie. “He must have seen the telecast from the debate. I practically invited him to hurt me again.”

      “No,” johnny said, “Today is just the day the sleeping monster awakens. Today is just the day you will look it in the eye.”

      I spoke almost in a whisper, “I cannot go through the third painting. It is a rape scene you know.” I felt small. My head lowered with shame. “You know everything, don’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      I hugged my stomach, feeling victimized by the mere thought of that bastard even talking to Randa. It was as if his very presence had whacked my soul—hard. I couldn’t bear feeling that way one moment more, and there was only one way to end it. And that was to end me. Because I could never end him. And it wasn’t in me to ask johnny to kill someone for me, or live with myself if he did.

      johnny drew me against him. “You give up so easily.” He ran his hands up my neck underneath my hair, letting the silky strands lay over his fingers.

      I heard his heartbeat; I was relieved he had one. I needed to feel the human part of him. I needed his warmth to put me out of my misery. But no, nothing short of death would put me out of my misery. Maybe johnny would do me the honors?

      “No,” he said. Then he turned me in his arms, my back tight against his chest in a warm embrace. He held his open hand firmly over my stomach, and the other hand spread over my forehead.

      He exhaled slowly. “You are moving into me through a tunnel of soothing darkness, to a safe and secret room where no harm can come to you. You hear the dripping of water in a cavern pool. And you know this place is your sanctuary, and the dripping sound your salvation.”

      The me that was raped blended into a soothing, safe energy, and quite suddenly, I was not that me anymore. I was Jenséa, the painter, lover of love. I was—okay. johnny made me—okay. Sometimes he seemed more angel than fiend.

      johnny released me gently and then said, “Let’s go.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “The park.”

      “But ‘you know what’ isn’t going to happen, right?”

      “No, Jenséa, it will not.” He took my hand and led me out the door into the moist gray air outside the tenement. Crossing Avenue D, we journeyed down East 6th St. Again, we passed another establishment squared off by policemen hearing mumbles from the crowd revealing that everyone had killed each other, and no  one knew why. I was afraid to look at johnny, afraid to ask him if he was responsible. I wasn't ready for the answer. Anyway, surely he didn’t kill people. He probably just scared them, maybe scared them straight. The bar thing was a gang thing, that’s all—a gang thing. Just a gang thing.

      We reached the park, the same one we were at yesterday, when I talked to the crowd. And there we sat on a red brick round curtain wall surrounding a deep purple and white petunia bed. Waiting. Waiting. I tapped my foot impatiently. “What is our purpose here?”

      “Wait.” His stoical face seemed to mask a depth of knowledge and experience that was seldom shared. I wanted to know his secrets. I wanted to hear his stories. I wanted to know him.

      “Was it hard for you to be raised by demon worshipping Indians?”

      “No.”

      “Were you happy?”

      “What’s happy? There are many feelings I see on others in which I do not relate. My emotional range is limited.”

      “Limited to what?”

      “Mostly thrill, satisfaction, annoyance, wrath, and solemnity. I’ve known that feeling the most and for the longest time, almost from the beginning. But then . . . came you. And now I know a new feeling. Adoration.”

      My heart felt kind of ticklish, and I loved it. “Tell me more about you, johnny. I want to know.”

      A faraway look came into his eyes. He turned his face from me, gazing forward into the past. “When I was eighteen, I used to leave the forest and roam the red giant mounds in the mountain ranges of Chile. The steamy volcanoes soothed me. The heat did not affect me. My people thought I was their fire demon. Perhaps I was. But I didn’t feel connected to them, not really. I was a part of them, but not really one of them. We both hunted and ate animal and man. We both tortured and sacrificed the chosen to appease our need, though our needs were different. Because I survived their tortures and sacrificial attempts on my life, I became their leader, revered and feared. Living with them was not hard.”

      “You ate people?”

      “Most Alacalufes did, back then.”

      I wanted to say, but you don’t eat people now, right? But I was afraid he’d answer—now too.

      “You tortured people?”

      His eyes slid my way with a pregnant pause. “Yes.”

      I wanted to say, but you don’t torture them now, right? And because I feared he might, I didn’t want to take any chances so I went the other way, you know—fantasy. “You were brought up in a barbaric fashion. Perhaps that’s part of what a Tazmark is—a product of devilish raising.”

      He turned his head back to me. “No, Jenséa. I am what I am. Any kind of raising would not influence a Tazmark one way or the other. You cannot rationalize or pretend away the truth.”

      My face fell. “I know.”

      “The details of my life will only upset you. Ask no more.”

      “I want to understand you, not what you do really, but who you are.”

      “There is no difference.” He shook his head slightly. “I want you to know me too, but knowing too much, too fast—is not in your best interest, or mine.”

      “Just a little more history then, please?”

      He stared into me for several long moments. Then he lifted one foot on the planter, draping elbow over raised knee. “All right.”

      “When did you leave the Ala . . . Alaca—?”

      “Alacalufes. I became bored after a hundred years or so.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “Castile, Spain.”

      “You sailed in a ship?”

      He raised a brow over shifty eyes, but did not answer.

      “Did you go to Spain to find your father?”

      “If I had found him, he would have killed me.”

      I couldn’t have heard him right. No father would kill his own child, at least not under normal circumstances.

      “I speak the truth.”

      I shook my head lightly. “Oh johnny. That’s so sad.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You have it wrong. I wanted to destroy him.”

      “Why?”

      “It is a Tazmark’s nature to kill its kin. Tazmarks are natural enemies. We live to fight. We love to fight. Our greatest pleasure is the challenge to kill each other, for no other kind can defeat us. We waive the challenge only to mate, or to let a Tazmarkian child grow up. Then, that Tazmark too, becomes fair game.”

      There it was, the kill word. But a fiend killing a fiend wasn’t the same as a fiend killing a human, was it? Still, how could God create such a being?

      He responded to my thought. “Maybe God didn’t create me.”

      I scowled. I needed johnny, so God had to have created him.

      johnny’s eyes twinkled. “If He did, perhaps He didn’t want too many of us around.”

      I felt a little sorry for him. I cocked my head and studied him. More. I wanted to know more. “So what happened when you got to Spain?”

      “This is when I joined the Satanic cult.”

      My mouth hung open.

      “You asked.”

      “Did you worship Satan?”

      “I told you before, Jenséa, the Satan you believe in doesn’t exist. The God you believe in doesn’t exist.”

      A female scream sounded in the distance at the edge of the park. I looked. A man dragged a girl into the trees.

      I sprang to my feet. “Oh johnny!” I shot across the lawn toward the crime as if I alone could stop it. I had to. I had to save that girl from what I had gone through. johnny ran past me. By the time I reached the scene, johnny was punching the guy’s face. The guy. My guy. My rapist.

      I was paralyzed for a moment. I wanted to stay that way, but the victimized girl was on her hands and knees, sobbing. Black tresses of hair stuck to her wet face. She seemed no more than thirteen. Her white shorts and top were streaked with grass stains.

      I wrapped my arm around her waist and helped her up, comforting her with my touch. Comforting—I was good at that. She was lanky and sweet, a little taller than me, sobbing from a seeming endless well of woe. My tears flowed with hers. I knew how she felt. I knew everything. It was one thing for that bastard to hurt me, but quite another to hurt an innocent child.

      Rage ignited in me as it probably should have when I was raped. But no, it took this to free my anger.

      I turned back to johnny. He straddled the downed man with a white knuckled fist drawn back. The rapist lay still, bloodied and panting with quiet eyes. I had trusted him once to love me. He’d raped that trust. Betrayal hurt the most, more than assault. More than forced entry. Betrayal’s shining edge was too blunt to cut smoothly and left blatant scars.

      I blurted hotly, “Punch him again, johnny . . . for me.” I turned away, not actually wanting to see the punch, however, I wouldn’t mind hearing him scream a little. Oh dear God, forgive me. I tightened my grip around the weeping girl’s back and guided her out of the trees, onto the field, away from the scene. I heard my rapist groan as johnny beat him. And his suffering stirred no mercy in me. True evil had touched me at last.

      We were almost back to the petunia bed when johnny caught up to us. I sighted the blood on his fingers and the satisfied look on his face. I didn’t care if the rapist was dead. I didn’t ask. I didn’t want to know. But I knew for sure that johnny had hurt him—bad.

      I think he knew the bastard would be in the park. He was trying to show me that I could win, that I didn’t have to be afraid anymore. But I was. I was frightened by something worse. johnny may have killed someone, and the thought pleased me.

      I wiped the sweat off my face. “Should we call the police?”

      I saw johnny’s lips form F.

      I cut him off. “Don’t say it, not in front of her.”

      He silenced.

      My heart pounded a million miles a second and something opened in me. The anguish I’d bottled all those years since the rapes, flooded into a light source deep within me, blending, changing, and then transforming into a beautiful love. I flowed the love from my hand on the girl’s ribcage, into her. It would not take this girl years to heal. I would not let her suffer as I did. “I want to take her to the Rape Center. We can call her parents from there.”

      johnny nodded and led us to a taxi. See? He was good. Or so I told myself.

      When we entered the Rape Center, we briefed the lady at the front desk. The Casa Blanca fan overhead dried my moist skin. My arm was still wrapped around the girl’s back. I enjoyed being mother-like. I needed that somehow.

      The girl trembled violently. I had done that twice, long ago, yet, not long ago. Long ago was now. A woman appeared behind us and led the girl gently away. We were told to go to the end of the hall. We rounded the corner and began our journey. I was appalled by the number of wall-to-wall victims on sofas, in chairs, and in the rooms we passed.

      When we reached the end of the hall, a dark-skinned counselor with curly black hair, waved us into her tiny yellow office. Over her wood-chipped desk hung a picture of two women, one African American, the other Caucasian, facing each other with hands linked. I really liked that picture. The rest of the room begged for monetary donations. I would be that donor.

      We sat on vinyl-cushioned chairs and told the story—that is, the part we wanted her to know. But when the counselor insisted upon calling the police to make a report, johnny said it was time for us to go.

      He rose abruptly and pulled me along down the hall. The counselor stood in the doorway, staring. What could she do?

      I was embarrassed, leaving so quickly, fearing we’d appear guilty avoiding the police. See? I was good, right?

      johnny walked us down the shiny hall floor of black specked white tiles. I about had to run to keep his pace. Just ahead, a female counselor stood in the doorway of an office, seemingly waiting for someone. When we passed, her face lit. “You’re the woman on TV who talked about balancing the sexes. Way to go!”

      I twisted my head back and gave a weak little wave with a weak little smile.

      We passed more rooms with sad women, girls, and boys inside. I slowed. A surge of light was bursting up in me. “johnny, it’s happening again!”

      He edged me over to the corner in the hall. He stood a few feet in front of me, like a guard. “Let it happen. Send it to the victims.”

      See? We were good. Weren’t we?

      johnny moved to my side. Light rays shot out of my heart, infinitely stronger than the light I shined yesterday at the debate.

      johnny jerked, and moved further away. “Leave me out of this. Envision the light going directly to the victims.”

      I pictured the light rays soaking into every victim there, penetrating their spirits, filling them with compassion and enlightenment. When I was finished, I slid down to the floor and sighed hard, overcome by the experience.

      johnny came over and slid down beside me, our shoulders touching. His head turned to me. He gazed into my eyes with a glimmer of awe in his own. “You are a high-level Shen.” He nodded his head lightly, as if discovering something for the first time. “You are exquisite.”

      I shook my head, embarrassed.

      He said, “I have discovered a new feeling. I think it might be—wonderment. Oh Jen, how you crack my stale world.”

      I liked him calling me, Jen. It was more endearing.

      He curved his head to my lips, and started kissing me right there in the hall. His lips were warm and embracing, sensual and tigerish. I joined in the kiss, wanting more.

      A staff member rounded the corner. She half mumbled to herself, “Something weird is happening. Everyone’s crying, hugging, or kissing.”

      I withdrew my head from johnny’s face. I know he didn’t want to stop kissing. Geez, I didn’t either. But I felt awkward kissing in front of the lady in a rape center.

      As the lady passed us, johnny said with a wry smile, “Maybe there’s an Angel in here.”

      “Maybe,” the woman said, smiling back, as if johnny had made a joke. Hah, hah.

      When she disappeared around the corner, johnny took my hand and rose to his feet, pulling me up with him. The air around us seemed charged. johnny looked uncomfortable and appeared to have trouble breathing. He hurried us out of the building and into a taxi, giving the driver the address for home. He started breathing normal again and relaxed.

      When the taxi stopped and let us out, we went up to his condo, glancing warmly at each other. When we walked through the door, he sighed wearily, “I need sleep.”

      I wasn’t ready for him to sleep. I had questions building in me, mountain high. I needed to shave them down a bit. The curiosity was killing me.

      “johnny? What’s it like to be over nine hundred years old?”

      “Tiring.” He headed for the cushions.

      I followed him. “But why? There’s so much to do and see in the world. Isn’t there?”

      “Not for me.”

      “But you lived in the days of knights and castles. You’ve seen so much.”

      “The world changes. I don’t.” He laid down.

      I sat in the black chair, hesitant to ask my next question, but hey, I was on a roll. “You don’t need to physically attack someone to hurt them, do you?”

      “No,” he said.

      “But you have, why?”

      “I like to fight. Studied it for centuries, every technique. It’s one of the few things that still invigorates me.” He sighed, almost drifting off, “and I do it that way for you. I think it makes you less afraid of me, handling situations as other men would.”

      “Did you make that rude businessman bump into that guy yesterday?”

      “Yes,” he said closing his eyes.

      I wanted to ask him about the bar deaths, but I just didn’t have the courage. Instead, I asked, “How do you answer the call for chaos?” Still a daring question, but still safer than the other one.

      However, he didn’t answer. He was asleep.

      I had so many more questions. What exactly had johnny’s mother meant when she said, Tazmarks are the Mark of Chaos? And once he let me go back to Randa’s, what then? He said he’d protect me forever. Did he plan to return to Arizona with me? Or were his plans to keep me in New York? Most of all, the question of all questions. Would he mend his evil ways?

      No. It was right that he fell asleep. I could only handle so much truth in one swallow. I curled up in the black chair, drowsy and worn from the day, and I joined my dear evil johnny in sleep.
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      I awoke in the dark from a cramped sleep in the big black chair. johnny's face was pushed down to mine. Shadow and light played upon his features from a lit candle on the end table. His gloved hands were planted on the chair’s arms. His arms were close, but not touching me. I wanted them to touch me. He kissed my forehead. “I must go.”

      “No johnny. Stay. I can help you work through this.”

      “There’s nothing to work through.”

      “But you upset people at night.”

      “It’s my way.”

      “Let’s try something new. Stay here with me and let me comfort you.”

      “No,” he said, standing upright. “Resisting my nature, sickens me and endangers you.”

      “Endangers me? From you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      He stepped back and sighed. “You don’t know what it’s like. I’m compelled. It’s my nature to answer the call. It is my nature to—take.”

      “Take . . . what?”

      He said, “Confidence, hope, innocence, energy.”

      “Okay.” I inhaled deeply, “Tell me more.” I felt courageous. Radiating Divine Light at the Rape Center had empowered me somehow.

      He moved towards the door. “You are not ready to hear more.”

      “I can handle it.”

      He stopped for a moment and rolled his head back like a wolf readying to howl to the moon. His voice deepened, “You have only seen my gentlest side.”

      “I don't fear you will hurt me anymore. I feel your care.”

      He ignored me and made haste toward the kitchen to go out into the night. Red sparked around his body. I leapt up from my chair and raced after him. “johnny, wait.”

      He did not wait.

      I dashed in front of him to prove I wasn’t afraid. I backed up a few feet until my back hit the door, blocking his escape. “I love you, johnny.”

      His eyes glowed crimson. “I am not a thing to be loved.”

      “Yes, you are.” I said quietly with expressive eyes.

      My palms went to his chest. The heat of him startled me. He was hotter than a heating pad set on high. I sent the purest love I could deep into his heart.

      His hand shot like lightning against the side of my ribcage, hurling me across the kitchen floor. My shoulder smacked the pantry. Shrill pain splashed down my arm. I slid down into a heap.

      He came over, clearly struggling to repress what was trying to emerge. He squatted, his breathing deep and anguished. “Are you all right?”

      I pressed my body harder against the cabinet, wishing I could dissolve right into it.

      “Now, you fear me.” He brushed the wayward hair from my eyes. “Tell me, did I injure you?”

      “You should know.” My lips trembled. My feelings were bruised more than my body. I gave him love. He didn’t want it. He didn’t want my love.

      “I can only read your mind,” he said, “and it tells me nothing of your body.”

      “My body is all right. It’s my heart that is broken. I can’t believe you’d hurt me, especially when I was only giving you love.”

      His voice seemed strained. “You must remain clear of me these times.” He moaned. “I can’t stop what must occur. It’s my nature.”

      A tear slid over my cheek.

      I barely blinked and his back was all but flying out the door.

      “Oh johnny,” I whimpered.

      The door closed magically. He was going out to upset people. But he didn’t seem to want to. Oh, maybe he used to not care. But for me, I almost thought he’d stop, if he could.

      I had to find a way to help him. I closed my eyes and called out to the truth, truth beyond all belief systems, as I had when I found the parchment in johnny’s room. The crown of my head started tingling, and then if felt like it was opening, and I went into a trance. I had an odd sensation of flying inward into a vast inner universe, into the core of something. From there, I screamed voicelessly to realms even deeper within. I open to truth. I open to wisdom. I open to all that is pure. Come through my mind, my heart, my body. I fill myself with truth. I give all that I am to truth. Concentrating intensely, my body vibrated. Oh, help me do what I must for johnny, his victims, and his victims-to-be. And help me do what I must—for me. Hot tears of sincerity baptized my face—my faith. Praying to an idea of a God in the sky suddenly seemed so infantile compared to the width and breadth of this invocation that summoned the powers of life itself.

      I rose from the kitchen floor. My head sizzled with energy. My hands too. The room was dark, but I moved easily, seeing the surroundings in my mind. I made my way to the black armchair, and sat, removing my boots and socks. I curled into the chair, like a kitten, comfy and sated. Pleasantly tired, I fell asleep.

      When I awoke, the room was light. Where was johnny? I rose and looked about the room, taking my hand to my aching shoulder, still sore from being slammed against the pantry.

      johnny emerged from the kitchen, walking toward me. I returned to my seat demurely, feeling cautious.

      He was wearing a soft black button-down shirt, neatly tucked into black pants that had a cool leather belt with a silver insignia. His long black hair was clean and combed. He arrived in front of me as if nothing had ever been wrong. He held out a paper bag.

      I took the bag gently and looked inside. “Plump strawberries, and a big pink muffin.”

      “Shen food.” He reclaimed the bag and set it down on the end table. His gloved hand circled my wrist pulling me out of the chair. He plopped on the black cushions, landing me on top of him. I noticed he’d taken care not to aggravate my bruised shoulder.

      I was stiff upon him, but my bare feet against his boots elicited a pang of sexual want.

      “Do not fear me, ma chérie.” His hand slid to my waist, fondling gently. Then he pulled my black shirt up a bit, touching skin. “As long as you don’t interfere with my nightly ritual, you are safe.”

      I remained stiff, afraid still.

      “Have you withdrawn from me, what you call—love?”

      My ear rested over his beating heart. Even without seeing his face, I felt his penetrating eyes command my complete attention. “No,” I said meekly, “I still care for you.”

      “Prove it.”

      I lifted my head to speak to him directly. “I’m going to stick with you, and help you not upset people anymore.”

      “That’s not what I had in mind.” He showered my face lightly with kisses. Each kiss was like a small charge that shot down to my hips. I wanted him to kiss my lips. He was taunting my mouth to take his. I could feel it.

      “Oh,” I said, gasping for breath, “you mean—”

      “Yes,” he said, “I mean—”

      Animal urges rose in me. “I would view it as marriage,” I said. “And we’d have to work together to curb your violent tendencies.”

      “Shen,” he said, “take me as I am. Or not at all.”

      I didn’t want to say not at all. But I had to. I couldn’t make love to a man who took people’s confidence, hope, innocence, and energy, and maybe left them empty inside until they welcomed death.

      I didn’t have to say a word. johnny knew my answer. He rose slowly, eyes staring down at me like a man forced to go on a diet.

      I sat up, feeling unsettled, probably even more so than johnny. Denying his body caused pain in mine.

      The phone rang. Without answering it, he said, “It’s for you.”

      I had been left hanging in this sexually aroused state. Rising to my knees was hard. I reached over to the cordless phone and put the receiver to my ear.

      “Hello,” I said, sitting back down on the black cushions. It was Randa.

      “Hi there. I have a couple of messages for you. Susan Randall from the National Organization for Women wants to know if you’ll speak at a convention in Chelsea, next week.”

      johnny blurted, “No.”

      I trusted him, so I replied, “If she calls again, tell her, no.”

      “Are you sure?” asked Randa.

      “Yes.”

      “All right,” Randa said, sounding dismayed. “Also calling was a lady from the Rape Center. She wanted to know if you’d be willing to volunteer some time there to help some girl who was attacked.”

      “No,” blurted johnny again.

      I looked at him confused. He set me up to help these people and then he tells me, no?

      I shrugged my shoulders. “No,” I told Randa.

      “Okay,” she said, “it’s your life. I think it would be good for you socially, however.”

      johnny motioned for me to hang up.

      “Goodbye Randa.”

      “Well, goodbye,” she said uneasy.

      I hung up and addressed johnny, “Why did you say, no?”

      “You are not to let others take your power. They will drain you to death. You must give Divine Light spontaneously on your terms. Deny all offers that would draw you into the fold of others. That way, you’ll retain your power. When your light rises within you, you will know it is your time to speak or act.”

      “You’re right,” I told him. “I can feel that you are. But then, why did you give that reporter my name?”

      “To smoke out your rapist and to get your paintings sold, so that we could bring out the dark collection.”

      My eyes flew open. “Are you crazy? No one will ever see those paintings. Not even you.”

      “I am watching you live them,” he said, “I do not need to see them.”

      “I’m planning to burn them!”

      “No,” he said, eyes whirling, “you will not.”

      Suddenly, I didn’t want to burn them, even though I could never expose them. What was wrong with me? I glared at him stubbornly, an attempt to kibosh his idea to bring them out.

      He helped me stand and handed me the bag of food. “Wash up and eat.”

      I snatched the bag from him. “I do not want to go through anything traumatic today. I want to work on you.”

      “Just being with you is work for me,” he declared, steering me across the room with his hand on my back, “work enough. Can’t you be pleased that I protect you even though you call? That is a great change for me. Must you always ask for more?”

      I cast him a sad glance over my shoulder as he maneuvered me into the bathroom, closing the door, so that I could no longer pester him. There on the counter was another new outfit. Everything was red. Dress, pumps, half-slip, French cut underwear, bra, rouge, and a tube of lipstick. Geez. How embarrassing. Would he provide for me when my time of the month came too?

      He knew women though, I’d grant him that. Maybe too well. No doubt he’d taken dozens, slept with thousands, and fathered a few hundred little half-breed Tazmarkians. I shook the thought away. It upset me too much.

      I drank a goblet of water poured from the black pitcher. Then, I put my hair up with a red banana clip and ran a bath. When I took off the black clothes, I noticed the purple bruise sprawled over my shoulder. It still hurt. I stared at the dragon medallion flat on my skin, near my heart. I stared into the red eyes again. I gasped, when they seemed to stare back. I turned abruptly to the big black tub and crawled in.

      I soaked myself in berry-scented bubbles—stalling, eating my muffin and sweet strawberries with pleasure. What did he have planned for me today? An experience in a red motif? My fourth painting was a picture of a wounded heart with blood splashed all over the canvas. I gasped. I hoped today wasn’t about blood.

      I popped another strawberry in my mouth. A red strawberry, hah! I sank lower in the tub, dropping the bag on the floor. I wasn’t going to put one more red thing in my mouth. The bubbles caved in around my throat as I contemplated escape from the day.

      I contemplated so long, my waterlogged skin withered, and I had to climb out of the tub. I donned the crimson garments, ever . . . so . . . slowly. The three-quarter sleeve red dress hugged my upper body with a scoop neck and tight bodice, loosening only with the knee length skirt. The low-heeled pumps fit great. I rather felt as if Randa had just dressed me. Of this outfit, she’d approve. I took the clip out my hair and tried to fluff the downy strands. But they never fluffed no matter how hard I tried. Straight as an arrow, just like me. I rolled the red lipstick on my lips and stared in the mirror. I looked pretty good, for once.

      I came out of the bathroom. johnny was sitting in the black chair, smoking. I walked over to him, reluctantly, still fearing the day’s events. I nestled on the black cushions. He stared at me from the corner of his eye for a long while in silence until he finished his cigarette.

      I was nervous and kept tossing my head right, then left, as if there were something in the apartment that merited my attention. He snuffed his cigarette in the black ashtray, then sat up in his chair, leaning his body toward me.

      “Stand,” he said.

      I stood.

      He looked me up and down and licked his bottom lip.

      I lowered my head shyly and averted my eyes, searching for any focus other than the desire on his face.

      I hugged my stomach, blushing. “Don’t look at me that way.  I’m not a thing.”

      “You are a thing,” he said, rising from the chair. “And oh, what a thing you are.”

      He took my hand in his with a wanton look. He sighed hard. “Let’s go.” He led me toward the kitchen that would give passage to the outside world, and I knew hell was somewhere beyond that door. “Let’s have beauty in this day, johnny. Please.”

      He didn’t answer. He just led me out of his lair into the network of Lower East Side streets amongst the predators. Well, there were good people too, struggling to survive, and immigrants who had made fine lives here for generations. However, my reality was not with them, for it was darkness I attracted, just as johnny had said. I was meat for the predacious. And these streets harbored many such types. Call a spade a spade. This was real.

      He walked me through the neighborhood to Second Avenue. From there we took a taxi to Broadway and 50th St. My parents were killed not far from here. I felt queasy.

      When we emerged from the taxi, I clung to johnny’s arm, fearing my red day. What did he know that I did not? Why had he brought me to this sordid area?  What horror lurked around the corner?

      We walked along a row of movie theaters. I was surprised to see the latest version of The Three Musketeers playing amidst other X-rated films. I’d always liked that story, every production, especially the first one. All for one and one for all. I loved the unity. And there was such elegance in fighting with honor for justice. Oh, fighting with honor for justice—I wanted to be good at that!

      johnny smiled at me. “The Three Musketeers are your heroes.”

      I glanced up at him, having forgotten he usually listened to my thoughts.

      “They are honorable,” he said, “defending the virtuous.”

      I nodded, blushing, humiliated that he had discovered and exposed my fantasy.

      “We can live that fairy tale, Jen.”

      I felt like a child, asked by an adult, if I wanted to play a game. I didn’t want a game. I wanted the real thing. “You are the realist, johnny. Why do you speak of fairy tales?”

      “If I could make the fairy tale real,” he said, “I would.”

      I glanced at him with hope. Maybe I’d turn him yet.

      We passed a few bars featuring exotic dancers. The neon signs weren’t lit this time of morning, but the doors were still open. I walked along with a frozen wince on my face, eager to pass this horrible section of town. But to my dread, johnny turned us into one of the ill-reputed hellholes, hellholes to me anyway. One glance at the black decor and shiny onyx stage lined with button lights, and I was pulling johnny’s arm back toward the entrance.

      “No!” I said, “I don’t go in places like this.”

      “It’s tame this hour of the day.” He swept his hand in an arc. “Look, no dancers. Nothing’s happening.”

      “I don’t care,” I whispered, “I’m not staying here.”

      He went further inside, and since I was attached to his arm, I went along reluctantly, starch stiff, feeling dreadfully alone, even though johnny was right there.

      I glanced about and saw eight biker types, mostly men, drinking at tables, with a scantily clad waitress serving them. I was mortified to look at her, breasts spilling out from her black bikini top, fringe hanging over her midriff.

      johnny led us to a small black round table, shiny enough to reflect our faces. We sat across from each other. The waitress came over. I focused on my hands, not wanting to see johnny view her. So much of the entertainment industry worshiped raw sex and devalued heart. This hurt me. Would johnny want the sexy waitress instead of modest me? And I admonished myself again for wanting johnny—man of the streets, creature of the night.

      The waitress sounded haggard and unhappy.

      johnny ordered me tomato juice and himself a bottle of scotch. A whole bottle! The waitress walked away. I studied johnny. He wasn’t looking at her. He was looking at me. He was looking in me. What’s that they say about a look holding a thousand words, or was that a picture? Anyway, his picture perfect face, did. It said, Beauty to me is light. Beauty to me is you. I smiled faintly.

      The waitress returned almost as quickly as she had left and placed our order on the table. johnny kept his focus on me as she walked away, as if he knew I was still intimidated by her. Of course, he did know.

      My skin felt transparent, revealing my cowardly insides. I felt vulnerable—so vulnerable, and not much more at ease at the prospect of johnny getting drunk. I stared at the scotch bottle, already opened.

      “It won’t get me drunk.” He ignored the liquor glass and took a swig from the bottle. “It never does.”

      “Then why do you drink it?”

      “I like the sensation.” He took another swig. “It warms me, and I am not easily warmed.”

      I frowned at the wicked stuff that belonged in a place like this, and maybe with a creature like johnny, but oh, not a creature like me. I gathered my hair into a ponytail, as if keeping my hair at bay would keep my emotions at bay. I held my hair in that position as I scanned the room again.

      The bikers were arguing. I absorbed their coarse reality. My heart went wild with pain. I let loose my hair, and my emotions. My chin fell to my chest. My lids fell over my eyes. And my breath fell from me like pounding ocean waves.

      “Relax Jen.”

      “I’m uncomfortable here,” I whispered, eyes yet closed, flinging my desperation his way.

      “I want you to meet someone.”

      I was frozen in the harsh atmosphere, trapped, a frightened deer, frightened, frightened, frightened. I had to move deep inside myself to escape.

      “Jen,” johnny’s voice dripped into my hiding place, coating me with warm security, “trust me.”

      My eyes opened and met his. I locked myself in his gaze, nodding, all right.

      “There.” He gazed over my head.

      I twisted my neck over my shoulder, and beheld the profile of a hulking Asian man with shiny black hair that fit over his head like a cap. I thought Asian men were generally small in stature. Geez, not this one. He sat on a stool at the bar near the stage. His black tank top showed off his over developed muscles. His snug blue jeans molded him shamefully. He looked inhuman and cold-blooded, through and through. His automaton wax-like face gulped down a shot of brown liquor.

      I faced johnny and swallowed hard. “Is he a Black Tazmark?”

      “No. That’s Dan Khan. He’s a Zandron, low level evil, but in a way, more evil than I.”

      “Is that possible, johnny?”

      He lowered one brow. “I have some feelings, Jen. He has none. The Zandron kills just to kill, just because he can. Aside from—”

      “Wait,” I blurted, “are you saying he has killed people?”

      “Yes, aside from his lack of premeditation and moderate magical ability, your psychiatrists would call him a psychopath.”

      “No offense, johnny. But that’s what they’d call you.”

      “We’ll, they’d be wrong.”

      I interjected, “Because you don’t kill people, right? You answer the call for pain or chaos or whatever, by maybe scaring people, or maybe you might bite them like a vampire making them weak for a while before they recover. Or maybe, I don’t know, maybe you punch them like you did Red Hair, or beat them up like my enemy at the park. Or maybe you play pranks on them so they can learn a lesson. Or maybe you take people’s energy so they feel tired and lost and they have to work hard to feel okay again. Right? But that is not as bad as,” I gulped, “killing.”

      I eyed him for affirmation. But he just shook his head gently.

      I thought of the bar killings, but dismissed the thought. I had to. I could love a beast maybe, but a killer? Fearing he’d read my thoughts, I changed the subject. “What do you mean, the Zandron is low level evil?”

      “A Zandron cannot see into the next day, bereft of analytical reasoning and conscience. His appetites are never restrained, and any who should cross his path are prey. He is as a creature of the sea swimming along with open mouth, ever devouring anything that will float inside. And that makes him always dangerous.”

      “And you are not?”

      “No. Only at night, mostly.”

      I heard the Zandron’s deep voice behind me. “Bourbon.”

      I turned my head cautiously back to glimpse the Zandron once more. I gulped. I was in the same room with a killer. I faced johnny. “Are you more powerful than him?”

      johnny had a lit cigarette between his fingers. “I am,” he said, and then took a drag.

      “If you are more powerful, why is he more evil?”

      “Because my acts are driven by conscious understanding of my purpose. His are not. And I choose which call to answer. And by that answer, I give the world what it needs.”

      “So, your purpose, johnny, maybe it is divine. Maybe you are like a kind of avenging Angel.”

      He shook his head. “No.” He eyed my tall thin glass of tomato juice. “Drink your juice, elixir of the Shens,” he said bemused, taking another drag off his cigarette.

      I scowled. “The juice is red.”

      “Yes,” he said, exhaling smoke, “it’s red.”

      “If I drink it, will I fall into my red painting?”

      “You have already fallen into your red painting. I’ll steer you through.”

      With trembling breath, I drank the tomato juice. johnny drank his scotch, keeping an eye on the Zandron. I didn’t want to know if the Zandron was keeping an eye on johnny. And I especially didn’t want to know if the Zandron was keeping an eye on me.

      johnny blurted, “Shine your light, Jen. Shine it as you did yesterday at the Rape Center. Cover the Zandron with it.”

      “Do you think it will give him a conscience?”

      “Do it. See what happens.”

      “I don’t know if I can make it happen.”

      “You can. Try.”

      I closed my eyes and concentrated.

      “Remember,” he said, “don’t get it on me.”

      He had said that yesterday too. What about Divine Light upset him? Maybe johnny had lied about his mother’s warning. Maybe I could give him more than a headache.

      “Concentrate Jen,” he said.

      I shifted my focus to the Zandron and called forth the light. In only a moment, I felt cool white rays bursting out of my heart, spreading over the whole room, except for johnny whom I envisioned in a black bubble.

      johnny said, “The bikers are talking friendly to each other. The waitress is sitting to join them.”

      Oh good, I thought, until I heard groaning at the bar.

      “Keep doing it, Jen,” johnny said.

      I wasn’t sure if I should, but I did.

      Then I heard screaming.

      I gasped. A pale shock spread across my face. I stopped shining the light, opened my eyes, and turned in my chair toward the bar. The Zandron was on the floor, motionless. His skin was lobster red, as if I’d burned him. I snapped my head to johnny. A hunk of hair fell in my eyes. My mouth gaped open in horror.

      johnny was smiling. Smiling!

      I gasped, “You made me kill him. My light killed him. And that amuses you?”

      I vaulted from my chair, running to the exit, devastated by johnny’s trickery. My eyes dripped tears. He had used me to commit an evil deed. He had used me! I raced outside into the warm heat of the gray morning, so disturbed I didn’t care if I was mugged, murdered, and hung out to dry. I deserved it.

      I rushed down the sidewalk, visually scraping the streets for a taxi. My heart was breaking. My love for johnny—breaking. I ran hard, glancing back to make sure he wasn’t following, wondering why he was letting me get away.

      I saw him standing by the bar entrance. He just stared at me with a blank face. Of course, his face always looked blank, even when he was mad. Suddenly, my ribcage was encircled by a muscled Caucasian arm that lifted my feet off the sidewalk. I shrieked, kicking my legs in the air, staring at johnny, wondering if he was going to save me.

      The Zandron appeared behind johnny. He hooked johnny’s neck with his elbow and pulled him back into the bar. I hadn’t killed the Zandron, but would the Zandron kill johnny? johnny had said he was more powerful. Forget johnny. What about me!

      I writhed in the arms that imprisoned me.

      Off to my left, a man said, “We got ourselves a live one.”

      I looked to the voice. Sweat beaded on the face of another Caucasian well-muscled man. Though bald, his mustache was prominent. His red tee shirt looked soiled and he smelled. With his skimpy black shorts, he rubbed his hip against mine. Pig! I thought, and hence labeled him Pig.

      Pig’s eyes twinkled. “I told you it was her, the feminist from television who thinks men need to be taught a lesson.” He was either a bouncer or a male stripper. It didn’t matter which. Both professions upset me.

      I writhed in the arms of he whom I labeled My Captor, looking down the long stretch of vacant sidewalk. “Help!” I cried out, hoping someone, somewhere might hear me.

      “Bring her inside,” a voice said from a doorway.

      I looked to view the beholder of that horrid suggestion. Long blonde hair trailed down the pale-skinned bare chest of a man wearing only white pants. His provocative posture infuriated me.

      I proclaimed, “I’m not going in there.”

      He grinned, showing white teeth. “Oh, I think you are.” His ice blue eyes seemed empty. Ice Man, I labeled him.

      Ice Man said, “Let’s teach her a lesson.”

      “Let’s give her a show,” said Pig.

      My Captor said, “No. Let’s make her the show.” He lifted my feet off the ground.

      “He—lp!” I cried out again to the empty sidewalk as he carried me toward the door. The color red covered my mind. The red of fear, dread, and impending doom. I twisted my head to the streets searching one last time for aid before it was too late.

      The back of a beefy good-sized man was walking away from where I was. He appeared strong. “Help! Help! Help!” He seemed to be ignoring me. “Wait, wait,” I cried.

      “Wait, wait,” My Captor said, mocking my high-pitched voice. Then he said, “You think that guy is going to help you? Let’s see.”

      I screamed, “Sir, please help me!”

      Ice Man said, ‘Tick tock, tick tock.”

      The man finally stopped and started to turn around.

      Reverting to my old ways, I prayed, Oh Saint Jude, please let it be someone who can help me.

      He faced me at last, and grinned, gold tooth blaring. Pot Belly! Pot Belly with the snake tattoo. He laughed and mumbled something in Spanish. He gave a salute, turned around, and walked away. Does the Devil plan these little coups, or what?

      “Time’s up,” said Ice Man.

      I glanced one last time in johnny’s direction, hoping desperately that he’d emerge from the bar. Evil or not, I needed his help. Or maybe he needed mine. Maybe I should have killed the  Zandron. Oh, what was I saying!

      I was carried inside the bar lit with—red. Ice Man closed and locked the door. I concentrated on shining my light. It came out of my heart again, kind of funny, like in jerky waves. Even so, I drenched them all. But nothing happened. Nothing! I spiraled into my old ways as if I’d never left them. Oh Saint Solange, protect me. I had to call to Saint Solange, for johnny was detained with the Zandron, and my new ways were not working. The old ways comforted me, and I honestly wasn’t sure if I could ever let them go.

      I was carried to a strip of smooth black stage. I forced my light to shine from my heart once more, hoping it would eventually pacify the men. But it seemed to excite them more, or maybe it just wasn’t working.

      Pig hopped up on the dance strip, his red tank top glittering in the crimson light. My Captor thrust me upward onto the stage, landing my head by Pig’s feet. The hem of my dress had hiked up on my thighs, almost exposing my underwear, and I couldn’t pull it down. Pig’s loutish hands forced my shoulders flat, aggravating the bruise I had received from johnny.

      I stared at his upside down face. My bent knees were about welded together and turned partially toward the bar. I longed to crawl in a hole and die, humiliated by their cruel amusement.

      “Let me go!” I wailed. Oh Saint Jude, give me strength!

      I twisted my lower body harder trying to squirm free, until Ice Man pinned my ankles. A strobe light flickered through the red light creating a stop start movement that dizzied me. Jazz music abruptly blasted through a loudspeaker near my ear.

      My Captor hopped on stage in my view. He gyrated to the jazz, parading his neon blue tank top and skimpy blue satin shorts. Red light tinted his curly blonde hair, and his smile of cruel pleasure sickened me. He flung off his neon blue socks and matching ankle boots to the music.

      Oh Saint Agatha, I cried inside myself, hear me!

      He stripped off his blue tank top in one smooth movement and then slipped off his blue shorts with the same finesse, leaving only a blue g-string, which showed more of him than I cared to see.

      I squirmed, my chest heaving.

      I tried to free my ankles under Ice Man’s grip. He said, “Relax, we are just having fun.”

      My Captor, in his blue g-string, straddled me as a part of his dance. He cupped the sides of my breasts and brushed his hands down over my hips to my thighs.

      My gasping heaves gave life to my voice in raspy whimpers.

      Then he brushed his hands back up underneath my dress and ran his fingers along the lines of my underwear.

      “No. No. No.” I said from deep inside myself, to myself, racked with pain, and spiraling down into something horrible. “No. No. No. No.” My head writhed as vile scenes played in my mind. In the first scene, I was paraded through a medieval town naked on a leash. The second scene showed me chained in a dungeon where a man and his friends had their way with me. In the third scene, I was forced into prostitution. I couldn’t tell the difference between what was happening and what had happened. It was all the same to me. No time. No space. It was just as johnny had said, Time is relative. Darkness is darkness. Go to it and the layout’s all the same.

      My head thrashed. “No. No. No.”

      “Yes. Yes. Yes,” someone said. I knew not who, nor did I care. All I knew, and all my care, was focused on being touched where I shouldn’t be, and seeing parts of men I shouldn’t be seeing. I was the wrong person with the wrong history to be sexually aroused by their ‘show.’ Their sarcastic laughter splashed into the hidden pool of my tears that I’d locked away so long ago when my parents died, filling ever higher each time my body was invaded. My body was not my own, and it never would be. I was insignificant. I was a thing, a thing, just a thing.

      A hand slid beneath my underwear, grazing all underneath.

      I was a thing, only a thing, just a thing. I cried silently for johnny to rescue me, but I knew he was fighting the Zandron and couldn’t help me. I gasped his name aloud, “johnny,” wishing urgently he could save me . . . somehow. Wishing. Wishing.

      A finger probed deeper. I was a thing, just a thing, a thing.

      Without thought or warning, the hidden well of my life’s tears exploded in a tsunami of pain. I screamed, out of control, over and over again. “j . . . o . . . h . . . n . . . n . . . y!” I was lost in my screams. Nothing seemed real. The crimson monster had consumed me, and I was digesting in its flaming belly, lost to the world, lost to myself, lost in the awful, awful red.
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      The sound of choking seeped into the red, and the monsters flaming belly opened. The men fell away from me, gasping for air. I sat up feeling buoyant and disoriented, heaving with choppy breath and shrill whimpers. Through blinking strobe and red light, I saw my three attackers rolling around on stage and floor unable to breathe. Then beyond them, I saw johnny, standing . . . watching the choking men. His untucked shirt and tousled hair reflected the fight he’d had with the Zandron. He looked so quiet, so stoical and completely engaged in the men’s suffering.

      How had he gotten inside? The door was locked. Could he walk through walls? Was he making these men choke? Of course he was. Of course.

      Was this all a part of my fourth painting? Was I now to watch these three men die? As much as I despised them, I could not endorse murder.

      I staggered off the stage, trembling hard. “johnny,” my voice rasped, “they’ve been punished enough. Let’s just get out of here.”

      johnny glanced at me. Even from across the room, his orange eyes told me that they must die.

      And from across the room, I conveyed to him with my angel eyes that they must not.

      He sighed heavily, and the men stopped choking. The lights went off and clear light filled the bar. The music stopped. He made his way over to me, his eyes fixated on mine. My pounding heart hurt my chest, awaiting his arrival. His form grew more life-size and more real as he neared. His every step exuded power, my johnny.

      He arrived in front of me and pulled me against him gently, swallowing my trembling body in his arms. Security washed over

      me. My arms crept around his waist; I squeezed hard. My lifeline. My Tazmark. My johnny.

      I heard feet approaching. The men were coming toward us. I stiffened.

      “It’s all right,” he whispered. He released his hold on me and turned to them.

      I stayed behind johnny, pretending to be invisible. My hands rested on his back. His power calmed me.

      I heard apologies from the men. “Sorry johnny, we didn’t know she was yours,” and “we were just having fun,” and “we weren’t going to hurt her.”

      They knew johnny? I didn’t like it that they knew johnny. I am not sure why, but it bothered me greatly. I wanted to say, I’m not his. But then, I supposed I was. And for a moment, I wondered if he had taken my spirit. Maybe that was why I wanted him so much.

      “You’ve now been warned,” johnny said. “I do not generally warn, so feel fortunate.”

      I heard noises at the entrance door, like a key opening the lock. I spun around, pressing my back against johnny’s. I watched the door open. A small Italian man entered all jazzy in maroon dress pants, white silk shirt, and thick gold chain around his neck. His gaunt face was lost in the weight of his large round eyes, fixed in a punitive glare at my three attackers. He reminded me of a giant rat. Hence, I labeled him, Rat Man.

      johnny didn’t turn around. I suppose he had eyes in the back of his head or something.

      Rat Man walked past us. His pants made brushing noises, and emitted a newly bought scent, or was he wearing cologne?

      He reached the three men and yelled in a thick Italian accent. “What’s goin’ on here?”

      I resumed my former position with hands on johnny’s back, but peeked my head out to view the scene. “They attacked me,” I said like a little girl tattling on her big brothers.

      “My apologies, johnny,” said Rat Man nervously. “It won’t happen again.” Then he turned to the men and started pushing and slapping them. “You guys high on la glass again!”

      I thought to myself, alcohol?

      johnny turned his head slightly back to me, then whispered, “Meth.”

      “Let’s get out of here.” I stepped back, pulling his shirt. But he didn’t budge.

      Rat Man shouted louder at the men, “What ya doin, you wanna put this place out of business, huh!” I heard a slap. “Huh!” I heard another slap.

      johnny said, “This is your retribution, Jen . . . watch.”

      I tugged at his shirt again. “I want to go. I feel like he’s yelling at me.”

      He looked over his shoulder at me, his dark eyes glittering indomitable strength. “Even if he was, it needn’t bother you.”

      “But it does bother me!” I heard more slapping, grunting, and groaning. “Please let’s go.”

      johnny faced forward to watch Rat Man pummel his employees. Didn’t he care how I felt? Why should he? I mean, after all, he’d practically laughed in my face when I burned the Zandron.

      Suddenly, the commotion stopped. “Miss,” said Rat Man. Half-amused, he asked johnny, “Is she back there?”

      I peeked my head out to the right of johnny’s arm. That’s all he was getting—my head. Even though I was mad at johnny, I guess I still needed him.

      “Hey,” he said, “I apologize for their behavior. It won’t happen again. You can come back, on the house, any time. They wouldn’t have harmed you.” Then his face crumpled. “Hey, aren’t you the one that was on TV,” he snickered, “the one who thought male strip joints should remain open?”

      I was really beginning to regret that I ever made that speech.

      Rat Man turned back to the guys and grinned. Then he looked at johnny and me, and said sheepishly, “You have to admit, don’t you, johnny, that she had it coming.”

      “What she does or does not have coming is not your business.” johnny stared at him with hooded eyes. Was Rat Man’s life in danger? Did he call for chaos? If johnny mainly punished wrong doers, maybe he wasn’t so bad, even though he did seem to laugh at people’s pain.

      Rat Man stepped back and gulped hard, waiting silently, apparently for johnny’s decision. The other men also yielded to the soundless pause that seemed to empower johnny. Silence always got him what he wanted. I should know. Geez, did I ever.

      johnny slid his eyes down to me. “Tell them what you think.”

      Tell them what I think? Yes, indeed, I should tell them what I think. I’d been bullied enough. My fear had turned to rage. I wanted to slap their faces, but since Rat Man already had . . . .

      I stepped in front of johnny, touching my hand to his thigh, making sure he was still there. I admit it, I wouldn’t have been so bold if he wasn’t. “You’ve no right to say I had that coming! No one deserves to be treated with such ill regard as the way I’ve been treated today. You had no right to touch—” When I said touch I almost screamed. I couldn’t finish the sentence, so I started a new one. “What I say or think gives you no right—” my voice crumbled, “to offend me like this. I am a human being with feelings and hopes and dreams, just like you all. I have compassion for your struggle  in life. Why can’t you have compassion for mine?”

      Rat Man snickered. The other men joined him.

      My face went white, shocked by their enjoyment of my pain, even in the presence of johnny.

      I cried out, “Stop laughing. The suffering of a fellow human being isn’t funny!”

      They laughed more.

      I shouted tearfully, “Hurting people is not funny.”

      My words had no effect. My clenched jaw was close to cracking teeth. I determined johnny’s silence was an attempt to give me room to spread my wings and learn more about myself. “Stop laughing this instant. Such disrespect is inexcusable!”

      I directed my comment to Rat Man who was still laughing. “I assure you, sir, that I would never come back here on the house or otherwise. I would not associate with such disreputable people.” I threw my nose in the air.

      Rat Man snickered wiping a tear of laughter from his eye. “Don’t you know who you’re with?”

      My mouth hung open. What was he trying to say? I glanced up at johnny, and did a double take. He had a loose smile on his face and amusement in his eyes. No wonder they were laughing. It was almost as if he’d given them permission.

      Rat Man struggled to conquer his cachinnation. “My apologies johnny,” he stifled his laugh, “but Mary Poppins here . . . doesn’t seem to get that you are the Master . . .” He started laughing again, “the Master of the whole God damn game.”

      Rat Man’s laughter became unrestrained. And moments later, he and his men were on their knees, weighted with hilarity. I glared at them and then back up at johnny, questioningly. “Master of the Game? Are you this cruel to women? Is the joke on me, johnny?”

      He gave me a penetrating gaze that bespoke reality. Did he want me to accept such an awful truth about him?

      “Look deeper,” he said, his voice lower than the laughter.

      “I don’t have to. You think I’m silly for having all these feelings.”

      “Jen, look deeper.”

      “No,” I wiped away a tear. I turned to the laughing men. “Fine! We’ll see if you’re all still laughing when I call the police and report what happened here today!”

      johnny said flatly, “Fuck the police.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” they all chimed in chorus, “fuck the police.”

      I spun around to johnny with a huff. How dare he minimize my threat. To let them laugh at me was bad enough, but to take the wind out of my sails, the wind he put in there, was scathing.

      My lips trembled. I felt so used. I stepped toward the exit, away from them all, even johnny. I would leave them all forever, and ever . . . and ever. Nothing mattered anymore.

      johnny grabbed my hand as I passed, ambling along behind  me, abandoning the laughing bunch.

      I wanted to yank my hand free, but I knew better. He’d not let me go unless it was his wish. I dragged him onto the populated street, the air brighter, hotter, and moister now.

      My heart hurt bad. And though the sun was shining, darkness edged my field of vision. He let those men laugh at me. He used me to hurt the Zandron. He didn’t care about my tender heart.

      With an urge to run, I jerked my hand from his grasp, surprised that I could. Feeling empowered, rage rose to my lips. I turned to him. “You!—” My ire was so intense, it froze my tongue. So I abandoned the idea of yelling at him and stomped away straight into a web of leather-covered punk rock teenagers, with pink and blue hair bristled high on their heads. I shrieked, turned around, and stomped back toward johnny, deciding to tell him off after all. My eyes steamed into him. “You—”

      He swung me smoothly against the outside wall and started kissing me like cool peppermint on a hot day. And he seemed exuberant. A new emotion? Could it be? He whispered while interweaving kisses, “You. . . delight me. I think this feeling is delight.”

      “Why,” I said chiding and hurt, “’cause I helped you make new friends?”

      His voice deepened, edged with pain. He lifted his head, and looked into me. “Friends? Your attackers remain alive because you wished it so.”

      His wrath for the men soaked into me. My body rushed with heat; my lungs ached as if preparing to burst. I wheezed, trying to get air.

      He leaned his forehead gently on mine. “Sorry, I didn’t mean for you to feel that.” He moved his mouth slowly to meet mine, his lips lingering in an ever so light kiss.

      Maybe he cared . . . maybe.

      He kissed me softly, tenderly; our lips felt so right together. But the morning’s events felt so wrong. johnny taking so long to rescue me. johnny setting me up to burn the Zandron. johnny’s loose smile inviting the others to laugh at me. Those men were probably still in there laughing at me. Did he really expect me to forgive and forget all that with the simplicity of a kiss?

      My teeth and fists clenched. I swept my head to the side, our lips parting. “Maybe you don’t need the police to handle your affairs, but I do!”

      He combed his fingers through my hair, gazing upon me as if seeing me for the first time. “You have me to handle your affairs.”

      I said, “You laughed at me in front of those men!”

      “You were funny,” he said. “I am seldom humored like that.”

      “I wasn’t trying to be funny!”

      “But you were.”

      I pushed against his chest. “You used me to injure the Zandron, as if—”

      He found my lips and tasted my tongue. His mouth was warm, his moves flowing. Dance, I wanted to dance. No. The Zandron . . . the Zandron.

      I pulled away, “—as if injuring him was all some sort of joke.”

      He found my lips again and my tongue and my heart. I couldn’t resist. I kissed him back. Ah, so pleasant. No, wait, the Zandron.

      I opened my eyes in an effort to make myself stop kissing him. What I saw coming up behind him, helped. A Chinese man in tan baggy clothes crept casually closer and closer to johnny’s back, pick-pocket style.

      My eyes stretched wide. I squealed as only one can when their lips are sealed with another. johnny parted his lips from mine—barely. He jerked his elbow back hard, knocking the man to the ground.

      I winced.

      The man rose, holding his stomach, and hobbled away.

      I mumbled into johnny’s mouth. “I have to get out of here.”

      He withdrew his face slowly, staring deep in my eyes in a Sir Lancelot sort of way, drawing me into him. Then he took my hand and walked me along the sidewalk. His brisk gait made me breathless, maybe on purpose to keep me from talking. But I talked anyway.

      I declared, “I’m not going home with you.”

      He didn’t answer. I started falling behind him, panting hard, but he dragged me on.

      “You involved me in your evil—” I had to catch my breath to even finish the sentence, “and I can’t forgive you.”

      He looked over his shoulder at me. “I didn’t involve you in my evil.”

      “What happened to the Zandron?” I panted for a moment. “Did you kill him?”

      “He will live to fight another day.” He whisked me past another bar squared off by police.

      We stopped at the intersection, waiting for the crosswalk hand signal to turn green.

      I shook my head with a sarcastic grin. “Oh, I see, you just had a bar room brawl and now everything’s fine.”

      “Yes.”

      He stared at the crosswalk light. The hand signal turned green. Cars screeched to a halt. We crossed the street. I kept my eyes forward not wanting to see the mad faces sticking out of car windows cursing at the out-of-sync stoplight.

      As we stepped up onto the curb, I said curtly. “Well, I don’t get it. You both just decided to leave each other alone?”

      He looked at me, guiding us along a sidewalk. “You needed me. So we ended the fight.”

      “He let you?”

      “We do this all the time, Jen. We challenge each other, neither one interested in taking the other out, because then we’d have no opponent worth fighting.”

      “So, you’re saying that it’s a demon creature guy thing?”

      “You could put it that way.”

      “So, you hadn’t planned for me to kill him?”

      “No,” he said, steering us off the beaten path into a field.

      “I wanted to show you how you could use your light against true creatures of the dark.”

      “It didn’t work on those bar guys.”

      “Bar guys,” he said, mimicking me with amusement.

      I was not amused.

      He said, “Divine Light is not so effective when mixed with fear. When emanated purely, however, it affects most people in a positive manner, and it can be lethal to the truly dark.”

      “Like you, johnny?”

      “Like me.” He stopped our walk. He turned, showing his back as he lifted his shirt. There was a large round burn on his skin. “You did that at the Rape Center.” He faced me again, his shirt still lifted. There were ten little red fingertip marks on his chest. “You inflicted these light burns yesterday when you tried to defer my departure.”

      I gasped, finding it difficult to believe I could hurt johnny. “It looks like I can give you more than a headache.”

      “A great deal more,” he said, lowering his shirt. “At the debate, it was uncomfortable. At the Rape Center, it was almost unbearable. And a prolonged direct hit could be critical.”

      My jaw dropped. “But how can this be?”

      “Well, it goes like this: It was never the cross or sunlight that burned the vampire. It was what the cross represented—Divine Love. And what sunlight represented—Divine Light. Divine Love and Divine Light are the same thing. In it, all things are one, coalesced. No thing is separate from any other thing. Dark beings need separation to operate. If the light touches them, they become one with the victim, dispelling the predator role. If their sense of separation dissolves, they as dark beings, dissolve, for they cannot exist in a coalescent vibration.”

      My mouth hung open, amazed by how he forever enlightened me about the mystical side of life. In his own unconventional way, he did seem to possess some sort of spiritual wisdom.

      I asked, “Don’t you fear me then?”

      “No,” he clasped my hand and started us walking. “If you tried to harm me . . . intentionally, I’d kill you.”

      I stopped walking with a wounded expression hanging on my face.

      He stopped too and turned toward me. “But you would never harm me on purpose, Jen. It’s not your nature.” He pulled me onward, walking slightly in front of me.

      “Well the Zandron thinks I hurt him on purpose. Will he want to kill me now?”

      “I told you, it was my joke on him. We do this to each other all the time. We’re sort of—friends.”

      “You have a bizarre way of showing friendship. I hope you’re not playing that way with me!”

      “You are a Shen,” he said slowing, so that I could walk by his side, “he’s a Zandron. Your natures warrant different types of play.”

      “You make strange choices for friends, johnny.”

      “Yeah,” he smiled, “Jen the Shen, and Dan Kahn the Zandron.”

      His joke was funny, but I didn’t laugh. I lowered my head seriously, staring at my red pumps stepping through dried grass. “I thought you had used me to kill your enemy.”

      “You had to think that or you would have not moved into the next scene.” He squeezed my hand with a bit of affection. “You had to go through the red painting. I’d not intended on it going as far as it did, but it took you a long time to call for me.”

      “Well you looked a little preoccupied!”

      “Don’t let that notion hinder you from calling me ever again. I will come. Always I will come when you call. Always.”

      “When did you get there?”

      He slowed his pace until he stopped. He sighed. “I won’t lie to you.”

      “When?” My heartbeat quickened.

      “When they laid you on the stage.”

      I jumped back from him, breaking our handhold. “And you let me go through all that!”

      “I first came because you called for me. Then you began calling to your religious idols instead, so I waited. When you gave up on religion and again called for me, I stopped them.”

      “You let me suffer just to teach me that lesson?”

      “It is an important lesson. If we are far from each other, in different states or even countries, and you are in peril, I may not know that you need me . . . if you do not call.”

      I was frustrated that every one of his explanations always led me to liking him more. I wanted to hate him so that I could get out of this mess, this sinful mess of falling in love with a diabolical creature. I clenched my fists and huffed, “Why do you do this to me?”

      He curled a strand of hair behind my ears. “Do what?”

      “You drop me in hell, then pull me out by convincing me your actions are for my own good. You lure me close with caring words and seductive charms, but I’m not allowed to touch you unless I accept your evil. Then the same evil that you use to hurt others, you use to help me. You make me wish that you’ll never change. Yet, if I’m to be with you—you must! You want me to love you, but you won’t let me love you. I feel trapped. I feel—”

      “Why do you think I won’t let you love me?”

      “When I try to love you, to help you—you resist.”

      “That’s not the love I want.”

      “What then?”

      “I want you to love me as I am, but I don’t think you can.”

      He was right. I couldn’t. I was speechless.

      He captured my hand kind of hopefully and started us walking again onto a wide sidewalk that bordered a neighborhood. His long stride left me winded.

      I panted, “Why aren’t we taking a taxi?”

      “I prefer walking.”

      “Do you fear cars?”

      He started to laugh. “I don’t know what fear feels like; I only know what it looks like.”

      “What then?” I asked, panting hard. Speaking wasn’t easy.

      “It’s boring not to play. To be out in the field where the mice are is far more exciting than sealing one’s self in a box with four wheels.”

      My panting chopped up my words. “Play? . . . You mean have fun . . . at other . . . people’s . . . expense?”

      He slid his eyes my way.

      I barely blinked and somehow I was being carried in his arms, bobbing with his stride. Had time stopped or quickened? This was weird. We were strolling past rows of houses strewn with clusters of gang type youth, eyeing us curiously, sucking on cigarettes.

      “Put me down, johnny. I feel conspicuous, and I don’t want people thinking you own me.”

      “You should. Then they won’t bother you.”

      “Aren’t you afraid they’ll all gang up on you and try to do you in?”

      “They dare not. They wouldn’t survive it. You are fortunate to be under my wing. You are the only one ever that I’ve offered that position. You are under my eternal protection. And if I can manage it, when your time for death comes, perhaps our spirits can exit together. I don’t know. I have to work on that.”

      Leaning into his shoulder, I wrapped my arms affectionately around his neck. “But you are immortal.”

      “I know the secrets of time and dimension on levels that most humans do not, for they are too fixed. I think I might find a way.”

      “You are saying that you would die early, so our spirits could be together? You would do this for me, johnny?”

      “There is no death, not really. Just various worlds. We simply change form when we move from one to another. I can visit many of these worlds whenever I choose. And there is a void where time converges and all things are viewed happening at once. There is much I want to teach you, Jen, and much I want to show you.”

      His talk had taken me into a strange trance. My inquisitive mind had turned off. I felt porous and expansive, soaring in the heavens, on a mission of some kind. Sparkling energy flowed from my essence to specific places in the universe. Then a vision burst through of a beast ripping into human flesh. I almost choked. I blurted, “johnny, put me down.”

      “Let me carry you. Let me ease your burden, Jen.”

      “No, no, no. You can’t do this to me.”

      “Do what?”

      “Offer me paradise in hell.”

      “That is exactly what I’m offering you.”

      “But I can’t take the hell part.”

      He said nothing. Neither did I. I didn’t know what else to say. And it didn’t matter what I said, I still wanted to be with him, even when I’d tried to run away.

      I resigned myself to that want—for now, and settled into his arms so comfortably, I almost fell asleep. I must have dozed, because we reached his tenement much more quickly than I would have thought possible.

      He eased me down gently on the sidewalk. My red shoes were under clean concrete with no grease, no blood, and no empty drug vials. I think that was johnny’s way of rolling out the red carpet for me. I’d seen his magic and cleaning a sidewalk would be no great feat.

      My hand was happy in his as he led me through the entrance. When we reached the stairs, he turned smoothly and sat. He pulled my hands down, landing my knees between his wide-open legs.

      The Puerto Rican boys were heading in, cigarette packs popping out the pockets of black tee shirts. They parted to pass on either side of us on the stairs, trying to hide their astonished staring. They were smiling in a phony scared way.

      “Why are they looking at us like that?”

      “They have never seen me taken with a woman.”

      “Taken by me, or are you taking me, johnny? Which?”

      “When will you believe that I will not make you my victim? So many times, I could have. So many times, I have resisted. Does this mean nothing to you?”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came. I wanted to assure him that his vow to protect me did mean something, but it wasn’t enough. I wanted it to be. But it just wasn’t.

      He rose forlornly, which surprised me. He was not the woe-is-me type. Emotions were surfacing in him like the frothy head on beer, but would they dissolve the same, once the drink had settled? Once I trusted him, would I, despite his promise, become his prey?

      He reached back and took my hand. We walked up the stairs slowly. I think we were both contemplating our fate, contemplating staying together . . . and the improbability of it.

      Halfway up, I was out of breath again. He lifted my tired body effortlessly, positioned me carefully over his shoulder, and walked up the stairway. He never became winded, nor moaned from the weight of his burden. I felt about as real as a Barbie doll being carried by a GI Joe toy.

      Once on the sixth floor, he continued to carry me down the hallway. My stomach began to hurt. Just as I thought that, he put me on my feet. His orange eyes sparkled with affection. The sparkles left his eyes and floated toward me in slow motion, transforming into miniature holograms of sword fighting, and a fiery orange volcano silhouetting johnny with his long black hair blowing in heated pressure bursts. I was struck by a megaton dose of his masculine charisma. My knees buckled, and by heaven or hell, I felt a procreative fire burning in my womb.

      He steadied me with his hands, but I was crippled by the pangs of want cross firing throughout my body. He swept me smoothly in his arms, angling me close against him. He stared at me as he glided down the hall, needing no vision to find his way.

      My thoughts dripped like fine chocolate, smothering rationale, opening all my senses.

      I closed my eyes so that I wouldn’t drown in the virility spilling out all over his face, like molten lava, red orange and hot, edging closer to make me a part of its new landmark. But even as my lids lowered, I felt the heat of him seeping into me, lulling me into his volcanic depth. Merge . . . we must merge!

      I don’t even remember how we came to be in his bedroom. But somehow I was lying naked on the bed and he was naked on top of me . . . weighing me down with blazing kisses that took me fathoms into his diabolic heart. “Trust me,” he said in a raspy whisper of passion.

      His hands licked me like flames consuming wax. I melted into his essence, engulfed in unimagined pleasure, mounting, mounting, along with feelings of eternal devotion to mon cher.

      “I love you, johnny,” I cried out, “truly, eternally, unconditionally!”

      I thought I heard him whisper, “No, you don’t.” But I wasn’t sure. And at that moment, I didn’t care.

      He took me deeper, farther, faster into glorious crimson heat, transforming the rigid surface of my personality into fluid smoke that rose into the air as I moaned my intense sexual release. Had it been hours or minutes? I could not tell.

      I was lying in his arms. Each breath that rose and fell from me was full and sated. My cool sweating head rested against his bare chest. I smiled a little, thinking that the red had engulfed me again. But this time it wasn’t a bad thing. It was johnny’s heart. Wasn’t it?

      He started to speak softly, “I . . . I . . .” but then his words took the form of a gentle kiss on my damp forehead. It is not a Tazmark’s nature to feel what I feel. It can’t be love, because Tazmarks are not capable, and yet, it is something . . . something.”

      “I think it is love, johnny, even if it is not a Tazmark’s nature.”

      “Maybe my mother was wrong. I’ve never sat around and conversed with another Tazmark about it before. On the rare occasion I meet one, we fight. I win, and there’s no Tazmark left with whom to compare notes. Not that we would. It’s not our way.”

      I stroked his chest. “Your ways are hard for me, but love will bring us to balance. In some strange way I think it already has.” I shook my head slightly, “Before I met you. I thought everyone was human.”

      “You’d be amazed,” he said, “all the legends you’ve ever heard about fairies and elves, werewolves and vampires, all have a basis in reality. How else could they even be imagined? There are many sorts—many, but not many like you or I, not many at all, and fewer Shens than Tazmarks.”

      “Have you known other Shens? Is that why you know so much about them?”

      “Yes,” he replied.

      “What happened to the Shens you met?”

      He didn’t answer.

      I paused, but love gave me courage. “You took them, didn’t you?”

      He paused. “Yes.” I guess love gave him courage too.

      “Why?”

      “They called to be sacrificed. I craved their light, so I obliged.”

      “So,” I inhaled deeply, “you killed them?”

      “Yes.”

      “But, that was all long ago, right? And, you would not kill a Shen now?”

      “Not you. And now that I know you, I will kill no other Shen—ever, even if they call.”

      Love was powerful, and I believed johnny loved me, even if he didn’t believe it. “Is that how you knew my power wouldn’t be the same if you stole it?”

      He nodded.

      My face crumpled in consternation. “What happens when you take a Shen? Do they become a part of you?”

      “Kind of—for a hundred years or so. Their energy matriculates with mine, diluting Divine Light, but I am charged nonetheless, and my senses are heightened.”

      “Then what?”

      “Once I’ve digested them, their essence is set free.”

      “Free? Where do they go?”

      To their world of origin.

      I stroked his arm. “Maybe their presence in you, changed you, and allowed you to open to me. Maybe it is possible to—”

      “Don’t—”

      “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t start thinking about converting me.”

      I smiled faintly. “Maybe you already have been converted. You touched me with your heart. I felt it. Stay home tonight.”

      “I can’t.”

      For some reason, I felt so brave. I wanted to swallow my dilemma with johnny. I wanted to digest it and make it a problem no more. “You told me that you take confidence, hope, innocence, and energy from others when you answer the call. Do you take blood? Do you take life?”

      He rolled on his side. “Do you really want to know?”

      I propped myself up with my elbow. “I just made love with you. In my heart, you are my husband. I must know the truth of you. How else can we make modifications that will allow us to remain together?”

      “I won’t change, Jen.”

      “Tell me anyway,” I said, not giving up on the modification plan.

      He rolled to his side, head propped on hand, staring at me oddly, as if scanning my brain.

      “I feed at night.”

      “Feed? Feed on what?”

      His penetrating eyes delivered an image to my mind. johnny bit into something and blood flooded his face. And the vision was familiar to me.

      I shook my head, dispelling the image, refusing the image, escaping in denial, as always I did when that sort of vision appeared. “Can’t you feed here?”

      “There’s nothing to feed on here—but you, and you know I won’t.”

      I furrowed my brows, trying to figure out how to pretend he wasn’t implying what he was implying.

      “The point is, I must go out to get what I need.”

      “What’s wrong with all the meat in your refrigerator?”

      “That meat is for you.”

      “Why can’t you eat it?”

      “Sh,” johnny whispered, “stop your mind before it takes you where you’d best not go. Not yet anyway.”

      “My fifth painting, it’s about —”

      “Let’s sleep.” He rolled on his back, bare hands resting on his stomach.

      My eyes widened. I sat up and examined his hands. A red ridge went from his middle finger, stretching to his wrist. It reminded me of the fin like structure lining the backs of iguanas. I traced my finger over the ridge. A strange excitement rushed through my body.

      With eyes closed, johnny murmured, “I am of the Dragon, Angel. That’s Dragon with a capital D. He sighed, “I am of . . . the Dragon.”

      Of the Dragon, I thought. The parchment said he was bestial. The beast was a Dragon. But Dragons weren’t even real beasts. No matter. johnny was real and I wanted my Dragon with me tonight, oh so very much. I whispered lightly, “Please don’t go away this night.” But he was already asleep.

      I snuggled close to him, but I was too agitated to rest. Now that I’d made love with johnny, I cared for him more than ever, and I had to convert him from evil to good. I played out dozens of scenarios in my head, all ending badly, for it was hard enough to change an ordinary man, much less an extraordinary one. I began developing a notion to paint him. The urge increased moment by moment.

      My tossing and turning didn’t seem to arouse him in the slightest. His stilled body never budged. His lungs seemed inactive. Of course they couldn’t be. That ancient paper I’d found, said he was human, but more. I guess the Dragon part of him made him sleep like a corpse. If I was sane, and johnny was who he claimed, then life was a trip and a half. I still couldn’t believe I was in love with a—well, a beast of sorts.

      Maybe Shens and Tazmarks were all he had killed, and never ever humans. Maybe? Or if killing was involved, like the massive deaths in the bars recently, perhaps johnny just incited energies in people that influenced them to do violent things, but the people didn’t have to do those violent things. And if he did kill humans outright, maybe there was some righteous reason to it that I did not understand. Like, maybe he was an avenging angel of sorts, even though he denied it. And feed . . . well maybe God rewarded him, by letting him feed.

      I slipped out of bed and headed toward the bathroom. I noticed that the fat black candles were lit here and there. When had johnny done that?

      I showered, donning my white pants and indigo shirt, clinging to what purity was left in me. I paced the floors. Sitting in the big black chair, I read Sleeping Beauty twice. johnny usually slept each afternoon, awaking around 11.00 p.m. If he was holding true to course, he would soon be up. The table clock on the end table read 10:58. I stared into empty space from the black chair. I but blinked and johnny was squatted before me wearing the color of the night: tee shirt, jeans, and boots.

      “You are going to leave me now—aren’t you?”

      He grabbed my forearms with gloved hands, long fingers poking through. “I don’t want to leave you, Jen. I have to.”

      His lengthy hair curled a little over his chest, tantalizing my want for him. I tried to lift my hands to touch the onyx strands, but he held me in place.

      “Don’t,” he said, “you’ll make me want to stay.”

      My eyes rolled up as he stood.

      He stared into me warmly, melting the coldness in his stone-like face. He held his gaze on me as he walked to the kitchen toward the door that would grant him passage to another victim.

      I sprang up and ran after him. “I want to paint you, johnny—while you’re gone.”

      He stopped and faced me. “No. It’s too soon.”

      “Please. I can’t fight the urge. You know what that feels like, johnny, if you can’t quell your urges. If you can appease yours, why can’t I appease mine? It would be cruel of you to keep me from painting.”

      He sighed, long and deep, before turning away. He didn’t answer me. He just went out the door, leaving me alone with my need.
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      I walked somberly over to the black chair and slumped into the soft leather, staring at the ceiling. Voices sounded in front of me. I looked up and saw the earliest version of The Three Musketeers movie playing on the wall, absent the unsavory wall decor. I was a bit peeved, realizing johnny could have instantly removed those gruesome decorations all along, instead of making me work so hard not to see them.

      I watched the movie half-heartedly, more preoccupied with johnny’s carousing. Not wanting to conjecture any further upon his nightly ritual, I decided to go to bed and escape into sleep.

      In the big bed all alone, I heard myself ask, What am I doing? Some small part of me was drowning. This part of me thought of The Three Musketeers, wishing they were real. Wishing they could rescue me from this aching love I felt for johnny, from this awful circumstance that was reducing my morality to the size of a pea.

      And yet, the bigger part of me was soaring, soaring into a new adventure, hopeful of making some kind of history where a Shen and Tazmark could live happily ever after.

      I fell asleep in my daydream of love, discounting the ensuing dreams of johnny steeped in violence and blood.

      I awoke to a bright room. It was late morning. I journeyed into the bathroom feeling extremely ill. I threw up gracelessly, and climbed into the shower. The rushing water sliding over my body had a soothing effect. Better. I felt better. I wondered if johnny was home. I brushed my teeth, staring at my face in the mirror. My complexion was darker. My eyes were darker too.

      Had sex with johnny changed me? Could it? Or, maybe the lip bite had infected me with Dragon venom. I seemed to be deepening, or grounding, coming out, coming alive, or perhaps becoming a Tazmark. I pushed the thought away. This was no horror movie, but it was horror, real horror—real.

      I donned my white jeans and indigo top, and emerged from the bathroom. I walked to the black cushions, holding my queasy stomach, needing to lay down. I was grabbed from behind. I knew it was johnny, his arms—his scent, all like magic to me.

      He whirled me around and plopped us onto the cushions. He maneuvered himself lightly on top of me. I guess he’d been home before I showered because he looked freshly washed. His damp hair fell over my cheeks as he kissed me with campfire warmth and marshmallow sweetness. Geez, why did he have to always feel so good? In-between kisses, he popped green grapes and pieces of soft brown bread in my mouth.

      “More Shen food,” he said. “I suppose you need a little . . . now and then.”

      He pulled me up to a sitting position, put a carton of orange juice to my lips, and tipped the sweet liquid into my mouth with the precision of mother to baby. He fed me with a smooth sensuality, until the grapes, bread, and juice were gone. The nourishment had revitalized me and quelled the sickness.

      He slipped one arm under my knees, the other around my back, and lifted me. He glided into the bedroom so smoothly, I could swear we were flying. He eased me down upon the silken covers and shed my clothes, and his the same, as if we were moving underwater. He swept me into universes of comet and star, making love to me three times over. I was enfolded in black, black, black. The red beamed brightly only toward orgasm. I had been released. I had let go of my piety. A wild part of me had found wings.

      We laid flat on our backs, touching shoulders, naked and deliciously exhausted. Now I knew why people wanted sex. Or, maybe this was just sex with johnny. He rolled to his side. “No, it’s sex with each other.” He trailed his fingers down my breastbone to my belly button.

      A tear slid down my temple, absorbing in my hair. “Making love is different than, you know . . . the ‘r’ word.” My lips trembled, “I had always wondered.”

      “Now, you know.”

      “I truly love you, johnny.”

      He reached over and scooped my back against his chest, draping his arm over me possessively. “You confuse love, with making love. These feelings are new to you. You would love anyone you made love to, because that’s the way you are.”

      I kissed the red ridge on his hand, laying so close to my lips. “No. I never wanted to make love with anyone else—ever.”

      “That’s because you confused making love with being raped.”

      “No. I know the difference now, and I want no other, ever.”

      “That’s because you are confusing me with ordinary men.”

      “I don’t mind that you’re a Tazmark, johnny.”

      “You can’t mind what you don’t know to mind.”

      “It no longer matters what I might mind because I love you and I will never ever leave you, now that I know what love is.”

      “You don’t know what love is.”

      “I do,” I kissed his hand again, “at last I do.”

      “You are so young,” he murmured drowsily, rolling to his back, and then he fell asleep.

      I couldn’t wait to paint him. I simply couldn’t wait. I just laid there. Happy. Happy. Happy.

      The hours rolled by like a sweet dream. When at last johnny stirred, I rotated toward him and wrapped my arm over his bare chest. When he opened his eyes, I propped myself up on my elbow and stroked his cheek. “I have to paint you.”

      He rolled on his side and kissed my lips, licking them a little.

      “Well?” I asked.

      He sighed, fell down on his back, and closed his eyes. His tone was weary. “You’ve yet to go through the fifth painting. I want to guide you through it. If you paint a sixth, you’ll go through both tonight without my help. If you paint the sixth, you’ll have to go through me. If you go through me,” he opened his eyes and turned his head toward me, “you’ll run away.”

      I sat up. Surely he was mistaken. I loved him too much to ever run away. “No johnny. I told you, I will never leave you.”

      He sat up and swung his feet to the floor. He rose, and looked down on me. “Yes, you will. And this time, I’ll let you go. We’ve bonded as deeply we can. If you don’t stay willingly, then I’ll know I’m to be nothing more to you than protector. It will be your choice. And I know what you will choose.”

      “I love you, all of you—body, heart, and soul.” I clasped my hands over my heart. “Don’t you understand? You are as my husband now. I’ll stand by you. I’ll love you no matter what.”

      He began to dress. “No, Jen. You will not stand by me and love me no matter what.”

      “I will. I know I will.”

      “I have to go.” He finished dressing.

      “Stay with me johnny, please stay!”

      “You know I can’t.”

      “Then let me paint you while you’re gone. It will ease my pain.”

      “No, Jen, it will intensify your pain. Do not paint me yet. Not yet. Let yourself be happy a short while longer.”

      “I have to paint you.” I crawled out of bed beside him, dressing in my indigo crop top and white pants. “I have to take my mind off what you might be doing tonight. I know this will help.”

      “It will make it worse.”

      “I don’t think so. And I will prove it to you. I love you, johnny, and nothing can destroy that.”

      “I can. Even if I don’t want to. The true me will destroy it.”

      I said stubbornly, “Can you supply the materials?”

      He raised a brow. “Isn’t that stealing?”

      “Well, if you know where you take the supplies from, I can make a point to repay the owner.”

      johnny rolled his eyes.

      “Well, can you supply the materials?”

      He looked at me long and hard.

      “johnny?”

      “Goodbye,” he said, as if he’d never see me again. He left the bedroom.

      I rushed after him. “johnny, don’t go.” I flung my arms around his back. “I’ll help you somehow.” He pried my arms loose in a deadpan way and walked out the door.

      I was depressed. I couldn’t stop his evil, not even with love. I turned around. Just beyond the kitchen, I saw a chair and easel, 22 x 28 canvas, and an array of oil painting supplies.

      I approached the display with eager apprehension. Was my love powerful enough to see me through ‘seeing’ johnny—the real johnny? I believed it was.

      I sat down, sure that I must paint. And so I did. I painted and painted, bringing johnny’s face to life. Blacks, grays, oranges, and reds filled the canvas. His face seemed real. His eyes stared at me, red glowing Dragon eyes.

      Mesmerized, I put down my brush. I thought I zoomed through space. For a moment, I saw johnny sitting on a prostitute dressed in scant leather. He was making love to her. No, this was my imagination, surely. I looked harder. He was raping her! Chains and whips were all around them, and odd contraptions I’d never before seen. Was this a consensual rape? Were there such prostitutes? I couldn’t bear the thought. I convinced myself that I was imagining my fears.

      I shook my head to see the canvas again, painted eyes, but then no, his eyes deepened, orange flames drawing me in, giving me that zooming sensation again. I saw a black street, shiny from a night rain, and a shadowy figure hunched over a man lying flat on the pavement. The hunched figure’s arms started flying about. Limbs from the downed man were ripped off. Blood splattered the air. The hunched man clutched a human heart. He drew the heart to his face. I couldn’t see what he was doing, but I knew.

      “No!” I gasped.

      Then the man who clutched the human heart rose and turned to me. But it was no man. His form was clear, even in the nighttime shadows. johnny it was, Dragon-faced, with maniacal eyes—the Beast. Then I remembered his apartment number 666. Mark of the Beast. Mark of Chaos. Was he—Satan? Maybe Satan was real. He hissed a small white fire, highlighting the blood all over his face. He smiled, bubbling forth a sadistic laugh, “Do you love me now—Shen?” His eyes turned colder.

      I shrieked. Then I was staring at the canvas. I snapped my head away from the portrait, but I knew what I’d seen was real. Somehow, some way, I saw what johnny did at night. The dreams I’d had of johnny doing terrible things—were real.

      Suddenly I knew why he’d chosen to live in a sordid part of town. He had told me that he responded to those who called. There were many calls here—calls for carnal thrill and calls to end it all. The prey was plentiful. Living here was his candy store.

      The vision of his cannibal act was imprinted in my mind, a monument to nightmares, a stake in my heart, and the death of my devotion. My knees smacked hard on the floor. I hunched into a fetal ball, screaming inwardly, this pain that seared me to the soul. I had fallen into the lair of evil, and I would pay for eternity. Staying with johnny was not an option, and I wasn’t sure if living at all was an option either. “Forgive me, johnny,” I murmured, tears spilling down my cheeks, “forgive me saints, forgive me God.”

      I rushed into the bathroom and strapped on my silk purse. I slipped on my indigo pumps and ran out the door, replaying the terrible scene in my head, johnny as a Dragon with no conscience. There was a monstrous side of him that could never be tamed. He was a not only a Satanic beast, but a hazard to the city.

      I shamed myself for not trying to stop his evil, but some part of me couldn’t bear to hurt him with my Shen light even if it would save others. And my own conscience was too strong to stick around and watch people die. I had to pretend it all wasn’t so. It was vital that I go back to Spruce and pretend it all away. Oh indeed, it was my solitary hope.

      I darted out into the streets. Of danger, I did not care. I had my own kind of fire burning that night—violent heartbreak. Ordinary street people were far less menacing to me now. I had loved a ruthless monster, a Dragon, Satan! My soul would burn in hell. What could be more menacing than that?

      I needed the church. I needed to repent. I needed to fall out of love with johnny so that I could have the militia or some such organization . . . kill him. I was betraying him, just as he predicted. I had to, lest I betray myself and my God.

      It began to rain. My pumps smacked the sidewalk, lining a stretch of open field that had become a graveyard for beer bottles sinking into mud. I ran toward Avenue B, hoping to catch a taxi. I raced past bars and side streets and clusters of street people, scrunched together under awnings, smoking, and drinking out of paper bags. No one bothered me. No one dared. They could not generate any more terror than what already coursed through me.

      The rain dwindled to sprinkles. Breathless, I slowed to a fast walk. I was soaking wet. Soggy hair strands curled around my neck. My shirt stuck to my skin. I glanced about, searching for a cab. I heard a hushed whisper in my head, but it was coming from the side street. The side street was calling me as if it were a person. My heart pounded. I knew what I would find. I knew, but I went anyway.

      My drenched indigo pumps made a sucking sound when I walked. I reached the end of the street and looked left into a wide paved alleyway. An oblong crackling fire dwindled to small flames, revealing shadow and form. The stench of parched flesh nauseated me.

      There he was, johnny, hunched over fading flames that had licked the skin off a body, left charred and ripped open in the most awful of places. Limbs seemed missing. A haze of shock made me feel unreal, yet more alive than ever before. The street around the gruesome scene shined, reflecting splinters of moonlight. So beautiful. So ugly. The rain had stopped. Smoke lingered in the air. johnny rose and faced me. His inhuman features were apparent even in midnight’s shadow. I did not know this johnny. Not even the johnny who pounced on me the night I found the parchment, could compare.

      I shrieked, “Where are you johnny! Where’s the johnny I know!” I wanted to see his Castilian face with neatly-combed, long black hair.

      Moonlight spilled further into the scene when I least wanted it to.

      johnny approached. I didn’t want to see him, because I knew I would not see his Castilian face with neatly-combed, long black hair. I threw out my hands. “Stay back!”

      As he neared, I saw wet blood on his dragon-like features still shadowy, glimmering only on rims of contour. Remnants of body parts were strewn on the street behind him. The bloody mess ignited suddenly and the already burned flesh was consumed in white flames, instantly reducing the body and all its parts to ashes. He stopped in front of me.

      “johnny,” I gasped, stepping back. My voice quivered, “Tell me this isn’t real. Please, tell me it isn’t. Tell me it’s a dream, a nightmare, that I’ve got this all wrong. Tell me, johnny! Tell me!”

      Silvery fire hissed from his breath. The heat stung my skin. I almost fainted.

      “It is real,” he said, “I kill nightly. I eat human organs. I drink human blood. And I take human spirits.”

      I cried as I breathed, my chest jolting, stiff with horror.

      He roared, snout pointing to the moon. Then his head lowered to face me, blood red eyes dripping pain and rage. His mouth foamed and fire flared once more, stinging my face a little harder.

      “Are you going to kill me, johnny?”

      His voice was raspy and unfamiliar, “Are you going to leave me, Jen?”

      I bowed my head, ashamed of my betrayal. “I have to leave you, johnny.”

      “I know you do. I knew you would.”

      With teary eyes, I said, “What I feel for you is far too much.”

      “What you feel for me?”

      “I love you, still.”

      He half-laughed, “Truly? Eternally? Unconditionally?”

      My heart screamed a thousand kinds of pain. How could I go on living? My low voice crept along the space between us. “Kill me, johnny. I don’t care if you do. I sold out my God, and then I turned on you. I can’t be true to anything. I don’t deserve life.”

      “Yes, you do.” His voice grumbled so low, I barely heard it.

      I shook my head.

      He touched his face with a claw-like finger and then wiped something on my cheek. Blood, I think. “Leave Shen,” he ordered curtly.

      I burst into a run out to the main street. A cab was there as if it had been waiting for me. Had johnny made that happen?

      I crawled in clumsily, crying, all broke up, rubbing my face with hands to get the blood off, if that’s what it was. I cried all the way to Randa’s condo. She wasn’t there, but I had her spare key. Inside, I found a note saying that she’d be gone for three days to look at some artwork in Chicago. I was glad Randa wasn’t there. I couldn’t tell her the truth, and she always knew when I lied. I needed to be alone and bury the last six days as if they never happened.

      I booked a 10:00 a.m. flight to Arizona for the following day. It was the earliest flight I could get, but it was still too late for me. I drank a bottle of red wine, soaking the sheets with tears until I passed out into a dead sleep.

      When morning came, I awoke with a splitting headache and sick stomach. I went into the bathroom and threw up. I showered again, trying to wash away my terror. I slipped on my mint green sundress and stuffed the wardrobe Randa had bought for me in my floral suitcase. I needed to flee New York, never to return. Never!

      I had spent six days with johnny, but it felt more like six minutes, or six years. I couldn’t tell which, but for certain, waiting for 10 a.m. felt eternal.

      I hadn’t eaten in over a day. I felt weak and sick, but I grabbed my floral suitcase and exited Randa’s condo. I set down my case to lock the door. Eyes were upon me. I looked to the end of the hall. johnny was there: sexy, dark, and gorgeous, wearing his customary black tee shirt, jeans, and boots. He was normal again, the johnny I knew, with Castilian face and neatly-combed, long black hair, damp from his ritual shower that washed off the blood of his night. Oh, Blessed Saints, help me not want him so!

      I did want him again. He was my drug. But I wouldn’t take it, take him . . . ever again.

      In one swift movement, he slid my crucifix along the shiny gray marble floor. It stopped at my feet. “So much for love,” he said coldly.

      I took my hand to the metal dragon, having forgotten it was there until that moment.

      “No,” he ordered. “That medallion comes from another world. There is no replacement for it . . . ever. If you remove it, I can no longer protect you.”

      I bowed my head, ashamed for loving him, for leaving him. “You don’t need to protect me.”

      “For what is to come, you will need my protection.”

      I thought about what I must do eventually, how I had to stop johnny, one way or another, from killing people. My heart shriveled like a water-doused spider.

      “Ordinary people can’t stop me. I’m over nine hundred years old and not by luck. So there. One less thing for you to deal with. You needn’t betray me . . . that much.”

      “I never wanted to, I just—”

      “Hush, little girl.” He shook his head and stared at me with hooded eyes. “You will never see me again, but I will be there in your hour of need. Even as you have betrayed me, Shen . . . I have not betrayed you. And one more thing. There is no Satan. While I could be described as such, that myth is beneath me.”

      He stepped to the side, disappearing around the corner. I ran down the hall to catch a glimpse of him, oh, perhaps to say a silent goodbye, a goodbye that would be forever. But he was gone. My heart felt, what’s that they say, ‘struck by cupid’s arrow.’ But it was not cupid’s arrow. It was a Tazmark’s. And my heart wasn’t struck. It was bludgeoned, bludgeoned by the Mark of Chaos.

      I stared at the empty hall for several moments bidding johnny goodbye in my own way, with silent tears. Letting go—I was bad at that. So, so bad at that.

      I walked back to the crucifix, picked it up, and slid it into my pocket. I grabbed my suitcase, and headed for the airport.
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        It’s curled inside me always,

        this worm of things gone wrong

        this parasite of things I feel

        never to belong.

      

      

      

      
        
        It twists around my stomach

        caught by painful thoughts,

        this parasite of times gone by

        keeps me full of knots.

      

      

      

      
        
        It wraps around my heart,

        and brings me to my knee

        this parasite of mine

        my only company.
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      I was jogging on a trail through the snow-dappled woods by my home in Spruce, Arizona. The crisp blue sky lent warmth on what would otherwise be a frigid January afternoon. I felt pleasantly steamy in my white sweat suit. I’d been running six miles a day since I’d returned from New York. Endorphins right? It works. Running made me feel better. But overall, my recovery from johnny was due to the growing lapse of time away from him. I had buried him deep within me in a grave I visited only in the haunting echo of memory, only in his phantom presence that seemed to still watch over me.

      I touched my hand to the dragon medallion that lay beneath my sweatshirt, near my heart. johnny was my secret. My mask was the good little religious girl. I pretended the mask was my face, but I knew it was not. I had been using the religious mask to anchor me in the ocean of mystery where johnny once took me swimming. This ocean still beckoned me to learn its secrets. I would not learn, but neither could I dismiss its currents. I could only pretend they were not there.

      I stared at my white running shoes making prints in the wet dirt. I was moving forward in my life. I no longer had the urge to paint horror, my Dark Room remained triple locked—even to me, and I took to dating a cowboy named Ricky.

      Since New York City, men started asking me for dates. I always thought I would like that, but truthfully, it made me nervous. That’s why I settled with Ricky, to ward off the others. Ricky  was down to earth and religious, but not into the occult. Geez, that was refreshing. He was big and strong, a meat and potatoes man, animal meat that is.

      He was a man’s man, a little sexist, but I didn’t care. He was kind to me and that’s what counted. Yet he was tough enough to protect me from anyone . . . but johnny. But it seemed that from johnny, I needed no protection. Except from thinking about him too much. Except from wanting him too much. In that regard, Ricky distracted me—very well. I was a little disturbed though about my recurring nightmares of Ricky choking me. But I feared men in general, so why wouldn’t I dream such things?

      A female jogger was running the opposite way. Her sheik navy running suit and short black hair reminded me of Randa. As she passed me, a clump of snow fell from a tree limb and splat on my head. We both laughed, and Randa would have laughed too if she’d been there.

      Randa called periodically. She’d seen johnny once or twice for an astrological update. I wanted to warn her to stay away from him, but I feared that I might put her in more danger. If he knew, she knew the truth about him, would he let her live? At the very least, he’d make her forget what he didn’t want her to know, so what was the point in me saying anything at all?

      Besides, she was set somehow on the idea that johnny and I should be a couple, that we were, what’s that they say, ‘made for each other.’ I told her I was dating Ricky, but she voted for johnny.

      She also had announced that my last four paintings had sold. I received a check, after Randa’s cut, for one hundred forty four thousand dollars for all sixteen paintings. Not that I much needed it. When my parents were killed, I inherited $400,000. Life Insurance paid another $700,000.

      My Danish Grandmother (on my mom’s side) raised me. She too was an artist, and it was she who launched me into the world of painting. I was probably closer to her than anyone. She died when I was eighteen. I inherited ten acres of forestland that included the two-story house where I currently lived since the age of three. I inherited another $40,000. I’ve been living off the principal of my inheritance for years. Unfortunately, the people I loved had to die for that to happen.

      I felt a whoosh over my head. This familiar sensation indicated, maybe . . . that johnny, wherever he was, was watching out for me. I stopped running. I looked up and all around. I could never see him, but I thought I could feel him now and again when danger lurked, and I think he may have helped me several times, the way he did on Avenue D.

      Once in a dark parking lot at a grocery store, a teenage kid approached me. I saw a part of a knife that he was holding behind his hip. If his intention was to rob me, I think it was thwarted because I said, “Oh johnny,” merely wishing for his power to protect me, and the kid started moaning, holding his hands to his stomach. He dropped the knife and fled.

      Another time I went dancing with a man at a conservative hotel bar. He decided to trick me into a hotel room with some crazy story about feeling sick. Gullible me, I went. Once we were in the room, his hands raked my body. “Oh johnny,” I cried, and the guy started throwing up, his lie made true. I raced out the door, down to the lobby. That’s where I met Ricky. He noticed me all shook up, and when I briefly told him of my plight, he offered to escort me home.

      I never told him about johnny though. Geez, how could you tell anyone about johnny. And when Ricky asked why I wore a serpent around my neck, I told him that a very dear friend gave it to me. But he never liked it and ever coaxed me to remove it.

      Whoosh. I felt it again. I had a strong sense that I should turn back. Was johnny warning me? I sighed. I had to face it. I had a guardian devil. Was that so bad? Yes, morally, it was.

      I turned back and ran toward home, legs pumping faster than normal. I’d been gone for almost thirty minutes. Ricky would arrive shortly. He was going to take me dining and dancing and I was excited to see him. We’d been dating for three months. He was approaching this ‘it’s time we made love’ stage, and I was about to agree, hoping it might be tied into a marriage proposal. Marriage would bury me in Ricky’s world, and conceal me from johnny’s.

      Urgency tugged at my stomach, so I ran harder, stressing my lungs, making them burn. The clumps of snow on my path blurred from my speed. My heart thumped in my ears. Almost twenty minutes later and panting hard, I reached my manicured yard, lined with apple trees and barren rose bushes.

      In my half-circle dirt driveway, Ricky’s red super-size truck sparkled in the late afternoon sun. His truck was always spit and polish clean, unlike my mud splattered white Grand Am, parked by the side of the house. In front of Ricky’s truck was a white Cadillac. Ricky brought a friend I guess, a friend who owns a white Cadillac—oh, such friends I’d not known Ricky to have. He’d come early. Darn, I looked a mess.

      I reached the door. I took a moment to catch my breath, wiping the perspiration from my brow. I combed my fingers through my loose damp hair trying to look presentable. Since I’d let my hair grow out past my shoulders, it tended to look stringy sometimes. I turned the brass knob on my white front door, ready to be polite.

      I entered. Lightning flashed, or . . . maybe it was just my vision. johnny was leaning casually against the white wrought iron railing that edged the stairway to the second floor. My face went cold. Was this a mirage? I shook my head and looked again. He was here—in my house. He wore black boots, jeans, and the silk shirt that I’d once worn. His long hair edged his impressive ominous face.

      I felt faint. My breathing turned shallow.

      I stared at his chest, fearing to look at his eyes. But his chest bade me rub my hands across its expanse, so I braved his eyes despite my reservation. He peered into me, and I into him, and our gaze locked us together crashing through the barrier of time that we’d been apart, as if I’d never left him, as if his blood ran in my veins. He had a hold on me—oh, what a hold.

      I swallowed hard and forced myself to turn my head, sensing the pounding presence of others. Next to johnny, on my white sofa embossed with blue swirls, sat Randa—legs crossed, her starched royal blue pantsuit stunning against her black hair and dark eyes. She smiled and waved, seemingly amused by the awkwardness of my dilemma.

      Next to the sofa in a white armchair sat Ricky in a khaki cowboy shirt, tan pants, and brown boots, ankle over knee—rustic, burly, peeved. His light brown wavy hair was pushed back behind his ears. Red ire blazed through the tan of his bearded face. He was hot-headed, and johnny, well he was cool enough to make anyone lose it.

      I just stood there, frozen in my personal hell. johnny was here in my house. I was being forced to deal with him, and Randa, and Ricky, all at once. I was a different Jenséa with each of them. I didn’t know which Jenséa to be.

      My voice was shallow. “Have you all been here—long?”

      “For damn ever,” lashed Ricky.

      I was in trouble. Ricky never cursed around me. I’d never seen him this mad—ever. Had johnny told him what he had no business to tell?

      Randa uncrossed her legs. “We arrived just a minute ago,” she said rising. “We tried to introduce ourselves, but he,” she flicked her head toward Ricky, “didn’t seem in the mood.”

      She sauntered over and enveloped me in her arms. “Surprised to see me?”

      “Very,” I said, still semi-stunned, responding limply to her hug. I gazed past her to johnny. What was he up to?

      He grinned. “Your house is very white, Jen . . . except for one room.”

      My eyes scolded him before glancing at Ricky, who was tapping his foot so hard I could hear thumping on my smoky blue carpet. Ricky didn’t know about my occult side and he never would.

      I parted from Randa. “What brings you here?”

      johnny answered, “Pluto squaring Mars and Neptune in your fourth house.” His hands arced outward, gesturing an explosion.

      I glowered at johnny. It seemed to be the only face I could show him. Hadn’t he promised to stay out of my sight?

      “Hmm,” I said nervously, needing to change the subject before Ricky decided to glom onto it.

      I glanced at Ricky. His face was puzzled.

      I spoke like a tour guide. “Ricky, this is my best friend and art dealer, Randa.” I pointed to johnny. “And her friend, johnny. They are here from New York.” I walked closer to Ricky. “Randa, johnny, this is Ricky, my . . . boyfriend.”

      I gulped, hoping that word didn’t rile johnny’s feelings. Not that he had many—but well, for me, he supposedly had some.

      “Ohhh,” Randa said, impervious to Ricky’s rude behavior, “I thought he was the one you told me about.”

      She waltzed over to Ricky, who stood reluctantly, his broad shoulders dwarfing her. She shook his large rigid hand, glancing at me with a ‘not bad’ look.

      johnny approached me with cool eyes and pulled the chain around my neck up from underneath my sweatshirt, revealing the metal dragon. He smiled wryly as if he’d just stated he owned me. He dropped the medallion, landing it over my sweatshirt in plain sight.

      My face tightened. I feared Ricky’s reaction. I needed stability with him or he’d never ask me to be his wife. johnny was messing up my plans, breaking his promise to butt out of my life, save to protect me.

      I jumped, startled by Ricky’s sudden appearance at my side, forming a triangle with johnny and me. I felt like a pencil eclipsed by a staple gun and lethal letter opener.

      “Oh,” he said, glaring at johnny, “so this is your very good friend.” Addressing me, his eyelids flared, “Just how good a friend is he—Jenséa?”

      I stood there with gaping mouth, upset that he’d said my name as if I were a ball of spit that had splattered on his face. But he shouldn’t blame me. johnny was the spitter!

      “Well?” barked Ricky.

      I placed my palms on Ricky’s chest, pushing him back gently. “He’s a friend, a friend, just a friend.” I guided him in a backward walk across the room, away from johnny, past the amused Randa. He glared at johnny as I pushed his chest a little harder, wanting him to sit in the white armchair.

      He fell back into the chair and took me with him. He forced my knees between his legs and pulled my chest against his cheek. He maneuvered me around on his lap like a father holding a baby, hanging my calves over the chair’s arm.

      He circled his arms around my back and chest. “Well, we’re more than friends,” he said to johnny, while looking at me.

      “More than friends.” johnny stepped toward us with a sadistic smile and twinkling eyes. He stopped about six feet in front of us. “How much more?”

      He was up to something awful, because he didn’t need to ask that question to know the answer. Regarding me, johnny seemed to know everything. In fact, interesting how johnny had appeared just when matrimony was on my mind.

      Ricky didn’t flinch a muscle at johnny’s question. Instead, his hand made its way up my sweatshirt over my bra-covered breast. We’d not even done that privately! I was so humiliated, the room darkened for a moment.

      “R i c k y,” I mewled, pulling his arm down until his hand was in my lap. I held it there tautly.

      johnny said, “She feels good, doesn’t she?”

      I was mortified. Mor-ti-fied.

      Ricky’s hand balled. I feared that he’d lunge at johnny with fists. I squeezed my hand on his and whispered affectionately in his ear, “I love you, Ricky.”

      Ricky answered johnny, “She feels real good.” Then he lowered his lips to the side of my neck and sucked hard causing shrill pain. He glided his hand between my legs. The room blackened again, and for a moment, I couldn’t hear.

      “Don’t.” I bowed my head shamefully. I lifted his hand over to the chair’s arm and attempted to rise. He clamped my back against his chest. My legs hung over his. I twisted my head back and whispered, “Please, let me go.”

      “Huh ah.” He kissed the side my neck.

      johnny said casually, “She tastes good too.”

      Ricky’s chest tightened.

      So did mine.

      Ricky’s lips came to my ear. He said lowly, “If he says one more fucking word, I’m going to knock off his fucking head.”

      His language unnerved me as much as his tone. I turned my head back slightly and whispered, “Just let me go, and I’ll handle him.”

      He slid his hands under my sweatshirt, gripping me. He murmured, “You’re not going to fucking handle anything with him.”

      He resumed kissing my neck.

      I looked at Randa for help, surprised that she was smiling, probably because she thought I’d done it with them both. Well, I did do it with johnny, but I always pretended that I didn’t because the very thought always broke my heart.

      Randa’s eyes caught my plea, but she didn’t feel the depth of my desperation. She was always watering down my hysteria and poking fun at my serious manner.

      She approached me with her usual wily grin. “Despite Pluto and Mars, we’re here to look at your other paintings, you know the dark ones. johnny thinks they should be out on the market.”

      My jaw dropped. My eyes flared with the message, ‘shut up.’

      “Can you . . . show them . . . to us?” she asked, realizing all too late that I was displeased with her choice of rescue.

      “Ah, no. They aren’t for sale,” I said with crushed breath, trying to peel away Ricky’s arms.

      If I wanted freedom from Ricky’s lap, it was up to me. I wanted Randa’s help, but not if it meant unlocking my room of horrors. My current discomfort was a glimmer compared to the humiliation I’d feel in exposing the grotesque atrocities that lurked behind that door.

      Ricky lifted his head. “What dark paintings are you talking about?”

      “Paintings I did in dark tones, you know, blacks and reds, the ones I told you that weren’t finished. They aren’t good.” I snapped my head up to Randa, my voice high and nervous, “They aren’t worth looking at.”

      Ricky asked, “What’s this about Pluto? Are you talking about astrology?”

      “Well, yes.” I answered.

      “You don’t believe in that garbage, do you?”

      “Ah, no.”

      “Yes, she does.” johnny stepped closer.

      I glared at him, peeved by his sinister tack, but what else could I expect from him. He was after all, what’s that they say, ‘a master of destruction.’

      “No, I don’t,” I said.

      Randa shook her head. Motherly disapproval. I hated that.

      Ricky whispered, “Astrology is of the Devil, Jenséa.”

      “I know,” I said.

      He whispered more softly and closer to my ear, sending a chill down my arm. “Stay away from that guy. He’s creepy.”

      Through gritted teeth, Randa said, “Show me your paintings, Jenséa.”

      Ricky held me tighter, his breath hot in my ear, “Stay here with me. Let them look without you, then maybe they’ll leave.” He nibbled on my lobe.

      His overt display of possession made me ill. Trying not to embarrass him, I whispered quietly one more time, “Let me go.”

      He ignored my plea and continued trying to put his mark on me or something like that. Little did he know johnny’s mark was already etched on me—body, mind, heart, and soul. I felt guilty concealing that fact, letting him fumble in front of johnny, because my Tazmark knew what I knew. And the joke was on Ricky, and I didn’t want it to be.

      “Let me go,” I commanded again, more boldly, pushing against his arms. I didn’t want him to appear the fool any longer.

      I glanced at johnny, realizing I had a bigger problem. He had that look on his face—steely, predacious, deadly.

      “Let me go! Let me go! Let me go!” I said frantically, trying to save Ricky’s hide.

      “All right! All right!” He pushed me off his lap so hard I almost fell. I landed awkwardly on my feet and straightened myself out.

      johnny dipped his head back with narrowed eyes, seeming disappointed that he no longer had an excuse to attack Ricky.

      I sighed with relief, flipping my hair behind my ears nervously. Then, with trembling hands, I replaced the tangled strands over my ears, then hugged my stomach.

      Randa rested her hand on my arm. “You’ve come a long way, Jenséa.” I knew she meant from having no suitors to two. But she didn’t know johnny wasn’t a suitor. Or was he?

      johnny walked away and turned down the hall toward my Dark Room. “Come Randa, I’ll show you the paintings.”

      Randa looked at me with a funny quirk on her face, shrugged her shoulders, and then followed johnny. How could she ignore my wishes and obey johnny’s? How dare she!

      I ran after them. “No! No! No!”

      Ricky followed me. “He knows where they are? He’s been here before?”

      I twirled around shaking my finger at him. “You go back in the family room this instant!”

      Ricky said, “They’re going toward that room you keep locked. If they can see your unfinished paintings, why can’t I?”

      I had no unfinished paintings in that room, and he mustn’t think me a liar. “If you come back here, we’re over for good!” I had to say that because if he came back there, we would be over—for good. Ricky was a concrete person. Nothing existed to him but tables and chairs, country music, his four-wheel drive truck, and me. The occult was for crackpots and witches. And he’d not marry a crackpot—or a witch.

      He stood at the hall entrance glaring at me. “Damn, Jenséa, what the fuck is going on here?”

      “Nothing Ricky. Please go back in the family room, and please quit talking like that. I’ll be out in a minute. Please.” My voice became syrupy sweet. “Please?”

      He sighed, melting in the warmth of my feminine plea. “Only one minute, Jenséa,” he said, holding his finger up to me in a fatherly fashion. “Careful what you do,” he warned, as if threatening me. “Come right back.”

      He backed off begrudgingly. I heard cursing whispers as he rounded the corner back into the family room.

      I whirled back toward Randa and johnny who were standing at the end of the hall by my room of horrors. johnny was breaking all the locks with his magic, in such a way, I don’t think Randa even knew there were locks to break. I sprinted to them just as the door opened. I reached out to grab Randa, but I missed, and she walked into my nightmare.

      Her eyes widened, and her mouth fell ajar. “It reminds me of johnny’s place,” she said.

      I cringed.

      With audible breath, she perused with fascination my black and red room of horror that was never to be seen by anyone but me, so help me God. Shame ate me like a monster. The door to my clandestine self had been opened. I wanted to die, but worse, I feared someone would, before the evening ticked its last tock.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I turned away from Randa and faced johnny, blocking him at the entrance. I thumped him on the chest, a dangerous thing to do I know, but I took the chance. “How dare you invade my space!”

      “Oh,” he smiled, “a thump. Progress. Maybe I can convert you.”

      I frowned teary- eyed. “I’m already like you. I’m very bad.”

      He gazed into me with what could almost be interpreted as compassion. “You’re not bad. And you are not like me. I don’t want you to be like me, Jen. Not really.” He stroked my cheek. “I want you free to tap your true gifts.”

      I pushed his hand away. “I just want to live an ordinary life, and you won’t let me! I don’t want you here. And I don’t want anyone to see my paintings—my room. How could you bring Randa back here to see them—to sell them?”

      He stared at me as if I knew the answer. I lurched past him into the room over to Randa, who was staring deeply into my ‘woman engulfed in red’ painting.

      Remembering my red day, I grasped her forearm lightly and tried to lead her out of the room. “Please Randa, I don’t want you to see these things. Please, you mustn’t.”

      “Relax,” she said, “it’s no big deal.”

      “It is!” My voice softened. I lowered my head. “You won’t love me anymore.”

      Johnny glided past us, studying with seeming pleasure all that was mounted on my walls: gruesome paintings, swords and knives, machetes and axes, maces and bull whips, chains and handcuffs, thumbscrews, nun chucks, muskets, and machine guns. Oh, I was so embarrassed.

      Randa turned to me, placing her hands on my shoulders. “I love you, sweetheart. It doesn’t bother me in the slightest that you have a dark side.”

      I stepped back from her defensively. “I . . . don’t have a dark side.”

      She glanced at johnny. He met her eyes briefly. Then she looked back at me. “Oh,” she said, with raised eyebrows, “then what is this room all about?”

      “I don’t know!”

      Johnny stood by my day bed, eyeing the swirling black sideboard, black velvet comforter, and ebony stuffed dragon positioned on the pillow. He picked up the dragon and stared at it.

      I rushed up to him, snatched the dragon, and clutched it to my heart. “It’s just decoration.”

      Randa said, “Hey, don’t be angry at him. He’s trying to help you. He thinks you’ll be set free if you put these paintings on the market, and Jenséa,” she said, examining them closely, “they are masterpieces. They will likely sell for more than your ethereal collection.”

      I bowed my head and started crying, covering my mouth with the stuffed dragon.

      “I’ll leave you two alone.” She eyed johnny knowingly, as if she had an inside story. “I’ll go entertain big Rick.” She tossed johnny a confident smile.

      Randa left, closing the door behind her.

      I peered at johnny through wet eyelashes and lowered the stuffed dragon to my heart. “What did you tell her about us?”

      “Nothing. She senses our bond, our potential.”

      “What potential is that? The potential to kill each other? The potential to drive each other crazy?” I clutched my dragon tighter.

      “When did you get this?” He touched the dragon. “Before or after you met me?”

      “None of your business,” I huffed.

      “After,” he said. “You missed me.”

      He was right, but what did it matter? The problems we had between us had not changed. I shoved the dragon against his stomach. “This dragon means nothing.”

      He looked into me, and I knew, he knew, that I had lied.

      He took the dragon and tossed it on the bed. “You weave childish dreams and then try to live them. When one dream falls apart, you weave another.”

      I gasped, enraged at his assessment of me. Anger was a rather foreign feeling, and when it came on rare occasions, I never knew what to do with it. Without thinking, I clutched his upper arms and shook, speechless.

      He cocked his head and looked at me, almost tenderly.

      I feared I’d succumb to him, so I released my hold and stepped back. “You said that I’d never see you again. Why are you here?”

      “Your . . . boyfriend will harm you. I came here to prove it.”

      “There’s no way Ricky would hurt me. And even if he possibly could, why can’t you help me from afar, like always?”

      “Your closeness with him grows. When you’re close enough, you’ll try to break our bond. If you succeed, I can’t help you. And you’ll perish.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “He’s destructively possessive, and when you try to actualize your potential, he’ll rope you in. When you resist, he’ll attack you.”

      “Not that I believe you, but why have you left him alone so far?”

      “You love him,” he said bitterly. “If I harmed him while you loved him, you too would be harmed. Right? Once, you asked me to protect your tender heart. I’m trying.”

      His words touched me, but I wouldn’t let them take me. “Ricky won’t hurt me. I just know he won’t.”

      “He will. But that you will know—too late.”

      “You won’t hurt him then as long as I love him?”

      “Unless he tries to harm you while I’m here. If he does, your love for him will snap. I want you to see who he really is before you break our bond. You have ignored the dreams I’ve given you, so I come to you in person.”

      “So, you were the cause of those dreams. I should have known. And that’s why you’re here. You want to push Ricky over the edge. Well you’re wrong about him. There is nothing you can do to make him hurt me.” I puffed out my chest. “Ricky loves me, and he’ll protect me almost as well as you.”

      He shook his head. “You call for darkness Jen, so darkness is attracted to you. What makes you think he’s any different?”

      “He is. I trust his love for me.”

      “Like you wanted me to trust your love? He will turn on you as you did me.”

      “Just go away, johnny,” I said, my heart aching for him all over again.

      “You missed me.” He stroked my hair. “I’ve missed you too. I’ve never missed anyone before.”

      “What are you saying?”

      He pushed me gently against the gray wall underneath two crossed Viking swords mounted above us. With one hand propped against the wall, he pressed his lips to mine, delivering a molten fiery, languid, long, ripe kiss that made my heart want to burst wide open. But I had to hold it together. I had to.

      When he came up for air, my voice broke in a raspy whisper, “It doesn’t matter what I feel for you,” I breathed hard for a moment, trying to quell what he had stirred in me. “I can’t live,” my voice cracked again, “with your habits.” I bowed my head. “But I can live with Ricky’s.”

      “Or lack-thereof.” He raised my chin with his forefinger. Then he trailed his open hand downward, stopping over my heart. “I am what I am Jen. But this love thing, I think I have it for you.”

      “You aren’t capable of love, johnny. You told me that yourself. You’re just in this for your own kicks, remember?”

      “What’s his name has no idea who you are, how to assist you, or how to spark your potential. He’s ordinary. I know you Jen, all the way. He never will.”

      His orange eyes whirled, whirled, whirled.

      “No! Stop it! I’ll not be taken in by you again.” I lurched toward the door, but his other arm came down in front of me, his palm pressing against the wall. I was trapped.

      Fine. He wanted to play rough. I’d give him rough.

      I hissed in a low biting whisper, “I’m going to marry Ricky. I don’t care if he’s possessive. I want him to possess me. He treats me like glass, unlike you. And he shows me the good in life, unlike you. He’s mundane and simple and easy to understand, so, so, so unlike you. And he doesn’t expect me to face darkness, perform miracles, or actualize potentials that you and I both know I don’t have. And if I do, I don’t want them! And! And!—” I sharpened my eyes as if to stab him.

      He felt it, backing his head away a little, preparing for the blow he knew was to come.

      My face hardened. I was going to give johnny the ultimate insult. “And—” I turned my nose up at him. “Ricky is a Catholic, and we go to church on Sunday’s, and we pray together.”

      He tried to hide it, but rage flickered in his eyes. “I know.”

      I knew he knew. But the way I said it was a slam in itself. I was certain it would bug him. My association with religion always did. Geez, I was getting mean.

      “Yes, you are,” he sighed, reading my mind. “You want me to give up on you. You want to cut off the only lifeline you have to yourself—me.”

      “Oh, you are arrogant!” I squinted my eyes. “You think I can’t make it without you?” I put my hand over the medallion ready to yank it off. “Do you?”

      He stepped back. His eyes looked ancient and wise. “Do you?”

      I lowered my hand, realizing I wasn’t ready to release johnny, not completely, not yet. Soon, I hoped.

      “You need my protection,” he said, “at least for now.”

      “I seem to need someone’s protection. I am humble enough to admit that. But I want Ricky to be the one. He doesn’t scare me like you do.”

      “What scares you about me is the reflection you see of yourself. You’re a Shen. You are supernatural. I haven’t even begun to teach you the extent of your many abilities. And if you actualized them, you could protect yourself. If you’re oppressed, even if by your own choice, you’ll die like a butterfly in a jar. What’s his name, keeps you from yourself. You won’t survive with him. Not even a chance.”

      “I have to break free of you, johnny. I need his help.”

      “He will help you die.”

      “No.” I shook my head.

      He sighed. “After all I have done for you . . . still you believe I am your doom.”

      I turned my head to my shoulder. “I can’t face you, johnny.”

      “You can’t face yourself.”

      “You’re against God, and there is something wrong with that.”

      “You’re against yourself, and you’re for everyone who agrees that you should be anyone but who you really are. You are for Ricky who shapes you into something you are not. You are for the church that deems you a sinner, preaching that you must repent until the day you die. And you are for the predator who will bestow the suffering you feel you deserve. With that Jenséa Renlé, there is something very wrong.”

      A tear slid down my eye. He was right.

      johnny glanced at the door.

      I jumped, hearing pounding on the other side.

      The knob jiggled.

      johnny had locked the door magically.

      Ricky bellowed, “Jenséa! What the fuck is going on in there?”

      “Nothing,” I answered, my tone guilty and high, “we’ll be done in a minute.”

      “Done with fucking what! We need to go, and you still have to change.”

      “Go get in the truck,” I said, “I’ll join you in ten minutes.”

      “Now!” he commanded.

      I jumped and started for the door. I was surprised that johnny let me.

      He said, “Look how he controls you. This is only the start.”

      I began to unlock the door, but I was suddenly afraid johnny would hurt him—eventually . . . somehow. I turned and whispered, “I must talk to him. Please stop taunting.” My voice turned syrupy sweet, “Please?”

      “You know that doesn’t work on me,” johnny said.

      Ricky pounded on the door again. “Jenséa! Get the fuck out here!”

      johnny said, “Treats you like glass, huh?”

      I whispered, “Please johnny, please don’t hurt him. He has no chance against you. And he’s innocent in all this. It just wouldn’t be fair.”

      johnny didn’t have to articulate for me to read what was in his eyes. What’s that they say, ‘all’s fair in love and war.’

      “You’re up to something awful, aren’t you?”

      His eyelids lowered. “Go to him.”

      I heard the front door slam. “There he goes,” johnny said almost playfully.

      I opened the door and sprinted down the hall. I heard johnny taking long steps behind me. I turned my head back, delivering a condemning glance. I reached the family room. Ricky was gone all right. I felt guilty for excluding him.

      Randa was sitting at my white oak kitchen table, her ivory suitcase wide open displaying several full bottles of scotch. She was fixing herself a drink. I started toward the door.

      “Watch out,” Randa said, glaring at me mother-like, “he’s fuming.” She rose with a clear tumbler of brown liquid in her hand. “I’m going to check out your paintings again.” She passed johnny who was on his way to her liquor.

      Good. That would distract him.

      I went outside, down the three front steps, and glanced to my right. “Ricky?”

      I was about to look left when I was grabbed. I shrieked. Ricky pushed me hard against the house wall. His big hands crushed my upper arms. I tried real hard not to call for johnny.

      Ricky howled through gritted teeth, “You fucking did it with him, didn’t you?”

      “You’re hurting me!”

      “And you’re not hurting me? I treat you like a fucking princess and you do it with him.”

      “I didn’t!”

      “If you didn’t, you have.”

      “Stop this, Ricky!”

      “You want him.”

      “I don’t.”

      “You do. I can tell.”

      “I don’t!” I said, “I want you!”

      “Then take off that damn serpent necklace.”

      “I can’t—yet.”

      “I heard you talking in the room.” He curled his lip. “You think he’s tougher than me.”

      Oh Blessed Saints, how could he have heard that? I had whispered so lightly. Suddenly it dawned on me. johnny. That dirty rat. He’d made it so that Ricky could hear. He’d wanted Ricky to hear, to force a confrontation. Well, I wasn’t going to give it to him!

      Ricky had been rambling, and I missed some of what he said. I wished I had missed it all. His crude speech wounded me.

      “Maybe when I kick the shit out of him, you’ll be ready to get rid of that serpent.”

      I responded quietly, trying to salvage my sinking self-worth. I had to calm him. “Why are you so mad? You’re the one I want to be with.”

      He stepped back, freeing my arms. “Yeah, then prove it, tonight at my place. Give me what I’ve been wanting.”

      “All right.” I blushed and lowered my head, tears dripping.

      “Then why so fucking sad, Jenséa?”

      “You’re scaring me. I’ve never seen you like this. And you never used to curse around me, and you’ve never pushed me up against a wall before.”

      Although johnny had forced this altercation, I started to wonder if he was right about Ricky. And I was terribly disappointed.

      Ricky’s features were like stone. “You’re mine, and to prove it to you, I’m gonna take that guy down. You’ll give him back the serpent, and then we’ll make love.”

      “I don’t work that way, Ricky. I don’t want anyone to suffer. It hurts me. I couldn’t bear it if you fought johnny. Please. I’ll come with you now.”

      “There are only two reasons you don’t want me to fight him. Either you love him, or you think he’s tougher than me.”

      “It’s not either of those reasons!” I said, though I knew it was both. “The reason I don’t want you to fight is because I hate violence.”

      “She really does.” johnny’s voice.

      Ricky swung around. “How the fuck did you—”

      “—what?” johnny said, egging him on, “magically appear?”

      johnny stretched his bare fingers on one hand and curled them around his glove.

      Ricky strutted over to him with puffed chest and clenched fist. I rushed in front of him. “Please Ricky, no! I’ll go with you now, this instant. I’ll do whatever you want, I promise.”

      He glared at me. “Take off the fucking serpent and give it back to him.”

      “Okay.” I clasped the chain with both hands to slip it over my head. I would be the peacemaker. I was good at that.

      But . . . johnny wasn’t. “I am tougher than you,” johnny said. johnny wanted chaos. Loved it. Thrived on it.

      Ricky shoved me aside. I almost fell again.

      He was staring red-faced at johnny.

      I dashed up to johnny. “Please, johnny no. Don’t do it! Please!” He stared over my head to Ricky, and I was sure his orange eyes were red. johnny’s right hand cupped my left shoulder firmly. He pushed me gently sideways, until he and Ricky were face to face.

      “Oh, please don’t do this!” I shrank against the brick wall until I was sitting. “Please!” I started praying. I usually called for johnny in times like these, but he wasn’t listening. So I prayed hard to the Blessed Saints, finding comfort in so doing. johnny flung his head in my direction and drilled me with a stare of such importance, I felt like I’d committed the gravest sin.

      He stepped away from Ricky who eyed him hatefully. He squatted before me, our eyes locking. “All right.” He stroked his finger affectionately across my cheek. “It will be done your way.”

      I wiped away my tears. “Thank you.”

      Ricky vaulted at johnny, gripping his upper arms in an effort to pull him away from me. johnny never lost balance. He rose calmly and turned to Ricky. Ricky slugged him in the gut. johnny didn’t flinch. I think Ricky expected him to fall. Good thing he didn’t because he would have fallen on me. Ricky slugged him again. johnny stood there unaffected. He looked over his shoulder to me. “Okay?”

      I nodded.

      “Damn,” said Ricky, holding his hand, “what are you made of—steel?”

      “Let’s not fight today—” he jerked his head slightly toward me, “for her sake.”

      Ricky nodded. “Some other time then,” he said, clearly wanting to reevaluate his attack strategy.

      It’s funny how things work. I deemed johnny strong for standing down, and Ricky weak for his show of power. And johnny knew how I felt. I think Ricky did too.

      “You coming with me or what?” said Ricky.

      Knowing I’d have to sleep with Ricky if I went with him, and not really wanting to just now, I said, “Or what.”

      “Fuck you,” he said, storming off toward his big red truck.

      “Ricky, wait,” I jumped up to run after him.

      johnny caught my arm and held me back.

      I shouted to Ricky, “Let’s talk this out!”

      Ricky turned back toward me. “You’ve already fucking made your choice.” He got in his truck and slammed the door.

      Stunned, I murmured, “I was going to marry him.” I turned to johnny, stern faced. “You wrecked my relationship with him. You made him hate me.”

      “He hates you for the truth,” johnny said.

      “You had no right to interfere.”

      “For your safety—yes I did.”

      I glared at him, my pained eyes glossing with tears. I’d lost Ricky. And I loved johnny. I didn’t want to. Ricky was the only hope I had of breaking that spell. Now that hope was dead.

      Randa emerged from the house. “There you two are.”

      Dust flew up from Ricky’s truck as he drove away into the sunset.

      “Congratulations, johnny,” Randa said, “the best man won.”

      I wanted to say, Oh Randa, if only you knew johnny—really, even you would shrink with horror. But I was lucky I guess that Randa couldn’t read my mind, because she would have turned on johnny long ago, and perhaps have been killed, long, long ago.

      She thrust a drink in my hand, a clear tumbler of brown booze. “Drinker or not, I bet you could use this. It’s a double straight up, so go slow.”

      “I don’t understand your alcohol lingo,” I said, “but I don’t need to.” I took the drink, remembering how wine could knock me out. I wanted to be knocked out. I closed my eyes and put the glass to my mouth, drinking the elixir straight down, puckering at the acid flavor.

      The devilish liquid burned my throat and ears. Wine never had done that to me. I couldn’t breathe. I coughed and wheezed, leaning over.

      Randa patted me on the back. “Whoa girl, even I don’t drink that fast!”

      “So naive—,” johnny’s warm voice melted into me as he slipped his hand under my hair to the back of my neck, “—about so much.”

      A fluid warmth opened my throat. I could breathe again, but I felt like I was bobbing on an ocean.

      “Come inside, “Randa said, “it’s getting dark.”

      Dark. Night! I jerked my head up sloppily at johnny before I fell against him. I feared for the residents in my neighborhood. Ricky was gone. He probably never wanted to see me again, and I was stuck with a weredragon.

      Randa opened the door and johnny helped me inside over to the sofa. I slouched in an unlady-like fashion. My mind was revolving, or was I falling, or was I flying? Oh, why couldn’t I just pass out straight away. I probably would have, had I not panicked about johnny eating my neighbors.

      My deepest feelings slurred loudly out of my mouth, though I’d meant to keep them silent. “This isn’t happening. Oh Blessed Saints, I’m dreaming. This is all one long dream. I don’t want to be in Oz. I want to go home.” I struggled to sit up, nearly falling off the sofa. I tried to click my heels together. “There’s no place like home. There’s no place like home. There’s no place like home.”

      “She’s plastered,” Randa said, leaning back against the couch.

      I saw a flash of johnny’s face in front of me, then to the side of me, then it was in back of me? In back of me? The room was spinning. “Take me to my mother, Randa. She’ll love me.” I drawled. “Take me to my father, Randa. He’ll protect me.”

      “Come on,” said Randa, “you’re going to bed. johnny, can you carry her upstairs?”

      I thought I heard him say, I am a Dragon. I can carry her anywhere.

      But he wouldn’t say that out loud in front of Randa.

      I felt him lift me.

      I drawled, “I want my grandmother. I want to be little again. I want to feel safe again.” I started thrashing in johnny’s arms. “Don’t leave me alone with him!”

      Randa said, “Your father’s carrying you.”

      I settled down. “Daddy?” I smelled the pipe smoke I’d remembered from ages ago. “Why have you been gone so long?” I smashed my palm against one eye. “I’ve needed you to protect me.” Then my arm weakened and fell to my side.

      I felt drained.

      I was carried into my white and blue bedroom. Through the slits in my eyes, I saw the low sun shining through the shimmering white drapes. The sun was going down, down, down. Who would die tonight? Mommy? Daddy? Me?

      I heard someone walk ahead of me. Mommy? Randa?

      I was lowered onto the white sheets of my bed. The covers were pulled over me. I glimpsed the sheer white canopy above me. I’d been sleeping in this bed since I was two years old. My grandma had it shipped from New York, so I’d feel more comfortable in her home. I could still remember mama tucking me in, her long blonde hair falling around my face, her endearing voice whispering in my ear with daddy’s French accent that she’d always adored.

      I was waiting for the words. Where were the words?

      “Say the words, Mommy, say the words.”

      “What words?” said a woman—Mommy?

      “You know the words, Mommy, Sweet dreams, ma chérie, sleeping beauty. You are safe in your magical fairy tale bed. One day your prince will come, and he will kiss you and you’ll live happily ever after.”

      “Your prince is here,” said the woman’s voice.

      johnny’s Dragon face burst into my mind. “No!” I writhed.

      All these years I’d been waiting, waiting for my prince to come. Corny . . . I know, but I believed in fairy tales—then. If only I had known that the prince I’d awaited was evil, I’d have shucked my line of thinking long ago. Reality hurts.

      johnny is a Tazmark. Mom, Dad, and Grandma are dead. And I’m a weak and frightened person. Grandma always taught me to believe in myself. But without her, I just couldn’t. Grandma could always make me feel better. “Oh Granny! Granny!” I curled on my side in a fetal position.

      “Go to sleep, Jenséa,” the woman’s voice said.

      “I can’t sleep until they all come back from heaven. I’ll wait forever. I don’t want the evil prince! I want my parents! I want my Grandma!”

      A warm hand touched my shoulder. Randa sniffled, her voice sad, “I’m here for you, Jenséa.”

      “I’ll stay with her awhile,” a male voice said.

      Daddy? johnny?

      “Take care of her,” said Randa.

      Footsteps. Sound of a door closing. A body crawled into bed next to me. A man’s body. An arm draped around me. Oh, I knew it was johnny, but I pretended it was my father.

      “Protect me.”

      “I will,” johnny said.

      And with those words, I fell asleep.
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      I awakened in the dark, head hurting, stomach flip flopping, the man . . . gone. johnny—gone. I gulped. I knew what he was doing. I shook my head to make the vision of his blood dripping dragon face disappear. It didn’t. Neither did my headache or my sick stomach. I leapt out of bed into the adjoining bathroom and threw up.

      When I was done, I looked at myself in the mirror and saw a wreck. I was trying so hard to be good. But the harder I tried, the worse I became. The mirror reflected my spacious blue and white bathroom. I felt too evil to enjoy its celestial aura. johnny’s black bathroom suited me more.

      johnny. I had to stop him from killing one of my neighbors. But how? No one could stop him, he’d once said. No one. But I had to try. Oh, not with my light. I wasn’t that stupid, nor did I want to hurt him. I had no solution, but maybe one would come.

      I decided to take a shower. Oh, you’d think that if I was truly on a ‘save the neighbor’ mission, I’d have skipped the shower and just dashed out the door after johnny, but what good would it do?

      So, I pinned up my hair to keep it dry, stripped out of my jogging suit, and hopped into the shower to wash away the frenzy and sweat of the ‘Ricky’ trauma. The water felt pleasant, but I washed quickly and forced myself to turn it off and dry my skin.

      Glimpsing myself in the mirror, I flashed on the memories of when I had shined Divine Light in New York. I had not done it since my return, but perhaps, if I went after johnny in an Angel state of mind, an Angel miracle would occur.

      I brushed my teeth, then slipped on my blue jeans, soft white sweater, white wool socks, and snow boots. Lastly, I put on my white hooded snow jacket. I pulled my soft white gloves out of the pockets and slipped them over my trembling hands.

      I crept downstairs, careful not to arouse Randa for I’d not be able to explain my actions. Randa would never believe the truth unless she witnessed johnny doing you know what with her own eyes, as I had. And I would by no means wish that on her because she’d never be the same. I’m not.

      I reached the bottom floor and grabbed a square, red flashlight from the mantel near the front door. Then I headed out into the cold winter night. My boots crunched snow. The yellow beam from my flashlight created a frosty ominous trail that bade me into an uncertain fate. Oh please, Blessed Saints, oh Angels that be—give me an idea.

      I journeyed into the woods, trudging up hills and down dales, looping in and out of residential lots, skirting around my neighbors, huffing, puffing, and shivering in the bitter cold. I hollered over and over, “johnny! johnny!” like I was calling my pet dog. He was supposed to come when I called. Where was he?

      Would he perform his heinous act indoors or out? The thought sickened me. Cold sweat beaded on my brow. I doubled over and dry heaved. I must think of rainbows, unicorns, and angels. Yes, I told myself with damp eyes. Divinity reigns. It must. Thinking of white horses, cotton candy, and merry go rounds, I pushed myself on, and on, and on.

      I had journeyed far from my home. The sky had thickened with gray cloud sheets, dimly lit by the full yellow moon trapped on the other side of humanity, failing miserably to illuminate the land.

      I was getting so cold. My hands and feet had numbed an hour ago. I took off my gloves and cupped my palms over my mouth, huffing briskly several times. The heat of my breath caused burning pain, but nothing like the sinister scorch that johnny hurled upon his victims. I replaced my gloves and moved on—stiffly, strained, and stricken with the sense that somebody’s life was in my hands. Or maybe it was too late. Maybe I was too late. Blessed Saints? Angels?

      That very thought took what little gusto I had, out of me. Hopelessness moved in and I could walk no more. I hunched to the ground, shivering violently. I cried. My wet cheeks made me colder. I couldn’t feel my face.

      I looked up to the heavens through a circle of pine trees. I could see no star to wish upon. The sky had hazed over with a low fog hiding the treetops. A thick damp mist rolled through the woods, befitting this real life horror movie. The vapor engulfed me in its mystical cage, blinding me, toying with my sense of direction. I rose and turned in place, shining my flashlight, trying to surmise the direction of my house. I couldn’t even see two feet in front of me. The opaque shroud ate my flashlight beam. Snow fell softly on my hooded head.

      I had intended to save someone’s life. Now it seemed, I might lose my own. If not my life, then at least my feet. Hypothermia was not a pleasant experience. If I could find a neighbor’s house, perhaps I’d be okay. But I didn’t know which way to go. If I made the wrong choice, I could wind up deeper in the woods.

      The moving mist created strange illusions, playing havoc with my mind. I was too disoriented to walk. I squatted, clicked off the flashlight, and set it by my feet. I hugged my knees, trying to get warm, and trying even harder to gather my wits. I didn’t have any. I didn’t have a drive to fight for life—only love. And I always lost, so what was the point?

      “Oh johnny,” I said half-hearted. “Why are you doing this to me?”

      Huge snowflakes amassed on my body. Snow mounds crept up around me. Time meant nothing, yet everything. I was getting colder, sleepier, quieter, thinking of johnny. He was supposed to appear in my time of need. Where was he?

      “I’m here, Jen.”

      I looked up. johnny’s dark face emerged through veils of pearly mist. He walked toward me, his long hair and black attire visible against the white powdery snow swirling about his omnipotent form.

      My heart sputtered. I strained myself to stand. My legs felt like cracking icicles.

      He stopped in front of me. I studied the dim features of his shadowy face, human and handsome, orange eyes almost glowing. I blurted, “What happened? Who did you kill? One of the Shotmans, Jensens, Thompsons?”

      He cupped my frozen face in his hot palms, melting the numbness, pleasantly overriding the pain that thawing required. My whole body warmed instantly, painlessly. How had he done that?

      Humor lined his smooth voice. “I don’t ask for names when I’m stalking.”

      “That sounds awful!” I stepped back abruptly. His hands broke from my face.

      “Relax Jen, I don’t answer the call of the self-abasing anymore. After you left me in New York, I couldn’t.”

      “Uhh!” I slammed my face into my hands, splaying my fingers over my eyes, thinking of the hundreds he’d killed. No. Thousands. Pushing my head down further, my gloved fingers rolled until they were bunched against my forehead. Soft whimpers masked my deep, silent sobbing. I couldn’t bear the truth. I couldn’t bear that I loved a serial killer, a super-mega-mass fire breathing, hedonistic, savage murderer!

      He took a step toward me, his voice gentle, “It’s not like that Jen. It’s not that bad.”

      Seized with a sudden rage, I flung my head up, hurling sharp words weighted with a mother’s punitive glare. “Who did you kill?”

      He rested his hands on my shoulders—a presumptuous thing to do considering how I felt. His deep calm voice echoed in my aching head, “A sinister being, I assure you. I’m doing you a favor, eliminating the kind you attract.”

      Thinking of Ricky, I swallowed a basketball size lump down my throat. My glare burned into him. “You didn’t . . . kill—”

      “No,” he cut me off and proceeded to speak casually, “my victim was far more malevolent. I was lucky I found him. In my neighborhood, the call for chaos is plentiful. Here, it is scarce. Anywhere else would have taken me from you, and we’ve been parted long enough.”

      I backed away from him, jaw hanging open, panting from disbelief. “How can you act nonchalant about this? You just killed someone in my neighborhood. Murdered them in cold blood!” I marched up to him, half enraged—half terrified. “Where did you find your victim? Which house—”

      He lowered his mouth to kiss me.

      I smelled blood.

      I pushed against him.

      His mouth covered mine. The blood scent faded into musk, and I started fading into him, even as I forbid my mouth to respond. The heat of his breath warmed my lungs, cracking my frozen resistance. His moist, sensual lips on mine sent tingles to my womb. Though I didn’t exactly kiss him back, I soaked him into me, through and through.

      After a long great moment, his lips retreated. My acquiescence to even let him touch me after what he’d just done, horrified me. Winter’s touch had iced what was meant to be warm—my conscience. Oh, what was to become of my conscience!

      johnny circled me, hissing an orange and crimson glow that created a circle of hot steam. The heat wafted against my body like the soothing warmth of boiled tea. He was seducing me into forgetting his horrific act. I would not. Must not.

      When the circle of steam was complete, he slid up to me and enfolded my body in his arms like great dragon wings promising me eternal protection. I remained limp. With my cheek smashed against his chest, I uttered faintly, “I can’t pretend you don’t do what you do.”

      His voice reverberated in my ear, “Oh Shen, why must you care so much?”

      “I do johnny. I just do.”

      He stepped back and unzipped my jacket, sliding it off me. Then he coaxed me down to the ground with sensual kisses, his fingers grazing the contours of my body. Like a rag doll, I complied, not wanting, but needing his touch.

      The passion stirring in my flesh collided with the resistance in my mind, creating lifeless words. “I can’t forget who you are—what you do.”

      He eased me down on my back. The ground warmed me like a heating pad. His hard, strong body pressed against the length of me. He whispered in my face, “Do you condemn the wolf or lion for killing to eat?”

      “No, but—”

      “I’m no different.” He licked the rim of my ear.

      Color rose in my pale voice. “Why can’t you eat animal meat from the store?”

      “It will not feed me.” He kissed my neck. He breathed hotly in my ear, sending a chill to my toes. “I’m wild, Jen.” He nipped my earlobe with his teeth. “I need to capture my prey. The kill rejuvenates me.”

      “Why don’t you capture animals?”

      “Animals and people are poles apart. People replenish me in ways that animals cannot.”

      “Ah, stop!” I pushed against his arms.

      His mouth pressed against my lips; his warm tongue probed beyond my teeth. He enveloped me in his black intellect, in his red animal passion. Clothes were shed. I forgot what I said I wouldn’t forget. And I couldn’t remember what it was. Suddenly, I couldn’t remember anything. My whole world had fallen away, vanquishing logic and knowledge. Only passion was real. The moment possessed me. I wanted johnny, in me, and around me, all of him.

      The snow melted before touching us, transforming into hot moist mist that fell upon our bare skin as our bodies joined. Waves of love and lust crashed inside me, mounting, swelling, begging release. More than him taking me, I took him. I gave myself permission. Time dissolved into a blissful twinkling of forever.

      And then I was satiated with a sort of jubilant tranquility. We lay still and naked, me on top of him, his arms around my back. Warm we were. Warm. And I couldn’t remember what brought us to this point, or why we were in the forest. It didn’t seem to matter.

      I let loose an uninhibited sigh, “I can’t believe I did that!”

      “What? Let your animal side out?”

      “Yes,” I said, feeling a little shy after all.

      “There’s nothing like sex with a Shen,” he said.

      “What do you mean?” I was a little shocked by his crude proclamation.

      “I am fairly insensate. Physical sensation, pain and pleasure, are dull with me. I cannot much feel what I touch, not even you. I touch you because I know you like to be touched. However, your energy field is so clean and intense, it increases my ability to feel sensation. And when we have sex, your energy changes and blends into me. And somehow, I am pleasured greatly.”

      “Oh,” I said, not sure I liked his answer, “just physical pleasure?”

      “Certainly not. I am pleasured by your purity.”

      “Oh, so any Shen will do?”

      “Not just any Shen.” He rolled me off him gently to my back. He laid over me, withholding his true weight. With his forearms against the sides of my head, he twirled my damp hair with his strong magical fingers. “It’s you. It is your essence.”

      “Can you actually see an essence?”

      “Yes.”

      “So, you don’t see the way most people do?”

      “No. Yes. But more. I see as you do, but I also see the energy field around bodies. Lately, I target the ones with thin murky auras. This indicates lack of conscience and intrepid dealings. Such people don’t taste real well, but I can get by.”

      “Oh johnny, please!” I pushed against his arms, suddenly remembering how I came to be in the forest, and I felt johnny had made me remember, like breaking a spell he had put on me.

      “I’m sorry,” he kissed my cheek, “it’s just that I want to tell you everything. I want you to know me and not be afraid or repulsed. I suppose I want you to prove love exists.”

      I stopped pushing against his arms. My eyes softened. “I’ve loved you johnny from the first moment I saw you. I never stopped, not even when you were the Dragon, not when we were parted, not even when I wanted to marry Ricky, and especially now, johnny . . . God help me, and I know you don’t like that word, but, God help me, I love you now.”

      He kissed my eyelids forcing them closed. “You think you do, but you do not.”

      “I do,” I said.

      He replied, “You don’t love me without conditions. Hence, you do not love me.”

      I didn’t say anything, because maybe he was right. What was love? My heart burst with something wonderful for him . . . but was it love?

      He nipped my ear with gentle teeth and whispered, “Your boyfriend will be back.”

      “No,” I said, pushing my eyes open, “he has too much pride.”

      He rested his cheek next to mine with his mouth to my ear. “You don’t understand men like him.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Now he’ll attempt to harm us.”

      “No. No. No. He would never do that. Ricky is hot-headed, but he is not vindictive.” I wasn’t as sure as I sounded. I don’t know why I even bothered smoke screening my true thoughts, johnny always found them. I added, “Do you really think he’d be vindictive?”

      “He will—and soon.”

      johnny rose. I sat up. I could barely see him in the dark, but I heard him gather my clothes. He set the huge wad by my side. Then I heard the rustling of his own clothes while he dressed. Normally I’d feel shy dressing in front of a man, even one I’d just slept with, but I knew it was too dark for him to see me well. I felt for my underwear and slipped them on, shuddering at the thought of Ricky and johnny colliding again. “If he does try to hurt us, promise me you won’t retaliate.”

      “I’ll have to,” he said.

      “But—”

      “It has to be that way, Jen. He will try to kill you.”

      I shook my head and pulled my jeans up over my hips. “No—Never. Not even with your provocation.” And of that I felt sure.

      “He will,” johnny said. “Your Venus squares Uranus crossing your natal Saturn in the death house, this month—right now.”

      I zipped my jeans. “You can predict death in astrology?”

      “I can predict probability. But more, I can smell the blood lust in another dominant male. The scent grows stronger. He’s up to something.”

      “He wouldn’t harm me. He loves me.” I donned my bra.

      “He wants you. He won’t let you live freely. He won’t let you be who you are. Is that love?” he asked, walking up to me, his face dim.

      “And what of you, johnny? Will you let me be free?”

      “I’m going to set you free. There is much I have to teach you about your nature and the magic of Shen. Once you harness it, you won’t be so defenseless.”

      “I’m afraid, johnny.”

      “I know.” He helped me slip my sweater over my head and pull it into place. I sat down and slipped on my socks and snow boots. Then I rose and got into my snow jacket.

      “Do you see my flashlight?”

      He walked away and came back, handing me the flashlight.

      “How did you see it in the dark?”

      “I see well in the dark.”

      “You do?” I blushed, and I guess he could see that I had. “You mean . . . you saw me dressing?”

      “Of course.”

      I turned away from him, embarrassed.

      He grasped my shoulders lightly. “We can have sex, but I can’t watch you dress?”

      “I guess not,” I said, “and I wouldn’t have dressed so casually if I’d known you could see me.”

      He positioned the hood of my jacket on my head. “I forget,” he said on soft breath, “what a nun you are.”

      Wanting to change the subject, I clicked on the flashlight. The fog was still thick and the flashlight useless. “Do you know the way home?”

      “I know the way home.” He stepped to my side and slid his arm across my back, curling his hand over my shoulder. I felt safe. Safe with johnny. I slipped my arm across his lower back and snuggled close.

      He led me away from the steamy circle. The cold grabbed me, countered only by johnny’s body heat. He guided me through the woods, the sighted leading the blind.

      “Do you see like a cat?” I asked.

      “I see like a Dragon.”

      “A Dragon? Now how am I supposed to know how a Dragon sees? If you were a vampire, I could learn about your nature by studying bats. If you were a werewolf, I could learn about your nature by studying wolves, but a Tazmark? It’s not like I can go down to the local zoo or wild life preserve and study Dragons. I mean they aren’t exactly real.”

      “They are real,” he said. “And there are many kinds. I am of the chaos variety. My kind live in the Draco Constellation. All those fantasy stories are rooted in truth. Any fiction you’ve ever heard is rooted in truth.”

      “So, full-fledged Dragons have been here on earth?”

      “Yes, however, they have rarely been seen by the human eye. Even so, their life force speaks to me, telling me about the Dragon World and the Dragon Way.”

      “Is that what you are then—a descendent of those Dragons who live in another world?”

      “At the dawn of humankind, Dragons mated with a handful of men and women who birthed half Dragon, half human beings, called Dracodons. Dracodons did not fare well in the third dimension. They perished, but not before mating with each other, creating new offspring called Tazadons.”

      “Tazadons,” I repeated, so I wouldn’t forget. I shivered and snuggled closer.

      He said, “Even though Tazadons were the product of two, half- human, half-Dragon parents, and endowed with more third dimensional qualities than the Dracodons, they couldn’t survive either. They died, but not before mating with humans again, creating Tazmarks.”

      My brain hurt, trying to keep the lineage straight.

      He continued. “When two Tazmarks mate, they create full-blooded Tazmarks. There are half-breeds and quarter breeds. But I am a full-blooded Tazmark.”

      “In a way then, you are part alien.”

      “In a way.”

      “Are Shens the product of Angels merging with humans?”

      “No. Shens are pure Angel spirits in human bodies.”

      “Not me,” I shook my head. “I know I have powers, but still, I am too weak to be a pure Angel spirit.”

      “Only in the ways of war—that’s all.”

      He lifted me straight up. “I don’t want you to trip on that log.” He landed my feet on the other side. We walked in such darkness and fog, it was hard to believe he could really see.

      I said, “I don’t feel strong in any way.”

      “You felt it when your light touched others in New York.”

      “That’s true.”

      “But then you returned to religion. Religion blocks your true spiritual nature, leaving your strengths largely undiscovered. There is more you can do Jen, once freed from convention.”

      “What more can I do?”

      “You can heal others, physically.”

      “No,” I said wearily, “such feats are for doctors and priests.”

      “No, true miracles are performed by Shens.”

      “Have there been Shens who were religious figures?”

      “Some of them.”

      “I’m surprised you admit that, given your disdain of religion.”

      “Religion has its place in the world, but it is not the place for you.”

      I was going to respond, but I was distracted by the bitter cold burning my skin. Fatigue weighted my limbs. And suddenly, I was so sleepy.

      He stopped walking. “You are cold and tired. Soon, the sun will rise. Close your eyes.”

      I was too weary to question why he wanted my eyes closed. My lids fell shut. With one arm still across my back, he slid the under my knees and lifted. His body felt oddly stone-like, as if a pile of boulders carried me. I felt as if we were gliding instead of walking, similar to that time he carried me home on my ‘red strip club’ day. Moments later, he stopped and put me gently down. I opened my eyes. We were in my front yard.

      I stared hard at his shadowy face. “I’m not going to ask you how you did that. I’m not ready for the answer.”

      “I’m not ready to explain,” he said. “Let’s get some sleep. Randa threw me off my schedule.”

      We left behind the dark morning and crept inside my house, up the stairs, into my room. johnny closed the door magically.

      I set down the flashlight, removed my boots, socks, and snow jacket, and then crawled under my white velvet covers into bed. I curled into a little ball. johnny crawled in and curled around me.

      Only yesterday, I had intended to sleep with Ricky. Today I was in johnny’s arms. Oh, I thought, I am bad.

      “You are not,” johnny said. He sighed wearily, “Sleep.”

      I closed my eyes and sank into the blood red waves that rolled in my mind. I fell asleep with a sense that I was falling into a volcano. In my dreams, I became molten lava. I loved it, because I was fearless, and fierce, and invincible. I didn’t have to try, or feel, or need. I just existed as a power that could not be destroyed. I didn’t want to wake up, and feel this power gone. But alas, I did wake up, and the only volcanic power I felt was johnny inside my heart.
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      I heard the hush of gentle rain. I snapped my head to the side, hoping johnny was there. His beautiful form lay sleeping like the dead. I sighed with relief. I looked to the ceiling and listened to the pitter-patter on the roof. My thoughts were strange. I needed the rain to melt the snow, symbolic of the rationalizations I used to cover the truth. I never faced the truth. Not ever. About anything. The world was bright and beautiful. That was my fantasy. But the truth . . . the truth was—

      I scowled. The pitter-patter on my roof had stopped. I stared out my window through the sheer white curtains. Colossal snowflakes against gray air fell like cotton puffs to the ground. The truth was—the world is bright and beautiful.

      I glanced at my clock radio, 9:23 a.m. We’d slept late, late for johnny that is. I was still exhausted. I had thought johnny was still asleep, but he reached out and touched my arm.

      I sat up in bed and looked at him, heavy lidded from only a few hours rest. “I must check on Randa. What will she think about us waking up together in the same room?”

      I started to crawl off the bed. He clamped my arm. “She’ll think we did it.”

      My eyes widened. “johnny, don’t talk like that.”

      “Jen,” he imitated my frenzy, “we did do it.”

      “No.”

      “We didn’t?” he asked teasing.

      “I mean, no, don’t talk about it in a lighthearted manner. It’s a sacred act.” My face drooped, hurt that he was making fun of me.

      He rubbed my arm gently. “Yes, it has come to be that way for me too.”

      I smiled faintly, loving that he said that.

      He said, “Don’t worry about Randa. She wants us together. You needn’t feel shamed that we are.”

      I sighed, appreciating his attempt to comfort me.

      “Stay here a while. Randa will keep.”

      I didn’t really want to leave him. He looked wonderful, his dark form lying in my white bed, as if I’d captured him. I decided to stay. He released me and sat up, leaning his back against the solid white headboard.

      He dropped his hand down the side of the bed. When he lifted it, there was a cigarette between his fingers. He cupped his palm on the end of the cigarette and lit it.

      I curled my legs to the side and hugged my stomach. “I don’t want Randa to know that we’ve, you know—”

      “Made love?”

      “Yeah, that. I feel silly, patronized kind of. She knows I’ve never had a real relationship. I don’t want her . . . sort of . . . I don’t know, laughing about it, like it’s cute or something.”

      He tilted his head slightly and narrowed his eyes. He inhaled deeply on his cigarette and exhaled smoke blended with words. “So, we have a real relationship?”

      “Yes,” I replied. A chill shot up my spine and lingered in my neck. I hunched my shoulders trying to dispel it. After a moment, it sank back down my spine. The smoke was making me feel weird. I tried to ignore the feeling.

      He said, “You won’t run away again?”

      “I’ll try not to run away again.” I brushed my hair back with my hands, then let it fall loose over my shoulders.

      He took a drag off his cigarette. Out of his mouth, came a cloud of white. In it, I saw white fire and black smoke smothering flesh. I smelled burning skin. “Accept me,” he declared. Then he reiterated more gently, “Accept me.”

      The smoke mesmerized me.

      He stared into me deeply while sucking in a long dose of smoke from his cigarette. The end glowed brilliant orange.

      The smoke came out of his mouth in curls of white and gray. I saw a vision of his Dragon face, blood dripping from the mouth.

      “Accept me,” he said again.

      I suddenly felt horrible. “No!” I cried, throwing my hands over my face. I was angry, angry that I was being asked to accept his monstrous acts, even if they did have place and purpose in the greater scheme of things. My anger turned to rage. Precious rage. I’d known it little and needed it much. “Accept you?” I clenched my fists and exploded. “Accept you. Shall I give you my silk scarf for luck when you go out on your nightly hunt? Shall I applaud you for ripping human bodies limb to limb? Shall I join in the slaughter and stuff guts in my mouth?”

      I’d never felt so vicious. My entire body vibrated. It felt good to be mad. I suddenly realized that rage deflected pain. No wonder our world had gone mad. The pain had become unbearable.

      “I like this side of you,” he said calmly. Then his eyelids flared slightly. “It is fire. It is me. I am pleased.” He lowered his cigarette to the bedside beyond my sight. When he raised his hand, the cigarette was gone.

      “Pleased!” I huffed, “Does nothing unravel you?”

      “Your lack of trust,” he said dryly.

      He’d taken the sizzle right out of me. I felt bad because I didn’t trust him. And he had tried so hard to make it so. My fists opened and fell limp by my sides.

      I said, “johnny, have you forgotten what you are?”

      He replied, “My commitment to you has never been broken, not even when you broke your commitment to me. Your trust in me is necessary for your own unfolding. If you cannot do that, you will not access your many powers. In that, it is I who must trust you, for your powers endanger me.”

      “But you like danger.”

      His eyes whirled. “Then if I’m always in danger, how could my interest wane?”

      “Because, regarding me, you know that it isn’t in me to attack you, and you also know that even if I did, you would win. I fear the challenge for you is to get my trust, and once you have it, I won’t matter anymore.”

      “You have trusted me at times; it was that trust that saved you.”

      I closed my eyes and shook my head. “You always talk me in circles.”

      He bowled me over gently, landing my back on the bed. My feet landed by the headboard. His body landed on me, cradling my head with his forearms. “I do talk you in circles,” he said, “to keep you from walking straight away.”

      “I don’t want to walk away, johnny. Sometimes, I must.”

      The room smelled of roses and his breath of peppermint. I inhaled the cool aroma as he spoke. “I want to explain to you the importance of deepening your commitment. You have sparked an array of new emotions in me, making me more human. I am out here on a limb, waiting for your unconditional love to take us both into a new kind of reality. If your unconditional love is not forthcoming, I must retreat and move back toward my old world. It is unnatural for me to be in limbo. I must go one way or the other.”

      “If you retreated, would you still protect me?”

      “I would still protect you. But you truly would never see me again.” He rolled off me, laying on his back.

      I turned on my side and propped myself up on one elbow. “So, we are both are in half worlds, and unconditional acceptance of each other would pull us into a whole new world. Is that it, johnny?”

      “That’s it,” he whispered.

      “I see why you want this from me now, but I still don’t know if I can do it. I’m ashamed to admit that, and equally ashamed that I want to try. But it’s the truth.”

      “It is up to you then if we catalyze each other into something new, or if I am merely to protect you.”

      Those words, protect you, landed in my heart like the thud of a drum. He gave me so much. Why couldn’t I return the gift? Why? I’d forgiven rapists and murderers. Why not johnny?

      I said, “It hurts when I try to accept your ways. It’s like, if I do, then I am guilty of your crimes.”

      “My crimes have merit. I have merit,” he said, “if only you will see. If only you will—” he mouthed the words silently, “—trust me.”

      The shadows of his life lurked behind his words. I felt his melancholy, his ancient loneliness. I blinked back tears. “In spite of everything, I do want to be with you.”

      He rolled onto me, my back flat on the bed. “That is enough,” he kissed my forehead, “for now.” He cupped my head in his hands. “I will be patient.”

      “So, where will we live? New York is too wild for me. And you can’t . . . you know . . . do what you do, very well—here.”

      “We’ll travel. I want to show you the world.” His eyes glimmered. “I’ve been around it a time or ten, you know.”

      I cracked half a smile, a bit exhilarated by the idea of being accompanied by such a worldly creature. But there would always be nights. My smile faded. “The nights, johnny, you’ll leave me alone in them.”

      “And in the days, I will romance you the way you’ve always dreamed.”

      My eyes softened. “That would be lovely.” But then, I thought of the nights again, and something else. “What if I get pregnant? What if I am?”

      “You are not.” He moved slowly away from me, and sat up, swinging his legs over the bed’s edge. He raised a lit cigarette to his mouth. “I can only create a child once every six years, and only in the summer. That’s why Tazmarks are so rare. And full-blooded Tazmarks, the most rare of all. One year more and I will be potent with seed.”

      I crawled up next to him and sat, swinging my legs next to his. Our hips touched. I cherished the feeling. I said, “If we did have a baby, would you protect our child? Or, when it grows up, will you want to . . . kill it?”

      He stared at me blankly for a moment. Then he said, “If the child was a part of you—I wouldn’t kill it. I wouldn’t kill anyone who shared your blood.”

      I gazed at his profile as he smoked his cigarette.

      I asked, “But would you love our child?”

      He exhaled smoke through the side of his mouth and faced me. “I don’t know. But you would. And that should be enough.”

      “What if he asks why you leave every night? Or why some bad mouth bully suddenly started to choke? Or why daddy looks like a dragon sometimes? Or heaven forbid, why daddy—” I wanted to say eats people, but the words ran away from my tongue.

      He looked puzzled. “Jen.” He paused and stared at me again with that stunned expression. “If we had a child, I don’t understand why you would want to keep it.”

      “johnny! I could never abandon my baby.”

      “Even if it was like me?”

      And that thought gave me pause. My mind flashed on imaginings of our future: little Jenséa hugging daddy goodnight and   burning the hell out of him, daddy gulping down a quart of scotch at the dinner table, and little johnny trying to eat his sister.

      “Yes,” I gulped, “even if it was like you.”

      “You’re a dreamer,” he said, lowering his cigarette to the bedside, his hand coming up empty.

      “I would keep our baby.” I scrunched my brow. “Do you think our child would be like you?”

      “I was conceived by two full-blooded Tazmarks. So, our baby would be a half-breed, less powerful, less needful in the night. With you as the mother, and me as the father—well, perhaps the child would balance out well.”

      “But if Shens are not from a hereditary line, how could physical genetics determine anything at all of a Shen?”

      “Shens attract Shen spirits. If a Shen is to be born, it often springs from a Shen, though not all Shens birth their own kind. The child could have my physical nature and your spirituality. Wouldn’t that be something? We could create a new breed. It is after all, improbable that Tazmark and Shen have ever formed an alliance like ours.”

      I lowered my head meekly, all too aware of why Tazmark and Shen didn’t couple. Aside from being natural enemies, capable of supernaturally destroying each other, they would never see eye to eye like johnny and I were trying to do. If such an alliance had occurred somewhere in history, the Tazmark probably gobbled up the Shen by the second date. I almost went down that way with johnny in New York. He wanted to take me—and resisting that urge was hard for him. I could feel his struggle. Sooner or later, it seemed only logical that he would get me. Were we not doomed to fail?

      “Doomed to fail,” he echoed, reading my mind.

      I raised my sad eyes to him. “Well, aren’t we?”

      “If you cannot trust me, yes. If you refuse to come into your potential, yes.”

      “I will try to come into my potential, whatever that is.”

      “And you must support my nightly hunt. I cannot sustain myself without it.”

      I cupped my ears. “johnny, I hate it when you talk like . . . like a Tazmark.” Instantly, I felt guilty censuring him for telling the truth. I dropped my hands, letting one fall on his knee. “I know you want me to accept you as you are, but for a little while, I need to pretend that you are at least somewhat like other men. You’re making it difficult for me to do that.”

      He laid his hand on mine. “But I’m not like other men. If you pretend I am, then we are doomed.”

      I stared at my knees, shaking my head. “I need time.” I looked up at him with pleading eyes, as if he could be normal if he tried.

      His face hardened, but he did not remove his hand from mine. He clutched it tighter. “No matter how hard you wish it, you can’t change the truth.”

      I slipped my hand free from his grasp and hugged my stomach.

      He said, “You shelter yourself too much.”

      I wanted to be mad at him, but he was right. I leaned my head on his shoulder. “Acknowledging life’s sordid side makes me feel vulnerable.”

      He stroked my cheek. “But that’s why I’m here, Jen. That’s why I’m here.”

      The door sounded with a knock. “Are you two going to sleep forever?”

      Randa! I lurched off the bed like a child caught in a mischievous act. “Ah, no.” My heart pounded. “Um, we’ll be out in a minute.”

      “I’ll be in my room,” she said. I heard her walk away.

      johnny stood. “You go.” He embraced me from behind, and held me for a long minute. He kissed my temple and released me. “I’m going to shower.”

      “All right.” I said, wanting his arms back around me.

      He walked across the room to the adjoining bathroom. When he was gone, I tugged my white sweater down over my hips, gathered my wits, and went out the door, down the hall to the guest room.

      Randa was sitting cross-legged on the edge of the sapphire blue covered bed, reading Art Treasure magazine, looking most attractive in her red turtleneck sweater and black pants.

      Her eyes lit when she saw me.

      I smiled sheepishly.

      She sprang up and grabbed my arm, leading me over to sit on the bed with her. “Tell me what’s happening with you and johnny!”

      We sat. My face turned red. “Oh Randa—”

      She grinned. “You slept with him, didn’t you? I wasn’t sure if you had before, you’re so darn secretive about those sort of things, but this time, well . . . ?”

      “R a n d a,” I said in an embarrassed drawl.

      “What was it like? Is he a good lover?”

      “Randa!” My face was so flushed, my eyes hurt.

      “You love him, right?”

      I nodded.

      “And he loves you?”

      I nodded.

      She seized me in her arms and smacked my cheek with a kiss. Then she pushed me back with her hands gripping my shoulders. “I’m so happy for you,” she said with watery eyes.

      “Geez Randa, I feel like a kid.”

      “Well, I feel like your mom. So there. We’re even.”

      She rose and wiped away a happy tear. “I’m going to get out of your hair and let you guys spend some time together. Of course, I want to take your paintings back with me.”

      I winced. “I don’t know . . .”

      “Come on, give them up. It’s no big deal! Hundreds of people paint scenes of death and violence. So what wrong with you doing it?”

      “But who would want paintings like that?”

      “You did, and you're not such a bad person.”

      “Okay,” came out my mouth, against my better judgment—but truthfully, I did want to rid myself of them, especially since I’d lived them all out with johnny in New York.

      “Excellent,” she exclaimed. “I’ve already made reservations at Sky Harbor Airport for the 4:20 flight to New York. Do you have some packing crates left?”

      “Yes,” I said, standing, “in the hall closet.”

      “I’ll go pack them.” She walked to the door.

      I followed. “I’ll help you.”

      She turned her head back over her shoulder. “No. You go spend some time with johnny.”

      A little girl smile crept across my face. I couldn’t stop it. It was as if my mother had just told me I could go to the candy store. Oh well, I think Randa enjoyed being a mother figure to me, even though we were the same age. And she’d been a very good mother at that.

      Randa drove away at 1:00 p.m. with a smile on her face and my paintings in her white rental Cadillac. I hoped my horror collection would sell quickly with no media attention.

      I dressed in a pale blue sweat suit with matching jogging shoes. I drew my hair back into a ponytail with a fuzzy blue band. A few hair wisps fell over my temples. I needed to jog, especially after the last harrowing twenty-four hours.

      I had fruit and toast for breakfast, or brunch, or lunch, I guess. johnny had the rest of Randa’s scotch and a pack of cigarettes. He smoked most of them outside in the cold silvery air while circling the perimeter of my property depositing little piles of white dust. I wanted to jog, but his actions interested me, so I sat on my doorstep and watched him. The snow came and went. The rain drizzled on and off. Fantasy and reality took turns with me.

      johnny had changed clothes, a sleeveless black sweatshirt and blue jeans. Blue. This was the first time I’d not seen him totally in black. He looked wonderful. The gray atmosphere complimented him somehow. He truly wasn’t like other men. Who else on earth would look good in dismal?

      After about an hour, he walked up to me, dark hair draped down the sides of his sleek Castilian face. I wanted to kiss him. But first things first. “What were you doing?”

      “Marking your boundary—”

      With powder, I thought, instead of, you know.

      He smiled.

      Geez, it was annoying to be with someone who could read my every thought. “Why are you marking my boundary?”

      “—for when he returns.”

      I slid my head back slightly, squinting an incredulous eye. “He won’t return. He might call and make-up, but that’s all.”

      “He’ll want more. He’ll want revenge.”

      I turned my head away from his piercing eyes and tapped my foot nervously.

      He added, “He’ll make his move today.”

      I shook my head.

      johnny sprung his favorite trap—silence. And I fell into it, as always, uttering the words that would lead me deeper into his point of view. I rubbed my finger along the rubber ridge of my shoe. “On the off chance he does come,” I glanced up at him, “what will the powder do?”

      “It will make him want to turn around and leave.”

      “It won’t hurt him?”

      “Not much.”

      Not much to johnny could mean a week of acute illness to somebody else. I rose and walked a few steps, stopping before johnny’s stunning presence. I placed my palms on his chest and looked up at him with puppy dog eyes. “Why can’t we just stay behind locked doors and tell him to leave? If he won’t, we’ll call the police.”

      “Fuck the—-”

      “Okay, no police.” I scowled. “But I don’t want you to use magic either.” Not wanting to face this issue, I turned my back to him and hung my head.

      “A fist then, Jen? I thought you’d had enough of that.”

      “I don’t want to hurt him at all.”

      He held my shoulders.

      I whimpered, “I don’t like doing this!”

      “I know,” he turned me to face him, “still, it must be done.”

      A light snow began to fall again, and I thought of our steamy night in the woods. I had to shake my head a little to focus on the present. “Let me talk to him first.”

      An incredulous smile emerged on his face. “Jen. Do you really think he’d come alone after his failure to harm me yesterday? Do you really think he’ll even give you one moment to speak?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      He took a step back with sharp eyes. “Have you already forgotten what happened yesterday?” His voice flared. “What will it take to convince you?”

      I threw up my hands. “I don’t know!”

      “Well, I do,” he said sternly. He glanced out to the woods, “He’s out there now with his posse. Waiting. Waiting for the right moment to punish you.”

      “No, no, no,” I said with certainty, “he isn’t.” I rubbed my hands hard against my temples and said rebelliously. “You are wrong.”

      “It’s . . . true . . . Jen.” He hurled his words at me like sharp stones.

      My head shook. “What you suggest is shocking. He wouldn’t punish me. He just wouldn’t.”

      He turned away, stepped a few paces, then turned back to me with irritated eyes. “I am finished trying this nice thing with you. It doesn’t suit me. And it doesn’t work.” He took a step toward me, his brows slanting maniacally.

      I flashed my palm at him. “Wait johnny, the nice thing works. It works when I do it.”

      “You’re a Shen.” He took another step. “It’s your nature—” his eyes hardened, “—not mine.”

      I knew what that meant. Before he made me a prisoner in my own house, I blurted, “johnny, don’t override me. If we’re going to deepen our relationship, you can’t treat me like a child!”

      He took another step and dipped his forehead, his whirling eyes engaging mine. Uh oh, the seduction.

      I turned my head away. “I mean it johnny, no magic, no muscle. If Ricky shows, I want to try it my way first.”

      He sighed hard. “Very well.”

      “Very well?” I said, surprised by his acquiescence. Feeling relief, I exhaled sharply. “All right then.” I tugged the ends of my sweatshirt down, feeling a bit empowered. He’d actually listened to me without making me work so hard. I guess that there is a . . . what’s that they say, ‘first time for everything.’

      I straightened my shoulders. “I’m going jogging now.”

      “It won’t be pleasant,” he said dryly. “He is out there in the woods awaiting you. He knows you jog in the afternoon.”

      I cocked my head and squinted one eye. “How do I know you’re not tricking me into thinking he’s more vicious than he really is?”

      “Because I never lie to you. Never.”

      His sincerity got to me. Guilt sprouted its ugly little head, yapping at my conscience. He’s loyal. He’s honest. He cares. He loves you. “I’m sorry, johnny. I know you have psychic powers, but I know Ricky. He would never hurt me. And if he is out there, it will give me a chance to make peace with him.”

      He arced his hand toward the woods. “Then go.”

      “I’ll be back in a bit,” I said affectionately.

      He shrugged his shoulders and sighed. “If you must learn the hard way . . .”

      “Goodbye,” I blurted, a bit mad at his attempt to psyche me out.

      As I took off jogging across my backyard toward the forest path, I heard him mumble, “Dreamer.”

      I crossed the yard and took a snow-covered trail into the woods, glad to have some time to process things without him reading my every thought. Who was I kidding? He probably read my mind no matter where I was.

      My shoes made muddy prints in the light layer of powdery snow, a clear indication that I was running away from johnny. The trees laden with white, reminded me again of my own fairy tale cover up weighing me down. I was tired of being reminded of all I was trying to forget. Tired of trying to escape and landing in front of the truth.

      Was I crazy to run out here where Ricky may lurk, perhaps readying himself to assault me? How could I doubt johnny? He was always right. But he wasn’t taking into account how well I could manipulate Ricky. That sounds awful, I know, but I had been doing it to him from the start. I had led him right down the path toward marriage, that is, until johnny came along.

      I could handle Ricky on my own. If I approached him with soft eyes and a sweet voice, his ire would melt. It had always worked before. Still, I was apprehensive about running into him, oh, not for fear of my safety; my true concern was what to tell him about johnny. I love you Ricky, but I slept with johnny last night. I wanted to marry you Ricky, but I’m all tied up with johnny. You were right from the start Ricky, johnny was a threat to you.

      johnny had psyched me out. I wasn’t enjoying my run. Now that I’d left him, I only wanted to return. But I wouldn’t. I had to trust my own sense of things and my ability to handle rough situations. I could handle Ricky. I was certain. Time to take care of my own problems. Time to grow up.

      My thoughts were interrupted by grunts and groans ahead of me, off to the side in the thick woods. Could it be Ricky? His posse?

      I crept cautiously toward the sounds, pushing through thick foliage and sticker bushes that kept snagging my clothes. I parted two tall raspberry plants and saw johnny straddling some guy in six inches of snow, punching his face. I froze in my usual stupor. johnny turned his head and looked straight at me.

      Two cowboy-type guys jumped his back. I shrieked. Five more men jumped on top of him. He flung them off, one, by two, by three, by two. They were fighting—hard. I mean kicking, punching, whacking, smacking, etching their violence in the snow, kind of fighting, and I hurt for them. If johnny were anyone else, I’d have worried for him, but as it was, I pitied johnny’s attackers, whom I didn’t recognize. Where was Ricky? He likely just wanted johnny beat up. I knew he wouldn’t hurt me.

      I felt as if I was watching a dream through binoculars, the rims bordering johnny, brilliantly animating his form. All else seemed slow moving, cold and gray.

      A big hand clamped my mouth, dragging me backwards. “You can’t do this to me and get away with it bitch.” It was Ricky. No! I couldn’t believe it.

      I screamed into his hand, struggling to break free. He shoved me to the ground. I landed on my stomach, knocking the wind out of me. I couldn’t breathe.

      He gripped my neck and mashed my cheek into the snow. “You’re a damn little liar, playing the innocent with me.”

      Oh, how could I have been so stupid, pretending Ricky wasn’t dangerous? Keeping my pride with johnny was not worth the price of this experience. With my mind, I sent the message, You were right, johnny. I need your help. Ricky whipped me over, my back to the ground. I felt like Raggedy Ann. My breath returned, though troubled and irregular. His red face blazed through his beard, glaring hideous hate upon me.

      I swept my head sideways to escape his contempt, but it soaked into me. I felt worthless. I wanted to die. Ironic, that the only sparkle of light that I could see was johnny—my Prince of Darkness. His fight had spilled around the bushes staying close to me, his watchful glance acknowledging me in between hits and kicks. Why wasn’t he helping me? Maybe there was a mystical reason. Surely, there must be, or maybe he is trying to make me use Angel power. My light, I should shine it on Ricky.

      Ricky snatched my chin, forcing me to stare at him. “We’re gonna have our time you little whore.”

      He snared my wrists in one hand and jerked me up to my feet, nearly pulling my arms out of the sockets. Sharp pains blasted my shoulders. He dragged me behind his strapping body. I called upon my light, trying not to be afraid, else I negate its affect as I had with the strip club guys. It emerged from my heart with some fear mixed in because I didn’t quite believe it could stop violence. I kept trying to make the light purer, but failing, Ricky dragged me onward.

      Snow fell on his brown suede jacket. I could hear the rough and tumble noises following us. We were moving deeper into the woods at a pace I couldn’t match.

      I stumbled. “Ricky, let’s talk!”

      Ricky stopped, and I regained my footing.

      He turned to me, teeth clenched. He tightened his grip. “Let’s fuck, Jenséa.”

      “My feelings for you were real! I wanted to marry you!”

      “I’d never marry a two bit whore like you.” He yanked me hard and dragged me onward, aggravating the pain in my shoulders, maybe doing permanent damage.

      Feminine wiles were all I had left to save me. Sweet. I had to be sweet. Sweet would work. It had to work.

      I honeyed my voice, “I care for you Ricky.” I wanted to look at him with soft eyes, but he wasn’t looking at me.

      “Like shit you do!” He jolted me roughly.

      Sweet wasn’t working. Pain stabbed my shoulders. I stumbled again, falling on my knees. The cold soaked through my jogging pants.

      He yanked me up to my feet, my knees sporting two wet circles.

      My shoulders felt on fire, my wrists felt crushed, and my hands had no feeling at all, numbed from lack of circulation.

      johnny had carried the fight with him, following us. What was he up to? Why was he letting Ricky torment me? This was not love!

      “Well, damn,” Ricky said, “I guess your boyfriend wants to watch.”

      He turned and slammed my back to the ground.

      Pain hit my lungs like shattered glass. I couldn’t breathe again. Eternity passed in real times seconds. Then a little air seeped in. I eked, “I never meant to hurt you.”

      He slapped my face. Grisly white pain sizzled in my head. He kissed me hard, biting my lip. “You did.”

      I tasted blood. I started to cry. Much of my hair had escaped its ponytail and a muddy tress was in my mouth. “johnny,” I whimpered, tasting sludge.

      Ricky’s hand went to the waist of my sweat pants, pulling one side down over my hip.

      I clamped his wrist trying to stop him. “johnny!”

      Ricky froze. His eyes grew big, stunned, bulging his reddened face. He crawled off me. His hands and knees dropped onto the slushy ground. He seemed unable to breathe, unable to even gasp for air. I’d seen this before. johnny’s work.

      I rose slowly, worried about Ricky even though he was being so mean to me. I looked to where I had last spotted johnny. He was standing against a backdrop of downed men, some silent and still, some twisting and groaning. His stance was wicked, hooded eyes staring at Ricky. I feared for Ricky’s life.

      Then Ricky gasped, inhaling air, wheezing.

      johnny had spared him—for me . . . dear johnny. I started to run toward my Tazmark, but my wrist was grabbed, circulation squelched again. Ricky’s big hand was back on the job. I tried to peel the big boned fingers off me.

      “Don’t go to him,” he gasped. “He’s a damn demon, Jenséa! He has you under a spell.”

      johnny said, “Release her . . . or—” he shrugged his shoulders casually, “die.”

      Ricky stood up, tightening his grip on my wrist.

      I shouted, “You’re hurting me!”

      He shouted to johnny, “What the hell do you want with Jenséa?”

      johnny answered coolly, “I want to protect her.”

      In one smooth move Ricky stepped behind me, snaking his arm around my middle, snatching my back against his chest. “I can protect her just fine.”

      “You assaulted her. Rape was next.”

      “That’s before I understood what the fuck was going on, before I could see that you are inhuman.” Ricky’s warm breath whirred over my head. “I forgive you, Jenséa. It was him. He’s a damn devil in the flesh, or a warlock or something like that. That serpent on your neck, that’s how he holds you. He doesn’t go to church does he?”

      I listened to Ricky, doubting myself.

      johnny’s eyes became hooded again. “Release her.”

      “I’ll save you yet, Jenséa.” He released me. “Don’t trust him.”

      But I had to trust johnny because it was johnny that I wanted. How’s that for simplification? Believe what suits you. Unfortunately, I did that too much.

      I rushed over to johnny and looked back at Ricky. “Don’t worry. I’m all right with him. He understands me. You would never love the real me anyway. Just go away in peace, and please forgive me and johnny. Please.”

      “I’m sorry I injured you, Jenséa,” Ricky said with the saddest eyes.

      I gazed around at the fallen men. “I’m sorry anyone was hurt.”

      “Hail Mary three times,” johnny said cynically.

      johnny took my hand as a lover takes a hand, with a soft firm grip, warm and enveloping. He took me past Ricky onto the trail to my house. I twisted my head back to view my poor cowboy who was staring longingly at me, red faced with rumpled hair and muddied blue jeans. He stood there, frozen in a stance of bravado. Near him, two men writhed.

      “I should see if those guys are okay.” I pulled back from johnny lightly, but he kept me walking, towing me behind him. I gazed up at the back of his head. “Are they?”

      “I kept my promise,” he turned his head toward me slightly, “as you wished, harming them no more than necessary.”

      “But they might need medical attention—”

      “They’re fine.”

      “Well . . . “

      “Shhh,” He walked me faster toward the house, out of Ricky’s sight.

      “I don’t have to shhh!” I tried to dig my feet into the ground.

      He stopped and faced me, releasing my hand. He cocked his head slightly and sighed, “Your empathic sensitivities must sometimes be curbed.”

      “Why?”

      “You can’t escape an opponent if you don’t detach.”

      “But everything’s okay now. The Ricky ordeal is over.”

      “No, Jen, it’s not. And you won’t believe me if I tell you what I know, so instead I say, ‘shhh.’ I want you to trust me.”

      “What do you know?”

      “You won’t listen, so why should I say?”

      “Just say. I’ll listen.”

      He stared deep into me. “I know he won’t stop trying to save you until he has you back. And once he has you back, eventually—he’ll kill you.” He touched my upper jaw. “Your cheek is bruising.” He traced his finger to my swollen lip. “He has already beaten you up, Jen.”

      “If you’re so set on protecting me, why did you let him?”

      “I wanted to prove to you that he would.”

      He tried to take my hand again. I jerked it away, stepping back, furious. A clump of mud fell off my sleeve and splattered on my boot. I huffed at the mud, as it mocked my anger, taking johnny’s side. Then, I huffed at johnny. “Fine! You were right! You are always right, johnny! You see all. You know all. And I’m just a stupid emotional girl!” I stomped ahead of him in silence.

      He followed, his invisible Dragon wings enfolding me in the dungeon of his being. It felt good. It felt bad. I was safe. Or was I? My old muddied footprints were even muddier now. I stepped in their hollow, my toes now pointing the opposite way. I wasn’t running away from johnny; I was going into johnny—in.

      We walked for five minutes until we came upon my house—my heavenly nest, my sanctuary. Once perhaps. Not anymore. The carnivorous crow had come to stay.
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      I just stared at my house, afraid of what the next chapter of my life might unfold. johnny walked ahead of me toward the door. The compelling charismatic energy he had, made me follow. Reaching the door, we removed our muddy shoes and socks, and left them on the outside step. johnny removed his mud slimed shirt and laid it on the shoes. He perused my mud-smeared sweat suit with a sexual glint.

      “Oh no,” I shook my head, and then, almost against my will, I slipped off my suit and dropped it on the soiled pile, leaving me in my white lacey bra and panties. My normal modesty was there, but for some reason I just couldn’t show it. I was saying no within, but behaving the opposite. Everything was off-line.

      johnny took off his jeans and shirt, making the pile higher. The front door magically opened. We stepped in. I whipped off my ponytail holder, which had come to hold but a tress of hair. A mud clump shot out onto my blue carpet. I stared at it like it was me. It had to fall. Just like me. It didn’t have a choice. Just like me. Oh, what had become of my will? Who was bad? Ricky? johnny? Me? And who was good? Ricky? johnny? Me? Those answers used to be clear. Now it seemed that we were all bad. Or all good.

      johnny walked across the family room toward the hall. I followed his naked maleness, ignoring the mud clump. I didn’t want  to clean it up really, for it was as me, a thing falling away from the whole trying to say, ‘look at me; I need help.’ If I cleaned it up, maybe no one would find me, ever. No one would see how I’d been absorbed into another.

      I looked at my sofa and chair, at the angel paintings on the wall, at the live green plants that decorated standing planters along my stairway. These things reflected me. johnny always claimed he was helping me find myself. But then, why did I feel so lost?

      I had never felt lost with him before. So, why now? What had changed? Perhaps the more I discovered of myself, the more he had me. Or the more I found, the more I needed to find more of me. My thoughts seemed crazy. Or . . . maybe I was just in love.

      johnny headed down the hall, and of course, I followed. His long black hair bespoke power somehow, chief stallion, chief headdress, my chief. His gait was a glide really, sliding along in some other reality visible to mine. My definitions of everything had exploded, changing all the rules that seemed to collide into one big mess. Could the Blessed Saints hear me anymore? Had they ever? Surely, God had forsaken me with my parents murdered, me raped, and johnny in my life. I survived my parents. I survived rape. But I could never survive johnny because he wasn’t a thing that faded with time. Ever present, johnny was alive and active in my life—be I here, there, or anywhere. There would never be an end to him, and my only escape was to let him end me. And I would let him, if only to taste him once more. I hated myself for hanging my life on his hook. Or . . . maybe this was just infatuation. Being in love was such a tragic thing.

      We entered the bedroom, the bedroom of horrors, walls of wrath and war blaring. His hands stroked my arms slowly, comforting me—deep. Each little kiss all over my face aroused me more. I inhaled the scent of him, the scent of birth and death, and all significant moments in life. I felt myself give way, the wave of johnny knocking me off my feet to take me out to sea.

      We were on the soft black carpet, him on me, then rolling me on him. His hair caved my face. I nipped his chin with an ancient want that baffled me so.

      Somehow my bra and panties were off me. We made love in slow motion. I had fallen deep into that place he’d led me once long ago, a dark cavern with dripping water. Drip. Drip. Drip. Here, I was safe. I had at last resigned myself fully to his wish that I be his ward.

      Afterward, we slept entangled on my daybed under handcuffs hooked on the wall. And though johnny’s grip was hard, he seemed to hold me with something beautiful. Love. Was that not sacred? Or maybe he didn’t love me. Maybe I was just supposed to think he did, and once he had my complete allegiance, he’d take my soul and laugh the devil’s laugh. Still, I loved him. Well, he wouldn’t call it love, but I did.

      Night came and johnny went away for food. People food.

      I left the Dark Room and retreated upstairs to my fairy tale room of blue and white. I slid under white covers and stared at the sheer white canopy above me. I wasn’t white any more. I prayed less and less to a religious version of God, and more and more I prayed to life itself. Oh Life, in the name of truth, in the name of love, help johnny’s victims, and johnny, and me. But under my breath I said, I need you too, oh Blessed Saints—and God, if you are there.

      johnny returned at sunrise. He pulled me in the shower and made wet splashy love to me there. He pulled me into a closet and made love to me again amongst my bounty of light colored clothes. The only black dress I had, the one Randa had given me, fell on us during that ‘critical’ moment. johnny took me in the backyard and made love to me under an apple tree. I got very muddy and we laughed. We’d never laughed together before. johnny said—after, “I’ve acquired a new emotion.”

      I didn’t jog that day. I just melded to johnny’s romantic wishes like a hunk of putty.

      The next day went the same. The night as all other nights. Me in my canopy bed, thinking of my prince prowling under midnight stars. My prince. Hmm. Somehow I don’t think this is what my mother had in mind.

      On the sixth morning johnny kissed me awake. His fresh face loomed over me, dark hair, neat and straight and shiny. His button-down silk shirt of royal blue looked like shimmering waters, midnight sky, kind of pretty. He said, with clove-scented breath, “This day, I will teach you a spell to ward off invaders. It will be a way you can protect yourself without my help. Do you want to learn?”

      I nodded apprehensively. Saying no would be pointless. He’d teach me anyway.

      “Get dressed.” He walked to the door. His black leather pants were sleek, leaping panther, licorice stick kind of pretty. He turned and faced me. “Meet me in the kitchen.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      He slipped around the corner.

      Warding off invaders was appealing, but by magic? It felt evil. Biblical morality still snatched me now and then, even though I knew it was finite in the face of undefined, unbound spirituality. But today, I couldn’t seem to shake it.

      I showered and dressed in the black jeans, ebony scoop-necked cashmere sweater, and black pumps that Randa had bought me. I didn’t like wearing black. But for some reason, this morning I had the urge. Randa always said that black was mystery, not evil. I wanted to think that way. I wanted to free myself from myself, but it was just too hard.

      I put on my mother’s black diamond pierced earrings. I draped a thin, black silky scarf over my head, behind my ears, and tied it underneath my hair. I gazed into the mirror. I felt like Samantha on Bewitched. There were good witches, right? Just because I was johnny’s girl, and he was going to teach me magic, and I complied, didn’t mean I was evil, right? Right? Oh, who was I kidding? In my Biblical mind, which ever seemed to linger, I was sinning, plain and simple.

      I met johnny in the kitchen. He was sitting at the white oak table waving his hands over a bowl of powder, chanting in Latin.

      He looked up at me. “I need a jar.”

      I walked over to the cabinet and retrieved a cleaned out peanut butter jar. I set it beside the bowl.

      “And a knife,” he said.

      I went to the kitchen drawer and slid it open, surveying my knife selection, avoiding the sharp ones. His request frightened me. I withdrew a butter knife with a pretty swirl pattern on the handle, and set it down by the jar.

      He glanced up at me with a condescending expression.

      “It’s pretty.”

      His condescending look remained. “Pretty dull.”

      I returned to the drawer and retrieved a sharp paring knife, wincing. “Why are you not manifesting these things?”

      “You call that—stealing.”

      “Oh . . . well, you usually don’t care what I think.” I placed the knife on the table and snapped my hand to my heart thinking of what that knife could do.

      He said, “You need to actively participate.”

      His words tasted bad and my face showed it.

      “Your hand?” he asked dryly.

      “My hand? What do you want my hand for?”

      His lids lowered. He knew, I knew, what he wanted my hand for.

      “I don’t want you to cut me, johnny.”

      “When I do . . . see intruders. Think, Retreat. Do not look back. Do not come back.”

      “Physical maiming disturbs me. Isn’t there something else we can do?”

      “This is how it is done.”

      “But johnny, this seems ev—”

      “Evil? I’m giving you a method to protect yourself. I want you to see how well this spell works when Ricky returns tonight with three priests.”

      “Tonight! Priests!” I didn’t feel bright and cheery like Samantha. I felt more like Endora—and she always scared me. “I want to change my clothes.”

      “You think wearing white will cleanse you of this terrible sin?”

      My chin touched my shoulder, away from johnny. “I’m afraid to be evil.”

      “Self-defense isn’t evil. We won’t harm them. We’ll just make them go away. Your hand?”

      I stretched my trembling hand toward him, chin still on my shoulder.

      He secured my fingers tightly and slashed the veins above my knuckles. I jerked. It hurt like you know what—more than I could ever imagine.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, “but a little pain now will prevent massive pain later.”

      He milked the blood from my hand into the jar. I did not watch. I stared at his face instead. He enjoyed doing this, and it was not just in his face. The pleasure was in the way he gripped my hand, the way he milked my blood, like a farmhand who by rote milks a cow. Milking blood and maiming flesh were just routine to him. He loved violence.

      My stomach soured, and I suddenly had to throw up.

      He said, “Concentrate on putting the command in the blood.”

      “I feel sick, johnny.”

      “Do it.”

      I closed my eyes and did as he asked, hell bound for sure.

      He released my hand. “Earth is heaven and hell. Mostly hell at this point because—” He stopped short, but my mind finished with an imaginary answer because no Shen can subdue me.

      I didn’t like that answer even if I did make it up. If Shens were supposedly so powerful that they could destroy a Tazmark, and he couldn’t be destroyed, then just how powerful was he? I calmed myself with a little reminder that he was a Tazmark, not Satan, or so I hoped. He was just a creature of a different color so to speak, but a creature nonetheless. Wolves and sharks are dangerous too, and we have been known to protect them.

      He guided my other hand above my wound. “Summon your light from your quintessential being and shine it on your wound. Think, heal.”

      I obeyed him, more because he asked, rather than meriting the belief that I could actually heal my hand.

      “Believe it, Jen. Believe you can heal the wound.”

      “This is ridiculous.”

      “You have this power. I’ve seen Shens use it.”

      “I’ll try.” I closed my eyes with a sigh, releasing resistance. The moment I said that and gave myself to it, I was sucked into the inner world of me as vast as the universe. Strange that these powerful moments ever involved me going ‘within’ not without.

      From deep inside, a slit of light shone bright down the length of a white wall. The wall opened like a door. Light poured out, sweeping me back to my surface self. This light condensed and poured through my hovering hand into my wound. Burning heat. Then, icy cold. I could feel movement above my knuckles, a million worms wriggling in the soil kind of movement. The inside of my hand felt electrically charged. And then it all stopped, just as the pain disappeared.

      I opened my eyes. The skin on my hand was smooth and uncut. My mouth fell open. I could hardly close my gaping jaw to speak. “You did that. You healed me.”

      “No, Jen. I did not. I cannot redo what has been undone. That is your jurisdiction. I can only undo what needs undoing. That jurisdiction is mine.”

      “But . . . but—”

      “You felt this energy come through you, did you not?”

      I nodded.

      “Well?”

      “But how could you know the method of it?”

      “I have known Shens.”

      Maybe I was an Angel. Was this not proof?

      “You see,” he said, “I know you question my intent constantly, but I really do want the best for you. And despite what you think, I am best for you.”

      My eyes got teary. Maybe he did love me. Maybe.

      “Come.” He held the jar of blood in one hand and the bowl of powder in the other. I followed him out into the yard. We walked the circumference of my snowy land, depositing little piles of powder, and placing a drop of blood on each while chanting, “Oblivisci, venia, hominem.”

      When we were finished, I asked him what the chant meant.

      He said, “Forget, forgive, abandon.”

      “What will happen to them?”

      “They will feel drained of energy, very sleepy.”

      “This feels . . . ev—”

      “It isn’t.”

      “The other day when you did this, did you drip your blood on the powder?”

      “Yes,” he answered, “that is why what’s his name was forced to wait in the woods instead of coming to your home.”

      “Did you chant the same words?”

      “Similar.”

      “What did you chant?”

      “Never mind.” He placed the jar in the empty bowl, took my hand, and led me back toward the house.

      “Where is your wound from doing this ritual?”

      “I regenerate, unless I’m supernaturally injured.”

      “The marks I gave you, you still have them?”

      He nodded.

      “Is there any way I can heal you without hurting you more?”

      “Yes—but differently than the way you healed yourself. But I don’t want you to heal those scars. They bind me to you. Your fingerprints are etched into my skin as if you had claimed me. I still want you to claim me, more than you have.”

      “I’m trying.”

      “I know,” he said.

      We reached the door and went inside. He placed the empty blood stained jar on the kitchen table. Then he walked over to the hearth and artistically arranged the wood. He looked so medieval in his blue silk and leather. The fire lit without being lit. I always felt helpless when johnny used his mind to move or manifest, and it was easier to see the man of him when he did not.

      He gazed into the crackling fire. Fire was his sacrament, his namesake, and his momentum. Then he mind-lit the wick of a fat white candle on the mantle above my fireplace. Suddenly, next to the candle, there appeared a small vial of white powder. Then next to the small vial, appeared a large jar, also filled with the powder.

      johnny said, “When they arrive, the powder in the vile will turn black. The powder in the jar is for you to use on future occasions.”

      “What is this powder anyway?”

      “The powder itself would not do this. It’s the blood and the command steeped into it that brings out the powder’s magic.”

      “Still—what is the powder?”

      “Lysergic acid diethylamide.”

      “What?”

      “LSD.”

      My eyes burst open. “You brought LSD into my home? I could get arrested for that! If the police—” I felt foolish instantly. And the playful twinkle in his eyes added to my embarrassment.

      He brushed a hair strand off my face and then traced his finger over my lips as if over the curve of his own faint smile. “What a child you are.”

      He captured my hands gently and guided me to lie down with him on the oval, pastel braided fire rug near the hearth. He was on his back, hair fanning about his shoulders. I snuggled close to him on my side in his arms. My ear was pressed on soft silk over his heart. Hearing it beat, comforted me. The beating slowed as he fell into his corpse-like sleep.

      I lifted my head, propping myself up on one elbow. I glanced at the hearth. Crackling logs blackened in the flames, like me, shriveling away in johnny’s hypnotic fire. I gazed upon him, examining the symmetrical contours of his face. I gulped in a cry of admiration that dampened my eyes. I wanted to breathe him into my soul—my man of fire, cloaked in his cavern dark mysticism.

      I drank him in, reveling in the short time we would have together, for we were surely doomed. I could never accept his Dragon nature—never. I lay my head on his chest. Silent tears fell across the bridge of my nose, soaking into his shirt. After a long sad while, I dozed, feeling all broken inside.

      When I opened my eyes, I saw the dim light of the red embers in the hearth, and glanced up at the candle yet burning on the mantle. johnny rolled me carefully off his chest and started to rise. He was now wearing a black tee shirt. When did that happen? He probably wore black to camouflage him in the night. I grabbed the back of his shirt, but he didn’t stop. The cloth slipped out of my fingers, snapping his back. He was heading for the door. I jumped to my feet and raced to the light switch next to the mantle. I flipped it, illuminating the room.

      “Don’t slide away from me like this, without saying goodbye.”

      He stopped, but he didn’t turn around. “It’s best.”

      “Must you go this night? Can’t you stay with me, once?”

      “It’s too risky. These urges are hard to control—sometimes impossible.”

      “I’ll take the chance.”

      “I won’t.”

      “But you can’t leave me here if Ricky is to come.”

      “The spell will work. You won’t need me.”

      I knew begging him to stay with me at night was futile, but the words came anyway. “Please don’t go. Please!”

      He turned around slowly with the shine of hesitance in his warm eyes. “I wish I could change for you—but I am the beast. It’s in my blood. Slaying rejuvenates me more than the eating.”

      My hands flew over my face.

      In an instant, he was before me. He drew my hands down and pulled me into his arms. “You must accept my nature, Jen. You must.” He rubbed my back warmly. My tears soaked into his shirt once more.

      He parted us gently and turned away. I watched him go to the door, suave and lean in black jeans and shirt, hair neat down his back. He looked so—human. I wanted to fly across the room, embrace him tight, and never let go. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. He exited my house, closing the door magically behind him.

      I stood in the same spot for endless minutes, staring at the door, feet aching, head aching, heart aching. I yearned to pretend that his nightly ritual didn’t exist, that he never killed, and that the terror of him was just a nightmare. Yet, equaling the terror, were moments of splendor, unrivaled by nothing.

      He’d taught me much—how to heal, how to begin protecting myself, and how to make love without guilt or resentment. He had freed me in many ways, forcing me beyond my sorrows and past my fears by hard lessons that brought me into resounding resolution time and time again. And ironically, he, demon of darkness, had taught me about love itself, for with no one else had I felt it so completely.

      He fulfilled me. How could he be a killer? A beast? How could I be cursed to love one such as he? I’d been liberated from my own dark oppression by a murderer! Only a mentally ill person would have formed such an alliance. I was a sick, sick girl.

      I glanced at the vile of powder on the mantle—still white. Even as I cursed my desire for johnny, I wished he could be here, especially on this night. I was nervous about Ricky coming, even though johnny had said the spell would work. Maybe I shouldn’t want it to work. Maybe I did need Ricky to save me.

      That thought disturbed me. I got the jitters—bad. I paced around the living room biting my nails. I flipped on every light in the house. I showered and changed into a long white nightgown. Then I listened to classical music. Then I took another shower and again slipped on my long white nightgown. I read the Bible a little bit, feeling torn between Ricky’s views and johnny’s. I wished I had my own. I showered again and dressed in white lycra exercise pants and a long white sweater that came to my thighs. I jogged up and down the stairs until I was breathless.

      It was midnight. Ricky had to come soon. Why was he waiting so long? Did he want to come at a precise time so that he could perform an exorcism or something? Or maybe they knew johnny would be out prowling in the night. My stomach gurgled as I toyed with an urge to talk with him. I didn’t understand the urge, and yet it gnawed at me so strongly, it became difficult to ignore. Besides, if Ricky was bringing holy men, how dangerous could he be? I mean this was no longer the Dark Ages when the clergy burned witches.

      I realized then that it wasn’t Ricky I wanted to talk to, but the priests. I wanted to ask them if they’d ever heard of a Tazmark, and if so, to inform me. That’s all. I didn’t want them to interfere. I just wanted information from a source other than johnny. But johnny would probably discover this. He’d hate me. He might even punish me somehow, or worse; he might punish Ricky and the priests. Even now, I had to block my thoughts from him.

      Television. Maybe I could distract myself.

      I sat down on the sofa, picked up the remote on the coffee table, and clicked it on. The news. “In Spruce, four people from separate households have gone missing after having been attacked in their homes. Household members in all cases heard but did not see the intruder. There is no physical evidence of a struggle in the home. Police have no leads. Alleged victims all have criminal records for drug trafficking.”

      I clicked off the television. My lover committed nightly murders. My lover . . . committed . . . nightly m u r d e r s. It was wrong, wasn’t it? It had to be wrong. I glanced at the burning candle. The vile of white powder had turned black. I gasped. Ricky was out there! Should I let him leave? If he could help me, I wouldn’t have to take him back as my boyfriend or anything. Or would I? Would I owe him? Whatever. I needed to talk to someone. Maybe I could go out there and find them. I could make the decision to talk or not talk later.

      I changed back into my black outfit, slipped on matching boots, and a thick black button down sweater. I wrapped a black woolen scarf around my head. There. I matched the night. No one would see me. I envisioned myself in a square box of iron, so that you know who couldn’t see me either. I hoped not anyway. If I could heal magically, maybe I could hide magically too.

      I went out into the icy air without a flashlight or my confidence. I reinforced my image of the iron box so that johnny wouldn’t read my intentions. My boots made a crunching sound on the snow no matter how softly I walked, and it was just a bit too cold to remove them. I tiptoed between oak and pine trees out to the edge of my property in the direction of the main road. Though I was camouflaged in the night, I was also half-blind in the shadows cast by the quarter moon. At least there was no fog.

      I heard voices ahead, growing more distant. They had all come and now they were leaving! The spell had worked! I wasn’t ready for them to go. I began to race after them. I shouted, “Ri—” Over my mouth, a hand clamped—a rough, cold, spindly hand. My head throbbed with my heartbeat.

      I was dragged back through the trees, across my yard, into my brightly lit house. I was shoved. My scarf fell off my head when my hip and hands smacked the blue carpet. johnny loomed above me, a coal black human-beast, appearing as a man and a dragon melded together. He was a dragonman. His clothes were gone, revealing his scaly hide of ripple and thorn.

      His once handsome face had transformed into rows of rigid wrinkles, large bloodshot eyes, protruding snout, and sharp fangs hanging over bloody lips. I had only seen him like that in darkness, and never, never in the light. His rough, low voice delivered slow, deep, words filled with giant rage. “You . . . interrupted . . . my . . . feed. You court danger—” A drool of blood fell from his mouth to the carpet, “—forcing me to regulate you after I have changed. Did you not learn from the last time?”

      I thought about the night I found the parchment of his legacy. Yes, I guess he’d come back to regulate me then too.

      I heard what sounded like hissing. I threw my arm up over my eyes, for he knew what I had done. I feared he’d blast me with white-hot flames and finish his feed on me.

      When I heard only silence, I lowered my arm. He had turned away. He stood there a long time, his body shaking, as if repressing urges that would mean the end of me.

      I took the opportunity to crawl toward the stairway, hoping to get up into my fairy tale bedroom. I knew I might have to use my light against him, though that prospect frightened me greatly. Plus, I couldn’t bear to watch him suffer. I hoped it wouldn’t come to that. I hoped he loved me enough to forgive me, and liked me enough to keep me alive.

      Lightning flashed bright through the family room window, and I hoped it didn’t break johnny’s concentration to repress his urges. As I crawled up the first stair, I peeked back to see if he had turned around. He had. I shrank back, intimidated by his predacious stare. I was afraid to move.

      Thunder rumbled outside as he approached me, chanting,

      

      
        
        “They call us the destroyers.

        They blame us for their woe.

        They never understand.

        We reap the seed they sow.”

      

      

      

      I crawled backwards up one stair.

      He snatched my upper arm, inflicting needle-like pain. He yanked me up off the stair and shoved me ahead of him down the hall toward my Dark Room.

      I faced him, walking backwards fast to keep him from mowing me over. “You have said this chant before, johnny. Why do you say it, and why do you say it now?”

      His eyes whirled, turning red.

      

      
        
        “They call us diabolic

        as if life itself was not,

        Volcanoes erupt, bombs erupt, babes erupt

        in the blood of their mother’s sacrificial pain.

        Everyone dies.

        Everyone lies.

        We gain what we lose; we lose what we gain.”

      

      

      

      He shoved me into my Dark Room. I almost fell. I receded to the far corner, parallel the door.

      He came at me.

      

      
        
        “They call us the destroyers

        They blame us for their woe

        They never understand

        We reap the seeds they sow.”

      

      

      

      The house went dark and the six fat black candles on my window sill lit. “Atmosphere,” he said.

      I stood there in the shadows with shaking knees and shallow breath.

      He approached me slowly, the smell of blood filling the room. He was the dark deep of unknown waters, and no one’s forgone conclusion—ever. He was unpredictable—always, like a wild wolf you’d thought you’d tamed, but then one day the wildness returns, overriding humanity. Would I survive his cruel game? Dalliances of tomorrow flashed in my mind of johnny loving me again. But no, he stood before me, his soul aflame, promising me no future.

      His face slanted down toward mine in the flickering candlelight, round pupils reflecting clear miniature volcanoes, as if they lived in his eyes. His breath reeked of burning flesh as he spoke.

      

      
        
        “They say that we are demons,

        But we cannot come unless they call.

        The martyr and the mad man,

        and the sad man, call us, all.”

      

      

      

      I gulped and lowered my eyes.

      He grabbed my hair and jerked it back, forcing me to face him. Lightning flashed beyond the curtained bedroom window. And for one horrid moment, johnny’s monster face was illuminated in a hideous yellow glow.

      

      
        
        “They call us the destroyers

        they blame us for their woe

        they never understand

        we reap the seeds they sow.”

      

      

      

      “johnny,” I said carefully, “you’re hurting me.”

      He replied, “You reap the seeds you sow.”

      “Please, let me go.”

      “Never.”

      Breathy whimpers erupted with my shallow breath. “Please.”

      Thunder rumbled, long and low, as if johnny himself were growling. The sinister set in his eye left no room for compromise. johnny always won. Always. He was going to take me . . . body and soul. I knew it. He released my hair and slipped his spindly hands up under my cashmere sweater, higher, higher, taking the thick button down sweater up with it, until they were both over my head. He tossed the garments to the floor. I crossed my arms over my bare breasts as a brilliant lightning flash filled the room.

      He yanked my arms open, spread eagle. “I’ve seen you before. I want to look at you one last time.”

      “Oh johnny,” I whimpered with trembling breath, “I can’t believe you are doing this to me.”

      Thunder bellowed. So did he. “You call for suffering like a martyr addicted to pain, driven to repent for the grave sins you didn’t commit. It’s the Godly thing to do, right? I will answer your call. It’s what I do.”

      I shook my head, tears dripping. “I don’t want pain.”

      His grip on my forearms tightened. I couldn’t feel my hands. “Deep down . . . you do. You beg for it.”

      My throat ached with liquid sorrow. This is how he killed. Tonight, I would die.

      He smiled wickedly and released my arms.

      I tried to lunge past him. That seemed foolish perhaps, but one never truly knows what will work. What’s that they say, ‘God works in mysterious ways.’ Not for me, I guess. Not for me.

      He grabbed my waist and forced me down on the carpet. He harnessed my legs and yanked off my boots.

      I sat up, smashing my arms against my chest, trying to kick my legs free. “johnny. Don’t do this. Let’s talk!”

      He yanked my jeans and underwear hard down my legs, forcing my back to slam against the black carpet. He flung the garments across the room. I sat up again and tried to edge away, feeling even more vulnerable now that I was naked. He circled behind me and curled his reptilian arm around my stomach lifting my feet off the floor. He carted me across the room and tossed me roughly on the bed. I bunched myself up in the corner by the top of the velvet comforter. Dare I use my light against him?

      “You would, wouldn’t you?” he said. “If you should consider it again, I’ll make you suffer tenfold.”

      I covered my eyes with my hands, as if that would make everything go away. But it never does. He reached over me and ripped the chain with iron cuffs off the wall above my head. The sharp hook that had held it fell by my cheek.

      He jerked my feet brutally, drawing me out from my curled position, flat on my back, landing me diagonally on the bed. Lightning flickered sheets of yellow-white. He grabbed my hands and harnessed my wrists in the cuffs. Then he pushed my bound hands over my head, binding me to the swirling black sideboard with the chain. Thunder boomed, assaulting my ears.

      “I thought you loved me!” I sobbed, “cared for me, no matter what.”

      Tendrils of white flame lapped around his mouth. “There is no love.”

      “There is johnny,” I gasped, “there is!”

      He hovered over me. “And since you insist on being a victim, you’ll be mine. I resist no more the urge to play with your blood. I will take you as I have other women who have called for me, but I’ll savor you longer—taste you more.”

      I pulled my arms against the chains. “johnny, don’t do this!”

      He added coldly, “I will retain your spirit long. It might be centuries before I find another Shen. I waited nearly two and half centuries for you.”

      “johnny!” I cried out in a desperate whisper, “I gave you my heart!”

      “And now I will take it apart.” His mocking laugh lacerated my self-worth, rupturing my belief in anything divine.

      Lightning hit so hard, the room flashed blindingly bright too many times, paining my eyes. Thunder ripped long and loud, deafening my thoughts. I heard fire engines outside . . . and helicopters, but no rain. I smelled smoke. Was johnny responsible? Had he enflamed the woods? What’s that they say, ‘Hell has no fury like a Tazmark scorned,’ or was that a woman?

      His eyes flared in the eerie candlelight.

      “Oh Blessed Saints!”

      “Fuck the Blessed Saints.”

      “johnny!”

      He pinched my cheeks with his powerful claw-like fingers. “I am your saint, you thick-headed zealot.” His teeth clenched harder. “Can’t you see how much I’ve sacrificed for you? I should put out your eyes, for they do you no good. You are a hopeless, sanctimonious victim: a Shen so faded that she lives in lies to survive, unable to give the only redeeming gift she has to offer—unconditional love. You are weak and irrelevant, just as you’ve always believed.”

      Lightning flickered on his monster face with all the ambience of a horror movie. His long needle-sharp fangs hung over his bottom lip. A long roll of thunder deafened my ears. I could not even hear the pretty lies I wanted to tell myself. I concurred with johnny. I was weak and irrelevant. Degradation from lifetimes of sexual abuse fed on me like cancer. johnny had been healing me, and for the first time since my parents died, I felt like I mattered. But I didn’t. I did not matter. That I thought I did, was the lie.

      johnny’s snout touched my cheek as if he might kiss me, but he blew hot steam, and my skin felt badly sunburned. His sadistic tone burrowed into my heart. “You don’t matter.”

      My face bunched in pain; hot tears slipped down my temples. I grieved the loss of me that I had begun to know. I grieved the loss of my God. And I grieved the loss of johnny and the hope of any fairy tale love between us. I had lost everything, and now I would lose my life.

      When the thunder subsided, I whispered faintly, “Maybe I don’t matter, but you did. You mattered to me, and through the dark veil of your bestial nature, I saw beauty in you—exquisite beauty. I did love you, johnny, I did!” I gasped, “I gave you my heart!”

      “But not your trust. What good is your heart without the fiber of trust?” He took one long curved fingernail, a claw really, to the side of my neck, puncturing skin.

      I gasped, high-pitched. Trying not to cry, I tightened my face, still keeping an eye on him, enduring pain far worse than any needle that had ever pierced me. His puncturing nail traveled from my neck over my heart to my abdomen, scraping skin, crimson liquid billowing in its wake. He moaned with pleasure, his eyes absorbed in his act.

      A long lizard-like tongue emerged from his mouth, touching the blood on my stomach. He licked upward along the trail he’d made until he reached the side of my neck.

      My body contracted. His fangs had sunk into my neck, maybe not all the way, but inducing harrowing pain nonetheless. I tried hard not to scream, cry, or even whimper. I somehow knew that I must be very, very still—and very, very quiet. Silent whimpers rolled around in the top of my head. Against my will, high-pitched broken tones escaped my mouth. My body trembled violently. I had to still myself. I was afraid that movement would incite him to deepen the bite. But the bite deepened anyway.

      I heard a slurping sound. Was he sucking blood? Oh Blessed Saints, was he a vampire after all? Was he going to drink me first, then eat me later?

      He withdrew his fangs and lifted his head, dripping blood on my shoulder. “Perhaps I’m infecting you with Tazmark venom to turn you into a Tazmark! Into a killer!” He laughed.

      His acid laughter ignited my temper. “I hate you! If you’re going to kill me, just do it!”

      “In time little girl, in time.”

      He drew his leg over my hips and straddled me, his body heavy with fowl lust.

      “No, johnny. Don’t!”

      “You have brought this upon yourself, Shen. You want hell? Welcome to my world.”

      He knocked my face with the back of his hand, hurling my head to the side, landing my cheek on the damn hook. A sharp pain shot to my ear, lingering there, excruciating. I lifted my cheek from the hook. Blood dripped out of my nose, filled my mouth, and dripped back to my throat. I choked. Turning my head, I coughed blood out onto the bed.

      However could I have believed that a man as dangerous as johnny wouldn’t hurt me? Scenes of our time together blinked in my mind, whirling into one dizzying circle.

      “You betrayed me,” johnny said. A sort of gentle pain came through his vicious tone. “You betrayed me.”

      And I did. I knew I did. “It’s the religion.” My voice seemed lost in my weighted breath, faint and strained for the force with which I was speaking, “It’s just so strong in me. That’s all.” I coughed out more blood. “I have worn your symbol, instead of the crucifix. Doesn’t that count for something?”

      “Not anymore.” He hissed white flames around the parameters of my face. I squeezed my eyes shut, the heat stinging my skin and singeing my hair. A putrid smell filled the room.

      His slick oily body thumped down upon me like some animal stud, shoving his male organ into me. I couldn’t breathe for a moment. And I wished not to breathe again. Degradation won.

      I sank into a dark well of despair, hope dying. But before I hit bottom, I began thrashing to get out. I wanted worth. I wanted life. I wanted dignity! I didn’t want to perish in this life as I had in all the others, not again, oh please, not again, and especially not at the hand of johnny—my first real love. Not johnny. Not johnny. I snapped my head from side to side, coughing up blood, swallowing it, rolling my cheeks in it, silent words screaming in my head. Not johnny! Not johnny! Not johnny!

      My eyes flew open, bulging desperately; my neck stretched up toward johnny’s face, my thoughts blaring, Love me, johnny!  I sucked his essence into me. Save me. johnny! My soft voice came out almost as a whisper, yet intense as the quiet before the hurricane. “Save me, johnny. Please, please save me.”

      He lifted his body, his male organ falling out of me; his knees touched my hips. He threw his head back, hair flying, and roared, a roar weighted with pain. He fell forward, landing his hands on either side of my head. He breathed hard. I thought a tear dripped on my chin, or was it blood? It felt lighter than blood.

      Melancholy weighted his low voice. “You are too lost to see how I have tried to bring you home. You are too distrustful to believe that I could be committed to you. You are too unwilling to accept me as I am. I accepted you. I wanted to help you fly. But you won’t let that happen. You won’t let go of your old ways, and brainwashed thoughts, and ancient suffering. As you cling to them, you throw me away. I dared to believe you could love one like me—an ill-bred fantasy of mine. I dream it—no more.”

      He reached to the headboard. The chains fell around my face, and the cuffs opened, freeing my hands. And before my eyes, he faded slowly until he disappeared.

      I rose slowly, my body aching with the wounds he’d inflicted. I wanted to heal myself, but not yet, not until I was sure he was really gone. And even though I wished it so, I was deeply sad that johnny and I were over. His last words had broken my heart.

      I walked slowly across the room and flipped on the light that johnny had magically turned off. He seemed very gone, but that didn’t always mean he was gone. Unsure, I dressed cautiously.

      I crept outside the door, wiping a drip of blood off my chin. I yanked the medallion off me and tossed it across the room onto the bed. I closed the door, retrieved my keys, and returned, securing lock one, lock two, lock three. Locked forever more. I’d throw away the keys. Throw away the memories. I was through with men, human or not, forever.

      I walked warily down the hall, trembling, and barely breathing. johnny’s last sad words echoed in my mind. I dared to believe you could love a creature like me . . . an ill-bred fantasy of mine. I dream it—no more.

      Okay, he had a heart. Even so, he was undeniably dangerous to me. I flipped on the lights as I walked through the house, afraid he might pop up before me. I looked in every room. He was gone. I felt him gone. But for how long? Would he be back to reconcile?

      I went upstairs into my fairy tale bedroom and withdrew my crucifix from my end table drawer. I fastened it around my neck and prayed to the Blessed Saints the old-fashioned way. And I prayed for God to take me back into His fold. Then I took a world record shower. Even when the hot water ran cold, I couldn’t feel the chill. I couldn’t feel anything. I was numb.

      I layered myself in white clothing and blocked you know who, from my mind. I spread the remaining LSD all around my house, mixing it with my blood as you know who had taught me, concentrating on keeping him away. I didn’t like using his own magic against him, but he was probably immune to it anyway.

      I began to fight for myself for the first time ever, fighting for my life, fighting for my soul. What’s that they say, ‘Come hell or high water.’ Well, hell had come for me and I refused to be taken.
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      Days passed. Weeks. Months. I began to recover in the first few days while the fires in the woods were being quelled, but then I commenced a steady descent into the hell I’d tried to ward away. I’d thought I’d known hell in times that violence had touched me. But that wasn’t hell. Oh, no. It wasn’t as brief as all that.

      johnny’s absence didn’t lend me that sense of freedom as once it had. I felt more bound by him than ever, not by his love or even his need, but by his hate that was eating me alive. I was down to 98 pounds and void of appetite. Sickness grew in me like a wild weed, siphoning my energy, siphoning my will. I had bouts of nervousness that jogging didn’t quell, and panic attacks that God couldn’t or wouldn’t quell.

      Hysteria rose in me each morning, and stayed until I knocked myself out with wine every night. However, when the nightmares began, I tried not to sleep. For when I slept, a black dragon with johnny’s face, came into my dreams. He swooped over me with great wings and deadly talons, breathing fire, laughing, teasing, taunting, and then locking me into a coffin of claustrophobic torture. Had johnny lied when he said the spirits assimilated through him? I think they were captured forever.

      I went to church daily, avoided Ricky when I could, averted my eyes when I couldn’t. He never noticed me though, for the lovely young woman by his side was the object of his attention. The spell had worked—thoroughly. He didn’t want me anymore. Who would?

      I confessed my sins to the priests. They had never heard of Tazmarks, but they did decide that I was possessed somehow.

      They prayed for me. They even tried to exercise the demon. Of course, they had no luck. No one was stronger than johnny. No one, human or otherwise.

      And when I tried to heal myself, the light wafted away from me like aromatic steam from hot pancakes. The more I tried, the weaker I got. If johnny’s plan was to take my spirit and kill me, why didn’t he just do it the way he did others? Why this slow torture? Had he left that day, not by compassion, but rather to exercise his malicious plan? Did he hate me that much?

      I said the Rosary every morning, read the Bible daily—for hours. I painted nothing, dated no one, talked to no one but Catholics, went nowhere beyond necessity. I was repenting.

      I lost five more pounds, heaving every hour or so. My stomach was sore and empty. I was empty . . . empty . . . empty. Heaven was only a dream I’d had, once long ago. I’d lost my faith.

      I took two trips to Zeke’s meadow, hoping for relief. I did not get it. Finally, I considered using my light to burn johnny. He told me if I ever did, he’d make me suffer tenfold. We’ll, it seemed he already had. And if death came to me instead, well, death would be better than this, even if it meant my soul was his, if indeed it was not already. How much worse could anything get?  Besides, if I used my light, perhaps I could win and be free. I had to take the chance. It was time. What’s that they say, ‘Do or die.’

      I didn’t know if I could shine my light far away, wherever he might be, but johnny had made me believe I could do almost anything with it. An ancient hope rang from the bells of insanity. I would do this horrible thing. I summoned my light to cause injury to johnny. Strangely, it gathered at my forehead slightly above my eyes. It seemed I could shine my light from my mouth, hands, eyes, heart, and now my forehead. In the past, it didn’t seem to matter much where my light emanated from; it had the same affect. I was interested to see if emanating it from my forehead would make a difference. My light shot out. I imagined it soaking into johnny with the words, You can’t have me. You can’t take me.

      After twenty minutes, I heard screaming that seemed to crack time and space. Then, I heard crying. Was this real? Had I injured johnny? I stopped shining. I couldn’t bear to hear him cry like that. I’d never heard him cry at all. I let a day go by. I felt more sick, more empty. I decided to shine my light again and not quit until I felt better. I beamed it at him stronger, unrelenting, for hours, until I was exhausted, but I heard no cry and I didn’t feel better. On the other hand, he hadn’t struck me dead either. Why?

      Maybe my light hadn’t touched him. Maybe he hadn’t cried out that first time. Maybe I’d imagined it. That was it. I imagined it. My light wasn’t that effective. I don’t know how I hurt the Zandron. Maybe johnny just made me think I did. He’d probably toyed with me, making me think I had the power to burn, when it was his power all along.

      I resumed praying, not to God, for such efforts seemed futile. I prayed to the Angels, the Angels I’d always painted. Maybe my ethereal paintings were premonitions too. If I walked through my horrific pictures, why not the beautiful? I called to the Angels, hard. So hard.

      I didn’t feel helped, but an angel-like voice in my head kept saying over and over, all calls are answered, just not in the way one expects. Why my head kept saying that, I don’t know. Wishful thinking, I guess . . . because my calls seemed to fade into dead air. Heaven, apparently, was no longer an option for me.

      Somewhere in the days to come, I had a birthday. Perhaps my last. Randa was in a frenzy over my health. She phoned me daily. She even tried to get johnny involved. How could I tell her that it was from him I was trying to get uninvolved. I couldn’t. If she interfered on my behalf, he’d hurt her.

      By the passing of the sixth month, I’d grown too weak to get out of bed, too weak to answer the phone, too weak . . . . I drifted in and out of delirium. I heard Randa’s voice once. I pushed my eyelids open slightly. The light filtered in. Her face, her once amused face was hanging in sadness.

      I closed my eyes and opened them. I was in a hospital. Rings, dings, and light, and people dressed in white, needles poking into me . . . Randa’s voice now and then. I felt so ill, thunder in my head, explosions in my ears, flames of fire, voices again, black dragon, glacier heart, eyes like ancient red stones pulling me into a solidity I could not bear. I was emblazoned forever into the solid gray stone that adorned Satan’s throne. I glowed faintly at his feet literally as they say, ‘between a rock and a hard place,’ too spiritually unworthy for Angels to save and too spiritually worthy for Satan to ignore.

      I had urges to call for johnny to rescue me. But it was he, was it not that sought my destruction? I’d always feared that if I stayed with him, I’d have to sell my soul. But there was no sale to be made. johnny had told me that he always took what he wanted. And he never lied to me, right?

      I heard the words, “We’ve done everything we can. She’s dying.”

      Yes. I knew that. I knew that. Randa’s brown eyes. I saw them so close.

      “Randa?”

      “Yes, Jenséa.” She stroked my head.

      I whispered, my breath barely audible. “I’m dying. Take me to Zeke’s meadow.” I inhaled slow and deep, my breathing jagged. “I want to die there—alone.” I had to die alone, for what would happen to Randa if johnny appeared to finish the kill? I had to protect her. I struggled for air, “That’s the way I want to go. If you love me, you’ll do it.”

      “I love you, Jenséa. I’ll do it.”

      I heard her arguing with the doctors before I blacked out.
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      I don’t know how Randa got me there, but she did. She helped me out of a gold jeep. The sleeveless white nightgown I wore felt more substantial than me. I weighed so little that Randa carried me in her arms over to my favorite tree—a tall, sprawling blue spruce filled with life and free things that die naturally—not supernaturally. I envied them.

      She leaned me against the trunk, my legs flat in front of me. My lifeless arms hung like brittle twigs. My skeletal hands rested on pine needles and dirt. The birds chirped faintly, or was it that I couldn’t hear them well? The bluebells at my feet whispered something. I couldn’t hear them either. They’d probably said, goodbye. Warm air brushed against my face. It was summer again. Early July, Randa had said. One year ago johnny came into my life. Now he would take it.

      Anemia burned in my veins. The dryness in my throat made swallowing a monumental task. My thinned and balding hair hung limp over my shoulders. I was cold, so cold. “Go, Randa.” I couldn’t tell her that in a few moments I’d be gone.

      She wrapped her arms around me and sobbed, “Let me stay with you.”

      “No. I’m cursed.” I licked my dry cracked lips. I pushed words out my numbed mouth that sloshed in a whisper, “For your own safety, you must go,” I inhaled deep and jagged, “and please, please, make no contact with johnny, not ever again.” I gasped for breath. “That is my dying wish. Promise me.”

      Her weeping increased.

      “Promise me,” I whispered.

      She sniffled, and said lightly, “I promise . . . but why?”

      “Trust me.”

      “But—”

      “Go! I love you Randa. So you must go.”

      She withdrew from me. I heard her steps walking away. I heard her crying. I heard her open the cabin door, then her feet stepping on twigs and pinecones, then the car door . . . the motor starting . . . the car driving away.

      I sighed. I was here in my place of hopes and dreams, the place I’d always come to find my freedom—to find myself, to find the purity that could help me heal and grow. I’d been weak all my life, a fragment of something bigger that I could never touch, like a little finger on a whole body that hasn’t much power on its own. I sank into my pain. I grieved for the loss of my dreams that would never come to pass. I let them go. I let hope go. I was nothing. I was nobody, except johnny’s prisoner for eternity.

      I heard a light thump at my feet. I jumped a little, for there was not much life left in me to jump more. I cracked a slit in my eyes and saw the black dragon medallion sparkling in the sun. I rolled my eyes upward and saw johnny’s face like a shadow. His head seemed to waver or perhaps it was my vision. Everything was turning black.

      I whispered, “You’ve come to finish me.”

      “Jen.” His voice was deep and calming.

      My heavy lids fell shut. My faint words sloshed, “Take me quickly. I can bear this no more.”

      My shoulders warmed with the touch of his trembling hands,  or was I trembling? He had knelt to me. He pulled me onto his lap. The side of my arm squashed his chest. My head flopped forward. Stringy hair fell over my face. I couldn’t fight him. Whatever he was going to do to me, I couldn’t stop it.

      I was feeling warmer. No doubt, he was going to burn me up. “Why johnny,” I muttered, “why do you hate me so much?”

      He said softly, “I don’t hate you.”

      He took one hand to the top of my head, the other to my upper back. I felt fiery energy pouring into me, some strength returning and some power behind my voice. “Are you dousing me with fires of hell, johnny?”

      “No, Jen. I’m not dousing you with the fires of hell.”

      He pulled my head up slightly and brushed his lips over my rough parched mouth.

      I asked, “Are you going to steal the last sparkle of my spirit with a kiss, johnny?”

      “No, Jen. I’m not going to steal the last sparkle of your spirit with a kiss.”

      He licked a tiny liquid tear bud from my eye. The last time he licked me, he sank teeth beneath my skin.

      “Are you going to bite me, johnny? Are you going to feed upon me when the sun goes down?”

      “No, Jen. I’m not going to feed on you.”

      “Then what? What are you going to do to me?”

      “I’m lending you energy, and I haven’t much, so it won’t last long, but maybe long enough to help you heal yourself.”

      “Oh . . . I see, you aren’t through playing.”

      “It wasn’t me, Jen. I didn’t do this to you.”

      “I don’t believe you. Just kill me quickly and be done with it.”

      Pain threaded his voice, “I would never do this—to you.”

      “You have!” I cried, squeezing my eyes shut tighter. “I’ve seen your face in my dreams!”

      “You were made to see my face in your dreams,” he said gently.

      “What do you mean?” I lashed, smashing my hands over my eyes.

      “Trickery,” he said.

      “And you’re the trickster. If you’re trying to win back my affections, it’s too late. I’m dying.”

      “I’ll not let you die.” He brushed his trembling hand up my neck. I guess it was his hand that trembled. His hand emanated a warm heat that seeped into me, warming my bones. “That's why I am here,” he said, “and it was no easy feat considering what you put me through.”

      I gasped, “What I put you through!”

      “Open your eyes. Look.”

      I pushed open my lids, easier to do now since he’d done whatever he did. His face and neck were grotesquely red and blistered. My head jolted back, speechless for a moment. “I . . . did that—to you? I burned you that badly?”

      He nodded. He showed me his bare hands covered with thin, wrinkled, red skin.

      I exclaimed, “The cries I heard from you were real.”

      “Had you not stopped between your first attack and the second, you would have finished me. Still, your attack held me immobile for weeks. I nearly died.”

      “But you said you’d kill me if ever I tried to attack you.”

      “I could have. I should have. If I had, I’d not have suffered. But I wouldn’t, couldn’t wipe you away. I could not return to my old existence. You made life interesting. You had rescued me from gloom, a gloom worse than torture.” With his grossly scarred hand, he stroked my bony fingers. “Now aren’t we a pretty pair?” he said smiling.

      I didn’t laugh. I studied him, wanting to believe he hadn’t hurt me, wanting to believe he truly loved me. Proof of his struggle was evident. He was burned red and in some places purple and black. He was unkempt with messy, matted hair, and his black tee shirt and jeans were caked with bloodied dirt. But I wasn’t naive anymore.

      I inhaled deeply and expelled a quivering breath, “I hurt you, yes, but that doesn’t make you innocent. Maybe I needed to hurt you more.”

      I heard a voice in my head. He’s evil—don’t believe him.

      I tried to scramble out of his hold. “You deceive me!”

      He pulled me back weakly into his lap, groaning as if he were taxed. “Why would I bother at this point? I could do with you as I wish, with or without your trust.”

      I clamped my hands over my temples. “I don’t know! I don’t know the truth anymore.”

      “You are Shen. Deep inside, you know the truth that your head won’t let you accept.”

      “Who then? Who besides you could do such a thing to me?”

      “Him.” johnny flicked his head to the side, motioning for me to look.

      I looked across the clearing. For a moment my eyes gained strength and clear vision. About forty feet from us stood a man in a light gray sweater and pants. He had short gold-colored hair, a rigid triangular face, and black fingerless gloves, or glove. Seems he had a missing hand. Wait, I knew this man. Yes. It was the man who had threatened johnny and I in New York, the man johnny didn’t want me to view. But that glimpse of him, I could never forget.

      I was aghast and relieved all at once. “Was it truly he who had attacked me all these months?”

      johnny nodded. “That’s Chord—a Golden Tazmark, five hundred and sixty two years old. He has over fifty thousand spirits to his credit, but never a Shen. He’s been drinking you in slowly, savoring you with each taste. Once you were his—you’d have been captured in his realm for at least a century. He could have made you last that long. Could have, Jen,” he gazed at me with serious intensity, void of his usual cool countenance, “but not anymore, not if you’ll love me again.”

      “But why have you waited until this last moment? Why didn’t you come yesterday, or the day before?”

      “I was rendered immobile for days. I am weak. I quite doubted that I could make it to you now, but if I didn’t try, there would be no tomorrow. I doubted I could share my last bit of energy without dying, but it seems I have. I doubted I could convince you of my innocence, but I must.” He closed his eyes. His breath was quick and shallow as if he were fighting to stay alive.

      A stupid old pang of mercy filled my heart. I didn’t want to feel mercy. Not toward him. Not ever again.

      He opened his eyes and continued, “When you removed the medallion, you broke our connection. I didn’t seal the opening as I told you I would. I couldn’t abandon you, forget you, or kill the caring I’d come to know. I was vulnerable. Chord took advantage and attacked me more relentlessly than you. Between you both, I’ve been impaired severely. But I am a Black Tazmark. My powers double his, or I’d be gone. And if left alone, a Tazmark can regenerate to some small degree. As you and I reunite, we will grow stronger to defeat him.”

      I stared deeply into his once bright orange eyes, now muddy, dull, and desperate. I longed to believe his words. Maybe I did want to feel mercy for him again.

      “johnny!” My voice hung frantically in the air, “Is this true?”

      Words came into my head again, He lies.

      johnny said, “He’s using telepathy to turn you against me. I felt the thought go into you.”

      Digesting the new information, I looked back at Chord. He felt like a beacon drawing me in. His bright gold eyes sparkled even from a distance—whirling, whirling.

      “Shen!” he called out, “he deceives you! I am not your foe! It is Juan, as always you thought! That day in New York, I had come to warn you.”

      johnny grabbed my chin and made me face him. His eyes captured mine—whirling, whirling. “Don’t listen to him, Jen. I would not have rejuvenated you if I wanted you dead.”

      “Maybe you just want me to last longer.”

      “Why is he here then?” johnny breathed hard for a moment, in seeming pain. “If it was I who possessed you, why would he, who has no allegiance to you, appear now to help you?”

      “Maybe he wants me out of you, so he can have me for himself. Maybe my chances would be better with him, a Golden Tazmark. Maybe he wouldn’t hurt me as you have.”

      “Maybe he’s already hurt you too much.”

      “Well, if you’re really on my side, why don’t you attack him?”

      “I will, when I’m stronger.”

      “Why isn’t he attacking us?”

      “He’s trying.”

      “Surely, johnny, if he did this to us, he could finish the job with ease.”

      “We did much of this to us—you attacking me, and me remaining open to you. Besides, I managed to weaken him even in my damaged condition. Notice the dark red skin, the missing hand. Mostly, I drained his energy from the psychic realm, as he was doing to you. He too needs time to regenerate.” He closed his eyes a moment, breathing pain. “We must beat him to that end.”

      I feared believing him. Believing led to loving, and loving led to betrayal. “You’re weaving a pretty story for me because you know I run from truth. The truth is, you did betray me our last night together. You broke your vow to protect me when I still wore the medallion.” I shook my head. “I can’t believe you. I don’t believe you. I believe Chord.”

      “You believe what Chord wants you to believe because he has such a hold on you. If you listen to him anymore, you’ll be his. Then he’ll have me, because I will not abandon you.” He cradled me in his burned arms a little tighter, trembling, gasping a little for air. “Oh Jen. For both our sakes, do not believe him.”

      I inhaled the sublime aroma of Tazmarkian pheromones through his black tee shirt. “Oh johnny, I want to believe you.”

      “I have never lied to you.”

      “You vowed never to hurt me. That night before you left, you did.”

      “And in New York, you broke your vow to never leave me. You did.”

      “But johnny, how can that compare with what you did to me?”

      “I came to you in the dragon state,” his eyes softened, “a mistake I’ve twice made. I won’t again. Besides, I didn’t totally break my promise. You’re still here . . . aren’t you?” He shook his head. “If you were anyone else . . . .”

      I glared. “If I were anyone else, you’d have kil—”

      “—since that night,” his face tightened, “I have taken blows I could have avoided by sealing my aura and forgetting you. I could have saved myself.” He paused. His eyes became glossy. He swallowed. “I preferred to save you.”

      I’d never seen his eyes glossy before. I suppose, ultimately, he had upheld his promise to put my needs above his own. His sincerity was getting to me. I wanted to taste the tear forming in his eye. I wanted to taste him again—love him again, even if I was being deceived. Oh, forgiveness—why did I have to be so good at that? I forgave too easily. I always did, usually to my regret. I hoped for once, I’d be rewarded.

      I wrapped my bony arms around his charred black neck, hope renewed.

      He held me securely, even when my embrace weakened. I didn’t have the strength to hold on. But he did. And I had to find it too. I threw the last of myself into him, the way he was throwing himself into me.

      Our embrace tightened with what was scant left of us, the meager remnants that had not been taken. Oh, what remnants were these that had survived the siphoning of our life force and the battering of our bodies?

      We quivered in each other’s arms, touching with anemic flesh and faint heartbeats sounding unhealthy blood. We touched with muscles shriveled, and stomach’s weak, and brains that were tired of thinking. We touched with fairy tale affection, resurrecting tattered hopes that had been crucified and left for dead.

      We’d been vandalized, oh not our homes, not our things, but that private space within us that held heart and soul. We’d been robbed of the stamina that had brought us together and cheated of a chance to reconcile when we were both healthy and strong.

      We were empty of the everyday things that everyday people think and feel—plans and ideas, joy and fun, jealousy and rage. We had no qualms, no apologies, no dreams of the future, nor regrets of the past. We had only now, binding us with grossly damaged shreds of heart that just . . . would . . . not . . . die.

      Tears would have fallen, but we were both so dry. We released each other with a lingering gaze.

      “I feel stronger already,” johnny said.

      “Me too,” I added.

      And then, as if guided by magic, I turned my head and saw the dragon medallion by johnny’s boot.

      I sat straighter and removed my crucifix. Then, I tossed it into the brush.

      “Jen,” he said softly. He lifted his palm up to my face. He held the crucifix.

      I looked at him, confused. “Did I do wrong to throw it away?”

      “No, for you cannot fly with it weighing you down.”

      I nodded, realizing then that I wasn’t throwing away my underlying belief in divinity. I was merely throwing away an interpretation of God’s law that we must endlessly suffer while in flesh, and endlessly repent because of our flesh. “Then, why have you brought it back?”

      “I need it.” He put it around his neck. The gold of it glinted in the sun in the hollow of his throat.

      I shook my head to awaken from the dream I thought I was having.

      He said, “Suffering for you has given me new life. This symbol is not right for you. But it is right for me.”

      “Oh johnny.” I shook my head in awe, overwhelmed with love.

      “I’m still me. This does not change my nature. It just enables love.”

      “I understand.” I pointed to the medallion almost lost in pine needles, lying in a clump by his hip. “Give that to me.”

      He lifted the metal dragon with a quivering hand and put it around my neck, over my soiled gown, between my breasts.

      I cupped my palm over the otherworldly metal, pressing it nearer my heart. “Did you go back to my house to get this, or did you manifest it?”

      “Chord had an energy field around your room. In my weakened state I couldn’t break it with my mind, so I broke it with my body such as it is. I fear your room is quite the mess. Your weapons all came at me.”

      “Oh!” I winced.

      “I had to destroy them.” He smiled faintly. “I’m sure you’re heartbroken.”

      “Oh yes,” I smiled back, “heartbroken. But I don’t need them anymore,” I teased, “I have you.”

      “You do. You always did, Jen.”

      I sighed, a little ashamed. “So, all of this happened because I removed the medallion?”

      “Your lack of trust in me Jen, it is a problem.” He glanced at Chord. “It enabled Chord to trick us. He had waited for the right moment . . . the precise moment to implement his plan. However, our full strength can be restored, if you choose.”

      “How?”

      “You must heal yourself and then me.”

      “Whenever I try to heal, the light floats away.”

      “That was Chord. He was robbing you. He possesses much of you. That is why you are weak, and why he fools you easily. Now that we are connected again, some of my power has returned. I will shield you while you heal. I’ve not much more strength than that. You must act now, while I have it.”

      He was right. I could feel death’s arctic chill claiming me again, and fatigue’s tentacles creeping around my bones. This newfound strength with johnny was but a little current of warmth in an ocean cold.

      He helped me lay down. The skies were sunny. The ground, however, felt like spiked ice on my malnourished back and head. I feared that if I fell asleep, I’d not awaken.

      johnny’s voice became low and hypnotic. “You have the ability to replenish your starving cells and strengthen the organs in your body. You can gain weight and rejuvenate your blood. See yourself fed and hydrated. You must believe that you can heal completely, or you won’t. It might take a long while, but keep your faith. Don’t give up.”

      I nodded, but I wasn’t sure I believed I could perform such a miracle.

      I peeked through the slats of my eyelids. johnny had turned his back to me, sitting Indian style, facing Chord. In the not too far background, I saw Chord sitting the same, head flopped forward.

      johnny looked over his shoulder. “Remember, don’t touch me with it.” He smiled faintly. “I’ve had enough.”

      I reached out and touched his back. “I’m sorry.”

      “You retaliated, that’s the important thing.”

      I nodded faintly.

      He faced forward and resumed his concentration, blocking Chord.

      I placed my hands on my stomach and closed my eyes. I soared deep into my inner universe and went to the wall. It opened as it had before, unleashing a flood of Divine Light that washed me back to my surface self. The light poured through my hands into me. It rushed through me like a mountain stream, soothing and calming. A vision came to my mind. There were three incorporeal Angel beings, each emanating a different color of the sunrise: pink, orange, and yellow. They did not have an aura of spiritual surrender like the Angels I painted. These Angels seemed more fairy-like, light-hearted, and whimsical. But they seemed to be here for me. Maybe they heard me call for them weeks ago back home. A voice did tell me then that all calls were answered. Maybe they were answering now.

      I opened my heart to them. Help me, help myself. And I don’t know if it was them, but I felt little fingers poking and probing me inside out. And at times, it felt as if an Angel wing brushed over my skin.

      I envisioned my cells regenerating, and my muscles and organs strengthening. I inhaled and exhaled slowly, over and over, drinking in the purity that was mine. It felt wonderful.

      Feminine voices, sounding like a thousand, sang in choral all around me. The tone moved inside me, through and through. “Ahhhh ahhhhhhhh AHHHHHHHH ahhhhh.” Were the Angels singing for me?

      Chord’s voice broke into my ears. “He deceives you, Shen! He makes you strong to fight against me. Then he will take you, just as he’s taken you for the last six months!”

      johnny’s voice was smooth, “Don’t listen, Jen. Concentrate on healing.”

      I did, feeling too good to stop. The process continued. I could feel warm heat generating growth inside me as if I were Alice in Wonderland when she grew ten feet tall. I hoped I wasn’t doing such a thing as that to myself! How would I know when to quit? I visualized myself as I used to be. The Angel’s choir intensified. “Ahhh AHHHHHHH AHHHHHHHHH.” I could hear nothing else. It was beautiful and familiar. I wanted to move into it and become it forever!

      The sun seemed to cycle round maybe twice. Had two days actually passed? I finally felt a surge of energy compelling me to move. I guess I was finished. I opened my eyes, sat up, and gazed at my hands, fleshier than they had been, and my arms too. I still needed to fatten up, but I no longer looked skeletal. I couldn’t quit staring at the pink tone of my skin, pinker that it had ever been before. I felt energetic. I was alive! I mean—alive, the way I’d yearned to be all my life. I touched my face. It felt soft as if every cell were plump with moisture. I drew my tongue over my lips, no longer cracked and dry. Saliva coated my mouth and throat, and I could swallow again.

      I felt—great. I was happy even, hopeful even, hungry even. I had performed a miracle! Oh, how could a weak no-nothing-I, heal myself this much? The Angels must have done most of it. Even so, I was convinced more than ever that I was an Angel of some kind, even if a low level one—not a religious servant of God per se, but rather a kind of extraordinary creature in my own right. I did have more to offer the world than my paintings. I wondered what else I could do that johnny had not yet taught me.

      There he sat, still guarding me, patiently awaiting me to signal him that I was finished. He seemed weaker, hunched over, hanging on to the last shreds of life—for me. Two days of protecting me with not much to go on probably took its toll.

      I crawled up behind him and draped my arms over his shoulders, down his chest. He clasped my wrists gently. He was weak. His grip was like nothing.

      I whispered in his ear, “It’s your turn. Tell me how I can heal you without causing further injury?”

      “With personal love,” he said as if struggling to speak, “not divine.”

      “How can it be that my personal love could heal you?”

      “You, as a Shen have a greater capacity for personal love than others, just as I, a Tazmark can supersede the human strength of ordinary men.” He sucked in a jagged breath of air, “Once we tread beyond the norm, all else is magic.”

      I buried my nose in his long black matted hair. “Then let me try.”

      “All right.” He turned around in my arms slowly, clumsily frail. We faced each other on our knees. He looked me up and down. “You are beautiful. I feared I’d never see you this way again. But even when you were sick, I found you beautiful.”

      I blinked back tears wishing that I could see johnny as beautiful, but I couldn’t. With his shriveled red and black burned face, he looked like a monster. I guess I wasn’t as nobly romantic as he. I blushed, certain he could read my mind.

      “It’s all right, Jen,” he said, “soon I’ll look different.”

      I hoped I could do for johnny what I’d done for myself. I hoped Chord didn’t make a move until I finished. I glanced at Chord and did a double take. He was covered with a clear red cocoon.

      johnny said, “You took yourself back from him. Now he’s weakened severely, and it will take him some time to recover. He’s trying to mind control from level three.”

      “Level three?”

      “I’ll explain later,” he said. “I can continue to block him while you heal me. But I can’t block you . . . so be careful that you send your heart light and not your soul light.”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      I helped him lay down.

      I drew my hands over his chest and bowed my head. I filled my heart with the personal love I had for johnny until it ached with a clear bluish light, so different from the Divine Light I was used to shining. My want for him intensified. The color deepened to royal blue. I sent the light into his heart, filling the fathoms of his ancient loneliness. I sent the light into his head, quelling the restless sighs that echoed in the memory of his long, long life. I wondered for a moment if the Angels could help him as they had me. But an answer came back into my head that they could not, for their love was never personal.

      I sent the light into his body, visualizing him healthy, and his face handsome as once it had been. In my mind, his whole body glowed blue, fluorescent, and beautiful.

      Sometimes my brain ached like it was splitting in two, and explicable fear set in. I realized that it was Chord trying to break the lock on my psyche. Time was growing short. Focus on johnny, I reminded myself.

      johnny remained aware of Chord’s presence, for whenever I felt broken into, a red light wave rolled out to Chord. The sun circled round one more day. Being Tazmark, it seemed he was healing quicker than I did. It was actually a lot of work to heal another in such grave condition, but I did not stop. I was so meditative with it that I jumped a little when he wrapped his fingers around my wrists and brought my hands up against his face. I opened my eyes. He was beautiful again—my man of cinnamon skin.

      A red ladybug crawled along on his shoulder over a clump of dried blood on his tee shirt; this gentle, little life seemed to welcome the healing of my Prince. I smiled faintly. A tear trailed down to the crevice of my mouth. “This healing can’t be real. I surely don’t possess such power. How could I? I am weak. I run. I hide. I deny. I pretend. Is this the same me that ran from the red-haired man and wanted to marry Ricky?”

      johnny released my hands. With one finger, he traced over my brow and down my cheekbone. “Such are the feelings of an Angel trapped in flesh, hiding in religious doctrine because it’s the closest thing she can find to emulate the faded memories of her forgotten Angel World.” His touch gently tickled, soothing the hysterical underpinning of my nature. His finger glided down my throat over my soiled gown. “Such are the feelings of one who empathically feels the negative emotions of all—the savageness that she cannot accept, and the sorrow that she’s tired of accepting.” His hand landed over my heart. “Such are the feelings of an Angel, Jen, an Angel . . . not a weak human.”

      He slipped his hands over mine and held them firmly. “It has taken awhile, but you have begun to find yourself.” His words healed parts of me that I could not, parts of me that had long been misunderstood. My heart brimmed with self-worth.

      The ladybug crawled down johnny’s arm, stopping on the Tazmarkian ridge of his hand that held mine. A light breeze lifted its little wings.

      I smiled. “I think we’ve been blessed.”

      The ladybug flew away.

      “You always were—blessed that is,” johnny said, “and I don’t mean religiously. Your predicament is that you are an unearthly light bearer in discord with the human body.”

      “Not yours,” I said shyly, and then added, “not that your body is wholly human, but I like it anyway.”

      He slanted his head a little, staring at me with curious eyes, as if he could not believe that I, a Shen, valued his flesh.

      “What now, johnny?” I asked. “Can we go home? You are powerful again, stronger than Chord—and we are reunited, so he is no longer a threat, right?”

      He helped me to my feet. My knees ached from sitting so long, and my stomach growled a little too loud.

      He manifested a king-size blueberry muffin. “Eat,” he said.

      “What about you?”

      “Jen, you know what I eat.”

      I rolled my eyes up at him, wordlessly wishing he’d not verbalize that reality.

      He pushed the muffin to my mouth.

      I took a bite. Saliva washed over the sweet succulent berries and moist cake. Food never tasted so delicious, even if it had been swiped from a bakery. I didn’t care. I swallowed, feeling the nourishing substance slide down my throat.

      johnny manifested a bottle of mineral water, opened the lid, and pushed the container to my lips.

      The cool water slipped down my throat, so refreshing that I took the bottle from johnny and drank half of what was in it. I wanted to pursue my question about Chord, but thirst dictated I drink the water remaining. I then devoured the rest of the muffin, so happy to be eating again, after having been sick for so long.

      “You must continue to regain strength,” johnny said, “you will need it for the battle ahead.”

      Battle? Did he say, battle? My heart lurched. I started peeling the label from the plastic water bottle. And I really got into it.

      “Jen?” johnny said, like knocking on a door.

      I sighed, knowing I must answer. I eyed johnny warily. “Okay, what is this about a battle?”

      He looked straight through me. “We must kill Chord.”

      I looked straight back. “We?” I said, a bit like a mouse.

      The empty water bottle vanished. He squeezed my hands. “You must fight too.”

      I shook my head, dipping my chin to my chest.

      “Jen, you can do this.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t want anything else to do with him. I have had enough! I just want to go home and erase him from my mind forever.”

      “Jen?” johnny’s voice penetrated deep, “You know it doesn’t work that way. He will just keep coming after us.”

      My head flew up. “You don’t really need my help, do you?”

      “In this situation, yes, I require your help.”

      I felt hot in my dirty gown. I was suffocating. “I can’t breathe!” I stepped back, clutching my chest.

      He said, “The stars are in perfect alignment for you to complete this task. Your natal Mars and Pluto square your progressed Mars and Pluto, trine Jupiter and Venus. You have the firepower to overcome oppression, with luck and love on your side. You have this power today.”

      Teary, I said, “johnny, I was ready to die to today!”

      “That has all changed because I am here. I represent your Jupiter-Venus trine. Though it might be hard to believe, today, I am your luck and your love. We will defeat him. Yes, there will be a battle, but we will win. We fight tonight.”

      “Tonight? Why tonight?”

      “At night, Tazmarkian powers magnify.”

      “Magnify? Why would either of you want that?”

      “Tazmarks crave challenge. Prolonging the battle heightens satisfaction.”

      I froze. “What sort of fight are you talking about?”

      johnny’s eyes hardened. He threw his hand up in front of my cheek. Red light sparked around his fingers before fading. “Chord is trying to get you.”

      I stared at his hand, seeing Chord beyond. His red cocoon had grown thicker, but his whirling gold eyes shined through.

      Level four?—I wondered.

      johnny said, “Look at me, Jen. Not him.”

      I looked into johnny’s orange eyes. “What were those sparks around your fingers?”

      “I shattered an illusion he was trying to give you.”

      I clenched my teeth. “I’m tired of him invading me.” I tried to slide to johnny’s side so Chord couldn’t see me, but johnny turned with me, his back to Chord.

      “Hiding won’t protect you. He attacked you for six months without visual contact. The only answer is to face him.”

      I shook my head tensely. “This is far too complex for me. I can’t fight magic.”

      “You have, Jen. You just didn’t know it.”

      My voice trembled, “Surely johnny, now that you are restored, you don’t need my help. You are stronger than him, so what’s the problem?”

      “There would be no problem, if I were only fighting him.”

      I couldn’t breathe again. Where was my bottle? Paper. I needed to peel paper. I gasped for air. “Who . . .” I gulped, “else are we fighting?”

      “Chord brought company.”

      “How . . .  how do you know this?”

      “Moving into minds, Jen. You know that’s what I do.”

      “What company?”

      “They are Tazmark. He lured them here with the promise of a grand battle. And grand it must be, or the other two Tazmarks would have engaged him in combat by now. He’s not so powerful, but he is clever. However, it has taken him three hundred years to set me up for this.”

      My head fell forward, eyes closed, face scrunched, and I wasn’t breathing again.

      “Jen?” johnny’s seductive voice penetrated me.

      My hands flew over my face as I shook my head vigorously, breathing hotly into my palms.

      “Jen?” His voice penetrated deeper, arousing my heart.

      “Ohhh,” I whimpered, dropping my hands over my stomach. “Okay, okay, tell me more.”

      johnny said matter-of-factly, “One of the Tazmark’s that Chord has recruited is a Black Tazmark. I sense his powerful old presence. He will be a challenge.”

      “Uh,” I whined, “but Chord alone is unbearable. Look what he did to us! If there is one worse than him . . . oh—!” My hands flew back over my face.

      “Jen,” he drew my hands down gently, “as long as there’s not one worse than me, we’ll be all right.”

      “Uh,” I complained, “I don’t want to do this.”

      “You’ve been doing it for the last six months and you’ve been doing a good job, if only Chord had been your target.”

      I moaned, dipping my head to his chest in defeat. “Oh, why can’t we all just love each other?”

      He rubbed my back. “That is the way of Shen, not Tazmark. You will soon learn that there is more to us than our nightly feed and basic magic.”

      I stepped back, my face drawn in dread. “More?”

      “Earth has natural laws, however, we can manipulate them.”

      “Am I ready to hear this?”

      “You’d best be. Tonight you will experience it.”

      My chest tightened. I closed my eyes as if that would help filter the brash truth. “Okay, tell me.”

      “We can erupt volcanoes, magically induce fire, and summon earthquakes—basically anything that has to do with heat and friction.”

      I wanted to open my eyes, but I couldn’t. Assessing him in this new light terrified me, and that made me begin to terrify him.

      He rubbed his hand gently down my arm, and somehow my terror quelled, but my eyes remained closed. He continued, “Earth is a melting pot of species catastrophically colliding, or  sweetly uniting, like you and me, but not without pain. You can’t save the world, Jen. You can’t even save yourself. But you can save me.” He placed his hands on my shoulders and kissed me on the forehead. I opened my eyes, catching the significant look in his. “And I can save you.”

      He combed his fingers through my stringy hair. Yes, I was healthy, but geez was I grimy, especially in my soiled gown of death.

      “Set aside your principles for this one day.” He drew me tight against him with my cheek to his chest. “You have more power, Jen. Much more.”

      “More?” I pushed myself away from him, afraid and excited by the news. “More? Really?”

      “Give it permission to activate. Treasure this battle. We will remember it always as the day we united our powers to defeat a common foe. A day that we, natural enemies, found a way to harmonize. This day, we’ll not only manipulate natural law, we will defeat it.”

      I sighed deeply, deciding I must try to do this thing. I couldn’t believe he’d actually inspired me to fight three magical creatures who wanted to kill us only a shred more than they wanted to kill each other.

      I said, “So, three Tazmarks have unified to participate in this battle, but I thought Tazmarks didn’t unify. I thought they just killed each other?”

      “I am the most powerful Tazmark on earth. They cannot defeat me alone, especially since I have been regenerated. An exhilarating fight is a Tazmark’s greatest joy. If they must unite to defeat me, they will.”

      “Why didn’t you go after Chord centuries ago? You could have killed him before it ever came to this.”

      “Ah Jen,” his eyes took on a mischievous expression, “that would be no fun.”

      I stepped back. “Fun! Is that what this is all about? Fun?”

      “If you weren’t in danger—yes, it would be thrilling.”

      I blinked, speechless in my stupor.

      johnny, however, became excited. “It still can be thrilling. Play with me Jen. Be my partner in these Tazmark games.”

      “Games? It’s more like suicide! Three Tazmarks against you—and inexperienced me.” I backed up a few steps in an involuntary escapist reaction. “We can’t win, johnny, not if it depends on me.”

      I whirled around fast and ran toward the cabin. My soft feet smashed against hard, little pine cones. Sharp, tiny rocks gouged my skin. No matter. The pain faded into my emotional turmoil. I yearned to rest upon the bed I had once slept in with my mother. I wanted to pretend she was there, holding me, just for a moment, just for a while. I needed to be alone for a bit to dissolve my fear, and to rally the courage to shine the real me loud and strong. If I were to die this night, I wanted to go down like a Musketeer. But, oh dear Angels, three Tazmarks, against johnny and me!

      I reached the cabin, raced up the two steps, and flung open the door, banging into a brawny bare chest. I shrieked and lurched back, tripping and falling off the steps, smacking my hip on the hard ground. Pain stabbed my bones.

      johnny walked toward me, saying, “—and the Zandron.”

      The Zandron! Oh no, not the Zandron! I was all tangled in my gown, but I pulled myself sideways along the ground away from the Zandron.

      The Zandron stared at me, blank faced, like some Asian version of John Wayne. He looked so callous with his chest puffed in his black and brown checked western shirt, and his legs spread apart in a sturdy stance that befit the rugged look of his brown jeans and auburn, pointy cowboy boots. His skin was reddish and thinned where I had burned him. I feared he’d yet retaliate. Why not? After all, Zandrons loved to kill and they had no conscience.

      I trembled hard. johnny reached down and helped me stand.

      I snuggled close against him like a little girl, my forearms crunched against his chest, my cheek over his heart, and my eyes closed to the truth. “He frightens me.”

      “Relax,” johnny stroked my hair, “he’s on our side.”

      “How can he be? I burned him.”

      He laughed a little. “You burned me too, and I’m on your side.”

      “johnny, this isn’t funny!” I looked up at him, seeing only his chin. “You told me Zandrons have no feelings, so why would he choose our side?”

      His arm circled my back. He walked us toward my favorite tree. “Because our side is handicapped. He, like me, craves challenge.”

      “So even with the Zandron, our side is handicapped?”

      “Somewhat. You are an amateur, hence vulnerable to Tazmarkian trickery. And the Zandron is less powerful than a Tazmark, yet not unknown to impair one if given a little help. I have waited long to have the odds against me.”

      “johnny!”

      “What?”

      “Don’t talk like that.”

      “It is the truth.”

      I sighed deeply. “What if the Zandron decides to switch sides?”

      “No, that would not satisfy him. His way is to target his victims until they are his. Following through brings him satisfaction. Once they are conquered he may turn on us, but not until then.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “You’re a Shen,” he said, “you’re not supposed to get it. Just trust me.”

      We reached my favorite spruce tree and stopped. Chord bellowed from the clearing, “Shen, hear me! The Zandron murdered your parents.”

      The words landed in my ears like cannon balls. I froze. Breath gone. Chest hurting. Must vomit. Knees weak. Blacking out.
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      johnny caught me, holding my limp body securely. “Breathe Jen, breathe.”

      I inhaled slowly.

      “Keep breathing, just breathe.”

      My head spun merry-go-round scenes of the day my parents died—the heartbreak of my being, the nightmare of my life.

      After a few minutes, sanity partially returned. I muttered, “I couldn’t have heard right.” I glanced at Chord. My body stiffened. I looked up at johnny. “What did he say?”

      “You heard him.”

      “He is playing a trick, right?” My eyes glimmered hope.

      johnny didn’t reply.

      I stepped back. My eyes drilled into him. “You promised you’d never lie.” I sighed heavily. “Did the Zandron kill my parents?”

      “Chord’s trying to sway you toward him again.”

      My voice softened, “It’s a lie then?”

      johnny didn’t answer.

      My mouth fell open. “It’s the truth?”

      johnny held his palm toward the clearing. Red sparks sprayed around his fingers, then faded. “Chord is going to get you if you keep this up.”

      “You can’t expect me not to react to news like this!”

      “The Zandron is here now to defend you.”

      I shouted, “I don’t want his help!”

      “Would your parents want you to refuse it, even if it meant saving your life?”

      I lowered my head trying to deepen my shallow breathing. “How long have you known?”

      He stepped up to me and stroked my temple affectionately. “You understand now why I chose him as a practice target for you.”

      I jerked back from him. “All this time . . . you knew.” I felt betrayed somehow. That information was too important to be withheld.

      johnny raised his hand out to the clearing, again disbursing another illusion. I stared at Chord, wondering who truly was the most evil, johnny or him?

      johnny grabbed my chin, forcing me to look at him. “I’m fighting for your spirit, Jen. Trust love, as always you have wished you could. Take that chance. Take it. We must stick together now, more than ever. We must!”

      I quaked, breathing heavily. “Okay. Okay.” I looked hard into his eyes, almost angrily. “I trust you, johnny. It might be the last thing I ever do. But I trust you.”

      I tried to hold back the tears. But when he enfolded me in his arms, the salty liquid exploded with throaty sobs. I wept for a long while. johnny was patient. And he was kind. I wished I had his calm—his deadly calm that could strike or withdraw in an instant.

      I raised my head. He manifested a handkerchief and wiped my face dry. I started to look back at the Zandron in an effort to accept him as part of our team, but johnny pushed my cheek against his chest. Hmm . . . . Was the Zandron gloating or something? Whatever the Zandron was doing, johnny didn’t want me to see.

      When his grip lightened, I pulled back and studied his face. He smiled faintly, a sign of victory perhaps, pleased that he had succeeded in protecting me from something.

      I looked to the field. Chord was gone.

      “Where is he?”

      “He’s given up on attempting to sway you. And because you took yourself back from him, he has been weakened. He needs to regenerate. Now, he prepares for dusk.”

      “Dusk?”

      “Yes, when the fight will begin.”

      “Begin? I thought it already had begun.”

      He shook his head. “Oh Jen, he’s just been toying with you. The real fight will be infinitely more intense. At night, we can extract what we need more easily for there are less conscious thoughts floating around to interfere.”

      This would not do. Night mustn’t come—not with a battle anyway. “Why not fight in daylight when you all are weaker?”

      “Even if Chord could take us now, he wouldn’t. He has fun and games planned, something big, guaranteed. Tazmarks thrill in drawing the scenario out as long as possible. You know, ‘the play is the thing.’ ”

      “Forget what he wants, you should just get him now!”

      “Jen. We repress to unleash our potential. Three hundred years for Chord and I. Anticipation has mounted. The time is almost ripe. The fruit will not be picked until its last moment on the vine. Attack now would only yield dodging until dark. It is our nature to fight full force. Worthy opponents are rare. Such fighting is our passion.”

      I looked to the heavens and shook my head. “This isn’t happening.”

      I gasped when he swooped me up in his arms, angling me close to his body. “Time for a bath,” he said.

      He carried me away from the clearing, and away from the Zandron. In just getting away, I felt better. We passed life-filled trees brimming with green bristles and pinecones. Sunrays splashed around the branches. Ah, so romantic. I felt sweet and beautiful, despite my unkempt appearance. I wrapped my arm around his neck and kissed his throat softly.

      He spoke gently, sadly, “Your origin in the universe is love. My origin in the universe is destruction. But on earth, both flows exist. I’m not content without love and you’re not free without a battle.”

      He lowered his head, nuzzling his face against mine as he walked with an uninterrupted stride. My heart melted with joy. Affection. Childlike affection—from a Tazmark, from my johnny. Oh, thank you, Randa. Thank you, after all.

      Then he looked ahead as if trying to gather his composure. “My Dragon ancestors mated with humans. That leaves me subject to human emotion. You are an embodied Angel. That leaves you subject to animal drives. We both are left longing for what we do not want.”

      “But it can’t all be about chaos. Don’t you think there is a divine reason for you and me coming together?”

      “What is divine? There are different energies. Some energies unite. We call those divine. Some energies rip apart. We call those chaos. That is all. But there would be nothing to unite if it was not ripped apart. And those who have been ripped apart, eventually unite, experiencing greater bliss than those who never experienced being ripped apart. Chaos has its own kind of divinity. I wish you would accept that.”

      I couldn’t answer. Accepting chaos was still hard for me.

      He carried me out into the soft meadow laden with crisscross streams, embedded in the tall reedy grasses. The sun warmed me, absorbing the last chills of death that lingered in my bones. I snuggled happily in johnny’s arms. If my mother viewed us in this light, she’d approve of my prince, certainly. Well, hopefully.

      johnny stopped and set me on my feet by a stream with a pool of flowing water. In one smooth movement, he lifted my soiled white gown up to my head with desire in his eye.

      I tried to pull my gown back down, embarrassed. “johnny, this isn’t the time.”

      “It is,” he said. The gown brushed past my ears and landed on the grass. “I need to take you back . . . completely. I need to break Chord’s hold on you.”

      I crouched down and crossed my arms over my breasts. “But what if they are watching?”

      “Sh.” He shook his head, calming me with his whirling eyes while shedding his soiled and damaged clothes. His cinnamon body radiated masculine charisma. Breezes blew tendrils of his hair that glowed in the sunlight. My heart fluttered. Still, I didn’t want others to witness our lovemaking.

      He squinted his eyes. “Let them watch. Let them turn hot with envy.”

      He took my hand and led me into the pool of icy knee-deep water. Silt squished between my toes. The sensation was nice. He guided us down to our knees. Water flowed past my waist and eddied around his hips. He leaned into me, forcing me onto my back against the bank. My legs pressed against his muscled thighs. I was submerged in water, all but my head. He drew me back up to my knees. Cool water slipped down my skin.

      A blue bar of soap appeared in his hands. He pressed his shimmering chest against mine and rubbed the soap smoothly over my back.

      I glanced nervously about the expansive meadow, spying for intruders. “Can you make us clean magically?”

      “This is more fun.”

      “I agree, but—”

      “Sh—”

      I desired this joy with johnny, but found it challenging to relax knowing Tazmark eyes might be upon us. He brought the soap up around my shoulder and slid it over my breasts, here, there, and all around, as an ice skater dancing in the rink, enlivening each part he touched.

      His rich voice excited me. “This body is quite lovely. There is nothing it needs to be. It can’t fall short, for it houses you.”

      My prince, I thought. He didn’t sound evil.

      When the top of me was lathered, he made me stand, lathering the bottom part of me sensuously, heightening my desire for him. He slid his hands over my hips and pulled me down. Lather floated off my body into the water. Something snaky slithered around inside me. Pangs of want flared all over my body. I needed to let go and not care if others watched, but the good little religious girl in me surfaced again. I needed an excuse to end my glorious bath before it led to something more.

      “What about the fish?” I asked, breathing hard, “Won’t they choke on these bubbles?”

      “Biodegradable,” he said with a dreamy voice.

      He guided me down on my back, leaning the top of my head under a tiny waterfall. He manifested a handful of red shampoo and lathered my hair. Then he rinsed away the oil and sweat of my suffering. He drew my face under the fall. I held my breath. Cool heaven.

      He drew me up to watch him bathe. My crucifix glimmered on his neck. He mesmerized me as he washed every part of his body. The woman in me stomped on the good little religious girl, for I no longer cared who watched. I sprung upon him; his back splashed down into the water. I took him as I had once before, as I wanted to forevermore.

      Then he pulled me up on the bank and took me with unrivaled intensity.

      Afterwards, under the hot sun, he lay gently atop me. He raised his head looking down upon my face affectionately, his damp black hair stunning against the bright blue sky.

      I blurted, “I love you, johnny.”

      He dipped his forehead to my chest, a grateful sort of gesture.

      I stroked his head. He lifted it and spoke. “How could this be that I feel for you what I do? When I took you under my wing, I never fathomed this. I never wanted this. I wanted you to love me, but I didn’t want to love you back. I now know what it feels like to be seduced, to burn, to suffer.”

      “Oh johnny, I hope it’s not that bad.”

      “Bad—is feeling nothing, not caring, taking, destroying, killing, day after day for centuries. No challenge. No goal. You’ve given me what’s been missing. You feel everything. You care for the world. Your heart is for everyone,” he brushed his hand down my arm, “and you give your body with a passionate purity that I have never before known. I’m challenged to champion you without making you my victim. You give me the goal to help you actualize your fullest potential through the course of your earth days.” His eyes softened. “You give me life.”

      I smiled faintly, pleased that I could affect someone so greatly, even if he was only part human.

      The sun beamed brightly in the cloudy blue sky. Mid-afternoon, I surmised. johnny helped me stand. He waved his hand over me. Clothes appeared on my body. He’d cloaked me in black, like something out of a fashion magazine: soft form fitting long-sleeved top, jeans, thick socks, and leather boots. Then he said, “Pulsus veneficus ventus pulsus,” and a conjured wind blew my hair dry abnormally quick, and it even felt combed. The words sounded Latin.

      I smiled. “I didn’t know you could do all this! Although, I shouldn’t be surprised. You’ve been holding out on me.”

      “You don’t know the three quarters of it,” he said.

      I scowled, because I knew I would soon find out.

      His eyes closed for a moment, and he became magnificently clothed in a white billowy shirt, black vest, tight black pants, and calf-length boots. He then said, “Pulsus veneficus ventus pulsus,” and a conjured wind blew his long black hair dry quickly and it looked neatly-combed. The sight of him wiped away my scowl. I embraced him. “The Three Musketeers. You dressed like this for me.”

      He returned the embrace. “Pour vous ma chérie, seulement pour vous.”

      He’d said in French, For you my dear, only for you.

      I smiled at him, broadly and freely, feeling much, much love. I gulped softly. “I hope we survive tonight.”

      “We will.” He gazed upon our old clothes; they disappeared in a puff of smoke.

      I gazed at the empty space where our clothes had been. No matter how much I witnessed his magic, his abilities ever amazed me.

      “You will see more tonight,” he said.

      Just how much more would I see? I couldn’t fathom. I didn’t want to fathom. I looked up to the sky, wishing I could fly up to the puffy white clouds and hide. Fear had taken me again. A tear slid from my eye.

      He took my head in his heads.

      I whimpered, “I’m terrified, johnny.”

      His face grew rigid, his eyes serious. “Even so, you must shine your light without yielding to the cries of pain from your target. You must shine it until your target fades completely.”

      His hands dropped from my face. His intense expression lingered.

      “I . . . I . . . can make someone . . . disappear?”

      He nodded.

      “But they will suffer . . . right?”

      He nodded again.

      Cries of pain. Somehow, I’d avoided thinking about that. My legs weakened. Acid gurgled in my stomach. I closed my eyes, delving deep inside myself. I gathered tenacity the way one would flowers. When I opened my eyes, I sighed, feeling a little more durable for the rough and tough games to come. Visualization, I was good at that.

      “That’s it, Jen. Build your confidence. Don’t tear it down, no matter what else I tell you.”

      “What else have you to tell me?”

      “Tonight’s episodes will be more than you can imagine.”

      I winced. Courage now. Courage. “Like what, johnny?”

      “War is foreign to you, but on my planet of origin, Dragons fly daily to other worlds causing destruction. On earth, lightning storms, earthquakes, forest fires—these are often incited by Dragons entering the atmosphere. They can’t be seen, but they are there.”

      So far, so good. I wasn’t running or hiding. My chest was a little tight though.

      I sighed. “Go on.”

      “The same results can occur when Tazmarks fight each other. I don’t want you to be too shocked.”

      I swallowed hard.

      “You will witness those kinds of disasters tonight.”

      I hugged my stomach. “You mean, like the fire you started,” I lowered my eyes, “you know, that awful night at my house.”

      “Far worse, kind of like—Star Wars.”

      My tenacity was fading. In an effort to both deny and accept the picture he’d painted in my mind, I grabbed my head as if to keep me steady. “You’re talking science fiction.” My arms slid down hugging my stomach; I shook my head a few seconds more. When my head quit shaking, my words fell like unripe fruit yanked off a tree. “I’m . . . not ready . . . for science fiction, johnny. I’m just not.”

      “Science fiction is merely undiscovered reality.”

      “I’m not ready for undiscovered reality. I can’t even handle the reality I’ve discovered. I’m not ready for Star Wars, Star Trek, or Star Man.” My voice escalated, “I’m not ready for The Tazmarks vs. johnny, Jen, and Dan Kahn the Zandron who murdered my parents without batting an eye!” My voice softened, “And I’m not ready for you and me to die, not anymore, now that we are united.”

      Affection glinted in johnny’s eyes. A black and purple butterfly flitted around his head without discrimination, even though its little wings would wilt with one hiss of johnny’s breath. I wished I could be like that butterfly and not judge the diabolic. A true Angel would see the beauty in everything. As much as I loved him, it wasn’t unconditional. It just wasn’t. If he crossed the wrong lines, I would still try to push him out of my existence. But I wanted to love him unconditionally. I so desperately did.

      “I hope you can,” he said.

      I wasn’t sure if he meant he hoped I could love him unconditionally, or if he hoped I would face the fight.

      He said, “Tazmarks are not so bad.” He took my hand and walked me back toward the cabin. “It’s just our nature, our way. Do not fear. I know what I’m doing. The Dragon World speaks to me. I have knowledge and might from the blood of Black Dragon Kings. Now that you’re not fighting me, I am sharper, clearer. I cannot be outwitted, not even by another Black Tazmark. And the Goldens, well, the Blacks have always reigned.”

      I listened to him hungrily. I had to absorb every bit of information that I could. Even then, I doubted it would be enough.

      I asked, “If the other side should win, what would happen? I mean, would they kill each other then?”

      “The Goldens would fight the Black Tazmark. If the Goldens won, they’d fight each other.”

      “If that’s so, how come they don’t all kill each other in the Dragon World?”

      “Dragons are different. There are many worlds to conquer and destroy. They unite for that purpose. Tazmarks can unite briefly, just as they have united tonight to eradicate me, but because we are earth bound, and competing for territory, we are compelled to kill each other.”

      “On that topic,” I stopped walking, “what exactly happened in those bars the police squared off in New York?”

      He stood in silence, eyes empty.

      “You made them kill each other, didn’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Because they . . . called?”

      “Yes, they called for chaos. If I had not answered, they would have all suffered some other way, by other Tazmarks or the servitors of other Tazmarks, or by the works of other creatures of our nature. However, I wanted the task. They were in my territory, and a possible threat to you.”

      “johnny, everyone’s a threat to me.”

      He smiled faintly, “Be happy then that there are people still alive.”

      I glowered. “So, those people would have died anyway?”

      “Yes, within close range of that time.”

      “How can that be?”

      “I’ll tell you later.” He squeezed my hand tighter and started us walking again. “We must prepare for tonight. You will see things you’ve not seen before. Things that will daze you. Things that will dazzle you. Don’t close up. Trust no one. Your light is your only defense. Use it relentlessly.”

      Without thinking, I slipped back to my old ways. “God have mercy,” I said in a high-pitched whine, looking to the heavens.

      “Stop praying for mercy. It’s time you gave it to yourself.”

      I glanced at him, reservation in my eyes.

      “There is no God,” he said.

      “Then why are you wearing my crucifix?”

      “It’s not about God. It’s about giving. It’s about reminding me that sacrifice rejuvenates me. Me, Jen. It rejuvenates me. You, it drains dry. So stop praying and start fighting for yourself.”

      He helped me hop across a stream. My boots landed in the soft mud on the bank. Then we stepped forward in an even stride. I said, “I still believe in a heavenly sort of divinity, but I will try to follow your instructions.”

      “Trying is not enough. See the enemy dead.”

      I wanted to again say, I’ll try, but his stern face told me that answer was unacceptable.

      Ahead of us, the cabin’s brown logs looked richer than normal. The land glowed strangely. As we neared, it seemed the trees were empty of bird and bug. Even the Zandron wasn’t visible. I wished it were permanent.

      I turned my sight inward trying to visualize the enemy dead. I couldn’t. I almost started to cry with despair, but the time for crying was over.

      “You can do it,” johnny said. “You can.”

      I nodded tearfully.

      We reached my favorite tree. We cuddled all afternoon. He pampered me with his magical manifestations of fruits, cheese, breads, a variety of nuts, and crystal water. He lavished me with tenderness and assuring words about the battle to come, helping me envision the desired outcome. My tenacity returned. I even thought I was ready for all the terror that the evening might hold. I was at long last accepting reality, even though the reality I was accepting seemed like a fantasy.

      I kept my distance from the cabin because the Zandron spent most of his time in it. And though I didn’t relish my parents’ killer dwelling in the place they once slept, I was relieved that I didn’t have to view him too much, except for his periodic emergence to scan the territory assessing the situation. He seemed preoccupied, eager for a battle that would merit his fighting abilities. We’d all be tested that night—even the enemy.
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      The blue-black sky had birthed a billion stars. It was a moonless night and the heavens couldn’t have been more beautiful. But the night ahead would be ugly.

      The Zandron emerged from the cabin and walked over to us. He stopped beside me. He nodded, acknowledging his readiness. Then he crossed his arms and stared blank-faced out at the clearing. Some three musketeers we were: a Dragon, an Angel, and Dan Khan the Zandron. I surveyed the Zandron’s Herculean body, torn between hate and gratitude. Hate was stronger. Much stronger. I slipped behind johnny, appearing on his other side. I wasn’t going to be near my parents’ killer, even if he was on our team.

      Thunder rolled in the hills. A storm, I thought.

      “No,” johnny said. “The Tazmarks are preparing to fight. They summon destruction.”

      My face flushed with heat. Was I breathing?

      “You have power, Jen. Believe in it. Your light is noxious to a Tazmark. Am I not proof?”

      A trio of voices sounded from the clearing, about thirty feet from us. Yellow lights shone from the ground, highlighting three males, black capes blowing wildly in a conjured wind, revealing their Three Muskateerish manner of dress. Their faces had not yet turned Dragon. Chord was in the middle. A longhaired golden Tazmark was at his left. To his right, stood a Tazmark of the Black variety. His hair was longer than johnny’s, his dark skinned face as handsome. I could feel his power cracking through the spheres of heaven and hell. I labeled him, the Dark

      One.

      I touched johnny’s arm.

      “Yes,” he said, “just as I thought.”

      I shuddered. My legs felt like Jell-O and my head like a polka dot. I was out where the big boys play. But I felt like a little girl.

      I wasn’t made for a James Bond world.

      I glanced at the Dark One again and then back up at my big, handsome johnny. Who was stronger? Who? Chord and the other Golden Tazmark felt marginal compared to johnny and the Dark One. I shuddered, realizing that the torment Chord had inflicted would pale to the havoc a Black Tazmark could reap. I was grateful that johnny was not a Golden.

      Silvery glitter rained upon the three Tazmarks’ heads, glistening in the yellow light that surrounded them.

      “Why are they doing that?” I asked curiously.

      “They are giving you the full show—the movie version, you know . . . The Three Musketeers. They are trying to hypnotize you. You are the weak link. If they break you, they figure they have us.”

      “Is that true?”

      “Yes.”

      I gasped, “No. This is bad johnny, bad.”

      “This is one time that I can’t save you unless you are willing to save yourself.”

      The three Tazmarks withdrew swords from their cloaks and pointed them to the sky. Chord hailed words that fell upon me like gentle rain. “All for one. And one for all. It’s not too late Shen to join our side. Together we will fight for honor and right. And then Juan will never harm you again.”

      I stepped forward. The swords. I loved the swords and the Three Musketeers.

      johnny stepped up from behind, enfolding me in his arms. His breath was more tantalizingly warm in my ear than Chord’s voice was gentle. “This is the great seduction. I’ve done it a thousand times.”

      He glided to my side and clutched my chin, forcing me to face to him.

      A bit mesmerized yet, I shook my head and stared into johnny, letting him draw me into him with his whirling eyes. It was him I had to trust. Because if I couldn’t, then love wasn’t real. And no version of God was either. And if that was so, I didn’t want to live. I had to play this out to the end. I had to know for sure if johnny was my true love or my traitor.

      Perhaps these other Tazmarks were a part of his illusion. Perhaps his goal was to play cruel games with me until my body functioned no more, and my spirit was all that was left to imprison in his coffin hell forever. If so, the Devil ruled. Oh, how he ruled.

      johnny kissed my neck, stirring an inner fire. Red filled me. “I am true to you,” he said warmly. “Give yourself to me. I’ll prove my love.”

      “All for one, Shen,” shouted Chord.

      I yearned to turn my head toward them; johnny wouldn’t let me.

      “One for all,” shouted the longhaired Golden.

      “All for you,” shouted the Dark One seductively, arousing my passion. I wanted to run to the Dark One. In my mind, I saw him kissing me passionately. It felt good. My eyes were closed. When did that happen?

      “Jen!” johnny’s voice.

      I snapped open my eyes, gazing guiltily at johnny.

      “It’s all right, Jen. He’s paying for that—especially that.”

      johnny turned my head toward the Dark One. His hands covered his face.

      johnny smiled. “I gave him a vision of you burning his face.”

      “I . . . I feel sorry for him.”

      “Don’t,” johnny said, “it will be your undoing. Once he has you, his words of beauty will turn cruel, and his kiss will turn to fire. Such has been my way.”

      I began to envision johnny’s victims. He grabbed me tightly and pulled my head against his chest. “Don’t. Those days are past. I’ll not toy with women anymore, ever again—not this Tazmark.”

      He did love me . . . I think. I could feel my heart filling with all he gave. Take the chance, I told myself. Tears slid down my cheeks. I hugged him back.

      The Zandron groaned, as if contemplating how johnny could possibly treat me well. I wanted to slap the Zandron’s cold-blooded face.

      The sky had blackened. The stars had brightened. The three Tazmarks sparked crimson all around their bodies. Their human faces were transforming, illuminating red, as they alternated hisses of white fire.

      I jumped behind johnny, feeling my old ways come upon me. Oh Blessed Saints, this was it, they were going to play rough now. I couldn’t fight. Not yet! Not . . . yet.

      johnny pulled me back up to his side. “You must fight Jen!”

      I blurted spontaneously, “Vengeance is mine, sayeth the lord!”

      johnny’s voice chilled. “If you crawl back into religious doctrine, you will have betrayed me . . . us, beyond salvation.”

      I sighed, pushing myself out of the Bible trap. “All right johnny. I’ll do as you say. I will.”

      “Concentrate on Chord. Remember what he did to you. This time, get him first. I’ll take the Dark One.” He glanced at the Zandron, “Dan, you go for Goldie there on the far right.”

      The Zandron nodded and smiled cruelly. I felt sick. Such a smile he must have given standing over my parents bludgeoned bodies. Such a smile he must have given this afternoon when johnny would not let me look. But johnny was now too preoccupied to protect me from a smile.

      I looked at johnny. His eyes had turned red. Crimson sparks etched his body. I kept telling myself over and over that he loved me. He loved me. He loved me.

      Suddenly, johnny groaned and threw out his fists; all three Tazmarks fell backward. After a moment, they rose. I don’t mean—stood. I mean rose—their boots hovering several feet above the ground. From their hands, they hurled electrical red veins of light that crackled toward us. johnny and the Zandron held their palms out like a great shield that exploded the light veins, sending a smoldering smoke upward.

      Oh dear Angels, I wanted to say, but “Damn,” came out in its place. The Science Fiction had begun.

      My head felt groggy and disoriented. This couldn’t be real! I half expected James T. Kirk and his crew to appear.

      The Zandron had his finger pointed at Goldie. A dark orange path of dust kicked up the dirt on the ground heading toward him. Goldie sent forth a red ball of light. The orange dust and red ball halted in the middle, seemingly stalemated.

      johnny’s palm streamed red laser light, stretching across the clearing to the Dark One, who disappeared before it struck. johnny flung his hand out in front of me, exploding a red ball that Chord had sent my way.

      “Jen—take Chord now!”

      I looked out to the field, but the yellow lights were gone and I thought Chord was too. I was at a definite disadvantage, unable to see in the dark as other red-blooded Tazmarks could. I’d have to picture him in my mind and zap him that way, as I had done before with johnny. But I feared his inevitable retaliation. I’d had enough of Chord!

      The Dark One appeared before johnny.

      I jumped back and shrieked.

      He was wearing a black vest over a white billowy shirt tucked into tight black pants, just like johnny. He held a Katzbaler German two-handed sword from the 1500’s. I recognized it, because I had one. Or maybe it was mine.

      Silvery lights fell like snow all around his able and well-muscled body, illuminating johnny also. I don’t think that was the Dark One’s intent because it made johnny look good too.

      My fear faded into excitement. Swords entranced me.

      johnny manifested a jeweled schlager, a sixteenth century German sword, a sturdier version of the rapier. I tried to acquire one, but it cost too much. Did he know how much I admired it? Did he manifest it from looking into my mind? Was there a missing schlager in the Heidelberg Historical Museum?

      johnny began fencing with the Dark One in a dazzling display of swordsmanship. I was highly impressed. I loved the sound of steal hitting steal. I’d forgotten johnny had lived in medieval times, having known the days of knights and kings. Even if I had remembered, I never would have dreamed johnny could fence like this. I know it seems ironic, that I, a pacifist, would adore sword fighting. I abhorred the blood, but I reveled in the dance.

      I wanted to watch, because I knew johnny would win. He told me he was stronger, and I believed him. But I knew I should turn my attentions to Chord. I stepped back behind a tree and began concentrating on him, summoning my light, but not letting it emanate. I was still afraid to join the battle.

      The Zandron was still in a stalemate with his foe. Groans of threat and rage passed between them.

      Then all around us, a black gaseous vapor oozed up from the ground, rising into the low sky, blocking the stars from view.

      I heard the Angels choir again, from where I could not tell. It sounded like it was everywhere. “Ahhhh ahhhh ahhhhhhhhh.” I looked up, but saw only the black shroud. One feminine voice came to the forefront and spoke in a whimsical singsong manner.

      “Dark eyes smolder venomous rage.

      The beasts emerge from their human cage.

      Red eyes flare, the night ensnared

      by diabolic demons in a battle for dominion.

      Will sister Shen join the cause?”

      

      Another feminine voice answered,

      

      
        
        “She will in my opinion.”

      

      

      

      “Will I?” I muttered feeling cowardly.

      

      Again, I heard the singsong voice.

      

      
        
        “Tazmark scowls and beastly howls

        echo o’er the clearing,

        Light beams, red streams,

        sister Shen shrinks back,

        afraid of interfering.”

      

      

      

      I felt a mild electrical shock at my back, sensing danger. I heard more words.

      

      
        
        Do not repress divinity’s song

        Fight for your spirit; it is not wrong!

      

      

      

      Had the Angels given me permission? Had they? Had my kind come not only to help me heal, but also to help me kill? Suddenly I felt confident and clear. My light burst from my forehead to wherever Chord was, for that is where I willed it to go. Interesting that my light seemed to exit my forehead when attack was my intent, although it seemed that no matter where the light emanated from, burning or healing could occur. I had much to learn.

      Behind me, I heard moaning. I spun around, still shining my light. White flames blasted my field of vision, engulfing my light. I kept shining. My light became larger, bolder, and brighter. The white flames retreated and Chord’s dragon mouth hissed small curls of smoke. Chord fell to his knees, howling and writhing. I mustn’t stop shining. Had I turned to him without shining, it would have been I burnt to a crisp.

      Still, his pain was dreadful to behold. How could I be so heartless? Then again, how could he?

      The singsong narration continued.

      

      
        
        “In faith she rises, exuding light.

        Alas, she has joined the fight.

        White dry ice burns her Tazmarkian foe.

        Who writhes and screams a fireless blow.”

      

      

      

      I shivered violently. Causing pain, I hated it so.

      Chord finally silenced. His blistered black and red dragonman body had stilled. I was worn out. How long was this disappearing act supposed to take? I held my focus, shining, shining, shining. Fatigue spiraled through me. Then there was nothing left. I could shine no more. Maybe if I rested a moment, I could finish the job. Chord wasn’t going anywhere.

      I glanced about for johnny and the Dark One. They were gone. Of course, why would they be here? My light had expanded a little too wide, and it was toxic to them too.

      I looked further over to the Zandron. He was hunkered over his foe, choking him. My head snapped to my shoulder. Had he killed my parents that way?

      My skin bristled. I felt strange. Danger?

      I looked to Chord and shrieked. With gaping eyes, he projected a red light ball at me. I activated my forehead quicker than before, targeting the ball. My light beams banished the red menace. As johnny had said, Tazmarks can regenerate to some degree if given time. And I had given Chord time. My mistake.

      I had to keep shining and reject fatigue. I had to know that I could, even when I felt empty. I renewed my focus on Chord and doubled my concentration. I must succeed. I must!

      Chord cried out and began wailing. My heart broke, but I endured his suffering. I kept blasting him with my light, which according to johnny was Divine Love. Love was killing him, love, I kept telling myself, only love. The light grew larger around him, larger and grander, and I couldn’t seem to stop it. Something was opening up inside me. I was changing. My essence felt like it was growing more enormous than life itself. My back surged with energy in the shape of wings. I reached around to feel between my shoulder blades. No wings.

      I kept shining my light on Chord.

      The Angels’ choir heightened, mounting in intensity. “Ahhhhh AHHHHHH AHHHHHHHH.” The black shroud above opened until the stars shone again and the air was a clear, cool mist.

      The chorus subsided and the singsong voice narrated:

      

      
        
        “Stormy sky cleared

        sacred mist fell around

        The clearing was filled

        with the Angels’ resound.”

      

      

      

      On and on I shined, trying to make Chord disappear. I wasn’t worn-out anymore, a second wind I guess, but geez, what would it take? I was concerned that with the broad emanation and concentration of my light, I’d harmed johnny. I had to find a way to narrow the scope without losing the intensity I’d discovered. Maybe then I could make Chord disappear.

      I glanced over where the Zandron had been. He was gone. Goldie laid still. I looked harder around to detect johnny. The  whole meadow and all around me as far as my eye could see was thick with the misty aftermath of my light’s glow.

      I stopped shining, scared that I’d done johnny in. Geez, I’d gotten carried away. Once I’d started, I wanted to envelop the earth. But I must never envelop johnny. Where was he?

      I looked at Chord. He too was motionless. His blackened skeletal body glowed from the charge of my light. It was almost beautiful, except that he was covered with blood and I had to fight not to throw up. I shuddered, trying to detach myself from the pain he’d suffered, and the fact that I’d caused it.

      Still, I had to make him disappear. I summoned my light once again, imagining I could create a beam to the billionth power. Out came the beam from the center of my brow, covering his body, but it wasn’t to the billionth power. It wasn’t any stronger than before. What was the secret?

      This Angel business took real training. I never fathomed how much. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t make Chord disappear. Frustration consumed me, then anger. My light faded. I’d learned perhaps one of the most basic lessons in Angel training. You can’t shine Divine Light if you’re mad.

      At least I was out of danger because there was no way Chord was still alive.

      I heard a crackling sound coming from the mountains across the meadow. I looked. Red lightning veins lit the hills. I sighed with relief. I hadn’t killed johnny. Unfortunately, it seemed I hadn’t killed the Dark One either.

      Again, I heard the singsong narration.

      

      
        
        “Anger caused blight, vanquishing light.

        The Tazmark was visible, still.

        Then Shen was drawn to the distant battle,

        of red lightning from hill to hill.”

      

      

      

      I wished I hadn’t chased them that far away because now I couldn’t see them. I was hesitant to attack the Dark One with my mind because Tazmarks, especially Blacks, were full of trickery. The Dark One might trick me into burning johnny as Chord had. I was afraid to trust my senses knowing that they could so easily be tampered with.

      I needed to find johnny personally, before I attacked the Dark One. The easiest method would be to call for him, but I was too afraid I’d distract him and he’d get zapped. Also, the Dark One might hear the call and then I’d be subject to his deception.

      I had to go to the hills. But they were so far away. Oh, why couldn’t I fly? I tried. I really did. Well, you know, I did have the feeling of Angel wings on my back. Silly, yeah. Oh well, I couldn’t fly. I had to run.

      The narration came again, and it was beginning to feel normal.

      

      
        
        “Driven by love, she moved toward the red

        But the Tazmark she’d burned, he was not dead.”

      

      

      

      What? I stopped in my tracks.

      

      
        
        “He loomed up behind her with red eyes of ire

        Determined to singe her with the last of his fire.”

      

      

      

      I flung around and beheld Chord, still lit with my glow. The bloodied features of his hideous Dragon face were melted together from the burn of my light. Barely a second passed before white fire flared from his charred mouth toward me, raw and desperate.

      I crouched, throwing my arm up, protecting my face. Flames flashed around me like a tunnel. At first, I thought my hair was on fire. It wasn’t actually on fire, but I smelled it burning. My arms hurt like sunburn. I heard Chord step closer and inhale. The next blow was coming. Still hiding my face, I summoned my light once more, when I heard a snapping sound and then the narration.

      

      
        
        “Then a shadow behind him,

        an arm snapped round his throat,

        cracking, then laughing

        the Zandron’s cruel gloat.”

      

      

      

      I lowered my arm slightly. The Zandron’s muscular elbow had hooked Chord’s neck, yanked it back, and snapped bone. Chord’s head flopped to one side. I cringed. My parents’ murderer had saved me. Dare I say thanks? How could I? He released Chord, letting him fall to the ground. The narration continued.

      

      
        
        “The Tazmark’s neck was broken

        by her foe and her friend—”

      

      

      

      The Zandron said, “Make him fade away Shen, or he may rise again.”

      I was a little astonished. His sentence had rhymed with the Angel’s sentence. Could he hear the narration too?

      I had no time to ponder. And after what just happened, I had to vanquish Chord. But I couldn’t. I didn’t know how. But I had to. There was no room for doubt or failure. I would make Chord disappear. I activated my brow and commanded my light to incinerate him. I did not try. I just saw it done. I was almost startled when a thread-like beam shot from my forehead, stabbing chord between the eyes. He dissolved instantly. How ingenious! Angel Lesson #2. Narrowing Divine Light to a thread, condenses power. I’d been trying to narrow the beam to the size of the body, thinking anything smaller would only dissolve what it hit. Further, I succeeded when I imagined the result instead of logically figuring out the formula, which brings me to Angel Lesson #3. Don’t try to do it. See it done.

      And I had done it. I had made someone disappear. Not that I was proud or anything. However, I was amazed, that I . . . me . . . scaredy cat Jenséa, had such power, for it was usually I who had always tried to disappear.

      Again, the narration:

      

      
        
        “She beamed her white light

        ‘till he vanished from sight.”

      

      

      I was tempted to do the same to the Zandron, and thinking of my parents, I almost did. Then he pointed to the clearing. His low voice rumbled, “Now, the other one.”

      I nodded and trailed him en route to Goldie. Strange, but the area in front of me was illuminated as I walked. Then I noticed my hands were glowing, and my arms too . . . oh dear. My whole body was phosphorescent as if I’d been radiated. I was radiated—with Divine Light. I guess I was overdosing on it. I suddenly understood why angels in storybooks were described as having a heavenly glow about them. It’s as johnny said, all fantasy has a basis in reality.

      We reached Goldie in his dragonman form. My luminescence fell upon him. He looked so very dead, his face bruised, his opened eyes bulging in an endless stare of no return.

      The singsong Angel voice continued,

      

      
        
        “He led her to the Tazmark who

        was sprawled upon the ground

        his life force shining dim—”

      

      

      

      The Zandron spoke again as if finishing the poem. “Quick, shine the light on him.”

      I wanted to ask him if he could hear the Angels talk, but first things first. Didn’t the Angels just narrate that his life force was shining dim? I had to act fast. But already I was too late. A blast of white fire exploded from Goldie’s mouth, covering the Zandron, who with desperate eyes discharged guttural moans. He turned black as if he were being micro waved. I should have felt sorry for him, but all I felt was the emptiness he’d created when he took my parents from me.

      Before Goldie could blast me, I shot a thread-like beam of Divine Light between his eyes with my newly discovered technique. I ignored his screams. And I ignored the Zandron’s screams and smashed the pity that kept budding in my heart. Goldie disappeared.

      The narration:

      

      
        
        “She exploded her light on the Dragonman

        Who shriveled and faded in a moment’s span.”

      

      

      

      The Zandron had collapsed to the ground, still as death. I touched his staunch burned wrist and felt for his pulse. None. Justice—after all. But I didn’t feel better. I felt worse, for I had become a killer. Worse still was the fact that I didn’t seem to care. I think I had that adrenaline rush people talk about when they are in survival situations. I guess that’s what happens when you don’t give up—a first for me. Moreover, I was willing to continue fighting and kill again, if it would save johnny.

      A booming clap sounded from the distant hills across the meadow where johnny and the Dark One fought. The ground beneath my feet vibrated. Before my eyes, the hills exploded. Globs of dirt and fire rocketed out every which way. Smaller chunks and sparks showered over my head.

      I crouched, afraid of what else might explode. Was johnny dead? Was the Dark One dead? Had they killed each other?

      Huge flakes of ash showered the ground like paper rain falling over the meadow—and me. Fire ignited the grassland like a golden carpet turning black, discharging smoke. This couldn’t be real! Flames gulped down the trees around me, sweeping over the Zandron’s body and inhaling the cabin. Smoke overtook the mist, stinging my eyes and sinuses, filling my lungs, making me cough and wheeze.

      Ashen powder layered the ground circling my ankles. With my hands cupped over my mouth and nose, I broke into a run, away from the fire through pockets of electrical warmth. The smoke, moving thick and black in the hot air, blinded me.

      I passed trees soon to be doomed, feeling so sorry for them. I ran into a meadow, burning low to the ground. If I ran fast enough, maybe my feet wouldn’t burn. I needed to find water. Maybe water would help protect me. I willed my legs to run faster. I screeched, halting suddenly.

      The Dark One had appeared before me. My hands flew over my heart. I had nearly crashed into him. No. It was johnny in his human form. I thought for a moment that I had seen the Dark One, but they looked similar. Divine Light still glowed about me, enabling dim vision.

      The fire vanished, as if it had lost the will to burn. Steam rose up from the ground, toasty and moist, clearing the smoke. Steam? Was that possible? I guess with a Tazmark, anything was possible.

      He said, “There are many realms and dimensions in one place. Much is hidden from the human eye.” His palm went to the back of my head, and his lips pushed forcefully against mine, soft and wet, delicious movement of tongue and mouth. And though I felt him flinching from the charge of my light, I felt sucked into the kiss, and into him. This was unfamiliar territory, and it shouldn’t have been. This wasn’t johnny. I flashed on the vision I’d had of the Dark One kissing me.

      He drew his head back. His rich voice softly touched me. “It is I . . . johnny.”

      He drew me tight to his body, his male hardness eminent. He tensed, pained by my body glow, but his embrace held firm. I knew he wasn’t johnny, but what’s that they say, ‘resistance is futile.’ I was shocked by my willingness to succumb to the enemy, shanghaied into forbidden pleasure. I hated myself, but for some reason, I couldn’t resist. What was wrong with me!

      A hand slipped over my breast. No . . . I must stop this!

      I called out with my mind, “johnny!”

      “I am he,” he said softly, apparently reading my thoughts.

      I tried to step back, but he wouldn’t let me. Only my head could tip back, barely enough to see his face. “I know you’re not johnny.”

      Looking down upon me, johnny’s face transformed into the Dark One. “You’ve grown wise to the Tazmark’s way. The truth is, Juan is dead. I have consumed him. Come into me and you can visit him.”

      “I don’t believe you!” I said, pushing against him. “He might be detained by trickery, but he is not dead.”

      “Do not resist me. I am the superior Taz. Why else would Juan not be here now to claim you?”

      A vortex of silky smooth energy spun about him, engulfing me. As a fish drawn in by a net, I was being caught.

      I whimpered to myself, no, no, no.

      “You are a murderer now, Shen. Evil already has you. Resist no more. I offer you eternal comfort away from earth’s suffering.” He forced my cheek against his shoulder.

      “No,” I cried, not as firmly.

      His voice reverberated in my ear, “I can just take you. However, if you come willingly, a brighter experience will ensue. We can love each other for all time.”

      “Hmm mm. No.”

      “Come live in my fortress, my princess, my queen. We can taste each other, pleasure each other, exceeding what you’ve known with Juan. He is weak and not as dazzling as I.”

      I yearned for the Dark One as salt to the sea, and leaves to the tree. But he was making me feel that way—it wasn’t real. It wasn’t! And johnny wasn’t dead. I would know if he was dead, I just would.

      A loud sharp clap sounded behind the Dark One. He released me so he could turn around. johnny, with dragon face was there, hissing white fire that engulfed the Dark One’s head. johnny’s spindly clawed fingers crashed into the silver flames that diminished as he hurled the Dark One away from me to the ground behind him.

      I crouched—twisting my head away, not wanting to see what terrible thing johnny would do next. But I had to know so I turned my head forward and peeked.

      In front of me, johnny stood. Then he knelt, still facing the Dark One. A low moan rose from his throat. His head fell back. His fisted hands rose to square his head. His moan grew louder as if summoning the wrath of hell.

      The earth quaked. His moan now thundered. A sheet of red lightning blinked behind the Dark One, now in dragonman form, coming up fast behind him. johnny rose and backed up. His calf touched my knee. I rose too and steadied myself by embracing his arm as he edged me further backwards. The red light sheet encompassed the Dark One. He convulsed grotesquely. I pitied him, for I knew johnny must have something horrific in mind to end him for good.

      johnny snapped, “Don’t pity him, Jen. It will give him power.” He looked at me from over his shoulder and lowered his eyes. “You must choose. Him—or me.”

      “You, johnny. You.”

      “Then see him dead.”

      My shallow breath cycled twice before I said, “Okay.”

      I pictured the Dark One dead.

      The Dark One began moaning intensely as johnny had done. A crackling rumble sounded behind us. johnny and I looked over our shoulders. A sheet of red came quickly toward us.

      I cried, “What happening!”

      “Shine your light on him, Jen . . . now!”

      johnny stepped far to the side. I looked to the Dark One and summoned my light, willing it to be more lethal than ever before. I closed my eyes with commitment. Yes. I would do this—the thread-like kill. The light gushed up in me like Old Faithful at Yellowstone Park, condensing into a beam so minute, death would be instant.

      I opened my eyes. The point between my eyebrows sizzled with energy, activating launch of the thread-like light beam. Out of nowhere, a human size, full-fledged black dragon swooped toward me, hissing a long stream of white fire that covered my face. I didn’t feel pain at first, but then it came.

      johnny leapt in front of me to throw up a shield, but I couldn’t halt my light, and it shot from my forehead. It had been summoned and I didn’t know how to stop it mid-stream. It pierced johnny’s back and his shield against the dragon never got up. The black dragon’s flames consumed johnny’s front.

      My light beam had shot through johnny and into the black dragon. The black dragon crashed into johnny, and johnny crashed into me. I fell flat on my back. johnny’s body had spun sideways, landing on me diagonally, making us look like the letter X. Though I was crushed beneath him, my body was still heavily doused in Divine Light, and I feared I was hurting him more. At least he’d been knocked below my beam, which hopefully saved his life. That, and the fact that the beam didn’t hit him between the eyes.

      johnny started convulsing violently. The movement allowed me some room to wiggle out from underneath him.

      Next to johnny, the black dragon looked dead. But that didn’t mean it was. It changed into the human form of the Dark One. Maybe the Dark One was superior. I’d not known johnny to ever turn into a black dragon and fly.

      johnny’s convulsions ceased. He collapsed on his back, motionless, his long hair sprawled on the meadow grass. His human form was returning slowly. It seemed he was fighting that, because for a moment, the dragonman form started to come back. But then it faded. He lay quite still. And though his human form had returned, I didn’t recognize him. His whole face had been burned black, exceeding any burn I’d ever given him.

      I wanted to touch him, but I’d only hurt him more. He was so still. I sobbed, “Don’t be dead, johnny! Don’t be dead!” And if he was, it was so unfair! The enemy regenerates, but johnny goes down for the count. He had been hit from both sides, by Tazmark and Shen, a worse fate than the Goldens had suffered. And this was the second time for him. I was afraid to check for his pulse, afraid I wouldn’t feel it. I couldn’t bare the sorrow.

      The red light sheets had disappeared. The ground had stopped quaking. The battle had stopped. But too late. All too late! My johnny might be dead. If he was, oh if . . . he was, then all God’s were fiction, angels illusion, and hope a ludicrous dream. And I was a fool for believing in any of them. But I wasn’t a fool for believing in johnny. And I wasn’t a fool to bestow him my heart, for in all the dark despair of believing in falsehoods, one certain truth sustained me. Love . . . was . . . real.
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      Suddenly, my fear of finding johnny dead, changed to a fervor to find him alive. I fell to my knees. “Be alive! Please johnny, be alive!” I bent over him, careful not to touch. With hands above his body, I flooded the blue light of personal love. He was not moving. While flooding the light, I dropped my ear to his mouth to listen for breath.

      Warm breath touched my ear, “Don’t . . . give . . . up.”

      “johnny,” I gasped, “you’re alive!” Tears drowned my eyes. He was alive, but for how long?

      His lips parted and his voice came through in a choked whisper, “You are lit so strongly,” he gasped, “he can’t harm you magically.” He gasped again, “—but physically.” He wheezed for a moment and then said, “Shine . . . on him . . . while he’s down. I’ll send . . . my power . . . through . . . you. Don’t . . . be afraid. Don’t . . . give . . . up.”

      “Don’t die, johnny! Please do not die!” My healing blue heart light saturated his body, in vain it seemed. Maybe he was too far gone. “J . . . o . . . h . . . n . . . n . . . y!”

      Fingers dug into my shoulders. I was propelled off johnny, flying through the air. I crashed on my side. Pain slammed my hip that felt broken. The Dark One tramped over to me, his human face blistered and bulging from johnny’s attack. His skin smoldered gray smoke, emitting a putrid odor. His damning eyes bore into me.

      I rose clumsily, holding my hip. I backed up slowly, almost one legged, summoning lethal light. He matched me step for step. He lunged at me. I jumped back and fell down, but I didn’t lose my concentration.

      ‘Old faithful’ rose in me. I condensed it to the thread-like beam and aimed between the Dark One’s eyes. As his hands came toward my neck, my threaded light beam shot out. He jolted back, rending the air with a roar of pain that broke my heart but not my stamina. He didn’t disappear, or even die, but then, my successes had been on Golden Tazmarks. Perhaps Blacks had higher tolerance.

      I pulled myself up to my feet, overriding the pain in my hip. I stepped backwards, shooting my thread-like light beam between the Dark One’s eyes again.

      He pushed himself toward me despite the light beam. Not only couldn’t I make him disappear or die, but I couldn’t even stop him! I found it hard not to slip into complete hysteria. But johnny’s words rang in my head, Don’t give up. That was a large request. Maybe too large.

      The Dark One came at me faster than I could run. He caught up to me and slammed the back of his hand against my cheek, sending me through the air. I crashed on the hard ground. My body was numb. I couldn’t inhale. I faded into blackness.

      johnny’s words dripped into the blackness, Keep shining, Jen, no matter what he does.

      Okay, johnny, okay.

      Black faded into white. I inhaled deeply. I opened my eyes. The Dark One stood over me. Blood oozed from his face and dribbled on my stomach. I summoned my light to encompass me, hoping I could shield myself with it. A roar of silver flames exploded from his mouth. My light absorbed the fire before it reached me.

      Then I condensed my light into a sharp beam and shot it in between his eyes once more, and I did not let up. He moaned horribly, but then his hands flew around my neck, choking me. I envisioned my light exploding his hands while I pushed against his chest, hoping the combination would make him fall away from me. But it did not. I couldn’t breathe. My eyes bulged when I tried to suck in air.

      My feet began to burn like the devil's inferno. The burning sensation rushed up my body, scorching my insides, flaring scarlet-orange all around me. What? What was this?

      The Dark One lunged backward to his feet, letting loose a torturous roar.

      I panted hard, inhaling gobs of air, forcing myself to stand.

      johnny was helping me! His power had come through me, and around me, mounting still, hot and painful. His red-orange energy flowed over my white light beam, making it look salmon colored. Though the beam was striking the Dark One between his eyes, he seemed to weaken the beam by filtering it outward. Yet, some of it got through because the red-orange of johnny’s energy split from the beam covering the Dark One’s body, darkening it from the outside in, while my white light went into his body and dissolved him from the inside out. Brainwaves would go first, and the skin—last. I don’t know how I knew that. I just did.

      Even so, even with all this, the Dark One pushed himself toward me with vehement endurance. I couldn’t believe it! This might be it then. The Dark One might win. If I was going to die, I wanted to die next to johnny. I moved backward toward him, still shining my light beam mixed with johnny’s energy, straight between the Dark One’s eyes. But then I tripped on a large rock and fell on my side. Still shining light, I scrambled to my feet.  I looked to johnny. I had to make it to him.

      My back was thumped hard. I fell forward, face down on burnt grass. The Dark One kicked my ribs over and over, again and again, popping bone like popping corn. A monstrous agony thundered through my body. I wept. The pain. Oh, the pain. But still, I shined. How could he endure? Could I?

      My sobbing screams of, “Angels! Help me!” became the song  of the night. My voice rasped hollow horror, loud as ever, while growing deaf to the human ear. Shining . . . shining.

      My body turned. I didn’t turn it. My back touched ground. A fist grew large to my slit eyes and blurred as it came closer. Pain hit my nose, then my cheekbone, and my cheekbone again, and . . . again. My face disappeared in blood. I wished he’d killed me before the beating began. But it was as johnny said of Tazmarks, ‘Prolong death, heighten satisfaction. The greater the challenge, the slower the kill.’

      My mouth stretched wide for blasts of air to exit that should have been screams, but my voice had abandoned me. Even so, I kept shining. What kept me conscious I cannot say—johnny’s fire, perhaps.

      The Dark One snapped my arm. Ungodly pain speared and throbbed. Hot tears flooded my bloodied face. But I kept shining.

      He snapped my other arm with his hands, then my legs. Low guttural voiceless screams exploded from my lungs, laying claim to all of Zeke’s meadow. Such pain had no right to exist.

      But I . . . kept . . . shining.

      He spilled my blood with his violent blows until I was numbed, a watered down spider with shriveled legs, refusing to go down the drain. But he wouldn’t go either.

      Anyhow, I was grateful I couldn’t feel anything any longer.

      johnny’s energy still poured through me, but I began to faint, going down the drain, after all. An odd delirium set in. Somewhere over the rainbow, wishes come true. The rainbow says, Then die. I could shine no more. Hush-a-bye now, no more.

      The sun began to rise, the beginning of a new day. But not for me. And not for johnny. We were ending. Was the Dark One? I heard his moans. In a glimpse of blur, I saw him standing over me, tears streaming down his bloody black cheeks. He drew back his fist. One final blow to finish me. I fainted before he hit.

      I rose out of my body, high, higher. I looked down. johnny had crawled over me, sheltering my mangled lump of flesh, taking the Dark One’s blow upon his own back. At that moment, and forever more in my heart of hearts, I labeled johnny, My Beloved. Oh, he was no monster to me now. He was my Musketeer.

      The Dark One grunted as he struggled to roll My Beloved off my body. My Beloved fell on his back, leaving him wide open to the Dark One. The Dark One stood over him, huffing and groaning, drunk with pain. It seemed we’d all been zapped of supernatural power. There were no more red sheets of light, flames of fire, or exploding mountains. No more mind games, or magic, or mystery. There was only brute physical force. And that too, seemed nearly gone.

      The Dark One turned away from My Beloved, staggering about until he found a large boulder. He lifted it and stumbled back to My Beloved. He fell to his knees and raised his arms, preparing to smash My Beloved’s face.

      But My Beloved bent his leg and shoved his boot into the Dark One’s stomach, hurling him backwards to the ground. My Beloved inched his way on top of him, gripped his neck, and squeezed.

      I was still going higher and higher. I watched My Beloved choke the Dark One. They appeared smaller and smaller. My body was a bloody heap of crushed bones and broken limbs far below me.

      johnny rose and stood over the stilled Dark One, trying several times to hiss fire, finally starting one, engulfing the Tazmark in white hot flames until he became ash.

      Strange, but from here, the meadow, forest, and hills appeared untouched by fire, explosions, or violence. Had all that destruction been an illusion that could kill? Or had it happened in some other dimension?

      johnny held his arms to the sky toward me and let loose a long and loud tear-filled scream, “J . . . e . . . n . . . s . . . é . . . a! Come back!”

      He knew I had left my body. He wanted me to return to that mangled mass of pain. I don’t think so. My body would die soon anyway.

      He screamed again, “J . . . e . . . n . . . s . . . é . . . a!” His cry was so heart wrenching, gut wrenching, and soul wrenching that I could not leave him. What’s that they say, ‘Love knows no bounds.’

      I flew closer to him. Closer. Closer. I came up to his body. I was so close, I could hear him breathe. His black pants and boots were rags of bloody grime. His shirt and vest had disintegrated leaving to the air his grossly burned chest and the sight of internal organs. His pain matched the agony I’d felt when in my body. I could feel it.

      Then, something all around me brightened. I felt joined by company I could not see. Maybe the Angels had come to take me away from earth. What a relief that would be. But poor johnny. I had the idea then that maybe I could heal him from the spirit state. If I were to abandon him, at least I could heal him first.

      I aimed my spirit hands at his body, filling him with personal love for a good long while. And I found myself crying. It’s true. A spirit can weep.

      He started calming down. “Angel,” he whispered, “my Angel.” He said this again and again until I’d completely healed him. Or, maybe it was an illusion. Maybe he was dead. Or maybe I was dreaming. His skin looked renewed. Was this real? What was real anymore?

      My body was on the ground inches from me, but I couldn’t bear to go back in it. A force pulled me toward it, and I realized that somehow I needed to be in a body if I were to hang around. So, I went into johnny.

      “That’s good,” he said panting, “stay there if you wish, but stay with me.”

      I didn’t feel like I’d possessed him or anything. It was more like I was in a part of him—like a guest in his mind, and maybe his heart. A body looks finite, but somehow the reality of an existence was most expansive. The intangible world of him felt like a world in itself. And even though I could somehow see out of his eyes—his body, nor world, were mine.

      Then I wondered if I could heal my body. The answer rippled through me like some forgotten knowing that had once been common knowledge. I’d have to go back into my body to heal it. It was like some rule or something, Angel lesson #4. A body without a spirit was not to be healed. However, if I went into my body, I’d be unconscious and unable to heal myself. Oh, what a conundrum!

      johnny lifted my body in his arms. I could barely stand to look at it.

      Then, I felt a change occur in the consistence of his body energy, his mind energy too. It became thicker and harder while slippery and weightless all at once. We were flying, something I did not know johnny could do. We flew through blinks of light until we landed in an empty corridor of a hospital, somewhere in Montana. His human form returned. Mine, such as it was, remained an ugly mess in critical condition.

      Oh johnny, I thought, even doctors can’t save me now.

      Hang on, I heard his mind say, hang on. He rushed my body around a corner and down a hall to the emergency entrance. Nurses closed in around us. A gurney was rolled before johnny, and my body was placed upon it and taken into a white room that reeked with antiseptic. Weird I know, but I could smell it, more acutely I think, than I would have from my own nose.

      We watched the medical people work on my flesh. I guess others were allowed to heal me, if they could.

      johnny took us into the hall. He sat on the floor leaning against a wall, head hanging, hands dangling over his upward bent knees. It was neat being in him. I felt nourished in his male aura, and here, his magic held no mystery. I beheld the workings of Tazmarkian power. I would have considered living in him, but his dark side was still too much for me.

      They’ll fix you, Jen, he said with his mind. They must. I won’t live on earth without you. Such treasure wasted . . . if you die. Meaning is not, if not with you.

      “Hey there.” “Hi there.” “Ho there.” Singsong voices sounded by the operating room door. I recognized the voices. They had narrated the battle at Zeke’s meadow. A soft white ball of light formed, about three feet in circumference. Inside the ball were three small foot long angels. I also recognized them as the Angels who helped me heal myself in Zeke’s meadow—fairy-like, light-hearted, and whimsical. I labeled them by their sunset colors, Orange, Yellow, and Pink.

      Orange said, “We are your Angels Three.”

      I exited johnny’s body, gliding to them.

      Jen? johnny said, feeling my absence. I glanced at him looking in my direction, wondering if he could see my Angels Three.

      With my mind, I said, I’ll be right back.

      I went to white ball and said, “So you are my Angels?”

      “Yes, but different than you,” said Orange.

      “Will you stay?” asked Pink

      “Will you leave?” asked Yellow.

      “It’s your choice,” said Orange.

      I, like Sleeping Beauty, had good fairies on my side. And I guess in some way I was Sleeping Beauty, well not so beautiful, at least not now. But johnny, my prince, couldn’t awaken me, least of all with a kiss. “I cherish him,” I said to the Angels, “but his evil side—.”

      “What is evil?” asked Pink

      “What is it?” asked Yellow.

      “What?” asked Orange.

      Then johnny moved past us. I hadn’t noticed that he’d magically given himself new clothes, all white this time—all white. “Come, Jen,” he said. I guess he could see me, or sense me. Something like that. He entered the room where my broken body lay. I followed him. The Angels followed me. My body was hooked up to a machine.

      “Her body is too traumatized to survive,” said a doctor. “She’ll die soon. There isn’t anything else we can do.”

      “I’d like to be alone with her,” johnny said.

      The doctor nodded and left, taking the medical personnel with him.

      johnny sank to his knees and rested his hands on my black and blue forearm. He cried out in a whisper, “Jen. Come back inside me. Channel Divine Light through me into you. Heal yourself.”

      I turned to the Angels. “Can that be done?”

      Orange said, “If your energy is filtered through him, yes, that can be allowed. It is then as if he is healing you.”

      “But my spirit isn’t in my body, and I was under the impression I couldn’t heal myself given that condition.”

      Orange replied, “That is true. Angels aren’t allowed to heal a soulless body. But he is not an Angel. Even so, it is as you say, you must reenter your body sometime before the healing is complete. If you do not, you will die despite everything.”

      I said, “I think this act would kill him.”

      “Maybe,” said Pink.

      “Probably,” said Yellow.

      “Who knows?” said Orange.

      I asked, “If I went back in my body, could you heal me?”

      “Not this time,” Orange answered, “Synchronicity has its own way of bringing things to balance.”

      I said, “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Love him,” said Pink.

      “Leave him,” said Yellow.

      “It’s your choice,” said Orange.

      johnny’s hands were still upon my bruised and broken forearm, spaced just so—that when his head bowed down, it touched the spot between them. It seemed he was concentrating. Do it, he commanded with his mind so desperately, I felt heartless to refuse. Compassion, I was best at that. Angel lesson #5, You can empower another with your gift. And then I realized that if johnny sent his energy through me, why couldn’t I send mine through him? Other, than it might kill him.

      I settled back inside him.

      “Yes,” he said, “yes.”

      I reluctantly shined my light. Yellow light fizzed around him, then orangish, then pink. The light began turning red, then back to pink, then paler pink. Getting it to white was hard. His own energy constancy seemed to resist it. Finally, we got there. Through his hands, Divine Light came into my mangled body, touching every square inch, turning whiter and whiter. His pain mounted, but he held his concentration until the pain overcame him. He threw his head back and screamed. His skin turned lobster red, shriveling.

      My poor Beloved, burned and healed, burned and healed, only to be burned again. Oh, what pain he’d suffered by me, and for me.

      A thunderclap of howls arose above us from the maternity ward. Newborn babies had simultaneously burst forth from their mother’s wombs and sucked in their first breaths. Their munchkin vibrato cries shattered the thick bleak sorrow that had hung in the air like muck far too long. A clear kind of joy lightened—everything.

      I knew it was because of johnny, because of my power channeled through him. Destroyer that healed, instead of destroying. Doctors and nurses burst in the room. johnny fell backwards and passed out.

      I heard the Angels speak behind me.

      “Is that evil?” asked Pink.

      “Is it?” asked Yellow.

      “Is it?” asked Orange.

      I turned back toward them. “Will he die?”

      “If you do,” said Pink

      “And you will if you don’t return to your body,” said Yellow.

      “Soon,” said Orange.

      “If we both die, will we be together then?” I asked.

      “No,” said Pink.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “He will go where Tazmarks go,” said Yellow.

      “You will go where Shens go,” said Orange.

      “But I don’t much like earth,” I replied.

      “You are weak,” said Pink.

      “A coward,” said Yellow.

      “Worthless,” said Orange.

      “Yes,” I replied, “I am all those things.”

      “You are strong,” said Pink

      “You are brave,” said Yellow

      “Merciful,” said Orange.

      I was confused. “Well, which am I?” I asked, frustrated, “a failure, or a success?”

      “You decide,” they said simultaneously.

      Angel lesson #6. Labels are born from perceptions. We can choose our point of view. And mine was this: I loved johnny. I couldn’t bear to never see him again. And it appeared he was trying to awaken me with a kiss, a kiss that could kill him. Prince Charming after all.

      The Angels and the ball of light disappeared for I had made  my decision.

      I went back into my body, back into horrible discomfort, but  for johnny, I’d bear it. For johnny, I’d bear anything.
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      Days passed. Randa appeared at the hospital every morning. I think she was there a week before we noticed her. We’d been too out of it to notice anyone. The medical personnel nursed johnny and me back to health, but mostly we had nursed each other. Although I’d begun to heal myself through johnny’s body, my condition was so poor that a long while passed before I even felt alive enough to finish the job. And I couldn’t begin to heal johnny until that time.

      We were the miracle talk of the hospital. The man who for no reason began burning up and then regenerated mysteriously (my doing of course—slowly to make it look more natural) and the woman who should be dead, growing healthy. Reporters snapped pictures that of course came out blank, unblessed by johnny. And he suggested to the public with some huge thought wave that the so-called miracle was a hoax.

      He handled that problem, but the old problem still existed. Patients were mysteriously disappearing, one per night. My hope that johnny had evolved out of that ritual—faded. The police were all over the place. johnny didn’t like that.

      How did Randa find us? She’d gone back to Zeke’s Meadow to retrieve my body. When it was gone, she began checking morgues and hospitals. Randa goes to church now. I guess my recovery made a believer out of her. We didn’t know what story to tell her that would hide the truth. So, we just told her that johnny came for me, but a gang of drunken red-necks tortured us until johnny overcame them, whereupon we made it to the hospital.

      Of course, when Randa asked if we called the police . . . johnny answered—well, you know what johnny answered.

      johnny and I visited each other in wheel chairs. The doctors didn’t seem to suspect that he wasn’t completely human. They were stumped, however by his uncommonly dull nerves, non-existent blood type, and a genetic deformation on his hands. Vials of his blood were taken for research. johnny made the vials disappear of course, and he was working on erasing the whole incident from everyone’s mind, bit by bit, day by day.

      After three weeks, we were released from the hospital. The medical personal seemed as if they’d forgotten all the strange happenings that had occurred.

      Randa bought three airline tickets to Arizona. When we got there, she rented a no frills blue Honda and drove us to my home in Spruce. She nursed us for a week with motherly care. I had never given her the credit she deserved. She had mothered me for years despite our same age. I owed her, major time. And someday, I’d repay her.

      johnny hunted each night, looking healthier with each passing day. Randa never noticed his evening prowl. Not once. johnny and I didn’t say much to each other. We couldn’t, not with her there. But then, what was there to say? Our dilemma was the same. We loved each other. But I still couldn’t accept him killing at night, or his monstrous outbursts that could yet harm me. I supposed I loved him somehow truly, and probably eternally, but nowhere near unconditionally. But I planned to, eventually. Someday, I would. The day I celebrated him ‘as is,’ would be the day my wings of unconditional love would be full-grown.

      Finally, Randa left, making me promise to paint again. She drove away in the sunset, and johnny and I stayed outside until darkness came and the stars were bright.

      We stood hand in hand looking up at the universe from my fragrant filled yard. The roses were in full bloom. We were too.

      “I have to feed,” he said. “I should have left an hour ago.”

      “Stay a moment more,” I pleaded softly, “just a moment.”

      He sighed, relinquishing, though I knew the pause would be brief.

      I gazed up at the heavens. “Look at those stars. They must have an answer for us.”

      “I know the stars,” johnny said, “and you are so much like them. I have so many places I want to take you on this earth. I have so much yet to teach you about what a Shen can do, about what we can do together—more than you’ve ever dreamed. We can change the world.” Gazing deeply into my eyes, he added, “I never cared about that before. You make me care.”

      I asked, “How is it that we can change the world johnny, but we can’t change you?”

      He drew me close. “You will accept, in time, that my nature has merit.”

      I slanted my face upward toward his. He kissed my forehead. I wrapped my arms around his back, squeezing tight, and pressed my ear against his chest to hear his faintly beating heart. “Oh, my Dragon!”

      I choked down the Divine Light that wanted to emerge. I had to remember not to care for him divinely, only humanly—lest my light burn him again. This was a hard thing to do. Harder still, was accepting that my true nature endangered him, and his true nature endangered me. The truth was, we couldn’t be our natural selves around each other, and that was a sad truth indeed.

      I turned my eyes upward once more beholding the stars, calling to the sparkling wonders with all my heart for a solution to this complex dilemma. Perhaps there was a solution. I didn’t know. But maybe. A Tazmark and a Shen had come to care for each other. Was that not a great feat? Okay. Okay. So we almost did each other in a time or two, but we were still here, weren’t we? Here—under the stars, in a warm embrace. Angel lesson #7. Expect miracles.

      What’s that they say, ‘Love conquers all.’

      We’ll see.
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