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PART I

Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are of God…

—I John 4:1


PROLOGUE

“I’m going to kill a priest.”

“What?”

The voice was a dry rasp, like a growl but somehow more sinister, almost unearthly. Coming through the phone, the sound made shivers run down Jennifer’s spine. She almost dropped the handset because the perspiration that covered her palms made the plastic slippery, but she held on, keeping her ear to the receiver.

“I’m going to kill a priest,” the voice repeated.

She had heard it correctly. She sat up in bed, the covers sliding away from her. She realized she was trembling; the voice was enough to cause that.

There was nothing in the voice she could recognize. No hint of familiarity, nothing to let her think it was a friend playing a joke. It wasn’t even possible to tell if it was a man or woman.

She looked over at the clock. It was almost three A.M.

A needle of light spilled into her bedroom through the crack she always left in the bathroom door. She didn’t like waking up in a black room. It gave her a feeling of smothering, but even with the light, the shadows now seemed to be inhabited.

Suddenly she felt cold. Not just chilled; it was as if icy fingers were being drawn along her spine—fingers reaching up out of a grave—yet despite the sensation, she was still perspiring.

Her nightgown was damp, and on her skin the sweat felt like droplets of ice.

The voice laughed, or at least did something akin to a laugh. It came over the line as a croaking sound, something horrible, like an old man choking, like a death rattle.

“Who are you?” she demanded, this time letting her voice rise. It wasn’t hysteria, but it was getting there.

Slowly the laugh stopped and she heard a breath being drawn, like wind curling down into an abyss.

“Who am I?” it asked.

“Yes. I want to know who this is.”

“A friend.”

“What do you want?”

There was silence. For a moment she thought the line had gone dead; then she heard the breath again.

“I told you. I’m going to kill a priest.”

Tears spilled over the rims of her eyes and swirled down her cheeks. She couldn’t control them, and her own breath was now labored. It came in slow gasps with her lips trembling, her arms and hands actually quivering. Shudders jarred along her spine, making it almost impossible to keep the receiver against her ear.

“I don’t understand. Why are you telling me this?”

Another laugh, not as dry, more of a chuckle. “Because,” the voice croaked, “after the priest, you’re next.”

There was a click, followed by a long and empty silence.


CHAPTER 1

It was the first storm of spring, and it proclaimed itself with a coarse roar of thunder that seemed to split open the sky.

Gable lay in bed listening to the rain against his window and the harsh breath of the wind that rattled an oak branch against the screen. It seemed as though the storm was trying to rip open the house and snatch him from his bed.

Yet he liked the storm, liked the force of it and the tension it exuded. In a way it made him feel more alive. He rested his head back against his pillow, watching the eerie patterns of shadow form on the ceiling with each flicker of lightning.

It was three A.M. The noise had woke him, and he didn’t feel like going back to sleep. Finally he rolled out of bed and walked over to pull the curtain aside to watch the slashes of water sweep across the lawn in diagonal sheets, glistening silver in the lightning.

A thin trail of water streamed off the edge of the house like a sparkling waterfall, and other droplets beaded on the leaves and pine needles beyond the screen.

The scene was almost enough to serve as inspiration. Gable shook his head, ran a hand through his hair which fell down his neck, where it would have brushed his collar if he’d had a shirt on.

Since he’d left work, his hair had grown long, but he wasn’t worried about it. For the summer he would play Thoreau. He had enough in savings to do that for a couple of months anyway. It might not look good on a résumé when he had to look for a job again, but he’d torch that bridge when the time came.

He’d had about all he could stand of the newspaper business. For that matter, he’d stomached about all he could of the civilized world—the cops, the politicians, the businessmen, the carrion eaters, all the people who made America great.

While this little frame house he’d rented wasn’t hewn with his own hands, it was as much retreat as he could find. It was on the edge of a town called Aimsley, a medium-size place with aspirations of becoming a metropolis.

For Gable it would do. All he wanted was a place to buy his groceries and typing paper. This was to be the summer of his first novel. That was what all reporters wanted, to create their own stories.

Gable had been a journalist only a couple of years after college, but he had grown tired of it quickly. He’d had enough of the hostility the work seemed to bring out in people, and he was tired of prying into people’s lives, of asking questions no one wanted to answer and trotting the answers into print for the readership.

In a word, he was weary.

Perhaps that was why he liked this rain. It was like a baptism, washing the ache of memory from him.

Perhaps the wind carried something new. Turning, he found his jeans and a blue denim work shirt to shrug on.

They were simple clothes, a nice exchange for neckties. He moved down the hall to the kitchen to put the coffee on.
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He was sitting in the living room with the lights off, still watching the shadows created by the lightning, when the knock came at the door. It made him jump slightly because the storm was still in full swing, and it was still the middle of the night—not a time to expect visitors.

The dog had been asleep, but the echo from the front door made him perk his ears. The storm was of no consequence, but the knock constituted the intrusion of someone human.

He had been curled behind the couch, but as Gable got up from his chair, the animal hurried in front of him to the door, pointy white ears up, tail straight and rigid. He looked like a small white gremlin in the dim light.

When the knock came again, he began to bark, and the hair across his shoulders bristled.

“You saying I shouldn’t open it?” Gable asked.

He sighed. If someone was going to kill him, they’d picked a lousy night for it. Bending, he grasped the dog’s collar and pushed back the door to look out through the screen.

The girl on the porch was like a drenched rag. Her dark brown hair fell in tangles about her face, and the short raincoat she clutched to her glistened in the porch light. Her jeans were dripping, and she was barefooted; her feet looked small and delicate, the toenails painted pink.

“Salutations,” Gable said.

She frowned a little and pulled the coat more tightly about her, then tried a smile.

“Mr. Tyler?”

“Yeah. Can I help you?”

“I’m Jennifer Nelson. I’m renting the place next door.” She paused. “Can I come in?” Despite the rain on her face, her cheeks seemed to be flushed with embarrassment.

“It’s the storm,” she explained. “I guess you’d call it a phobia or something. I have a problem with storms like this. I was hoping, since I saw your light on, that we could wait it out.” There was a look of deep fear in her eyes.

Gable unlatched the screen. With a sweeping gesture of his hand he welcomed her into the room.

She stepped over the threshold and padded across the hardwood floor with the dog sniffing at her painted toes while Gable scared up a towel. Taking her raincoat, he put it in the bathtub.

“I’d been meaning to get over here to say hello for a while,” she said when he returned to the living room. “We have a mutual friend, I believe.”

“I don’t know many people in Aimsley.”

“Leigh Worthington at the bookstore.”

“Oh, dark hair, thick glasses.”

“She said you’re one of her best customers. She said I ought to talk to you since you seem to love books.”

“It’s a genetic weakness.”

She smiled, and a shiver crept over her.

“Coffee?” he asked.

“That would be good,” she said.

He poured her a cup and they sat down.

“You were up?” she said.

Gable nodded. “The storm,” he explained. “I guess storms trouble me a little, too.”

“Storms do more than that. They scare the hell out of me,” she said. “I guess I’m not supposed to admit that sort of thing, but this one’s so bad I didn’t think I was going to make it over there alone.” She lifted her cup and slipped the coffee slowly.

Gable guessed her to be about his age, or maybe a little younger. She was definitely somewhere in her twenties, which he hadn’t been able to determine the other times he’d seen her.

There had been only a few since he’d moved in. Every now and then he spotted her going down the path for her mail while he was in his porch swing reading the paper. He’d been wondering how he was going to meet her without being blunt.

She was a slender girl with smooth features, a firm mouth and a pert nose just a tad on the sharp side. Washed free of any hint of makeup, her features looked fresh even if it was the middle of the night. Her girlish appearance hinted at a quality of innocence.

Sitting at her feet, the dog thumped his tail against the floor until he caught her attention. She reached down to scratch his ears.

“What’s his name?” she asked.

“He doesn’t have one. When he was young I never could arrive at anything he’d answer to, so I gave up. So far it hasn’t given him an identity crisis.”

That got a grin, not much of a grin, but it seemed to brighten her spirits slightly.

Her hair was beginning to dry and curl around her face. She brushed a strand of it from her eyes, blue eyes, he noticed.

“Are you from Aimsley?” he asked.

She nodded. “Most of my life. I have been away a while, though. At school.”

“Where?”

“LSU. I’ve done the course work for my master’s. When I finish my thesis, I guess I will be a master.”

“Of anything in particular?”

“English. I’m going to teach. I’m really hoping I can find a job somewhere while I work on a doctorate. I’m ready to make some money. My daddy still foots most of my bills.” She gestured with her head in the direction of her house. “Including the rent on my place next door,” she said. “I just couldn’t face living at home again. Not after so many years of freedom. My father’s the type who tells you when you have to turn the television off so he can sleep.”

“What does he do?”

“He’s a lawyer. One of those who has more money than he’ll ever need. He can afford to indulge me. I’m an only child. It’s rough being the only one he has to take care of.”

“Must be nice,” Gable said.

“There are two sides. But what about you? I hear you’re a writer.”

Gable indicated the battered Smith Corona in the corner. Beside it, crumpled pages had piled up into a replica of the Matterhorn.

“I’m trying. I used to be a reporter.”

“I heard that, too. It must have been exciting.”

“Sometimes. There are two sides to it.”

She curled one leg under her and sat back in the chair. She seemed to have regained her composure. The wind and thunder were still audible outside, but the conversation had distracted her. A wry, more assured smile crept across her face.

“I guess you’re pretty good at it, though.”

“I manage,” Gable said.

“Maybe you could look over my pages for me? We could work something out. I have a garden, and I cook. I’m not totally a spoiled rich girl.”

Gable laughed. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Maybe I could point you to some of the local characters, too. Writers need to know about that sort of thing, don’t they?”

“Sort of I’m no William Faulkner yet, but a little local color couldn’t hurt.”

“We’ve got lots of it. There’s the Skipper. He’s this old guy who tried to sail a bathtub down the river to New Orleans once. He was looking for some natural spring that was supposed to be as good as Lourdes.”

Gable raised his eyebrows.

“And there’s Milton Stoll. He wanders around town mumbling poetry. You may have seen him. He’s the one with the funny hat. He called me up one night, after I ran into him in the bookstore, and asked me if I wanted to get together and read Tolstoy to each other.”

She laughed, and Gable decided he liked her face. It wasn’t beautiful, not the kind of face that would wind up on magazine covers, but it had a unique look that made it special.

“How’d you wind up here?” she asked.

“It’s quiet,” Gable said. “And the rent’s cheap. And I’m a Louisiana native.”

“It doesn’t show,” she said.

“I’ll take that as a compliment, considering your description of the other natives.”

“Right. I almost forgot the best one, though. It’s kind of sad in a way. You know that big white house on Denton Street?”

Gable frowned, but she cited a few landmarks until he placed the building. He remembered driving by it and wondering whom it belonged to. It was a stately house with huge white columns that hinted of past grandeur.

“Who lives there?”

“This girl and her grandmother. I guess taking care of the old lady over the years is what’s caused it.”

“Caused what?”

“The girl talks to angels.”

“In person?”

Jennifer lifted one palm. “Who knows. I’ve just heard about it. She looks normal if you see her in town, but sometimes she tells people what she’s heard. I guess it’s some delusion her grandmother has passed on to her.”

“What’s her name?”

“Dareena. I guess she’s about thirty. Speaking of William Faulkner types, I could imagine her sleeping with a dead husband for a few centuries. But at least that gives you an idea of what it’s like around here.”
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The sun broke through the clouds by mid-morning. By then Jennifer was back in her own living room. She’d come home as soon as it started to get light. Even though the rain was still falling, it had turned to a light drizzle and the thunder was gone.

The morning was gray, but that was better than the darkness, and she felt secure enough to return home. She and Gable had talked most of the night; he’d told stories of his newspaper days and she’d recalled things from college. He was a nice guy. It had been chancy going over there in the middle of the night, and she’d considered the possibility that he was the caller, but had ultimately decided that was unlikely. She’d seen him coming and going a few times since he’d moved in, and several people had mentioned him, so she’d felt almost like she knew him.

Now she did, and it was comforting. She didn’t plan to make a habit of disturbing him in the middle of the night, but at least he was close by. If she hadn’t gone to his house last night, it would have meant a drive across town to her parents, something almost as bad as having to stay in her place alone. Dashing across the lawn had been easier, talking to Gable more interesting. He’d done some wild things as a reporter and he seemed to like talking about them. As he’d talked, she’d watched him. He had a tendency to look around while he spoke, surveying, his gray eyes darting over to meet her gaze only on occasion.

He was fairly nice looking, too. Not a Robert Redford, but he had rugged features, and the long hair made him look radical, maybe like an anarchist. She wondered if he was cultivating that look because he was trying to be a writer.

Eventually, he had fallen asleep in his chair, and she’d wound up watching early morning television with the dog curled in her lap.

Now, sitting in her own armchair with sunlight spilling across the carpet, her fears of the dark and the thunder seemed foolish, even though she had always been frightened by storms and darkness. Besides wanting her freedom, that was another reason she chose to live away from her parents. She was trying to overcome her terror of storms.

Most of the time it wasn’t hard. She just had to tell herself the shadows were not monsters, but last night had been more than she could deal with—darkness, storms, and crank calls all in one night.

She wondered why she hadn’t told Gable about the call. Her fears as she described them must have sounded silly. At least a crank call was a realistic cause for fear, but telling him would have been like giving in to what the taller wanted. Admitting the caller had frightened her would mean he had accomplished what he’d set out to do, and she was fighting that.

It had to have been a joke. No one had any reason to kill her, and what possible reason would someone have to kill a priest?

She thought a moment. Priests were people and probably made enemies just like anyone else, but she could think of no concrete link between herself and a priest.

She was Catholic, but so were lots of people, many of them more devout than she was. During college and then her master’s work, she had gradually slipped away from the church except for attending an occasional Mass.

The caller must have been trying to dream up some bizarre statement just to frighten her, something that would sound sinister in the middle of the night.

At any rate, she wasn’t going to let it get to her.
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She was visible in the front room when the curtains were open, more visible than in any other room in the house. Some of the back rooms required stealth to catch a glimpse of her, but when she was in the front room, a perch across the street was good enough.

There was a cold look in the eyes that watched her through the window, as if they were glazed with ice. They watched without blinking, observed her movements just as they had memorized her habits.

It wasn’t time for Jennifer yet, but it wouldn’t be long.


CHAPTER 2

A couple of days after the storm, while he was in town for groceries, Gable went a little out of his way to drive past the house with white columns, half hoping to catch sight of the girl who talked to angels.

More than the other local characters Jennifer had mentioned, the girl intrigued him. He wasn’t sure why. Might there be a possibility of using Dareena as the basis for a fictional character? He’d had a girlfriend once who’d berated him for thinking of everything in terms of a story, but he had to. He’d always wanted to be a writer. As a child, he’d had a habit of writing captions to the pictures in his coloring books to make his own stories, even when his mother had to spell the words for him. His imagination carried him along. His mind toyed with the events around him, manipulating them into patterns of understanding.

Writing was his way of coping with the world, with the confusion and the stress. It had seen him through many unhappy times. It was an escape, but it was also something more. Sometimes he thought it was a curse, because it impelled him to search for reason where none seemed to exist.

The world was not just black and white. Sifting through the gray was a burden.

Set back off the street, the old white house had an eerie look. Some ominous presence seemed to hang over it.

As he eased his car past, Gable searched the windows for a glimpse of the girl or some sign of the grandmother peering through the curtains. He found neither, and wondered where they were.

The house might even have been empty, but it remained immaculate. The lawn was neatly landscaped—the St. Augustine grass a green carpet across the ground—and flowers were beginning to bloom in some beds that bordered the front porch.

On the porch itself there were rocking chairs, and there were also chairs on the terrace-porch on the second floor, providing a vantage point for the women to watch cars passing, or perhaps to view the decay of the neighborhood. Across from the house were some crumbling warehouses and down the street, the shells of failed businesses.

The upper porch was smaller, railed with ornate woodwork. There wasn’t anyone up there now. There were no shadows at the upstairs windows, no flutter of curtains.

Nowhere was there any sign of the occupants of the house. It was as if they were in hiding, somehow aware a spy was attempting to penetrate their privacy. Feeling like a motorist rubbernecking at a traffic accident, Gable drove on along the street.

He had to travel several more blocks before he moved into the area benefiting from the downtown renewal effort.

There were a couple of blocks with new boutiques displaying the latest fashions and other businesses with fancy lettering on the doors. Awnings of brightly colored cloth hung out over the sidewalks. On one corner, the tower of a new hotel sparkled like the spire of a castle overlooking the countryside.

Cruising past it, Gable spotted the cathedral up ahead of him.

It was still a few more blocks down, a faded building showing signs of age, but still somehow elegant. Scaffolds had been constructed on one side, where some repairs were being made. Gable found a parking place a short distance away and walked back up to the vaulted entranceway.
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Gable was Protestant, a Methodist. He wasn’t sure why he felt drawn to the building. He’d attended Catholic services but had never felt any affinity for the worship.

Later he wondered if it was fate, or just coincidence that led him into the building, and finally decided it was the latter. He was thinking about religious icons associated with Dareena, and the church happened to be nearby.

Pulling the heavy wooden door open, he strolled into the dimly lit interior of the sanctuary.

The air was cool, and the sunlight that streamed in through the stained glass windows had a violet tint. It brought a peaceful feeling. He looked up at one of the windows, into the eyes of a crucified Christ. There was a sad look in the eyes, a mourning for lost souls.

He stopped just a few steps inside the door to look up at the carvings that decorated the ceiling. Colors were reflected against them, producing ornate shadows.

Near the front of the room stood statues. Another depiction of a suffering Christ, this one of polished white stone, hung in front of a rose window, bathed in the sad colors.

Off in one corner stood a winged angel. Gable wasn’t sure if it represented a particular angel or not. He didn’t know much about angels.

He wondered if it was the one the girl talked to. The place wasn’t that far from her home. It was possible she had visited, and the statue had planted the seed of her delusion.

The hand fell on his shoulder without warning. The priest must have approached from the confessional, but there had been no sound of footfalls. It was as if he’d come from nowhere. Gable saw the sign on the door now, displaying the hours confessions were heard. He’d strolled in during the middle of the period, but there were no sinners seeking redemption today.

“I’m sorry,” the priest said. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

Gable drew a breath slowly, to regulate his breathing again. “It was just so quiet,” he said. “And empty churches are sort of frightening anyway.”

“Yes,” the priest said, looking around. “I suppose they are. Awesome, eh?”

Gable smiled. “Yes.”

The priest was a younger man than Gable might have expected to find here, perhaps somewhere in his late thirties. He had dark hair and a mustache, and his features were sharp, almost elflike.

“I was going to ask if there was something I could do for you, Mr.…?” he said.

“Gable Tyler,” Gable said, and shrugged. “I just wandered in, Father. I’m not Catholic.”

“My name is Joseph Conzenza. Your faith shouldn’t be a barrier. Do you have some need?”

“Not spiritual.”

“But something brought you in.”

It was the kind of question salesmen used when they were trying to keep you in their stores, but Gable lifted his hands and let them fall to his sides. Priests were used to listening to confessions.

“I’m a writer,” he said. “In search of a story.” He drew a quick breath. “I heard about a young woman in town who talks to angels. That attracted my curiosity, and while I was driving around thinking about it, I happened on the church.”

“Looking for angels?”

Gable laughed. “Not real ones. I think I was looking for meaning. Motivation is important in stories.”

The priest looked at Gable, considering the answer. His eyes were dark and piercing. Folding his arms, he reached up to his chin with one hand.

“As it happens, you wandered right into her path.”

“She comes here?”

“She’s been here. To tell me about the angel, to see what I thought.”

“And?”

“Well, I didn’t really speak to her in confidence, so I suppose I could tell you. You won’t use my name in this story? No one would come to confession if that were to occur.” He smiled.

“I’m not even sure I’ll write a story.”

Putting his hand on Gable’s shoulder, Conzenza led him through a side door that opened onto a corridor.

The office was at the end of the hall, a narrow room lined with book shelves. A large mahogany desk was positioned to one side with some chairs facing it.

Gable sat down in one of the dark leather chairs, glancing across the book titles—they were varied, many of Catholic origin but others were from presses of different denominations. Titles by Malcolm Muggeridge and Francis Shaffer shared the space. A C. S. Lewis paperback rested on the priest’s desk, its spine cracked from use. On top of it was a new Andrew M. Greeley paperback.

Quietly the priest settled into his desk chair, and sat with his palms pressed together in front of his face. “Her name is Dareena Winston,” he said. “She’s a lovely young woman.”

Gable must have given him a funny look, because he chuckled. “Priests are allowed to make those observations,” Conzenza said.

Gently he drummed his fingers together, his brow wrinkling as he searched his memory.

“She calls the angel she speaks to Azarius,” he said.

“Is there a biblical reference to such an angel?”

“Not specifically. It’s spun from a name from what you’d know as the Apocrypha, more specifically the Book of Tobit. But it’s not the name of an actual angel. Azarias is a guise that the archangel Raphael assumes in order to help a man. He guides him and eventually leads to the binding of an evil spirit. Some scholars believe it was a demon.”

“So what does that mean?”

The priest shook his head. “It means she picked up the name somewhere, I suppose. Her grandmother, I believe, is very devout with a wide range of beliefs. That may have something to do with it. She may have heard mention of the name and somehow incorporated it into her imagination.”

“You believe it’s her imagination?”

“Perhaps so. Perhaps a hallucination. I haven’t spoken with her extensively, but I don’t sense her to be out of touch with reality.”

“She’s not really talking to an angel? I mean, in your church aren’t there documented cases of visions or something?”

“I don’t believe her case is one of those,” Conzenza said. “Writers invoke the muses. Ever talked to them?”

“No.”

“I don’t think angels are there for us to talk to. The cases you’re referring to, I assume, are about Our Lady of Fatima, and that’s not the same as what this girl has experienced. The Fatima vision came to a group of shepherd children. Recently visions have occurred in Medjugorje, Yugoslavia. If I did believe this girl was having actual visions, I would have the Vatican send an investigator. These things have to be documented.” There was just a touch of sarcasm in his voice, indicating a wry humor.

“What sort of things does the angel tell her?”

“I’m not sure. Probably a combination of whatever her grandmother has picked up from the Bible and supermarket tabloids. You’d be surprised at how many people’s faith comes from that sort of thing, an amalgamation. I can’t offhand recall specifics about Dareena, however. I tend to dismiss what she says.”

“Is she in need of help?”

“I’ve tried suggesting it. She declines. I will say there are people less sane than she is walking the streets.”

“I find it intriguing. I don’t suppose it’s unique?”

“No. People often think they’re in contact with angels. There’s a story of a doctor who’s summoned to help a woman by a little girl. He assumes it’s her daughter and goes to her side, ultimately saving her life. But when she asks how he knew she was ill, and he reports that her daughter summoned him, the woman says her daughter has been dead for over a year. Many say the girl is an angel assuming human form.”

“Like Azarias, or Raphael?”

“To a degree. But that story is what you’d call an urban legend. It could also be considered a ghost story, depending on the perspective. Dareena’s angel isn’t quite like that. It’s more of a personal mentor, almost like a child’s imaginary friend. Have you heard of spirit guides?”

“From what? Meditation?”

“Yes. Some people believe those aren’t products of the imagination, but are guardian angels.”

“I guess people are all looking for security.”

“Perhaps they are looking for God. Are you a religious man?”

“I believe in God.”

“But not angels.”

“I’ve never thought about it that much.”

“Well, there’s not a great deal mentioned about angels.” Gable looked at his watch. The afternoon was creeping away.

“I guess I’d better be going,” he said.

Conzenza rose and showed Gable to the door.

“It’s been nice talking to you,” he said. “So often I’m hearing problems. This was rather refreshing.”

“It was informative,” Gable said. “Azarius?”

“Yes. It has a ring to it, doesn’t it?”

Gable made his way back down the corridor and through the sanctuary. The colored rays of sunlight spilled across his face. He paused a moment to look again at the statues.

The angel was female. It must not have been the one the girl talked to.

Turning, he found the door and went back to the car.
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The eyes followed Gable’s departure Wore glancing back to the church. The priest was there, unsuspecting.

He would be easy to kill, a quick strike when he could be captured alone. His resistance would be futile. He was not a strong man and would not be inclined to fight back. He had been taught peace and submission all his life. It had been drilled into him in the seminary. Yes, it would be easy to kill a priest.

Then it would be time for Jennifer. She would not be difficult either.
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Lightning split the sky like silver cracks opening the blackness, and the wind swept sheets of rain through the air like waves on a restless sea.

Jennifer watched, clutched in the depths of darkness. It was not real, she sensed it was not real, and yet she could not escape it.

The darkness strangled her. She was struggling for each breath, gasping when the seconds of light provided by the lightning filled her consciousness. When it flashed, she drew in deep breaths. It was like being underwater and bobbing to the surface only every few seconds.

It was only a dream, yet it was painfully real. The same fear and agony she experienced during a storm was with her.

When had that fear begun?

She was suddenly aware that this was more than a dream. She was remembering. It was something long ago, something just outside the reach of her conscious mind, yet it was real. There was something about the rain that reminded her of a time of pain and fear.

She fought to find the reality hidden in the surrealistic shadows, but it was impossible. Something was holding it back. Some part of her brain knew that the terror would be too much for her to handle.

Still she struggled to grasp the memory. It was hidden there somewhere in the darkness.

As the lightning flickered, she searched for clues. She was not sure of where she was in this dream, but there was a nagging sensation of déjà vu.

When had she been here? How long ago? She had had the dream before, many times, but she could not recall when it had first come to her.

Had it been in college? She could remember her fear of the storms in those days, and in high school. Childhood was too far back.

Another flash of lightning illuminated the dreamdarkness and she saw the dust-covered planks of a rotting floor.

The image had no meaning for her. She gasped, more from frustration now than from the feeling of suffocation.

Another flicker of lightning revealed little else. There was nothing to give her any real clues. She was in a room that she had been in once before, a room where something bad had happened, but she couldn’t figure out where it was.

It was an old house, obviously, but she had never gone into old houses.

The roar of thunder made her jump, just as it would have if it had been real.

That raised a new question. How did the storm tie into it all? Was it a part of the bad thing or did it simply serve to intensify the fear?

She swallowed and thrashed about, trying to pull herself out of the sleep that imprisoned her. There were no answers here, only anguish.

She remained in the darkness. Just wanting to wake up was not enough. It had never been enough. Somehow she sensed that there had been a time before when she had wanted to leave this place without being able.

Lightning again.

She tried to take in more of the room. She saw shadows, reflections of the rain splattering against a window somewhere over her head.

She gasped again. It was still hard to breathe. Something was making it hard, something besides the fear.

“Somebody help me,” she called out. The words died in her throat from lack of breath to carry them, and it became impossible to form other sounds.

That seemed to increase her fear. Her heart was thundering in her chest and the muscles were tense and filled with pain.

Sweat drenched her. She was soaking wet.

More lightning. It made no difference. Her head was reeling. She couldn’t make out anything else in the room. It was shrouded by clouds of time that had settled over her memory.

She began to sob, and she felt herself sinking deeper into darkness, a thick and enveloping darkness.

Its touch was like an embrace.

It was a lulling darkness. She fought it. As it pulled her downward she struggled against its soothing effects.

She did not want solace now. She wanted knowledge. There had to be an answer to the fear, and there had to be a way to conquer it.

She still could not breathe properly, but as more darkness spilled down over her, breathing did not seem to matter as much.

A part of her brain wanted her to accept the darkness so that memory would not assault her. The darkness wanted to insulate her against the harshness.

She tried to scream as she was pulled even farther into the endless abyss. Her voice was inaudible. She forced her lungs to labor, drawing inward.

It was not enough. She kept sinking, going nowhere into a nothingness as vast as a thousand nightmares.
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She could hear herself screaming when she sat up in the chair. The cries were very real now, made louder because she had worked so hard to create them.

Sunlight burned in through the front window, and someone on television was trying to win a car as Bob Barker spoke words of encouragement.

Jennifer got out of her chair and hurried over to the window to make sure the sun was real, that this was not the imagination.

Only when she touched the windowpane did she allow the sigh of relief. The smooth, cool surface, hard against her fingertips, was tangible and solid. She drew several long, deep breaths and toppled back into the chair, tugging off her T-shirt because it was soaked and clammy.

No one was after her. There was no darkness, and no shadow figure.

She laughed. There was nothing to be afraid of. The phone call had come from some teenager. Someone whose thrill came from making telephone calls, not from carrying out threats.

Someone else would get the call tonight. Someone else would have to lose sleep worrying about the threat. For her it was over. She wasn’t going to worry any longer.

She got up again, headed for the bathroom for a shower. She had to get to work on her paper.

Something stirred in her memory, but now she forced it aside. She didn’t want to recall it any longer. It was bad, and she had too many other things to think about. The shadows would have to wait.


CHAPTER 3

The sins filtered through the mesh window in the confessional like a voice over a radio, and Conzenza had to force himself to keep his attention on the words of the teenage girl in the adjoining booth.

She was a pretty girl, blonde with blue eyes. Conzenza remembered seeing her sitting on the pew with her parents when she attended Mass. She always seemed vibrant, clean, and dressed in the latest fashions. She was involved in all the right clubs at school, but now her words were low and frightened as she spoke of her boyfriend and the things they had done.

She recounted the usual events of young people, the struggles with desire and experimentation. Groping in the back seats of cars was the weakness of every generation. How many times had he heard children spilling the same beans?

Conzenza nodded occasionally even though he wasn’t sure if she detected the movement through the screen.

He wanted to do more than prescribe penance, offer some kind of comfort, but he found no other words as he dismissed her, and he remained within the booth as her footsteps echoed away through the sanctuary. He waited, but the curtain in the next booth did not open again. There wasn’t anyone else waiting to be heard.

The empty sound of the girl’s footsteps seemed to echo also into the emptiness he felt in his soul. Clasping his hands beneath his chin, he tried for a moment to pray, yet was again unable to find the proper words, or the thing for which he should, ask.

Perhaps there were other things he should be doing, things he should accomplish. He was not a good priest, had never felt confident of himself, even in the early days.

His faith was with him still. He was only wondering if he should seek some other form of service, find some new way to help people and work for God. While he maintained his smile and his wit for the parishioners, his days were filled with turmoil.

Slowly he rose to his feet and pulled back the curtain, stepping from the booth to walk over to the statue of Christ.

The anguished look on the figure’s face seemed to mirror the feelings within Conzenza’s own soul. He felt as if he were sacrificing himself, or at least a piece of himself, yet sacrificing for no reason. He never felt totally successful in anything he approached.

Christ had died for redemption, but the priest shook his head. Was he serving any purpose himself? Was he giving the people who came to him any satisfaction? What of the girl who had just left? What had she taken away with her? Any instruction or suggestions? Or just some murmurings to chant until the next time she was with her boyfriend.

Not that he blamed the church or the practices. It was his failing, a manifestation of his own inadequacy.

Perhaps he had chosen the wrong path. Perhaps he had misunderstood what he had believed to be the will of God.

Turning, he looked up at the angel. Was that what he needed? To thrust his mind into some other realm in order to make contact with other beings?

His shoulders sank. No. He did not seek that sort of consolation. It would represent a lack of faith to ask God for some sign. He left the statue and strolled back across the floor to the corridor, checking his watch as he moved toward his office. It was almost time to start thinking about dinner. He liked to have his meal before the evening Mass. Since there was no line at the confessional, he could fix himself something. There was still a half hour before people would start showing up for the service.

The thought of dinner almost made him laugh. Dinner would probably be a frozen platter again, followed by an evening of reading in the rectory once he had gone through the motions of Mass.

He remembered his evening meals as a child, the meals his mother fixed for the family when his father came home from work. Those days were long gone, yet he recalled the comfort of having the family together. Tragedy had visited his family more than once, taking the lives of both parents and its toll on other family members, but memories were always pleasant. For his ability to recall the good things, Conzenza was thankful.

For his confusion with his life, he held less gratitude. What would it be like to have a wife to go home to? He laughed. He had never had to struggle with the vow of celibacy the way some in the priesthood did.

Conzenza would not be one of those who left the church because of sex, but there were other considerations that plagued him.

The thought of a companion often loomed over him as a temptation. How nice it would be to have someone to share things with, someone who could listen to the inner complexities of his soul and relate her complexities back to him as well, someone to become a part of him and take away the loneliness he felt.

He stepped into his office and picked up a magazine from his desk, a copy of Time with photographs of a plane crash on the cover.

It had come in the mail on Tuesday, and he’d already read the book reviews and the news items that interested him, but there was a section on religion this week. Perhaps there would be something of interest.

He switched off the light and started to walk toward the exit that led to the rectory, but a sound stopped him.

Had someone come in? The doors of the sanctuary remained open. Perhaps someone else had entered to light a candle, or for the confessional.

Conzenza was alone today, and if someone sought attention he would have to be the one to help.

Tucking the magazine under his arm, he strolled back to the church, where he found only empty space. There was no one in sight.

He looked all around the room without detecting any sign of life, yet he sensed someone’s presence. Someone must have come in.

“Hello?” he called.

The word carried across the vacant space, producing no answer.

Taking a few steps forward, Conzenza called out again, beginning to feel apprehensive.

He scanned the area before him, even peering into the shadows, but there was nothing he was overlooking.

If someone had entered, they might have moved on into the confessional. Although the confession period was over, Conzenza always tried to accommodate those who wished to be heard before Mass. He walked over to the booth slowly, stopping in front of the first curtain.

“Is someone there?” he asked. “Do you need to be heard?”

No answer. Perhaps they were frightened. He moved over to his curtain. If someone was present, he would speak through the screen, hear the confession.

Reaching up, he pulled the curtain aside.

The knife ripped open his shoulder. He staggered backward, raising the magazine like a shield. The muscles of his shoulder felt as if they had been set on fire. Messages of agony shot up to his brain. He closed his eyes and drew a quick breath through his mouth, biting his lower lip because of the pain.

The second blow from the blade flayed open the back of his left hand. The flesh split open in a broad gash which exposed the bone of his middle finger. The magazine fluttered to the floor, and the priest’s blood splattered down onto the cover.

He tried to move backward again, hoping to stumble to the front door. It wouldn’t be dark yet, not this time of year. Maybe he could find help. On the street he could call out, possibly stop a passing car.

He half turned before the blade struck again, this time sinking into his chest, just above the heart. The sound of suction reached Conzenza’s ears as the blade was drawn from his body. It reminded him of the sound a stick made when it was poked into soft mud and then pulled out again.

The pain was like the fire of Hell. It flared through his body, and he found it impossible to maintain his balance. His legs seemed to twist around each other.

He fell, grasping the chest wound with his uninjured hand. He could feel the hot blood spill through his fingers, coursing with each throb of his heart.

His thoughts were beginning to cloud. The room seemed to be growing very dim. Even though he had his eye opened wide, it was like looking through half-closed lids.

He raised his injured arm, fingers wide in an attempt to ward off the next thrust of the blade. It was a futile gesture.

The weapon crashed down through flesh and bone. Conzenza let his head fall back on the hard floor. His skull cracked against the stone, his eyes rolling around until they focused on the statue of Christ. From his position it appeared to be upside down. He peered up into its eyes as he began to pray.

He didn’t feel the final thrust of the blade or look at the shadow figure. He closed his eyes, waiting for distant shores.
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The laugh echoed through the caverns of the room, of the stained glass and the high ceiling.

The task had been simple, and it was almost finished. The priest’s body lay still, unmoving.

Easing forward, the figure dipped a finger into the blood on Conzenza’s chest, then moved back to the wall near the confessional to scrawl in blood letters a single word—Azarius.


CHAPTER 4

Dareena got home just before dark, her arms filled with library books. She dropped her key into the pocket of her dress, placed the books on a hall table, and hurried through the front room to the dining area off the kitchen. The hardwood floors of the old house creaked under each step.

“You’re late,” her grandmother said.

The silver-haired woman sat at the table, an array of carefully prepared food displayed before her on the mahogany table like a set piece in a museum. Ornate silver and crystal were in place.

She might have been a mannequin placed in the room to complement the setting. She wore a dark violet dress with a high collar, a cameo broach pinned to the front of it. Her hair was pulled back in a bun, her face covered with makeup in an attempt to hide the deep wrinkles, her lips painted too bright a shade of red.

The rich smell of the roast pheasant and the trimmings gently touched Dareena’s nostrils. The meal was perfect. She closed her eyes for a moment to savor the experience.

Then she smiled. “Sorry. I got caught up looking around at the library.”

“You spend too much time reading books,” the grandmother said. She always said that. It was her favorite accusation. “I was about to start without you.”

“I’m just a minute or two late,” Dareena protested.

She sat down at her end of the table and placed a cloth napkin across her lap to protect her dress before the old woman began to pass food to her.

“It’s not good for me to be alone for long periods,” the old woman countered, her hands trembling with the weight of the dishes. “I’m not in good health. You’ll be sorry one day, Dareena.”

“Yes, Grandmama.” She didn’t let her gaze meet the old woman’s harsh stare.

She dished vegetables out and held her plate up for the grandmother to place a few slices of meat on it.

Then Dareena bowed her head and brushed her long black hair away from her face as the grandmother said a quick prayer.

The girl didn’t look up again as they began eating. It wasn’t a good day for the older woman, and Dareena didn’t want to antagonize her. Anything she said would be turned against her.

She chewed her food slowly so that she wouldn’t be admonished for eating too fast, and thought about the books. An endless hour or more would pass before she could get to them. Dinner was at an appointed time, a time with which nothing could be allowed to interfere. In her grandmother’s mind, a deviation from schedule could be justified only by the Apocalypse.

The books would have to wait until after dinner, after the kitchen was cleaned and her grandmother had settled down in front of the television to watch and complain about the programming. Anything that came on after Wheel of Fortune was unsuitable.

Dareena was resigned to that, to the constant complaining and grumbling. Her grandmother had a good heart. She had to be tolerated for what she was.

At least when she was complaining about the television programs, she was leaving Dareena alone.

Dareena had never cared much for television. It had always been her grandmother’s domain, its principal benefit to Dareena in its ability to distract.

Dareena was thirty-one and had lived with her grandmother since she’d been a teenager. She’d moved into the old white house when her father died of a heart attack, a death that came only two years after her mother’s death from cancer.

The maternal grandmother had been kind to take her in, but the old woman had lived alone for many years and was rigid in her lifestyle and inflexible in dealing with Dareena.

At sixteen Dareena had been a shy girl, tall and uncomfortable with her height. That, combined with her grandmother’s rules, served to alienate her from her peers. Even when her beauty blossomed at seventeen, she failed to fit in.

She was different from the other girls, and that was cause enough for them not to accept her into their groups.

A few boys asked her out, but soon word got around that her grandmother was stern and strict. She got only one kiss in high school, and that from a funny-looking boy with horn-rimmed glasses. She’d gone out with him only because he was a nephew of one of Grandmother’s friends from church.

The night of the senior prom she and Grandmother had watched Petticoat Junction.

After high school her grandmother discouraged college even though there was money available—insurance from both parents plus the money the old woman’s husband had left her, which was substantial. He’d owned property that had sold for top dollar, and he’d channeled the money into stocks.

But the old woman had grown accustomed to her granddaughter’s company. She didn’t want to give her up or even allow her to take a job. She perceived she would need the care as she got older.

She had been only in her late fifties then, but already she’d begun to stay close to the house.

Now, as she approached seventy, she was still alert and mobile, but chose to stay in most of the time, her only effort centering on the elaborate meals she prepared.

Dareena did the shopping and the housekeeping and read novels. She had no friends and met no men.

Yet she was an attractive young woman with her long, dark hair and slender body. Her face was lean with high cheekbones, and her complexion dark, hinting at a trace of Indian blood somewhere in the lineage. There was a slight pout to her full lips, a pert curve to her nose.

Her clothes were always elegant. The grandmother allowed her indulgences in wardrobe. In Dareena’s closet were outfits many girls would have envied, both casual and formal wear. On Saturdays and Sundays they dressed for dinner. It presented a sense of occasion.

In earlier days they had attended church on Sundays, but now Grandmother chose to watch the Baptist minister from Lafayette on television. She said he preached so well that none of the ministers in town would be able to compare, and she liked the singing on the television church as well.

Besides, if she stayed home she could catch Oral Roberts, too, and if she felt like it, Jimmy Swaggart. Sometimes he had a good message, too, although he was a stern-faced man.

Dareena accepted it without argument, but she watched only the Baptist service before returning to her room until lunch was served at one P.M.

She read romances. She’d been through just about every used bookstore in town, and the library. Her room was piled with paperbacks of Barbara Cartland, much to Grandmother’s discontentment. She didn’t like to see money wasted on someone else’s imaginings. She berated Dareena for spending the few dollars she was allowed on novels. “I don’t know where we’re going to put all those,” she said every time Dareena brought in a new set of books.

It felt good to escape into those fantasies, though. The deserts or the palaces where the dashing young men lived. There was a glamour in those worlds that filled the emptiness in Dareena’s life.

She often thought of waltzing with some handsome young man, a tall, blond-haired general or a dashing aristocrat, but she hated the sadness that such indulgences inevitably conjured, the sadness that came when she reminded herself it was all unreal. Like the person in the old song, she worried that she was dreaming her life away. Yet what more was there for her besides fantasy?

Sometimes the angel appeared in a manner that resembled the novels, like some dashing commander, but even that was not the same as reality. Not quite.
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After supper she cleaned the dishes as quickly as possible, let the cat out and back in, and then took the books up to her room.

Hurriedly she slipped off her dress and put on jeans and a pullover. Then, taking her glasses from her night table, she started to sit down on the bed.

Before she could pick up one of the books, however, she noticed the flickering image in the mirror that hung over the dresser.

She had first encountered Azarius during one of her fantasies. Caught up in the events of the imaginary story she was weaving in her mind, she had at first thought Azarius was just a part of her imagination, something from her subconscious that had slipped into the fantasy.

After years of practice, daydreams for Dareena were as vivid if not as surreal as sleeping dreams.

But Azarius had emerged from the figures of fantasy to introduce himself, explaining he was a friend.

She had been picturing herself in a setting from one of the books she had read. It had almost been like standing among a group at a Victorian party. The people in their immaculate clothes, mingling, dozens of young men in the room, all of them handsome. Azarius, breaking away from the crowd to come toward her. It was as if a piece of her imagination were suddenly out of control. She didn’t recognize him as someone she had conjured within her thoughts. He walked up smiling.

She was standing at the edge of the ballroom, her hair perfectly set, her gown elegant. Music, a combination of violins, filled the room.

“We know you’re lonely,” Azarius had said. “I’ve come to help.” Then, in her thoughts, he had taken her hand and led her out onto the dance floor to sweep her along with the music.

That had been a few years before, and she had been in contact with him ever since. In the early days he would often emerge from the clouds of her thoughts, but as time progressed he appeared not as another person but as an image of himself.

She could see him in reflections or shadows, not clearly, but as if through a haze, the way an image looked when photographed with a camera lens covered with gauze.

Now he was visible in the mirror, two-dimensional and transparent, but noticeably handsome. His face was youthful, his hair long—if it was hair. He was like the man she’d first seen in her imagination, yet she suspected that this was not really his appearance, that he had simply adopted an image she could understand and appreciate. In the first fantasy he had been an amalgamation of the people she pictured from her books. He had drawn on her ideas to reach her, because his real form was less tangible to her earthly mind.

In the reflection he seemed to be framed by light, as if some glowing entity hovered beyond his shoulders.

“Hello, Dareena,” he said. His voice was deep and the words formed strangely, as if they were coming through a muffled speaker.
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Before he checked the time on his Rolex, Hamilton Terry trailed the path of the blonde-haired waitress with his gaze, admiring the gentle sway of her hips until she disappeared through the lounge doorway with a tray of mixed drinks for the Clairmont Hotel restaurant, the Riverland. It was almost seven-thirty.

His father, Doren, was late. They were going to have dinner together in the Riverland. It was appropriate, because they helped put together the deals that got the place built as a downtown luxury hotel instead of a retirement home or an office building as some had wanted. It seemed like a better idea to develop something that would attract tourism, so they had devised the Clairmont. It was a replica of a historic hotel that had been a focal point of Aimsley society in the thirties and forties.

The original hotel had been abandoned and eventually torn down, but on a trip to St. Louis, Doren had learned of a hotel called the Breckenridge that had been rebuilt to preserve its grandeur.

The idea of recreating the Clairmont’s glory had seemed like a good idea, especially since it would allow him to work with his son.

They were Terry and Terry, business partners in real estate and now development.

Contracting the hotel project had been something new, and Hamilton was aware his father was pleased with that. But then, he’d always been pleased with Hamilton.

Hamilton sipped his margarita, the salt around the glass rim stinging his tongue slightly. The drink had been prepared with a mix and had a nasty edge to its taste. He needed to talk to someone about that. The Clairmont had to have a reputation for quality.

Leaning forward, Hamilton rested his elbows on the bar. He was a thin man, almost lanky, with his dark hair parted in the middle and brushed neatly into place. He wore dark dress slacks and a bright blue shirt open at the collar. Some days, if he was just doing office work, he preferred to dress casually. He could get by without a tie and coat. His father, being of the more conservative generation, drew the line at jeans.

Hamilton wasn’t quite good-looking enough to be considered handsome. He relied on charm and position to make up for any deficiencies in his appearance.

At twenty-six Hamilton was one of the up-and-coming young businessmen of Aimsley, upwardly mobile and on his way to becoming a fine southern gentleman, rooted in the South but educated in the North. It was all part of the image his father wanted to create, an image his father had never attained himself, but the American dream was, after all, to create a better life for one’s children. While Doren Terry had been a workingman most of his life, he wanted his son to become a community leader and erase the new-money stigma that sometimes seemed to linger with Doren. Hamilton had been groomed since his early years to fulfill his father’s image.

He ran his finger through the water ring his glass had formed on the bar and thought about the past. He’d gone to private school until he was ready to enter high school. At that point his father had decided it would be more to his benefit to attend public school. He was able to meet more people that way. Networking was not a word his father would recognize, yet it was a concept he grasped.

After high school Hamilton had studied business at Princeton, which also pleased his father. Princeton was Ivy League. Doren had never completed college. He had taken only a few courses at an extended campus of the state university, so it was also a matter of pride that he’d been able to send Hamilton wherever he chose for schooling.

Hamilton couldn’t argue. He’d picked up a great deal at school, and living near New York had allowed him to tour the museums and catch the Broadway shows when he wanted.

His father liked to hear him talk in front of the local people about paintings in the Guggenheim.

He laughed. Prestige was such a game. Many of those his father liked to impress had no real affinity for culture at all. They could not tell one artist from another.

Hamilton checked his watch again, then looked around the room once more. Still no sign of his father, but the waitress was back, a tall girl dressed in a sleek lavender uniform that caressed the gentle curves of her body. Her hair was soft, falling in a cascade to her shoulders. She couldn’t have been more than nineteen or twenty, and there was a delicate, look about her. He’d seen her here before but had never made a play for her, never even spoken to her.

Being connected with the ownership couldn’t hurt, he thought. It might impress her, but then again, it might frighten her. He could work around that. He’d heard it said that waitresses suffered from low self-esteem. That was knowledge he could exploit. Often, waitresses found it flattering to have someone like him pay attention to them. He began turning over opening lines in his mind.

He was engaged. Julia was making plans for the wedding, but the knot wasn’t tied yet. He still had time for a few misadventures before he threw away his freedom. He wasn’t against marriage, but the thought of giving up his freedom, even to Julia, was frightening. Sometimes she became very possessive.

There were other considerations that sometimes made him hesitate. His father’s choice of a wife had not been a good one. Thinking of his mother brought a bad taste to his mouth. She had been a heavy drinker, a subject that for many years had remained one of the family’s dark secrets. For a long time it had been concealed from Hamilton. Unfortunately it was not the kind of thing that could remain concealed forever. The weakness had made her deteriorate slowly, disgustingly. He never wanted to be in the position in which his father had found himself, saddled with a ruined woman.

Still, he was in love with Julia. She wasn’t like his mother. Julia was beautiful, tall, and dark-haired with a pleasing sturdiness, an arrogance. It was that arrogance that Southern girls of breeding and the blue-blooded northern girls have in common. Hamilton had learned that from experiences in college. For those who could bear up to it, it was a pleasing quality. She was comforting to him. With Julia he would not find the embarrassment his father had experienced. She was attractive, and there was an elegance about her. They would make a good couple. She would fit in well in the circles of Aimsley society. If he decided to run for the city board at any time, having her on his arm would be a major boost, possessed as she was of that proper breeding.

But the waitress had a paradoxical innocence and wildness about her that attracted him. Her hair was soft, her eyes warm, yet there was too much eye makeup which looked just slightly cheap and enticing.

He should be able to make time for her somewhere. Julia wouldn’t have to know.

Turning on his barstool, he began to watch the waitress move among the tables. She tossed her head every now and then to bounce her hair out of her face, causing the light to caress her curls. Beneath the dress he could tell her breasts were full and rounded, her hips perfectly shaped. She had slender legs, enhanced in their appearance by the dark stockings she wore with her uniform.
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