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The Prophecy of O

And one day the Chosen One, child of Om, shall arrive.
Fiery hair, scaly skin and wings outspread,
A terrifying howl in her throat

The glint of Death in her eyes.

And she shall ride upon the sun
the moon brandishing on high.

1. Selene’s Disappearance

The girl slept in her bedroom of high ceilings and walls a thousand and
one times re-plastered. A cheerful room in a village house that smelled of
firewood and freshly boiled sweet milk. The shutters were painted green and
green were the diamond shapes on the kilim spread out over the hardwood
floor. Green as well were the valleys in the drawings hanging on the wall and
the spines of various children’s books on the shelves among others - red,
yellow, orange and blue. The color green was abundantly sprinkled boldly on
the pillows, the quilt, the puzzle boxes and the slippers strewn haphazardly
under the bed. The colors of childhood no longer corresponded with the
absence of dolls, long since shoved to the back of the closet, or to the
seriousness of a desk taken over by a state-of-the-art Pentium computer.

Perhaps the girl was not a child anymore.

And, even if she were, little did she know that that very morning, she
would cease to be a child forever.

The sun poured through the cracks in half-closed shutters while Anaid -
that was the girl's name— restlessly squirmed in her sleep. A ray of sunlight
slithered up her quilt, reaching her hand, slowly but tenaciously crawling up her
neck, to her nose, her cheek and, finally, when it stroked her closed eyelids, she
woke up.

Anaid gasped and her eyes sprang open. She was confused. She was
breathless, bewildered by the intense light invading her room. She was in that

state, neither awake nor asleep, where you can’t tell dreams from reality.



In her nightmare, so vivid, she was running under a fierce storm looking
for shelter in the middle of a forest of oak trees. Amid the roaring thunder she
could hear Selene’s voice calling out to her, “Stop!” but she paid no attention to
her mother's warning. Hundreds, thousands of lightning bolts crashed all around
her, dazzling her, blinding her, flooding the woods with a rain of fire until one of
them struck her and killing her instantly.

Anaid blinked and smiled with relief. It's true, a playful ray of sunlight
filtering in uninvited through the shutters was to blame for everything.

Gone now was all trace of the thunderstorm that had whipped through
the valley the night before. The strong wind had swept away the clouds and the
freshly-washed skies shone like the purple waters of the lake.

And what about that blinding light? Was it that late? How strange! Why
hadn’t Selene come to wake her up already to go to school?

She jumped out of bed and tried not to shiver when her bare feet touched
the kilim. She got dressed as usual, without wasting more than a second on her
clothes, and reached for her watch. Nine o’clock! She was late! She had already
missed her first-period class. And her mother? Why hadn’t Selene got up yet? Is
something wrong? She always woke her up at eight.

“Selene?” whispered Anaid pushing the door to the next room open,
fighting off the lingering anguish caused by her nightmare that was starting to
creep up on her again.

“Selene?” she repeated, unable to believe that there was nobody in the
room except for the icy north air blowing through the wide-open window.

“Selene!” she called out, now in anger like she did whenever her mother
pulled that same old practical joke on her. But this time, Selene didn’t leap out
from behind the curtains, laughing that silly laugh of hers and jumping on top of
her, tickling her as both of them rolled around on the unmade bed.

Anaid breathed deeply, once, twice and found herself wishing that the
wind hadn’t swept the room of that jasmine scent, Selene's favorite. Shivering,
she closed the window. Despite it being mid-May and the fact that the first buds
of spring had already started sprouting in the fields, it had snowed during the
night. The black-slate belltower of the Urt hermitage in the distance had
appeared this morning sprinkled white like a cream-pie with powdered sugar on
top. For her, this snow was a bad sign; this was leap year. She crossed her



fingers the way Demeter had taught her to ward off bad omens.

“Selene?” Anaid looked in the kitchen but everything there was intact, the
same as they had left it the night before. After their fight, before the storm,
before the nightmare. Anaid carefully looked around. No trace of a cup of coffee
sipped in secret, a half-nibbled cookie or a glass of water drunk at such an
unusually early hour. Selene had not set foot in the kitchen, that was for sure.

“Selene!” insisted Anaid, increasingly nervous. Her voice echoed through
the garden, across the porch, even reaching the old barn they used as a
garage. Anaid stopped there for a moment in the broken-down doorway, tying
hard to make out anything among the shadows inside. The old car stood there,
untouched, covered with dust, the keys still in the ignition. Without it, Selene
couldn’t have gone too far. Urt was an out-of-the-way place in the middle of
nowhere. You needed a car to go to the city, the train station, the ski slopes, the
mountains, the lakes, and even to the supermarket on the outskirts of town. So,
if she hadn’t taken the car, then...?

Anaid started to suspect something. She returned to the house and
thoroughly searched the place. Indeed, all of Selene’s belongings were still
there. Her mother couldn’t have left the house without her coat, her purse, her
keys or her shoes.

More and more distressed, Anaid went around gathering evidence that
threw her back to that same terror she had felt the morning her grandmother
Demeter died. It was ridiculous, but everything seemed to point to the fact that
Selene had vanished with just the shirt on her back, half-dressed and barefoot
without so much as a hairpin in her hair.

With her heart pounding wildly, Anaid literally yanked her thick down
anorak from the coat rack and put it on any which way, first making sure the
keys were in her pocket and then rushed out, hurriedly slamming the door
behind her. The freezing wind whistled and swirled down the alley, through the
narrow corridor formed by the thick-walled houses giving shelter from the north.

Urt, with its stone houses and slate rooftops, stood at the entrance to
Istain valley, at the foot of
the Pyrenees, surrounded by towering peaks and glacial lakes. In the town
square, there stood a Romanesque church facing east so that its altar would
receive the first rays of sunlight. Looming high over the valley, at the beginning



of the mountain pass, rose the ruins of a large fortified tower, now inhabited only
by crows and bats. In the distant past, a sentinel would stand guard day and
night with the sole task of keeping the flame of his torch alive in order to light
the beacon in case he saw an approaching enemy. The Urt watchtower was the
valleys’ main guardpost; its signal fire could be seen from six different towns.
According to legend, it was the beacon of Urt which in the eighth century, halted
the advance of the ruthless Saracen hordes through the valleys of the
Pyrenees, an anonymous and largely unknown historical feat.

Anaid was protected from the wind until she left the sheltering ruins of
the old city walls. Once out in the open, the north wind whipped her face. Two
fat teardrops rolled down her cheeks but undaunted, she bundled up and
headed off towards the woods without stopping even once.

The old oak forest looked forlorn that morning after being battered by the
storm. Branches had been ripped off, centuries-old trunks charred, leaves
swept away, underbrush singed... The storm had left wounds that only time
could heal. Anaid, with the help of a stick went poking around in the muddy,
gray sludge that covered the ground. She knew she had to search but she was
so afraid of actually finding what it was she was looking for that she had to deny
it to herself over and over again. Yet even so, despite her panic, she went about
her grisly job, determined to comb through the forest inch by inch, from one end
to the other, thoroughly digging into every corner. She was looking for Selene's
body.

Anaid would never forget the morning Demeter disappeared nor the night
before her death. Demeter, her grandmother, had died in the woods in the
middle of a stormy night a little less than a year before. She was on her way
back from assisting in a delivery; she was a midwife. As she thought back on
her grandmother, Anaid could still taste the salty tears she cried for her.

After a nasty storm, the morning had dawned cloaked in a dense,
colorless fog. Selene was worried because Demeter hadn't slept in her bed the
night before and Anaid was gripped by a vague terror. That sick sensation of
impending doom. Selene didn't let her go with her into the woods because she
wanted to go alone. And when she came back, she was shivering from the cold,
her eyes cloaked in a web of pain. She was barely able to mumble a few words,
enough to communicate the news of Demeter's death. But it wasn't necessary:



Anaid already knew. She had noticed that bitter taste of death creeping up her
throat as soon as she had gotten up that morning. Selene struggled to explain
that she herself had come across Demeter's body in the forest. And then she
went silent. Selene, normally so talkative, suddenly became mute and refused
to answer any of Anaid's questions.

During the next few days, the house filled up with friends and distant
relatives who came in from all over the world. Hundreds of letters, phone calls,
e-mails poured in but nobody dared to venture forth any theories. Finally,
someone said that it was due to lightening; a medical examiner flew in
specifically from Athens to certify it. Still, Anaid could not kiss her dead
grandmother before she was placed in her coffin because she was burnt
beyond recognition. The lightening bolt that had struck down Anaid's
grandmother was a hot topic of discussion in the town although nobody, not
even Anaid, was ever able to figure out what Demeter was doing in the woods
in the middle of the night in the middle of a violent thunderstorm. Her car had
been found parked in a ditch on the logging road with the driver's side window
rolled down, the headlights on and the turn indicator stubbornly blinking away.

Anaid stopped as she was suddenly dragged back into the present
moment, finding herself again trudging through the mud among the shadows of
the oak trees. Her stick had hit something, a hard object buried among the
fallen leaves. Her hands betrayed her and began to tremble insistently. She
remembered the advice Demeter gave her on how to overcome her fear when
panic began to creep over her, seeping into her will. She let her mind go blank,
held her breath and shoved the leaves away with her boots: it was a body, still
warm but it wasn't human. It was, it was, it was... a wolf. A she-wolf, more
exactly, since you could easily see her teats swollen with milk. Her cubs couldn't
be too far away. Poor things! Without their mother's milk, they were doomed to
starve. Anaid tried to console herself, thinking, hoping that the cubs were old
enough to get by with the help of the wolfpack. She studied the animal. It was
beautiful. Her hide, despite the mud and the grime, was a pearly gray color, soft
and silky to the touch. She felt sorry for the wolf and covered it with branches,
dry leaves and stones to keep it from being devoured by predators. The wolf
was far from the mountains. She had come down to the valley, venturing into
human territory where she met her death. But why had she come down to the



valley?

Anaid checked her watch. It was twelve noon. She decided that the best
thing to do was to go home and see if everything was still the way she had left
it. It so often happens that circumstances can change quickly and unexpectedly
and what looked so horrible a few hours or minutes before just doesn't seem so
horrible anymore. Trusting in the remote possibility that she would find Selene
at home, without thinking, she took the main trail back to town and had the
misfortune of running into her classmates as they were boisterously leaving
school. She had absolutely no desire to see anybody and give explanations,
answer a bunch of sticky questions or to be laughed at or made fun of, so she
quickly turned around and rushed off in the opposite direction, scurrying down
the alleyway at the bridge. She turned around to see if anybody had spotted her
and that gesture was her undoing. She didn't see the blue Land Rover coming
down the hill; all she was aware of was the hard blow to the leg, the screeching
of brakes and a scream.

And then nothing.

Anaid lay on the ground stunned, unable to move. The lady who was
driving the vehicle, a tourist dressed in sports clothes, blond hair, blue eyes and
a slight foreign accent knelt down beside her, apologizing profusely and
checking her body for injuries.

“Poor girl. Be still. I'll call an ambulance. What's your name?”

Before Anaid could answer, a chorus of voices responded,

“Anaid Tsinoulis.”

“The know-it-all runt.”

“The brain child.”

Anaid wanted to melt away. She refused to open her eyes. She had
heard the voice of Marion, the prettiest and the most popular girl in the class.
The one who threw the coolest parties and never invited her to them. She had
also heard the voice of Roc, Elena's son, the boy she used to play with when
they were growing up but who now doesn't speak to her, look at her or even
know she exists anymore. Anaid wanted to die. She imagined that all the class
was hovering above her like a flock of vultures, pointing at her, seeing her lying
there, so small, helpless, miserable, ugly. And laughing at her, making fun of

her, enjoying her disgrace...



She wanted to die of shame.

Since the rest of the girls in class had been growing and growing, leaving
her behind, they all laughed at her little-girl size. Anaid felt like a martian.
Neither Marion nor any of the other girls for that matter invited her to their
birthday parties, their nighttime trips to the city. They didn't share their secrets,
their gossip, their clothes or CDs with her, not because they were jealous or
wary of her because she got the best grades in the class but because they just
simply didn't see her. Anaid's problem, her big, big problem was that she was
fourteen but she was still just as tall as kid of eleven and weighed as much as a
child of nine. She was invisible, unnoticed everywhere she went except in the
classroom. That's where she shone and that's where her tragedy was. She had
the enormous misfortune of understanding everything in one listening and
getting the best grades. Whenever she answered a question or got an A on an
exam, her classmates sneered at her and called her the know-it-all midget, the
smart-ass runt. To make matter worse, her intelligence even rankled some of
the teachers and more than once she had been sorry she hadn't bitten her
tongue earlier. So lately, she had held back from raising her hand in class and
even deliberately made a mistake or two on her exercises to try and get a lower
grade. But it didn't matter; she was still the know-it-all midget. And that hurt. And
how.

Anaid, still on the ground, only wanted for everybody to go away and
leave her alone, to stop glaring at her with those critical, unsympathetic eyes.

“Move it, kids, get lost!” ordered the foreign lady. That voice that had so
sweetly and gently taken care of her had become harsh and inflexible. And the
kids of her class scattered. Anaid, lying on the ground could hear their shoes
echoing off down the cobblestone streets of Urt as they ran away to spread the
news of the accident.

“Anaid, they've gone,” the lovely foreign lady murmured to her. Anaid
opened her eyes and felt comforted. A knowing smile and two eyes as blue and
as deep as the lake was the kindest reception a girl could hope for after such a
string of sad events.

“ don't think it's anything serious,” said Anaid taken by a sudden
optimism as she stroked her injured leg.

“Wait. Don't try to get up yet,” the tourist tried to keep her down but Anaid



had already sprung to her feet and shook herself off. She was fine.

“Unbelievable!,” exclaimed the foreign lady, rolling up the leg of Anaid's
pants looking for the supposed fracture after having been run over by a Land
Rover.

“Really, I'm fine. It's just a scratch,” said Anaid, showing her the affected
leg, feeling the soft touch of a delicate, white hand on her knee.

“Get in. I'm gong to take you to the doctor anyway,” the woman insisted,
taking her by the hand to help her get in the rented vehicle.

“No, | can't go to the doctor,”Anaid resisted.

The foreigner seemed to have doubts,

“They need to take some x-rays, run some tests...”

“No really, | can't,” Anaid begged emphatically, “I've got to go home.”

“Well, then, I'll take you there myself and talk to your mother.”

“No way!” shouted Anaid, running down the street, totally recovered from
her fall.

“Wait!” the beautiful woman called out to her, confused, not knowing what
to do.

But Anaid had already vanished down the first street on the left and in
that moment was already opening the door to her house.

A house which despite her wishful thinking, the house was still empty.

Selene hadn't come back.

Anaid sat in the rocking chair that used to belong exclusively to Demeter.
The back and forth movement seemed to rock her sadness away, calming her
wild uneasiness, relaxing her mind. She couldn't rush, she had to put things in
order, first one, then another. Selene had to be somewhere and if there was no
way to get in touch with her, she would have to try and track her down herself,
wherever she was.

Before seeking help from anyone, Anaid printed out all the e-mails sent
and received by her mother over the last month. She carefully wrote down all
the numbers of the last fifty calls registered on her telephone and copied all the
movements in her bank account in the last month to make sure there was
nothing out-of-the ordinary, no strange withdrawals or deposits.

She also sifted through the mail Selene kept in a drawer, mostly letters
from her editorial house and the bank, and leafed through her personal agenda,



taking down all appointments, dates and names. Anaid noticed there were a lot
of calls exchanged with a certain number in Jaca, the closest city to Urt where
Selene often went shopping. Anaid didn't waste any time in dialing the number.
A man's voice answered, “Hello, this is Max. I'm not at home now but if you
leave me a message, I'll get back to you...” Anaid hung up. Who was this Max
guy? Why hadn't Selene ever mentioned him? Is he a friend? More than a
friend? Among the e-mails or in the agenda, however, there was no trace of any
Max, or anything else worthy of interest except maybe some increasingly
frequent and intimate correspondence with an admirer who declared herself to
be a passionate reader of Selene's comics. She had set up an appointment to
meet her personally.

Signed <S>.

Gaya was correcting exams beside the fireplace. Sometimes, like that
afternoon, she lit a fire there without any real need for it, just for the pleasure of
holding her hands up to the flames and feeling the heat. She regretted having
accepted that teaching position in Urt. She had too many students, the winters
there lasted ten months and at the end of the day she didn't have the time or
the energy for her music. She thought that it would be a quiet place and that the
isolation would help her compose but she was wrong. It wasn't just the cold
which seemed to freeze the notes before they were born, it was the continuous
interruptions, one after another. They had tricked her. Instead of peace and
quiet, she had ended up in the eye of a hurricane. And precisely at that
moment, someone was ringing her doorbell and Gaya knew, from that sinking
feeling that came over her, something bad was about to happen.

The visitor was none other than Anaid, Selene's daughter, who hadn't
shown up at school that morning. And it was precisely at that moment when she
was correcting the girl's exam. It was good, too good. That's why she took a
point off the grade for having written in a handwriting that was too sharp and
angular. It wasn't because she had anything in particular against the girl. Anaid
was homely and shy but she wasn't disruptive or anything like that. What
bothered her was that her mother Selene took credit for her daughter's
achievements; an A+ was too good for that stuck-up and petulant redhead
floozy.



“What's the matter, Anaid?”

Anaid couldn't speak. Her eyes were red and she seemed frightened.
Gaya got impatient and made her blow her nose a take a sip of cold water
which Anaid dribbled on her sweater as she drank. She wasn't an ugly girl; she
had magnetic, cobalt-blue eyes which had always fascinated Gaya but the poor
thing was so clumsy, so skinny and shrunken, always in those baggy sweaters
and the shocks of cropped-off hair sticking out from under those woolen caps
which made her so unattractive. She had never been able to understand why
Selene could have such bad taste in dressing her daughter or in cutting her hair.
No one would ever be able to tell that this provocative and attractive redhead
and this sloppy, graceless teenager were mother and daughter.

Anaid seemed to snap out of it,

“Selene is gone,” she said.

That excited Gaya,

“When?”

Anaid was confused and Gaya noticed how she looked away, guilty
about something, “This morning. When | got up, she wasn't there.
That's why | didn't go to school this morning. I've been looking for her, waiting
for her all day but she never showed up.”

Gaya explored other possibilities. Maybe Anaid was wrong, exaggerating
things.

“She must have gone to Melendres' office, fighting over the latest issue of
Zarco.”

Anaid said no. Melendres was the editor of her mother's comics and yes,
they got along like cats and dogs even though the character Selene had
created, Zarco, was starting to enjoy a certain popularity.

“No, she didn't go to the city. The car is still in the barn.”

“Maybe...”

Anaid, however, seemed to be very sure about what she was saying,

“I've gone through her closet, all her clothes and shoes are there.
Nothing is missing. Her purse, her keys, her credit cards and wallet are all
hanging on the rack.”

Gaya went pale and picked up the telephone, seemingly paying no mind
to Anaid's presence there. While she punched in a number, she felt a devouring



rage boil up inside. If Selene had been there with her, she would have told her
off, slapped her, ripped out her hair and stomped on those high-heeled boots so
sexy, trashy and flashy. Why? Why didn't she ever listen to anybody? She has
been chasing after her own destruction for a year, ever since her mother
Demeter died.

“Elena, this is Gaya. Look, I've got Anaid here with me. She's telling me
that Selene has vanished.”

Gaya seemed stunned by what Elena told her on the other end of the
line,

“An accident?” she asked Anaid, “According to Elena you were in an
accident this morning. A car ran over you. Is that true?”

Anaid cursed Roc and Marion and the rest of her blabbermouth
classmates.

“It wasn't anything serious. The car just brushed against me.”

“Did you hear that? Alright, we'll be waiting for you.”

Gaya hung up the telephone, stared at Anaid and felt sorry for her. She
was all alone in the world now. She's gone through so many tragedies, one after
another... Still Gaya wasn't about to pay for Selene's mistakes. After all, it was
Selene's daughter, not hers. She looked at the pile of exams, the fireplace and
a frown of distaste twisted her face for all the problems that were going to come
down on her, whichever decision she made.

“Elena will drop by and take you to her place.”

Anaid's eyes opened wide in surprise,

“We've got to go to the police.”

“No!” Gaya cried out but when she saw the negative effect that outburst
had over Anaid, she softened her tone, “Imagine if she were having an... affair
with... somebody. It would be a scandal. We'll go out looking for her ourselves.”

“But...”

“Look, your mother is a little off. In the head. She's been doing a lot of
crazy things lately. Do you want her to be pointed at and talked about in the
streets?”

Anaid didn't say anything. She knew full well that Gaya, although she
was Selene's friend, was highly jealous of her. Jealous of her flowing, curly red
hair, her long legs, her popularity, her spirit, her free-wheeling personality. It



wasn't hard to see that Gaya, a prudish schoolteacher, would have sold her soul
to the devil to be like Selene.

Elena, the librarian, the lady who gave Anaid all the best reading
material, arrived, huffing and puffing under her excess kilos. Anaid could never
tell if Elena was pregnant, had recently given birth or when she was in neither
one condition nor the other. At last count, Anaid calculated that she had seven
kids, all boys. The oldest was Roc. For Anaid, the possibility of having to live
under the same roof with Roc was pure torture. Roc was the spitting image of
his father, the town's blacksmith: strong, haughty, dark of hair and complexion.
When they were younger, Roc and Anaid played a lot together, hiking in the
woods, swimming in the river. But that was when they were kids. Now Roc had
a motorcycle, wore tight bluejeans and just got an earring in his left ear. He
went to the town on Saturdays. Now whenever he crossed paths with Anaid, he
looked away. Like everybody else.

Elena, unlike Gaya, was affectionate. The first thing she did when she
came in was to give Anaid a big hug and smother her with kisses.

“Tell me what happened, honey.”

“She doesn't know anything,” Gaya broke in.

“Maybe she could give us some clues, something that we don't know.”

But Gaya was indignant,

“We all knew it, you, me, everybody. We could all see this coming.
Sooner or later.”

“Let's not get hasty.”

“What else was Selene after with those short skirts, all that wild, garish
red hair blowing in the wind? What was she trying to prove with those reports on
Internet, getting interviewed and photographed at home, in her studio, making
outlandish statements about the world of comics, going so far as to criticize
public figures? What about all those speeding tickets? And those scandalous
drinking sprees?”

Elena interrupted her, embarrassed,

“Gaya, please. Not in front of her kid.”

But Gaya had been in the mood to cut loose for too long and couldn't
resist getting in one last parting shot,

“She was victim of her ego.”



Anaid jumped in to defend her mother,

“Selene is special. She's different... and | love her.”

Gaya's aggressiveness made Anaid brave but also cautious. She
decided not to give them any of the information she had dug up about her
mother's latest movements.

Gaya felt that maybe she had gone too far. True, she couldn't stand
Selene, so narcissistically in love with herself. She couldn't believe that this poor
kid who Selene had so totally overshadowed, belittled and treated like a piece
of worn-out furniture had come to her defense. She sighed,

“I'm sorry, Anaid. | don't have anything against your mother. Just her lack
of subtlety, of discretion. It's nothing but a way of attracting undue attention. Of
making enemies. Do you understand?”

“Do you mean she disappeared because of that interview on Internet?”
Anaid asked sardonically.

Gaya now wished she had shut up a few minutes earlier,

“No, no, what | mean is... well, |... Pay me no mind. | just want you to now

that | admired your grandmother, Demeter, very much. Demeter was a great

lady.”

Elena took Anaid's hands,

“Last night, did you hear, did you perceive anything... weird? Like
when...?

Anaid was firm, blunt even. She didn't know where she got the strength
to respond with such force and security,

“My mother is not dead.”

Gaya and Elena breathed, relieved. Anaid's certainty left no room for
doubt.

“How do you know that?”

“l just do.”

Elena sat down for a while, pensive,

“Anaid, this is what we're going to do. The two of us are going to help you
find Selene but you have to help us too. First, we're going to ask you to do
something which should be really hard for a smart and curious girl like you.”

“What?”

“To not ask any questions.”



Anaid needed just one good reason to convince her that her discretion
could help in the search for Selene,

“Is she in trouble?”

Elena and Gaya looked at each other and nodded,

“Yes.”

“Fine. | won't ask any questions. What's the second condition?”

“Don't talk about this with ANYBODY. Got it?”

Anaid agreed. She needed to let Elena's words sink in to realize that
Selene's disappearance was well within the parameters of logic, which it was.

“So, what do | say here in Urt?”

“We'll say that Selene has taken a trip. To Berlin. Do you like Berlin?”

Anaid said yes.

“And meanwhile?”

“Meanwhile, I'll take you in, “ Elena stated.

“Where am | going to sleep?”

“Well, with...”

“No, | am not going to sleep with Roc!” Anaid cried out with a certain
desperation.

“Why not? You two are friends.”

Anaid felt faint. The worst thing in the world that could happen to her
wasn't her mother's vanishing into thin air but rather to be forced to suffer
through the hugest embarrassment imaginable: having to share a room with
Roc.

“No, we're not friends.”

“Well then, you'll learn how to kiss and make up. What do you think about
that?

“I think it's terrible.”

Elena sighed and held her belly. Had it moved? Yes, Elena's enormous
belly had quivered. She must be pregnant again.

Gaya, in order to soothe her guilty conscience, stiffly stroked Anaid's hair.
It was an attempt at closeness that represented a huge effort on her part,

"Come now. We'll take you to your place so you can pick up your things.
But first, eat something. You must be starving,” she said, taking out some cold
chicken and vegetables and reheating them on the stove. Anaid hated



vegetables but she was nonetheless grateful. She hadn't eaten anything since
the night before.

2. Aunt Criselda

Anaid munched slowly on the croquette, hoping it would last for hours.
She was incapable of raising her eyes off the plate and meeting the eight pairs
of eyes staring insistently at her.

She was a novelty. A circus freak.

She was the center of attention for Elena's seven sons and husband.

“Wow! Get a load of how she's eating! Chewing so slowly and carefully,
not talking with her mouth full, not burping, not wiping her greasy fingers on her
shirt.”

That's how well-mannered girls eat.

Anaid felt like melting from shame. Elena's husband talked about nothing
but her, as if he had discovered a strange, new species of chimpanzee.

Elena tried to distract attention,

“Come on guys, leave her alone. Roc, have you already decided on a
costume for Marion's party?”

Roc obviously didn't want to answer,

“It's a secret. | can't tell anybody.”

Anaid hadn't been invited to that party either and when she was
reminded of it, she started to feel uneasy. Wasn't it clear that Roc didn't want to
talk about disguises because Anaid was sitting right there in front of him? Was
Elena that stupid? Couldn't she see that she and Roc were like oil and water?
Why was she so insistent on marrying them off any way she could? The food
got stuck in her throat. For however hard she tried, Anaid couldn't swallow the
croquette. She started to choke. Without looking up, she reached out for the
glass of water and took a drink.

“Anaid didn't wipe her mouth!” chirped one of the brats.

Anaid looked at him through the glass which grotesquely deformed him
and glared back. He was one of the twins, with his front teeth missing and a big
knot on his forehead.

His father tried to downplay the incident,



“Bah, it's no big deal. Her mouth was clean.”.

“That's a lie! She had bits of croquette on it!“ chimed in the other twin.
They must attack in pairs, thought Anaid not knowing whether she should use
the napkin, toss water in the brats' faces or run away. Elena got her out of the
jam,

“Would you two please leave her alone, alright? Anaid is just like you.”

“No she's not, she's a girl, yuck!”

“And girls have tits!”

“Anaid doesn't!”

“Quiet!”

Anaid was red as a tomato. The little monsters just simply wouldn't shut
up. For sure, they were examining her, looking her over from head to toe,
coming up with all the defects they could to spit them back at her later.

“Can | go out tonight?”

It was Roc's voice asking permission from his father.

“With Anaid?” Elena asked.

“With Anaid!?” Roc cried out in surprise. “You've got to be kidding! How
am | supposed to go out with Anaid?!”

Anaid knew exactly what he meant: "how do you expect anybody to be
caught dead with someone like Anaid?"

Still, Elena insisted,

“She's our guest”

“I'm going to meet other people and | wouldn't like to show up uninvited
with...”

Anaid managed to muster up enough strength to say,

“I've got to go home and print up an assignment for Social Studies.”

She blurted it out. They were the only words she had uttered throughout
the dinner and she did it to get Roc out of a bind and also to save herself further
embarrassment. But Roc didn't even have the courtesy to thank her.

Once out in the street, she ran and ran and ran but she didn't go home.
She hid out in a secret place that only she knew about, a place where nobody
else ever went. It was the same place she went to cry when her grandmother
Demeter died: a cave in the woods. When she was very small, Demeter used to
take her out into the woods where she would help her dig for mandrake roots,



belladonna flowers, jimsonweed and white hembane: all medicinal herbs she
needed to cook up teas, potions and unguents. That's how Anaid learned to get
around so well in the forest and be very wary of the hallucinogenic powers of
the agaric fungus that grew in the shade of the oak trees, the poisonous leaves
and berries of the yew tree and wild hemlock that can kill you on the spot. With
Demeter, she learned to celebrate the Days of Power: the Winter solstice in the
quiet of the night, looking north, when one opens herself up to inspiration. At the
Spring equinox, facing the rising sun in the east, when you prepared yourself to
receive wisdom. For the Summer Solstice, facing south in broad daylight, when
the expression of dreams was celebrated. Finally, the Autumn equinox arrived,
when the sun set in the west, the time to harvest the fruits of the Earth and
prepare for the rebirth of the new cycle.

Sometimes, Anaid got tired of the serious tasks Demeter imposed upon
her so she hid in the bushes, not answering her call. That's how she came
across the cave, barely a crack in the rock which she managed to squeeze
through. There, she slid down a tunnel that ended up in a marvelous cavern
with high ceilings. As Anaid ecstatically went exploring, discovering the delicate
stalactites, the underground lakes and grottoes, she knew that this would
forever be her refuge, her special little corner in the world — comfortable and
solitary — that had chosen her, not the other way around. A place where from
now on, she would find shelter whenever she was afraid.

That night she felt no fear as she wandered through the dark forest nor
when she heard the sinister call of the owl, nor even when she slid down the
tunnel to the depths of the cave. There, alone, with nothing but the flickering
light of a candle, she carved two pieces of black meteoric stone in the shape of
two teardrops, the same way she did when her grandmother Demeter died. The
meteorite had fallen in the forest the summer before, it had exactly the hardness
and the shine that Anaid needed. Both times, then and now, she hung one of
the teardrops around her neck and buried the other at the entrance to the cave.
Nobody had ever given her instructions, nobody had ever explained the
significance of the ritual. It was a primitive way to mark the territory of her grief
and to publicly express her pain. And now she repeated it again to console
herself. Two teardrops hung around her neck, one for each of the women who
had loved her and left her:



Demeter, sensible and strict but fair.

Selene, extravagant and wild but loving.

For Anaid, who had two mothers completely different but together
balanced each other out. With Demeter dead, she had clung onto Selene for
salvation. She admitted that Selene often embarrassed her to death since she
didn't act like the other mothers, dress like the other mothers nor was quiet and
discreet like the other mothers. Yet, she loved her.

And now that Selene had gone, Anaid was ALONE. But she didn't want
to fall into fear or despair, that's why she repeated over and over to herself that
her mother would come back at any moment.

Anaid, squatted at the entrance to her cave. She had just buried the
stone teardrop and wanted to be alone with her thoughts and memories but
then she heard a strange sound, an eerie breeze that made her jump up and
look around in the darkness that closed in around her. As she brushed the dirt
off her jeans, she spun around three times, certain that someone or something
was watching her through the blackness of the forest.

On her way back to town, she walked faster. Alimost unconsciously. She
felt an uneasiness run up and down her spine. Maybe it was her imagination or
maybe it was due to her fatigue and sadness, but she could swear that the air
was becoming weirdly turbulent around her and the clear first-quarter moonlight
had faded. Without Selene, the world, her world, seemed smaller, darker. As if

the valley of Urt had been trapped inside a murky crystal ball.

“iAnaid, Anaid!”

Anaid, with her schoolbag flung over her shoulder, raised her head.
Elena had gone to meet her at the school.

“Your aunt is here.”

The news was so surprising that she didn't even know how to react.

“My aunt? Which aunt?”

“Criselda. Your grandmother's sister. Come on, I'm sure you remember
her. She came to the funeral last year.”

Anaid remembered her perfectly, astonished how she didn't look anything
like her sister Demeter. She couldn't exactly recall the features of her face, so
soft and vague, but she definitely remembered the smell of lavender and her



hand caressing her head. The contact of the palm of her aunt's hand was
indeed deeply relaxing even though there was little else relaxing about Criselda.
Short, plump and frantic with so many things bouncing around inside her head
that she often lost control and something usually ended up getting broken. A
plate, a glass, a flower vase, a poor dog. In the time it took for her to hug her
affectionately, Anaid was shocked to see that her aunt had quickly managed to
cause a huge turmoil in the kitchen. Why?

“It was really dirty and messy. The kitchen is the soul of a house and it
needs to be clean and orderly.”

Anaid didn't ask who had called her or how she had managed to get in
nor how she got the wild idea that the first thing she had to do was to empty out
all the shelves and cabinets, clean out the refrigerator, move Demeter's jars of
preserves, taste all the spices Selene cooked with, rearrange all the pots and
pans and even sniff the herbs that hung in bunches from the beams of the
ceiling. Fortunately, Criselda hadn't had time to leave the kitchen and turn her
fury towards the library, the living room, the bedrooms. Anaid was used to
Selene's eccentricities and tried not to get angry; besides, Criselda had come to
her rescue. Now she could go back home and forget about the living nightmare
of having to have dinner at Elena's table and those nights sleeping on a cot next
to Roc. She considered that if that was the way to be at ease again, if her aunt
agreed but... What had brought her there? What did her sudden presence in the
house mean?

“Any news from Selene?” Anaid asked.

“We'll find out soon enough, my child. Very soon.”

And while they talked, Criselda's hand touched Anaid's forehead and like
a magic balm, her worries faded away.

Elena, always so motherly, came out of the kitchen a few minutes later
with a steaming pot of delicious stew: meat, potatoes, garbanzos and cabbage.
Anaid wasn't especially crazy about stew but she suddenly remembered that
she was hungry and didn't bother wondering who had cooked up such a
laborious dish on such short notice, what was in it or where the ingredients
came from. In the refrigerator at her house there was never any cabbage.
Selene hated cabbage.

The three of them sat down and dug into the stew. From the cryptic



conversation Criselda and Elena had, Anaid was able to pick up three things:

One. That Elena was pregnant for the eighth time and once again, it was
going to be another boy.

Two. That Criselda had no idea about how to take care of children but
nonetheless planned to stay on and look after her and help find out where
Selene had run off to.

Three. That Criselda had smashed and thrown away all the jars in the
kitchen, including her growth medicine.

That made Anaid mad,

“Hey, I've been taking that syrup for the last four years. When | was ten,
Karen warned us that | was too small for my age and... “

Aunt Criselda was totally shocked,

“You're fourteen!?”

And that surprise, sincere as it was, made Anaid even angrier than she
already was about the imposition of her aunt just coming into her house and
throwing her medicine away,

“Just look at me!”

Then aunt Criselda opened her big mouth and asked the type of question
only aunts ask, only nosy aunts, that is:

“Have you got your period yet?”

And then there were two pairs of eyes intensely scrutinizing her. Her
reply was of major importance due to the enormous interest it aroused. She
didn't want to create any further mystery since it was quite obvious to all that
everything about her feminine nature was an absolute disaster,

“No.”

The two women crossed worried looks with each other. Elena apologized
with a shrug of her shoulders as if to say "this does not compute."

“Tell me, Anaid, has your mother talked to you yet about being... ready...
in case...?”

Anaid was offended. Who did they take me for?

“All the girls in my class have their period. | know what tampons and
kotexes are. Don't worry; I'm not going to freak out when it happens.”

Nonetheless, neither Elena nor Criselda seemed to be too relieved by
her answer. To the contrary, their concern seemed to grow. lIt's always



fascinated Anaid how adults use a special body language whenever unwelcome
intruders are around. Since she was very young, she had always tried and often
succeeded in interpreting the messages she intercepted between her mother
and her grandmother. Now, the subliminal message she translated was
something like "what a smash-up job Selene has done!" although she didn't
really know what they meant by that. She was still worried about her medicine.

“‘Now what am | gong to take? Only Selene knew how to make Karen's
formula and now Karen's off working at a hospital in Tanzania.”

As soon as she said it, Anaid wondered how and for how long she had
known that Karen had traveled to Tanzania. It was something really strange. A
revelation. From out of nowhere, she suddenly knew. The same way she knew
that Selene was alive and also, a year ago, when she brusquely woke up at
three in the morning knowing that Demeter had died.

“Don't worry. We'll work it out. Criselda will cook up the formula from the
same recipe. I'm sure it's around here somewhere.”

Although that "around here somewhere" meant lost in the chaotic
immensity of the house, Elena's motherly and pragmatic spirit managed to calm
Anaid down. But she couldn't be completely at ease until she had made sure
with her own eyes that aunt Criselda hadn't got hold of her shampoo yet. Her
hair was such a disaster that if she didn't wash it with a special strengthening,
vitamin shampoo, it would fall out in clumps. How was it that her mother Selene
was so tall, slender and had such beautiful hair? Anaid didn't resemble her at
all. Next to her, she felt like a soggy sandwich. Still, she missed Selene. Seeing
her so worldly, so sure of herself, so talkative, friendly and outgoing made her
feel at ease. She looked up to her mother and dreamed that someday,
somehow, she would be like her.

But it wasn't her growth medicine she was so terrified about. It was a mix
of everything, the terror brought about by her mother's absence.

Aunt Criselda then took her by the hand and looked deep into her eyes,

“Now, | want you to tell me everything you can remember about the night
Selene disappeared. Everything.”

The way she whispered that "everything", so persuasively, made all
those memories which she had tried so hard to erase so that they would stop
tormenting her, come flowing back. Obediently, one by one, Anaid's memories



climbed out of the bottom drawers of her mind and stood in line so that aunt
Criselda could dust them off and analyze them carefully.

"... Selene gave me a glass of cranberry juice which I'm crazy about...
she invited me to sit next to her on the porch and we played name the
constellations... we play that a lot... that night she caught me off guard while |
was looking for Andromeda and Cassiopeia and asked me if | wanted to spend
the summer in Sicily with her friend Valeria... she tried to sell me the idea saying
that Valeria had a house by the sea in Taormina, under Mount Etna... that she
had a daughter my age... and then she showed me the plane ticket. | couldn't
believe it! Selene had everything already worked out and hadn't even bothered
asking me about it. That's why | didn't react the way she had expected, | didn't
jump for joy or kiss her or run off to try on my bikini. | only asked her how she
had the nerve to think that | would like to go on a trip alone, without her, and
stay with strange people in a far-away country. Selene got nervous as if | had let
her down and squinted at me. She does that, she squints when she's in trouble.
She didn't want me to notice how important it was for her to get me out of her
way. She acted like it didn't really matter, like it was no big deal... and went off
on some story about when Valeria called her up congratulating her for her comic
character Zarco that she got this spur-of-the-moment idea to set up the trip for
me as a surprise. She told me that if | didn't want to go then, no problem, she
could cancel the ticket but that would be a pity since Clodia, Valeria's daughter,
is very outgoing and has a bunch of friends and that | needed to get out and see
the world and meet people my age. Then | told her no, no way; | just didn't feel
like going and that's that. And it's not because | wasn't interested in Sicily. That's
not true; I'd love to visit the theater in Syracuse, Palermo, get shot at by the
mafia, climb up Etna and dive headfirst into the Mediterranean. But there's just
no way in the world | was going to let myself be made fun of by Clodia and her
amici italiani. And the more wonderful she made this Clodia out to be made it
even worse. Didn't my mother realize that that was precisely my big, big
problem? If she had told me that this Clodia was a leper who couldn't leave the
house because her fingers and toes and ears and nose would fall off, maybe |
would have been interested."

"But Selene thought | was doing this just to antagonize her. She told me |
was an irresponsible and silly little girl who didn't understand anything about



anything and she threatened me, she threatened me with ... terrible things. She
told me that if for some reason she went missing or had to run away or if
something were to happen to her, someone would have to look after me. And
that made me so mad, her using a cheap trick, blackmailing me like that to get
her way that | blew my top and told her that she just wanted to get rid of me so
she could have the house all to herself to be alone with somebody, somebody
who must have been REALLY special for her, the guy she wore all that perfume
and make-up, those tight dresses and pants for and went to the city so often to
see. | was sure that Selene had a boyfriend and she didn't want him to meet me
because she was ashamed of me or she just didn't care about me. That's why |
refused. | swore | would never, ever go to Taormina and then | did something
that really hurt Selene: | got up and without even opening my mouth to say
good-night or anything, | just walked away. Selene followed me up to my room,
trying to get me to look at her, begging me, pleading with me to talk to her so
that she could soften me up, play on my weaknesses and try to talk me into
whatever it was she was up to but | didn't listen. | got into bed, turned off the
light and acted like | was asleep.”

"And then | never saw her again."

"Later, in the middle of the night, the thunderstorm woke me up. The
lightening was so bright | thought it was already daytime and that | was on the
beach in Taormina next to some toothless ltalian leper girl when Mount Etna
started to erupt. It was really frightening to see the sky lit up like that and to feel
the thunder shaking the walls of the house. Even the crows seemed to go crazy,
flying around in circles in front of my window like they wanted to get into the
house. | remember something really weird: the crows looked bigger, deformed.
One of them looked at me through the window pane. It had an intelligent look
and talked to me, ordering me to open the window and let them in. | was about
to but then | closed my eyes, rolled over and tried to go back to sleep despite
the storm. | didn't go to Selene's room because | didn't want her to think that |
had changed my mind and that | accepted her nutty proposal. | was still furious
at her and | wanted her to know it so | didn't budge from my room. And | didn't
go and crawl into bed with her as | usually did on stormy nights like these and
she didn't call me to go out and dance in the garden in the pouring rain until we
ended up exhausted and soaked to the skin and with Demeter going bezerk,



griping us out, calling us this and that."

"The next day, Selene wasn't in her bedroom and the window was wide
open. | thought that maybe she was in the bathroom taking a shower or
something but no, she wasn't anywhere. Nothing was missing: her shoes, her
book, not even a toothbrush or a hairpin. There weren't any signs of violence,
nothing broken, no blood on the floor or hairs on her pillow. Everything was in its
regular place. It was like she had just vanished, like she had just flown out the
window... and at any moment she would come flying back and get back into
bed. | didn't touch anything, | left everything the way it was but that morning |
went out into the woods and went over it from top to bottom, inch by inch. | was
so afraid that | would come across my mother's body, struck by lightening, burnt
to a crisp. But all | found was a dead she-wolf. And then | suddenly knew that

Selene was still alive. Don't ask me how | know. | just know. "

The prophecy of ODI

And she shall rise above all others,

She shall be queen yet she will fall into temptation.

All will vie for her favor, they will offer her the scepter:
the scepter of destruction for the Odish,

the scepter of darkness for the Omar.

And the heart of the Chosen One shall dictate the truth.
The one that will rule over all the others.

Forever.

3. Selene

Selene lay back on her mattress, a sack of hay, breathing slowly, deeply.
She stayed motionless, lethargic. She didn't want to waste any more energy
than she had to since she hadn't eaten of drunk anything for the last three days.
Swarms of green flies circled around the bucket of excrement, some of them
flying over and landing on her nose, her cheeks and forehead but Selene didn't
bother shooing them away. She kept lying there, her eyes half-open, her lips



bloodless, her pulse slow, her face cold. Her body may have been there but her
spirit had floated far, far away from that dark, tiny cell. The absolute control she
imposed over her body kept her from feeling hunger, thirst, cold and disgust.
Even her sense of smell had grown used to the overpowering stink of urine and
excrement that had made her nauseous when she first arrived.

And it's very likely that if nothing had altered her isolation, she would
have remained impervious to her surroundings but when she heard the sound
of footsteps coming closer, she knew she couldn't keep deadening her senses.
She was able to see the dank moisture oozing from the walls, the fleas and
bedbugs jumping around all over the place, the cockroaches climbing up and
down the frame of her cot, the snouts of the rats quivering as they sniffed her
anguish. After letting down her guard, she wrinkled her nose in utter disgust
having clearly picked up the foul stench of blood, sweat and fear that clung to
the walls, the filthy yellow mantle stained with brown spots she lay upon. All this
mammoth effort of self-control she had employed all the while quickly fizzled
under her sudden expectation that the door would open and hope would come
streaming through. Hope to return to a warm, bright and clean world. Selene,
being held prisoner, was at the end of her endurance and found herself giving in
to the wild, desperate desire to run away, to break out of this cell at whatever
the cost.

The unlocked door opened and Selene, getting control of herself, stood
up, brushing the wrinkles out of her light nightshirt, untangling the thick red hair
that fell over her bare shoulders in an attempt to recover whatever she could of
her dignity.

“Well, well,” said the visitor, staring at her, studying her, weighing her up,
“you're even prettier than | imagined.”

Selene, kept on a mask of stony severity, not responding to her jailer's
flattery.

“And your strength is admirable. You haven't begged for food or water or
a blanket, you haven't moaned and groaned and whimpered. You haven't even
tried to communicate with anyone. | must say I'm impressed.”

Selene looked at her haughtily,

“What did you expect?”

“Frankly, | thought you would use your magic.”



Selene laughed,

“| save that for more important things”

The visitor stood in front of her captive and looked her in the eye. She
was as tall as Selene, maybe younger and definitely as beautiful as the exotic
redhead. A classical beauty: oval face, black, almond-shaped eyes, pitch black
hair and a snowy, almost transparent skin. The whiteness of that skin fascinated
Selene as she observed the bluish veins on her wrist that vibrated with her
pulse. A torrent of blood anxious for rain.

Selene defiantly held the stranger's gaze. Those eyes, two lumps of
burning coal seared through her flesh and burned into her brain but Selene,
despite her hunger, didn't back down. The visitor dropped out of the game
before Selene blinked or showed any sign of weakness.

“You are indeed powerful. No Omar has ever been able to hold my gaze.
Until now.”

Selene gave an ironic smile,

“Salma, | presume.”

“You presume correctly.”

Selene measured her words carefully, trying to give them the right
amount of justifiable rage,

“I'm afraid we got off on the wrong foot. You tricked me.”

Salma faked surprise,

“Are you calling me a liar?”

But Selene didn't waver,

“You promised you would wait until summer.”

Salma's laughter sounded empty. An old, worn-out laughter that echoed a
thousand and one times through the cell,

“What's two months compared to all eternity?”

“A lot. It's not the way | planned. It all happened so quickly that | couldn't
cover the tracks of our contacts or come up with a decent alibi. | couldn't even
quit my job, lock up my house, cancel my bank accounts...”

“So what? You can do without all that. Two months from now, everybody
will have given up looking for you and then you'll be completely forgotten. Even
by your editor.”

Selene didn't agree,



“My companions won't give up. They'll come looking for me and they'll
cause you a lot of trouble, you can be sure of that. They'll connect the dots and
try to get in our way.”

Salma considered that maybe Selene was right,

“Would you have rather faked your own death?”

Selene nodded,

“That was the deal.”

Salma shrugged,

“Orders from the Countess. | was going to do it my way but the Countess
gave the order to move up the dates.”

Selene was quiet for a while and then responded,

“I have to go back and tie up the loose ends There's still time to keep my
disappearance from blowing up into a big scandal. “

But Salma wouldn't hear of it,

“I'm afraid that's going to be impossible. The Countess wants to see you.”

Selene shivered, a chill that started at her neck and fluttered down her
spine to the tips of her gelid toes.

“Is she already back?“

“Not yet.”

“So...?” Selene asked, anticipating, fearing the answer she would get.

“You have to go to her. You'll journey with me to the Opaque World.”

Selene went pale and clutched onto the legs of the bed, oblivious to the
cockroach she crushed there,

“To the Opaque World?”

“What? Are you afraid?”Salma chided her, making fun of her.

But Selene was not ashamed of her fear which in this case was in no
way unfounded,

“No Omar has ever returned.”

Salma laughed that hollow laugh of hers,

“Ah, but your not just any Omar.”

Selene thought quickly. She didn't want to keep Salma or the Countess
waiting.

“I'l go ... but on one condition. Before, | have to go back and cover my

tracks.



Salma laughed,

“I'l do it.”

“You!?” Selene cried out in horror.

“It'll be a lot of fun,” said Salma suddenly adopting the sly voice and face
of a naughty girl. “I'll trick them.”

“No, Salma, not you. Besides, three days have already gone by.”

“So? What does that matter?”

Selene got angry,

“I'm telling you again: don't get anywhere near my house or you'll be
sorry!”

Salma went quiet, a silence that lasted far too long for Selene's comfort,

“Unless you're hiding something...”

Selene denied it while a threatening expression came over Salma's face,

“Another week locked up in here will help refresh your memory.”

Selene started feeling desperate. Salma turned around and started to
leave without even offering her some water or a blanket. No. Selene knew that
once you fall into the trap of hope, it's impossible to get out. She begged,

“Wait.”

Salma stopped and looked at her, waiting for her to continue,

“There's a man, Max. He lives in the city. He's waiting for me. He's crazy
about me.”

“And what about you?”

Selene bit her lips before answering. She could still imagine his kisses,

“I'll get over it.”

“Anyone else?”

“A girl.”

“A qirl?”

“My adopted daughter.”

“A daughter?”

Selene forcefully reacted,

“She's not mine. Demeter made me take care of her. She's more her
daughter than mine.”

“Is she an Omar?”

“No, she's just a mortal, homely and clumsy. No powers, nothing really



special about her.”

“So, what is she to you?”

Selene thought about a soft bed, a glass of cold water, a hot bath, a cozy
room with sunlight shining through. She looked deeply at the wily Salma. She
knew she couldn't fool her,

“For her, I'm her mother and ...”

“And?”

“I love her,” Selene admitted, lowering her head.

4. Anaid awakens

The telegram arrived the same afternoon aunt Criselda did. It was addressed to
Anaid and although the language used was in no way typical of Selene, the
message deeply hurt her:

Anaid:

Don't come looking for me. Max will pick me up in his car me and

then we'll start our new life far away from here. I'm sorry but

there's no way the three of us could have made it work. I'll send

money to Elena. You'll forget me soon enough.

Selene.

Anaid read and reread the message until she despised it. So, this Max
guy really existed. A flesh and blood man. Her mother's lover in the city.
Someone she loved more than she loved her. She felt like dialing Max's number
and screaming at him, telling him to give her mother back to her but that would
have been ridiculous. Selene simply loved him more and anyway, by then, they
must have been long gone.

Aunt Criselda, her glasses at the tip of her nose, read the telegram
without believing her eyes and overwhelmed Anaid with a flood of questions
about Max, her mother and her mother's madness but Anaid didn't answer. The
only thing she wanted was to be alone and cry. A few hours later, Elena dropped
by with an envelope full of cash along with a typewritten message signed by
Selene begging her to take care of Anaid and promising to send more money
later for her upkeep.



“Where did she get the money?” Anaid wondered aloud. “All her
bankbooks and credit cards were in her purse. | wrote down the movements
myself; she hadn't taken out any money.”

Elena and Criselda looked at her in surprise,

“You say Selene didn't take anything with her.”

Anaid stood by what she had said, what her eyes had seen the day after
the storm,

“She had left everything behind: her clothes, her shoes, her coat, her
purse...”

But while Anaid was telling them that, she looked around and noticed,
much to her shock, that there was no trace of Selene's coat or purse on the coat
rack.

“I swear | saw them hanging there!”she cried out in protest.

Elena and Criselda exchanged knowing glances,

“And the shoes?”

“Come and see for yourselves. She didn't even take a suitcase.”

However, when they climbed the stairs and opened the closet doors,
Anaid turned white. The closet was empty except for a pair of worn-out
katiuskas and some moccasins without soles. Instead of her suitcase, there was
an empty bucket and from her nightstand, the book she had been reading, her
sunglasses and her hairpins had all disappeared. Anaid cautiously ventured into
the bathroom and couldn't believe what she saw there either: no shampoo, no
pita glove, the one she scrubbed herself with every morning, not even a
toothbrush. But that wasn't the strangest thing that happened that afternoon.
When Anaid showed Criselda and Elena the state of her e-mail accounts so
they could see for themselves that Selene hadn't said good-bye to anybody, not
even to tell her editor that she was leaving, she uncovered another very
unpleasant surprise. The messages she had read now weren't the same ones
as the other day. In the new e-mails, sent and received before her
disappearance, Selene announced her departure to the editorial house and
canceled all her previous engagements: a seminar, a congress of comic writers,
the opening of a exposition hall... She compared these newly-appeared e-mails
with the ones she had printed out three days earlier; none of the messages
were the same. There wasn't even the slightest trace of the intense epistolary



relationship she had been carrying on with that rabid fan who admired her so
much: that mysterious S.

Anaid showed her print-outs to Elena and Criselda but neither one of
them seemed to think it was important. And when Criselda complained about
the numbers that had been erased from the short-term memory in the
telephone, Anaid, totally stunned, thought it better to keep quiet. It was more
than evident that after Selene's disappearance, someone had managed to
break in and cover up all the evidence.

How did they get into the house?

How did they know which of Selene's personal effects to take?

How did they manage to erase the memory of the telephone?

How did they manage to slip in predated e-mail messages?

There was only one logical explanation: Selene had done it herself.

Then she felt the first chills. Anaid started to feel really bad. Shivering,
she climbed into bed. She didn't have fever but she felt far worse than the time
she had caught pneumonia and had to be taken in convulsions to the hospital.
Her whole body ached, from head to toe. She felt her bones crack, her guts
squirming around inside her, hot spikes rammed into all her tendons, a
thousand needles ripping into every muscle in her body. Her skin was tense,
ready to pop open at any time. There was no way she was gong to get to sleep,
sit up, read or even think. Impossible.

And for the next two weeks Anaid felt like she was dying. She didn't go to
school but that wasn't too terribly important. The doctor told her to rest, to not
worry about her studies or anything else, that she was traumatized over what
had happened to her mother. Anaid was ashamed. Everybody was talking about
Selene, telling the lurid story about how she had run away with a guy named
Max. At first, Anaid tried to fight off the sensation of being betrayed, telling
herself that Selene had run off, carried away by a fit of madness, true to her
style, and that she had managed to sneak back into the house in the dead of
night to pick up her things, rewrite her e-mails, erase call registers, send
telegrams and cash... tying up all her loose ends without daring to show her
face. Unwilling and unable to face her daughter. Anaid should have hated her
for her lying, for her cowardice and then rip her out of her life like an infected



appendix. She would have loved to have her mother standing face-to-face in
front of her so she could yell at her, scream at her for her tremendous
selfishness, for her total and absolute irresponsibility, the same way Demeter
would have torn into her. But Anaid also knew that she needed her mother, for
however selfish, ambitious, irresponsible and insane she may have been.

During those days of forced bed rest, what worried Anaid the most was
the raging turmoil that going on inside her head. Instead of a brain, it seemed
like there was a sawmill, a furious hornet's nest inside. The constant buzzing
was unbearable; and it got worse at certain times and in certain places. One
afternoon, she tried to return to the oak forest but before she could make it to
her cave, she was forced to turn around and race back home. The astounding
amount of sounds that the woods gave off was pure torture. The buzzing inside
her head became an overwhelming roar that nearly drove her crazy.

Anaid missed Selene constantly but in the moments when she felt the
worst, she missed Karen. She wished that her doctor, her mother's best friend,
would come back from Tanzania, make her stretch out on a cot that smelt like
candy cane, tickle her with her stethoscope and make her feel better. When
Anaid was little, she thought that Karen's stethoscope was magical, that just by
rubbing it against her chest and back, her lungs would clear up and her cold
would go away. She tried to imagine what Karen would say, how Karen would
tell her to act and in one sleepless night, the answer came to her, whispered in
her ear: "Anaid, sweetheart, don't struggle against your pain or the noise. It's
your body talking to you. It's you. It's part of you, don't fight it. Feel the pain,
breathe deep, listen down inside yourself, accept it, let it become part of you."

The suggestion that Karen's voice gave her worked like silk. Anaid could
feel the tension in her body unwind and the roar inside her head died down,
especially at nightfall.

But, like in a fevered trance, something happened. One night, after she
had managed to nod off, she woke up with her eyes open and her heart wildly
fluttering, thinking that the walls of her room were talking to her. From behind
the curtains emerged the slender figure of a lady in a flowing robe while on the
Turkish kilim lay a warrior, a knight like in olden times, with a helmet and armor.
And these hallucinations appeared to her every night, every night occupying the
same place. The lady and the knight were daring and curious, they looked at



her unabashedly and seemed to want to say something to her. That was
probably the funniest thing in all this that was happening to her.

Meanwhile, aunt Criselda, who was otherwise a joy to be around,
managed to do nothing but cause havoc and break things. Anaid tried to explain
the symptoms of her strange sickness but after a visit to the doctor without
getting a clear diagnosis or a concrete cure, the woman got frightened. Saying
that she didn't know anything about children, she gave her a foul-tasting liquid
that make her go into a violent vomiting spell. Criselda spent most of the day
making phone calls and poking around through the bookshelves in Selene's
room. Her latest concern was the difficult financial situation they were going
through. Aunt Criselda found out that after Demeter died, Selene had taken out
a mortgage on the house and squandered the money away. She bought a new
car, new furniture, traveled and treated herself to a lot of a whims, so much so
that now the unpaid bills were starting to pile up, threatening to swamp them in
debt. Criselda had no idea either about how to handle money. Melendres,
Selene's editor, was an utter cheapskate. He refused to advance them a nickel
unless Selene came in person to sign off on the receipts.

But Anaid, just fourteen years old, didn't worry about those grown-up
things. Besides, she didn't trust her aunt Criselda for anything other than her
soothing hands. For practical solutions to concrete problems, she would never
consider turning to her aunt. There's no way she would ask her to make an
omelette (she fried them in vinegar) or a steak (she served them extra rare,
almost raw) or to wash a sweater (she used bleach on them).

What Anaid could never figure out was why everyone assumed that the
adult always had to take care of the child; in her case, it was clearly the other
way around. Aunt Criselda had no qualms about eating the meals that Anaid
prepared. Fortunately, she wasn't too picky of an eater; it didn't matter to her to
have spaghetti every day whether in tomato sauce, al pesto or alla carbonara.
Anaid was thankful for that lack of taste and sophistication. All this confirmed
the fact that aunt Criselda was a strange specimen indeed and that the women
in her family bore absolutely no resemblance to each other. Together, each one

in their own way, would make a up a very weird zoo0.

Be it for the spaghetti, the long bedrest, or for nerves, it was clear that



fifteen days after Selene's disappearance, and thirteen after aunt Criselda's
arrival, Anaid noticed that her clothes didn't fit her anymore. She couldn't zip up
her pants or button her shirts and she realized in dismay that she needed a bra.
She couldn't believe it. For the first time her breasts were beginning to grow.
And Selene wasn't there to celebrate it with her!

She didn't want to tell aunt Criselda, a gossip who had no idea about
young girls and their troubles. She would surely go around town, shouting it out
from the rooftops, that her niece was a woman now and urgently needed a bra
and that she had no idea about girl's bras. So that's why Anaid sneaked out of
the house around sundown when the din in her head had died down somewhat.
She swiped some money from the top drawer and left home, heading towards
the lingerie shop, hoping and praying that Eduardo wasn't there. If Eduardo
waited on her, she would just die of shame, melting right there at the counter.
Eduardo played in the town band with her; she played the accordion and he
played the trombone. He never looked twice at her, he didn't notice she existed
but Anaid did; she would sneak a look to her left to see the sweat bead up on
his dark forehead, the vein that stood out on his neck when he blew on the
instrument. Eduardo was older than she was, he worked out at the gymnasium,
he had a girlfriend and he was super cute at least according to her friends who
were jealous of her because she played in the band with a hunk like Eduardo.
No, she would rather die than ask Eduardo to sell her a bra.

And, of course, Eduardo was there.

Anaid, very nervous, looked through the shop window and could clearly
see him there at the counter. She was so distracted by such an unfortunate turn
of events that when she hurriedly turned to walk away, she bumped into a lady
and fell to the pavement.

“Oh, I'm so sorry,” she said, feeling stupid for falling down and then for
apologizing for falling down.

“Oh, no, excuse me. It was my fault,” responded the lady with a slight
foreign accent.

And then they both went mute with surprise when they recognized each
other.

“Maybe we're destined to always be bumping into each other,” exclaimed
the pretty foreign lady, the same one who was driving the blue Land Rover the



morning that Selene disappeared. The one who accidentally ran over her on the
road going down to the bridge.

And they laughed.

“Have you recovered from your fall?”

“Yes, completely. Thank you.”

“Well, today, there's no way you're getting out of accepting my penalty for
running you down. Would you like a croissant and a chocolate with whipped
cream?”

Anaid had her doubts. How did this lady know she was crazy about
chocolate with whipped cream on top? When Selene was still around, they used
to celebrate all their parties at the chocolate shop, with her friends or together
just the two of them. She hadn't had chocolate for two weeks and her mouth
watered at the mere thought of it. Perhaps the purchase or non-purchase of her
first bra was a cause for celebration. Selene for sure would have treated her on
such an important occasion.

“I know just the place. A coffee shop near here.”

And the lovely stranger smiled and very elegantly offered her her arm.
And Anaid took the lady's arm with the same ease and together they strolled
through the streets, sneaking glances at each other along the way. She had
very white skin, grayish-blond hair, eyes as deep and as blue as the sea along
with a charming smile. The foreigner was undoubtedly fascinating and beautiful
but it was impossible for Anaid to place the accent. It was the time of year, in
the spring after the ski season was over, when foreign tourists began to come to
the valley, staying at the campgrounds. Some went white-water rafting, shooting
the rapids on rivers swollen from the first thaw. Others liked hiking in the
mountains, weather permitting, sprinkling the valley with the loud colors of their
anoraks. Later these gave way to the most daring mountain climbers who
arrived anticipating the summer when the ice had melted in the cracks and
crevices in the rocks. And there were also those who just enjoyed exploring the
valleys and the lakes, taking in the magnificent views and breathing in the
healthy mountain air. This lady seemed to be one of the latter group.

“Is your mother expecting you?”

Anaid felt a knot in her throat. No, no mother was expecting her. Her

grandmother either. Just a batty and totally useless aunt.



“The other day | didn't introduce myself properly: my name is Cristine
Olav.”

“I'm Anaid.”

“I remember. It's a pretty name, Anaid, impossible to forget. It does you
justice. Do you know you're a really pretty girl? *

That's not true and Anaid knew it but Mrs. Olav said it with such sincerity,
it actually made her think it was true. She felt pretty. Honored. Admired. And
especially, loved.

That's why, despite the promise she had made to Elena, she told Mrs.
Olov about her mother's recent disappearance, her sudden disease, and, why
not?, about the untimely arrival of her aunt and her frustrated attempt at buying
a bra. She told all this to a perfect stranger because she needed someone to
look at her with interest, listen to her with attention, understand her and smile
knowingly at her. Mrs. Olov didn't go into too much detail about herself, telling
her that she was just passing through, that she was staying at the hotel in town
for a few days and loved visiting the lakes. Then Mrs. Olov's face lit up,

“Would you like to come with me?”

Without hesitating, without even blinking, Anaid accepted. Throughout
the snack, she hadn't felt for even a moment that awful buzzing in her head,
that constant nagging pain in her joints or even grief over Selene's absence.
Talking to Mrs. Olov and having chocolate with whipped cream on top and a
croissant was by far the most effective medicine she had ever taken.

Suddenly Mrs. Olav got up and made a gesture to Anaid telling her she
would be right back. She thought her new friend had gone to the bathroom so
she took advantage to gulp down the second croissant and ask Rosa, the lady
in charge of the coffee shop to serve her up another dip of whipped cream. She
didn't know if Mrs. Olav would be gone for a minute or an hour but what
happened was that she had run out to bring back a gift for her. With an
enigmatic smile, she presented Anaid with a gift-wrapped package from
Eduardo's lingerie shop.

Anaid couldn't believe her eyes. Mrs. Olav had bought her the nicest bra
she had ever seen. With an ethnic print on a maroon background decorated
with lively blue and green geometric figures.

Would it fit?



Excitedly, Anaid hurried off to the bathroom to try it on. It was her size
and fit her like a glove. It was just the way she had imagined it: fun, easy-going,
comfortable. She didn't know what brand it was but she was sure that none of
her friends had a bra as nice as this one. She put her sweater back on and ran
back to the table to thank Mrs. Olov for such a marvelous gift, but to her
amazement, there was nothing but a box of chocolate candies there.

“They're for you,” said Rosa, the manager.

Anaid wasn't hungry anymore so she picked up the box while Rosa
cleaned off the table, telling her that the foreign lady had paid for everything and
slipped away after leaving the candies for Anaid and a generous tip for her.

Elena felt uneasy. She was sitting in the kitchen with Criselda, husking
green beans and watching the pots, but whichever way she tried to sit, the baby
kept kicking hard inside her belly. The last punch had knocked the breath out of
her.

“So, it's true?”

Criselda nodded and stuffed a candy in her mouth, tempting Elena,

“Yes. There's a conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn and that goes along
with what the astronomer Hélder predicted in her paper about the arrival of the
Chosen One.”

“And what about the conjunction of seven planets?”

“That's coming soon. Maybe in a couple of months, or three.”

Elena turned down the candy offered to her and went on husking beans,

“Please, get that box away from me. They're too sweet.” And she added,
pensive, “It all seems to fit together. The astral conjunction and the lunar
meteorite indicates where and when.”

“Here and now.”

“| can't believe it. We all thought that Selene was the Chosen One but
we've never had such clear signs as the ones you're giving me now.”

“The Odish have known it since the offensive when they killed Demeter,”
Criselda affirmed.

“Damned strigas! And damned Odish! They were about to get Anaid
too.”

Criselda emphatically shook her head in disagreement,



“Anaid couldn't have seen the striga, she hasn't been initiated yet.”

“No? From the way she described it, that crow sure sounded like one.
She said it was huge and deformed and that it had intelligent eyes. And it spoke
to her, trying to twist her will,” Elena countered.

“But if it had been a striga, she would have met the same fate as Selene.
Nobody can resist its power. Especially not a child,” Criselda stubbornly argued.

“And what about this guy Max?”

“Why bother looking for him? He might not even exist.”

Elena was nervous and the baby felt it and started kicking again. One,
two... So many strange things were happening. And she was sure that Criselda
was holding a lot more back from her,

“So, you're saying that Anaid is right. That the disappearance of Selene's
clothes, that telegram, the money is all a set-up, a farce to make us think that
she had voluntarily gone away.”

“I knew it from the start.”

“So, why did you make Anaid think that her mother had dumped her to
run off with a man?”

“What did you expect me to tell her?” asked Criselda, munching another
candy.

“She has the right to know the truth,” Elena stated.

“That's for the coven to decide.”

“Fine. Meanwhile, we have to protect her. She's only fourteen. Give her a
protective shield,” Elena pleaded.

“Me?” objected Criselda, nervously getting up from the table.

She couldn't sit still for more than five minutes. She took a ladle from the
marble counter top. Elena insisted,

“Do it while she's sleeping. Without her noticing. Do you remember the
spell?”

And while Criselda recited it, Elena felt sad that she had never had the
chance to use the spell herself and, due to her bad luck of only giving birth to
boys, she probably never would. The protective shield was used for teenage
girls to keep them safe from the curse of the Odish and to keep them from
bleeding to death in their delicate transition from child to woman.

Anaid didn't know and should be protected.



Criselda was uncomfortable, stirring the pot far too vigorously as they
spoke. You could tell from a mile away that she didn't believe in using the
protective shield for teenage girls,

“But Anaid looks like she's only ten. It's not necessary.”

“What do you mean it's not necessary!? Her mother's just been
kidnapped and she's at the most delicate point in the life for an Omar and you
say it's not necessary? What does she need then?” Elena cried out desperately.

Criselda was an utter disaster, Elena thought. Whose bright idea was it to
call on her? For sure it was Gaya's, to get the kid out of her hair and get back
at Selene.

But Criselda got mad and shook the spoon at her,

“My job is to find Selene. That's why | came and that's what I'm doing.

“And what about the girl?” Elena inquired.

“The girl can take care of herself. I'm not a babysitter.”

And it showed. Criselda knew as much about kids as she knew about
cooking. No idea.

“So, you've been here for two weeks now,” Elena interrogated her. “What
have you found out about the telegram, about the money?”

“Nothing,” Criselda admitted, her embarrassment showing.

And that "nothing" wasn't a lie. It was, however, another way of hiding the
truth. It meant that suspicions started to fall on Selene. Suspicions that Criselda
couldn't talk about until she was completely sure. Indeed, she hadn't been able
to find out anything at all and that was the most disturbing thing of all.

“And you're not especially taking good care of Anaid, either.”

“What do you mean I'm not taking care of her? I'm living with her.”

“I'm mean you're not watching over her, you're not attending to her. You
have no idea what's going on inside her head.”

“Silliness. That's what's going on up there. | lay my hands on her head
every night to try and erase so much silliness,” Criselda passionately defended
herself.

“Anything else? ©

“I'm looking for her mother. That's what she needs most right now: a
mother. I've never had children, not like you. Why don't you take her in?

Elena's head spun. She had had her fill of Anaid in the two days she was



living under her roof. A very complicated kid, indeed.

“In the next coven we'll have to decide what to do about Anaid,” said
Elena, dodging the question.

Criselda looked dumbfounded at Elena's enormous belly and asked,

“Will you be able to fly?”

“Of course. | have no choice. I'm heavier, | can't communicate but the
spell will work just the same.”

Criselda tasted the soup and burned her tongue,

“I'm not worried about Anaid's safety. She doesn't want to leave the
house. She's very careful.”

Elena felt she had a duty to warn Criselda. She didn't know anything
about Anaid,

“She's very smart.”

“So I've noticed.”

“She read all the books in the young library two years ago. And Selene
brought her books from the city”

“So she's a heavy reader.”

“She speaks and writes perfectly in five languages. She can play any
instrument she can get her hands on”

Criselda was running out of arguments,

“What are you trying to tell me?”

“What I'm trying to say is that | don't understand nor will | ever
understand why Selene didn't initiate her when she should have, when the girl
was the right age for it.”

Elena observed Criselda and held her breath when she leaned on the pot
which started to tip over. She cried out,

“Be careful!”

But it was too late. Criselda grabbed the pot trying not to knock it over,
hanging onto the curtain in the window for support. The curtain came off and the
pot crashed to the ground, shattering into a thousand pieces and scattering
pieces of chicken, salt pork, celery, onions, carrots and potatoes all over the
kitchen floor. Elena gasped while the little jumper squirmed inside her. Would
she be able to hold on for another two months with this footballer raising a
ruckus inside and Criselda making a royal mess of things outside? After the



crash, the kitchen filled up with kids who poured in from everywhere, thinking
that a bomb had gone off.

“What? No bomb?”

“What happened?”

“Now what are we going to eat?”

“Out! Everybody get out of here!” yelled Elena at the point of tears.

Criselda, on the other hand, seemed to float, oblivious to everything and
everybody. Even with this monumental mess spread out on the floor in front of
her, she seemed blind to it, looking at it without really seeing or comprehending.
She was slowly trying to figure out what was going on,

“Are you trying to tell me that Selene had some unknown reason for not
wanting to initiate Anaid? Could it be that maybe she isn't an Omar, that's she
just a simple mortal?”

Elena, down on her hands and knees, cleaning the floor with tears in her
eyes, managed to smile. At least one thing had worked out well for her in this
disastrous day: the batty Criselda had finally realized that Selene had been
keeping a lot of things from them. More than what they had thought. And Anaid

was one of them.



