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      Seraphina stood at the entrance to the bus tunnel, trying to see what followed her. She hid behind the flow of moving bodies, but couldn’t make the vague shape out. It was human-sized and shaped, but insubstantial. Translucent.

      She slipped into the crowd, following the crush to the platforms below, trying to stay hidden. When her bus pulled up, she got on and went to the back. Had she eluded it? Plunking the large bag, which contained her costume, on the seat next to her, she sank back and watched who entered.

      Chills ran up her spine. Ever since the other night, when she’d created the new dance routine, her life had felt strange. Like someone or something was stalking her

      Seraphina still couldn’t be sure what she’d seen. A bit of mist or smoke wafting down the street. Whatever it was, it didn’t feel human and that scared her. Human stalkers she knew how to deal with.

      She shivered as the bus took off. It ramped up speed through the tunnel and exited into bright daylight. Glanced at her watch. 4:30. She’d be right on time.

      The bus stopped a block from Zina’s Bistro on Capital Hill. She got out and walked up the steep hill to the restaurant, then slipped in through the side door which entered through the kitchen.

      “Seraphina!” said the chef, looking up from his cutting board. “We are blessed with your presence tonight.”

      “Hi Manos. What’s up?”

      “Halibut. I found the lushest, freshest halibut at the market today. And fresh fennel. It will be wonderful.”

      “It always is. Why do you think I work here? It’s not for the pay, my friend,” she said. Which was partly the truth; it wasn’t for the pay. She used to dance for the chance to lose herself in the music.

      He did a grand bow and resumed chopping fennel. She nodded at James, one of the prep cooks and walked down the hall, past the office to the tiny, women’s restroom, which sat empty. The restaurant opened in thirty minutes.

      She had brought the old fire costume, hoping it would help her focus on dancing. She always used to dance well when wearing it. For the last year that hadn’t been the case. Not since Samuel had stomped into her life and tried to destroy her.

      The top was covered with red beads and silver coins, along with silver, dangly charms. The bottom--red harem pants, topped with a gauzy, silver overskirt and a red belt with more coins. After changing, she slipped on several silver bracelets and rings, then went to work on makeup and hair.

      As she put eyeliner on, Hayal came rushing in the door, pale cheeks flushed and blond hair caught in the strap of her backpack.

      “Crap, I am so late,” she said. “Missed my bus, forgot my veil. Awful day.”

      “Oh, too bad. What costume do you have?” Seraphina asked.

      “My green one.”

      “I only brought my red veil. You’d look like a Christmas tree.”

      “Finger cymbals only tonight, then,” Hayal said, dumping her bag out on the overstuffed chair.

      Seraphina finished her makeup and threaded strings of silver coins through her long, dark hair, fastening them with bobby pins.

      A knock came on the door. “We’re opening, girls,” said Salla, the manager.

      They shoved all the paraphernalia back into their bags and left the bathroom open for customers.

      Hayal danced first. Seraphina watched as she twirled and shimmied to the music provided by Musa and Amon, who played the tar and oud. Hayal kept time with her finger cymbals. The smell of coriander, cumin and roasted meat scented the air. The restaurant slowly filled with warm bodies who sat on cushions at the low tables while Hayal spun between them.

      Seraphina watched intently. She knew most of Hayal’s routines by now, they often danced on the same night, but this was a new one. Hayal had picked up a few new moves from a workshop last weekend which they’d both attended. Seraphina’s surprise at some of the innovation felt dulled by her distraction. She couldn’t stop scanning the room, searching for anything strange. At least it was a diversion from worrying about whether she’d mess up again tonight.
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