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Prologue

Kill.

Hide.

Destroy.

The animals that I hunt, they lead an easy
life—far more easier than I want them to.

So I take. I take their lives, their souls,
their very essence from the world that they have tainted.

Humans had once been an honorable species,
treasured by the Creators as a mother would adore her children.
Slowly, time started to erode their minds, made them believe that
the humans were not enough. They hungered for something more,
something…superior.

With this hunger,
this need, they created
the barbarians, the very reason the world was so corrupt. The
humans slowly fell in caste, slowly fell from the minds of the
Creators as the new race began to infect the world that had once
been pure.

They had created the bastards that had ruined
mankind.

Animals.  Abominations. Repulsive
creatures who didn't deserve what humans would call a soul, a
life.

First came the Archaeos, the first and all
powerful race that began to contaminate the human
world, degrading the lives of humans. They drew their
unearthly and unwanted powers from within the earth. One would call
them shifters, or maybe even were people—I would call them a
plague.

Soon enough, the Acutos came, the followers
of the night. Frightening and more menacing, quicker to kill the
superior human race. Life as all mankind knew it was forever
changed when the first of them came.

The races lived together at first, peaceful.
Fights and murders soon to break out, the Creators came up with an
idea.

An idea that would bring peace to the
races.

Pacchettos were assigned to certain regions,
reigning and controlling the races as best they could, peace
filling the land once more.

That is, until one of the leaders became
corrupt. He forced them to compliance, forced them to become
interracial. He made the Acutos and Archaeos come together in
mating, seeking power with a hunger that petrified the lives of
those who were under his control. He knew that together, the Acutos
and Archaeos were destined to be the greatest warriors man could
have made.

Destined to bring about a new era.

Instead? They overcame him, and a
new pacchetto was
assigned. There has been no change, the races pushed together by
even the newest leader.

What do I think of them?

Feeble monsters who have no right to partake
with humankind.

My goal in life?

To kill every single one of them—starting
with the weakest.

The females.


Chapter 1

 


"I do
beg your pardon!" the appalled voice said from
above.

"I'm just saying…"

"No! I don't even want to hear it! Just…shut
up!"

Mary closed her eyes on a sigh.

Of course.

Kevin never knew when to stop, to take a
breath and think things through. And when everything came crumbling
down around him, he blamed her angrily for any advice she would try
to give.

"Can you please just calm down, at least for
a second?" she tried again, hopeful that there wouldn't be any more
dramatics.

"Why should I?" he asked, sounding
disgruntled. She could just imagine him crossing his arms over his
chest, lip sticking out in a pout.

"Oh, I don't know… Maybe because you aren't
bothering to listen, and the world is going to die if you don’t?"
The example she gave was mocking, but if only Kevin really knew how
serious she was.

A snort came, and then the sound of
rustling.

Once again, Mary wished she could see Kevin,
just long enough to bonk some sense into his head. Here she was,
standing below his…"form", pleading and trying to get some sense
into the man that was supposed to keep a whole race alive and
safe.

Was it too much to ask that he might take the
time to let her actually see him, instead of having her stand on a
plain white platform that screamed "boring" and "neat freak"?
Apparently, she thought, letting her head fall back, arms crossing
over her chest again.

"Explain to me your 'plan' then, Mary Waters.
Try and make me see the light in whatever you think will work,
because right now? I'm at the end of my wits and that beast is not
helping in the slightest!" Kevin ended with a bark of anger, and
she barely held back her flinch.

The "beast" in question was going to be put
to sleep soon enough, and it seemed that Kevin was all too ready to
do so.

"Kevin… I think that you should put the
different races into separate tribes. Just for a bit, to see how
things go—" he started to object, but she held up a hand in the
empty space, knowing that he would see it even though she couldn't
see him.

"Just listen," she grated, narrowing her eyes
upward.

A resounding sigh emitted.

"Thank you," she said, resorting to a more
calm voice. "Now, as I was saying. I know that you don't like
change. I really do understand that. But times are changing, the
youth is becoming more rowdy, and the people…need to be separated.
For a time," she amended, shutting her eyes against another
sigh.

“And how do you suggest we do this, oh
wise one?” She wished she could slap the sarcasm out of his voice.
Hell, she knew he didn’t want to change anything, but she
also knew that he knew that this had been coming for a
while.

Not just because of “the beast”, as Kevin was
prone to calling him, but because the whole generation was. .
.torn. Broken and messed up, fighting and killing each other.

“We take them. Put them away from each other.
Watch what happens.” Mary flared out her hands in a suggestive
manner, knowing her answers were short and becoming slightly
irritated.

“And you think that this. . .would work?” he
asked, sounding slightly dumbfounded.

She paused, considering her answer.
Then she shrugged. “I think that this might help. I’m not saying ‘work’ and I honestly don’t
even expect the races to stay separated for that long. I just want
to try it, and deep down? I know you want to, too.”

Silence.

Mary looked at the ground, hiding her
impatience.

Every. Single. Time.

“When. . .” He coughed. “When do you think we
should. . .initiate all of this?”

Mary could just imagine him right now. Hands
twisting, colorless hair a mess, pacing around in agitation, eyes
flicking everywhere and anywhere. The sight of him, she would never
know.

Nor did she want to.

He kept himself separated from everyone
else, preferring to stay locked up in the Above, while
leaving her to do all of the
foot work.

His way of communicating with her? Dream
invasions. Just as it was right now. Everything around her was
white and boring, clean to the point of sparkling. The sky was a
dull gray, if it could be called that. Trees were colorless and
looked to be made out of glass.

The only sign of life was the quiet swan, who
swam in the only pond, by the only tree. How boring, she thought.
Kevin must really be insane, to live like this and be pleased. But,
seeing as he was a bi-polar couch potato, she wasn’t all that
surprised.

“Mary? Answer me, I’m close to just waking
you up.”

She stopped the glare and the groan,
answering with a deadpan, dread filled, “After the summer
solstice.”


Chapter 2

 


When Mary woke, it was only to a pounding
headache and a sense of dread that killed her appetite for the day.
She wished that the races could have continued to get along, that
they could have stayed friendly and happy, without the violence and
killing.

Sitting up, she rubbed her forehead and
sighed.

Nothing was ever easy, though, so why
should nature be anything different? The people weren’t just going
to fix themselves, and neither was Kevin, it seemed. When did he
ever, though? She was left to
deal with the anger, the fighting, the arguments, the rude
attitudes, and everything in between.

Grabbing onto her blanket and pulling it
around her shoulders, she stood up from the bed on wobbly legs,
wishing that it weren’t so cold in the house that she was being
forced to stay in.

The mirror placed against the wall made her
cringe when she looked into it. Her dark hair was around her face,
eyes drowsy yet emotionless. Her shoulders, which were normally
straight and proud, were slumped with exhaustion and fatigue.

The entire arrangement with the races was
really starting to get to her, she thought, groaning. How was she
going to go about separating them? Mary didn’t want to deal with
the fighting, the anger, and all the other junk that the animals
were prone to do.

Looking away from her image in the mirror,
Mary padded her way into the bathroom, dazed and completely out of
it.

Shower. Wash. Dry. She went through the steps
slowly, feeling a tightness around her body that was quickly
becoming annoying.

Mary thought of the meeting that she
would have to arrange, the protection she might need to hire, and,
once again, the
arguing.

Why the hell can’t Kevin just hunker
his ass on down here, and take care of his people himself? Was that too much to ask? He
looked down on them, she knew he did. So why was he always looking
for her to carry out the crap that needed to be done?

Scowling into her closet, she picked out her
outfit for the day. Mary was definitely going to have to talk to
the chief about all of this, and then the person who was causing
all of this trouble.

Not that he would listen to her though, she
thought. Her eyes rolled as she got into her clothing, the soft
fabrics sliding against her skin, the only solace she had at the
moment.

Mary knew it was wrong to purposely not think
of things that would change the lives of many—for better or for
worse. After everything she had thought of, this was the only way
to finally have peace.

She got out her phone, closing her eyes
briefly as she thought about what was going to happen after the
call. It was only early March, and the solstice wasn’t till June,
but that didn’t mean it would be an easy ride till then.

“It’s Waters,” she said into the phone once
the caller had answered.

“Hey, I was just about to call you. Did you
hear about Jared?” the voice asked quizzically.

Her shoulders slumped. “Oh, god. What
did he do now?” Please don’t be murder,
please. . .

“He got put into the hospital.”

That had her sitting up straighter. “Wait,
what?” Her eyes widened, and her hand flew to her chest.

“Yeah, some lady was crossing the
street. Classic; some dumbass wasn’t watching where he was going
and the car was flying down the street. Jared just happened to be
there—and I mean right there
because he had enough time to grab the lady and shove her.
Instead of her getting hit, he took the blow and got his leg blown
out.”

What. . . She couldn’t think of anything to
say—at all. He had saved someone? Of his own free will? Mary felt a
stirring of hope; maybe he wouldn’t have to be put down. She felt
herself smiling, despite the fact that Jared was in the
hospital.

“That’s wonderful,” she exclaimed, fully
meaning the emotion.

“That’s. . .what? Are you high?”

She shook her head, then remembered that he
couldn’t see it and said, “No, but that means there is a chance
that he won’t have to be. . .” She trailed off, grimacing.

“Oh, I get you. Yeah, that part is great. But
what did you call for?”

“We need to set up a meeting.” The light air
in her voice drained out as she thought about what was going to
happen.

The other end of the line went silent, and
she could have cursed as she finally realized just how bad this was
going to get.

“About what.”

She bit her lip, considering what to say.
Mary didn’t want the word to spread and everyone to start. .
.rebelling. That wasn’t what they needed right now.

“Separation,” she finally said, quietly.

“And what do you mean by that.”

She shut her eyes tightly as she said, “The
races need to be separated. The fighting and killings can’t go on
any longer. We used to have a status, and we need to make it happen
again. You know it’s the best we can do.”

The sound of static rang in her ears at her
last words.

“I. . .see.” The voice was surprisingly calm,
almost detached.

“It’s the way it has to be. . .” She felt
like she had to explain herself, that everything was her fault. The
reality of it was settling a weight in her chest that she was
struggling to ignore.

“Mary, don’t worry about it. I understand.”
Ulrich Waters sighed into the phone, and she felt her chest
lighten. The chief of the community was agreeing with her, or at
least understood why it was happening. Mary needed the chief’s
agreement and that was close to being it.

Now that she had it, she had to start
organizing it. Mary winced, her chest hurting deep down.

“Do you want me to talk to Mom and Dad about
it?” her brother asked.

Just thinking about the disapproval her
parents would express about her decision made her want to sniffle.
“I would prefer that you keep it to yourself for now. I just want
you to be prepared for everything, and make sure that I have your
back on this. It isn’t for a couple of months, so I want to keep it
at a down low and slowly reveal it to everyone.”

“You do realize what this is going to do,
right?”

“I do.”

“I just hope that the smaller divisions of
the Acutos are alright with this. They might be numbered, but they
are vicious,” Ulrich warned, sounding worried.

“Don’t even worry about me.” She snorted,
knowing that her brother only worried because he cared but also
knowing that she could take care of herself when the time came.

Fucking Kevin,
she thought, glaring at her counter top as if it were the
object of her anger.

“If this gets too out of hand too fast,
I will be telling Dad about
this, got it?”

She sighed into the receiver. “Fine, but it
won’t so don’t hold your breath.”

A grunt came from him. “I have to go,
but I’ll call you later on to talk about this. I also need to talk
with the other Pacchetto
leaders. Until then, be safe and don’t go too hard on Jared
about crap. Old bastard can’t handle it anymore.”

“Yeah, love you too,” she said drolly, then
hung up her phone and slipped it into her pocket. Grabbing her car
keys and purse, she headed out the door to her silver Audi, turning
on the engine when she was seated.

Before she knew where she knew where she was
going, she felt her hands steer her in the direction of the
hospital, St. Mercy. It only took her a couple of minutes to find a
parking space and when she did, she strode into the lobby.

The building smelt of death and old people,
yet sterile and. . .empty. A bald child was sitting in a wheel
chair, playing with blocks on his lap. Her heart clenched when she
saw a girl of equal age, only about seven or eight, go up to him
with a drawing book.

One of her arms was missing.

Taking a breath and fighting tears at the
sight, Mary walked to the desk.

“Visiting hours are from eight AM to nine
PM.” She got that as her way of greeting. The fading-haired lady
didn’t even bother to look up from her computer, just kept
typing.

Mary frowned, leaning onto the desk. “I’m
here to see Jared Hillard. Car accident victim?”

Alert eyes snapped to hers, and when Mary got
out her ID and let the lady read it, she received a look that
seemed off. Shrugging mentally and forgetting about it, she gave
the lady an impatient glare. “I need to talk to him, if you don’t
mind.”

“Just a second here. . .” The ladies fingers
got to typing and when she was done, her manicured nail pointed
behind her, to the left. “Take the elevator up to the second floor
and he should be on the right side of the hall. Room 209.”

Nodding shortly, she followed the directions,
walking through the white painted walls. Her eyes scanned the
number tags on the wall, and when she found the one she was looking
for, she paused at the door.

Under normal circumstances, Jared and her
were barely civil. Only because he knew she was trying to help, and
he obviously didn’t want it.

Tough for him.

“Jared?” Her voice was soft as it floated
into the room, earning a grunt for a reply.

She stepped into the room, gearing up
for the fight. The joy of being a
do-goodie.


Chapter 3

 


As Mary sat in the chair across from the man
who was currently propped up against the reclining chair, she gave
a smile and reached out a hand to cover his. He was wearing a plain
white, dotted hospital dress that was glaringly bright against his
dark skin.

“So how are you, pops?” she asked, smiling
wider when he gave a snort.

“I’m not that old that you need to be calling
me pops.” He glared at her through icy blue eyes, and she couldn’t
help but chuckle.

“Right, so. What happened to your leg?” Mary
let her eyes dart to his bound leg, which was being held up by
straps on the wall.

Jared shrugged his shoulders, eyes
moving away from her as if bashful, or maybe petulant. She didn’t
know, and she could honestly care less. Mary only wanted the
straight answer of what had happened to him, and the admission that
he had actually done something good.

“A lady was about to get hit—A nice lady,
very pretty with kind eyes. I remember. . .” He frowned, then
continued, “I saw the car coming for her and thought ‘nice ladies
like that shouldn't be in pain’. So I grabbed her. And the car hit
me.” Jared shrugged his huge shoulders, still avoiding looking at
her.

Staring at him, the only question that came
to her mind was: “What was she.”

His nose twitched, as if he was
confused about something. “See, I’m not sure. When you get close to her, you can sense
that something is. . .off, like wrong, you know?”

Mary nodded silently, mind working like a
race horse to come up with an explanation. One reason why Jared was
so dangerous: his senses were off the chart. One of the highest
trackers in the region, he was slowly going mad—at least, that’s
what other people thought.

Late at night he would be seen going out, not
coming back till early in the afternoon. Mary didn’t know what to
think, and she wasn’t up for the facts that would slowly be coming
in about him. She was set on her belief that he was actually a good
guy, and that people were just misunderstanding him. Sometimes she
had her doubts, but it was rare and alarming.

“What did she smell most of?” she asked,
putting her hands against her temples. Mentally groaning at the
rapidly growing headache, Mary wished she could get this meeting
over with and go take a nap. The feline in her was all too ready to
curl up in a ball under the blankets, but this had to be done.

Her eyes closed as Jared talked. “She
smelt of. . . Archaeos. Very strong, though. Like nothing I had ever smelt
before. But then, something different came in. It wasn’t Acutos;
actually it was like. . . burnt.”

The hair on the back of her neck raised.
“Burnt?”

Jared nodded, eyes closing as he recalled the
details. Mary lifted her head and stared at the man avidly, praying
that whatever was going on was going to have a solution.

“Burnt. . . like ash. Like burning wood—I
really don’t have any idea on how to explain this.” He sounded as
frustrated as she felt.

“Did you find out her name?” she asked,
reaching for her purse. Pulling out a ball point pen and a notepad,
she flipped it open to a clean page and looked back up at him.

“No, I didn’t. One second, she was there. The
next, I was on the ground with a bloody leg and she was missing.
Like she had vanished into air or something.” As she wrote that
down on the pad, he groaned and the sound of the hospital bed
creaking brought her head up.

“Want me to call a nurse?” Mary was about to
stand up, but he waved a hand.

“No, I’m fine. Just some leg pain. They said
the IV or whatever that crap is should kick in soon.”

Mary nodded, sitting back down. She stared
down at her notes, lip between her teeth. “Okay, so what was her
physical appearance? Anything striking to you at all, that you
might be able to remember her by?”

Jared turned over and his eyes latched onto
her suspiciously. “What do you plan on doing? Questioning her?”

“I can’t do that, and you know I can’t.
She hasn’t done anything—that we know of. I want to know why she
smelt like ash just as much as you do, and she was involved in an accident. This girl would need
to be present at court if the hitter got put on trial.”

Jared’s blue eyes went downcast; she could
almost see how hard he was thinking.

“She was short, maybe a head smaller than me.
I didn’t get a look at her face exactly, like her eyes, but I can’t
be sure of exact details. A lot of what happened is a blur to me
right now.”

More scratching sounds from her notepad, and
then a sigh. Whoever this chick was, Mary felt the urge to find
her, to talk to her. . .to see if she was connected to any of the
recent murders.

“Do you remember what she was wearing?”

“She had on a blue overcoat, like a navy
blue. Brown slacks, light blonde hair. It was pretty long, went
down her back.”

Mary nodded as her hand wrote fast, getting
in all the important parts. As she did, he said tiredly, “That’s
all I can remember right now. I have a distant relative coming in
soon, and I would really like to get in some sleep before the big
sha-bang happens.” Even as Jared spoke his eyes were closing.

Sometimes, she compared the older man to her
grandfather. While he hadn’t been so dangerous, they both had the
same. . .temperament. She had grown up with it, lived with it.

Depended on it.

While Jared might not like her hovering or
concern, or constant questions, they had a business relationship
with a small amount of personal. Mary, as close as she liked to get
to people—it was the cat in her, you couldn’t blame her—always
tried to keep things professional and unattached.

Mary stood up, patting his hand. “I’ll be
back later, have fun and get some rest.”

He nodded, closing his eyes. Right as she was
walking out of the door, a light snoring sounded and she left the
room, smiling.

The woman at the front desk spared only a
bitter glance before going back to her clicking. Mary walked out of
the building and started for the parking lot, checking the time on
her cellphone.

The sun was setting down, Spring about to
start. Patches of snow covered the ground with sprouting grass
peeping from the ground. Mary barely held in a sigh of
distaste.

Kevin could be down
here, she thought, irritated. He could be down here,
doing something for his own creations. But no, here she was.
Walking around, playing nice, and listening to complaints of others
for him.

He could at least—

Mary’s head turned.

Froze.

Connected.

Her heart thudded in her chest as she saw
someone staring at her from a short distance. He was on his way
toward her, his stride calm yet arrogant. Dark hair thick enough to
run her hands through. Tall enough to jump onto. Dark enough to
make her veins burn.

His pure black suit fell beautifully on his
shoulders, his slacks emphasizing his long legs. He looked like a
professional business man, like he could own the whole world if he
wanted to.

At first, she was too shocked to do anything.
Her reaction was foreign, too instant. Who was this guy, and why
had she never seen him before? Was he from around here?

Right when she thought he would stop his
stride to talk to her, his arm brushed against hers.

He kept walking.

The place where his arm had touched almost
burned, she realized as she stared down in vague shock. She looked
down to see if it were really as red as she felt it should be, and
when it wasn’t, her head turned around and watched as the strong
back disappeared into the hospital.

“God. . .” she breathed, eyes wide. He had
smelt. . .wonderful. Like a dark, spicy scent that had sent her
senses whirling out of control. Was she going into heat or
something? She wondered.

The man had been. . .hot. As hell.
Literally.

Unlocking her car door slowly, trying to get
herself back in order, she breathed out and tried to calm
herself.

The day had barely begun, yet so much was
already happening.


Chapter 4

 


“You’re early.”

Raffaele shrugged, taking the seat by his
uncle. It was warmed, like someone had been sitting there
already.

“I know, just had to make sure my only uncle
was okay.” They both knew that wasn’t the case.

Jared’s eyes, as light and sharp as
Raffaele’s, narrowed. “What do you want, boy? Isn’t everything in
Happy Land all fine and dandy right now?”

Another shrug. “Would be better if you would
get home, where you belong.”

“I belong here.” His uncles hand splayed out, gesturing to
the space around them.

“You belong in a hospital? Tied down with a
broken leg?” Raffaele’s eyes rolled. “Somehow, I doubt that is what
you really need.”

“Don’t back talk to me, boy. I don’t care how
much you’ve grown or how much power you hold now, I am still your
elder.”

“No, Uncle. You are still the one who ran.
You were the coward.”

An angry hand sliced the air. “I am no
such thing! I did what I had to
do,” Jared said vehemently. “I have not seen you in
how many years, only phone calls that lasted close to five minutes,
and you come here. While I lay prone. While I am close to
dying. You don’t call me
a coward. I am not like your father, and you
know this, Raffaele,” he finished,
snapping. Raff watched as his eyes flashed fire and would have felt
guilt.

Would
have.

“I came here to bring you back home.
You have no business here! I didn’t come here to fight with you,
Uncle.” He leaned in close, eyes as dead as his voice. “And
you don’t call my father a
coward. Ever.”

Silence.

Matching eyes stared at one another, not one
word said.

“I will not be leaving,” Jared finally said,
quietly. His eyes were as solemn as his voice.

Raffaele’s lips tightened. “You have to. I’ve
heard things, Uncle. You aren’t safe, and people already suspect
you of what’s happening.”

“Let them think that!” his uncle burst
out. “I know what I’m doing, they don’t.”

“That doesn’t matter! You are old, you
are feared. You think that
they will just let alone simple facts long enough to let you free?
No, they won’t! This is only the first attempt on your
life.”

His voice was hard, determined to make his
uncle see some sense. Last night he had gotten a call from St.
Mercy hospital and had gotten the first plane out here as soon as
he had finally understood how bad the situation was becoming.

From the beginning, Raffaele had kept his
group of people under control. Acutos were left on their own, and
the Archaeos went their own separate ways. As leader of them, he
had chosen not to force them into a compliant merging, like other
leaders had chosen.

Acutos were known for being more violet, more
animal than human. They slept in their human form, but when
angered, the animal within them emerged. Once the final
transformation, they were subjected to not knowing what was
happening until the event was over.

Archaeos were more. . .civil. More
understanding. Although if pushed far enough they were more
dangerous then the Acutos. In the past, leaders had had to deal
with segregation of the powers. The power the Archaeos possessed
was sometimes life threatening, but they didn’t come out until
their early twenties, when they were more mature and not so. .
.aggressive.

Ancient and wise, the Archaeos came from a
long line of ancient Italian powers. The abilities came from the
Old Ones, and god help anyone who managed to make them angered.

Raffaele himself was Archaeos, one of the
most powerful leaders of the time. He took no pride in it, but
simply did what he had to do, when he had to do it. He led strictly
but freely, letting others make their own choices as long as it was
within rules and reason.

“How do you know this was on purpose?” Jared
asked tightly, eye brows drawing together.

“I just. . .have this feeling. You know it
too, Uncle.” He met eyes with Jared.

“Raffaele. . . I know you mean only to
protect me. And I thank you for that, but. . . I want you to leave.
I want you to go away, to just let me do my business.”

Raff felt a pang in his chest, tried to
ignore it even. He stood up, glaring down at his uncle. “I won’t
lose the last part of my family that I have. I don’t care that they
all died by your hands, I refuse
to let someone take you out.”

“Neph—”

“If anyone kills you, it’s going to be
me.”

He left his uncle there, knowing that he
couldn’t get up. Soon, though, he would be healed enough to walk,
maybe within a day or two. Till then, Raffaele planned on sticking
around and watching Jared’s back.

Only when he was in his car did he
finally let his shoulders slump, his guards down. Life was really
kicking him in the balls, he thought. How was he supposed to get
his pacchetto in order when
even his own uncle wouldn’t listen?

Kevin, one of the two snotty bastards that
visited his dreams, had come to him last night.

The things that he had said had. . .scared
Raff. Honestly scared him. Nothing had had his back chilling as it
had when he had found out that his parents, his family, was gone
for forever.

When Stuart had entered the conversation, it
had only taken a second for the fight to escalate. Among the words
he had heard “Mary” “Separate” “Kill” and many other words that had
caused the hair on the back of his neck to rise.

As soon as he had finally started to
understand what was happening, Kevin had awoken him, leaving him
clueless as to what had happened after that.

It had only made his night worse when
the call from the hospital had come in. The uncle that he had
figured would be okay to let roam had been put into the hospital,
and he had felt such a rage, such a complete fury that someone would take what was his—
Jared’s life.

As he turned the car on, he focused on not
breaking the steering wheel and backing out calmly. Jared was
alive, and that was all that mattered.

When the time came, he would be. . .no more.
Raffaele planned on draining every ounce of blood out of Jared
before he let the man finally die. And only after he was used to
his full potential.

He might be family, yes. But after what
he had caused, what he had done. . . Raff was waiting for
just the right moment.

The Marina in was on the opposite side of
town and only took less than a half hour to get to. Parked, he got
out and grabbed a bag of groceries out of the back and started into
the lobby. Raff received several looks from blondes sitting in the
plush chairs of the lobby, and would have gone to one of them
except. . .

Green eyes.

They didn’t have striking green eyes with
gorgeous brunette locks falling down their shoulders, or the light
smell of roses floating around them.

They also weren’t so deeply Archaeos that he
could feel the power they possessed from a mile away.

The human females preened under his searching
gaze, and he could sense their disappointment when he turned to the
elevator, away from them. While he waiting for the elevator to come
to his floor, he listened to their chatter and then the sound of
heels pattering on the tile came closer than he was comfortable
with.

Touch. On his forearm. Raff looked down at
the slim, manicured hand that was currently feeling him up. Turning
cold eyes to the blonde, big breasted woman who’s bustier was close
to exploding, he grimaced mentally.

“Me and my friend are going out soon,” she
commented suggestively. “Would you like to come with us?”

Another hand landed on his arm and he almost
shuddered. Something about the women seemed. . .off. They were
human, he could feel it. But. . .something more.

“I’m sorry, ladies. I have some meetings
tonight that I can’t miss.” Said meeting was actually where they
were probably going, he thought bitterly.

“Awe,” pouted the taller of the two. Eyes
caked full of make-up turned up to his, and all he could see were
plain-Jane brown eyes that did nothing but put him off.

“Yeah, so. . . buh-bye.” He stepped into the
elevator right when it it dinged, leaving them there. He might have
felt bad that they were sex-crazed addicts, but they had chosen the
path.

And touched him.

Raff grimaced in disgust. He hated the feel
of hands on him when he wasn’t aware of who it was. He barely
accepted the feel of meeting handshakes.

As he got up to his room, he unlocked the
door to his suite. The room was spacious and clean, couches a dark
brown that set well against the cream walls. The balcony was open
to the Missouri river and as he looked out, he saw several boats
floating along the dark waters.

He closed the door, more content to be
surrounded by busy cars and rushed nights. Old champagne, sky light
views, and high classed ladies dressed in cocktail dresses was more
of his thing than a boring and run down country.


Chapter 5

 


I’m going to murder them
all, Kevin swore as he stared down at mirror, lips
drawn tight.

The next time Jared slips up, he is going
down. Just when the old man would realize it, Kevin had no
clue.

Not that he cared, though.

As much as he loved peace and quiet, talking
to the other men up here was not enough. A good massacre, bloody
murder, juicy fight—whatever you wanted to call it, was exactly
Kevin’s piece of cake. Especially when it’s been a couple hundred
years since he’s gotten any action.

The conversation with Mary last night had
been eye-opening of how badly things were actually getting. At
first, he had refused to believe any of it was as bad as it seemed,
but when she had put out there the suggestion that a separation was
soon to come, he had finally had the full impact.

Stuart, one of his colleagues of sorts, had
the luck of Raffaele as a leader. Mary had only just realized the
danger of her previous decision years ago, and was paying dearly.
If only Kevin had a say in the fate of his race.

A union between the two of them would have
been beautiful. Not only for Stuart and Kevin, but for the races
and the leadership, the way things were meant to be. If only he
could control them, could take away free will and enabled to
interfere in their lives.

Kevin had realized ages ago that he would not
be able to interfere with their lives. Not because he didn’t want
to, but because the universe wouldn’t allow it. It honestly made
him frustrated when times like this came, when he could not push
them in the direction that he wanted them to go.

“Stuart,” he said. Even though the man wasn’t
in the room, or even the same world as him, Kevin knew that he was
heard.

After a couple of seconds, the sound of
rushing wind came over him and there his friend stood.

They could not feel, smell, or look the same
as mortals did. While Kevin was white haired, white faced, and
white robed, Stuart was. . .blue. Everything about the man was
blue. To his skin, his eyes, his clothing. They were of the same
height and appearance, except for the coloring.

Quadruplets
were always, in some way, different, he thought with
bemusement.

“You called, brother?” Stuart sauntered over
to him, brow raised.

“Indeed I did.” The murmur was barely heard
as his brother sat down, the plush white chair giving out under his
arse.

“Whatever for?”

Kevin shrugged his shoulders, sitting next to
his brother. Around them, the whiteness was dimming along with the
time. While he might like everything the same, he actually enjoyed
the way the shades and hues came alive at certain points, how
everything changed at one point.

“I believe I made a mistake.”

The six words were enough to have Stuart
freezing any movement. Kevin waited for the man to slowly finish
sitting back, and then took a breath. “Might I have failed?” he
asked, voice close to cracking.

“Kevin. It is utterly impossible for you to
fail. Why would you ask that?” Stuart sounded. . .appalled, but
that did nothing to appease Kevin. Everything was falling,
destroying itself. And Mary. . . God, Mary.

“My people. . . They are fighting, don’t you
see? Even Raffaele was smart enough to avoid this. What did I do
wrong with my Chosen?”

Stuart fixed his blue robbing as he thought
that over, eyes avoiding Kevin’s.

“Brother, I don’t believe it was you
who did wrong. I don’t believe it was anyone, actually. Fate, as you know, has a will
of its own. Maybe Mary has not hit the peak yet, maybe she will not
hit it at all and someone else shall replace her.”

“By replacing her, you mean. . .” Kevin
trailed off, staring at his brother with his mouth to the floor,
horrified.

His blue head nodded, eyes coming to meet
Kevin’s. “I do. The only way the Chosen could be replaced is by
being killed, and you know that.”

“You would not have my Chosen. . .!”

“Verily, I would. If one race fails, as do
all else. Please see the light in the words with which I am saying.
Life is not easy. We may not have one, because to have a life you
have to die, but we have seen the lives of others, we have guided
them and nurtured them. Are we not within our rights to take them,
also?”

“Stuart. Brother. Please. . .” Finally, his voice cracked. To lose
Mary was to lose his life. She had been his soul project from the
beginning, ever since it had been declared that she would lead the
race and unite them. Had the foretelling of separation been in
there at all? No, it hadn’t.

The blue man stood, legs stiff as his
backbone. “I. . .beg you to think of what will happen. The time of
meeting has come. The time of change
has come. Do you think she will be strong enough to do all of
this, one mere woman?

“Take a look at my Chosen. Strong, capable, a leader. What has
Mary done to suggest that she is a proper leader? She hides behind
her family, lets them decide her life for her.”

His words were hissed, taking Kevin back a
step. Not everyone was perfect, he defended her mentally, wishing
that he was strong enough to stand up to his blood.

“Is she strong enough? Or will she be the one
to fail,” he said, voice as hard as his eyes. The pure, navy blue
eyes bore into Kevin and he realized that he might have been the
one to kill his Mary, before even knowing what was happening.

Stuart left silently, leaving Kevin to think
over his brothers words.

His head fell into his hands in despair.


Chapter 6

 


Mary pulled into her driveway, unaware
of the conversation that was going on between Kevin and Stuart. Her
head was hurting, her feet were killing her, and she felt as if her
arm was still on
fire.

Honest to god, it felt like someone was
holding a lighter to her arm and the sensation was in no way close
to leaving. She sighed, running a hand through her hair before
snatching her keys out of the ignition and opening the door of her
car.

She looked at her yard, grimacing. Mary hated
mowing, she really did. She also hated the erratic weather, the
coldness and the closed-off feeling that she got from living there.
Maybe she could get her friend’s son to mow again, she thought as
her heels clicked along the pavement.

Mary hadn’t even bothered to lock her door.
What would have been the point? Iowa was so run down and country
that the neighbors around her had been her best friends growing
up.

Flipping on the switch and getting out of her
heels, she was walking into the living room when a cupboard
shutting in the kitchen made her jump.

“Mary?” the voice of her mother asked from
inside the kitchen.

With a frown on her face, she walked her way
into the kitchen. “Oh god, you scared me. Leave me a message or
text or something before you come over, would ya?” Mary let out a
breath and dropped her keys onto the counter.

“I’m sorry, dear,” Alicia Waters said,
distraught. She came around the counter to wrap her daughter up in
a bear hug.

Mary hugged her back. “What are you doing
here?” She frowned. “Are you okay? Want me to make you a salad or
something?”

“Oh, no,” she said, waving a hand
dismissively. “I just wanted to check on my eldest daughter.”

“Mom.” Mary gave her mother a look.
“I’m your only
daughter.”

“What does that have to do anything?” Her
mother gave a snort and left her standing there to go out into the
living room.

Mary rolled her eyes. “That’s great, Mom.
Just great.”

“Well? Ulrich is my only son and you
don’t see him
complaining!”

“I’m sorry for mentioning anything,” she said
drolly.

“Good, now let's watch some TV, shall we? I
wanted to talk to you about some things.”

She could only imagine what her mother wanted
to talk to her about. It felt like her tail was being stepped on,
and as in that situation? She couldn’t get out of this one
either.

“I’ll just have a seat then. . .”

Alicia made the flapping hand motion again.
She sat down with a sigh, across from her mother.

“Your father and I. . .”

Mary groaned. Great. . .

“Are getting old. You and your brother have
not married at all, and we want. . .”

She held up a hand, silencing her
mother. Mary knew her face was pale. She knew that her mother was insane. She must be,
right?

“I think that you and Dad need therapy. You
are certifiably insane.”

Alicia rolled her eyes. “Whatever. I’m
just trying to hint at the fact that we
want grand babies!”

Her face flushed. “Oh. . . Mom, oh my god.
Get out!” Mary stood up, laughing.

Alicia followed her, frowning. “What? I’m
serious, Mary! Your father and I suspect Ulrich of being gay, so
it’s up to you to carry on the Waters line.”

She shook her head, chuckling. “I think
you need a reality check. As Ulrich what he was up to last weekend
and then go to him for
grandchildren.”

Her mother’s eyes lit up. “Okay!” She waved a
hand back at Mary as she walked out. “This is awesome! I have to
talk to Sam about this. Gosh, why didn’t he mention anything?”

Alicia’s voice trailed off at the end, tinted
with confusion. Mary closed the door, laughing.

Of course her mother would react that way
after finding out that Ulrich was sexually active. Her family, she
swore, was a wackjob. She was clueless as to how they weren’t
thrown up, instead of running a race.

As she walked throughout her house and into
the kitchen, light pouring in from the open windows, she thought
about how crazy her mother’s suggestion had been.

Kids? How was she going to have
kids when she didn’t even have a
boyfriend, or husband, to have them with?

Mary snorted.

Men were too put off by her to hold an actual
conversation. She had always wondered what it was about her that
did it, but hadn’t really taken anything to heart. Her mother had
always said that when the time was right, things would happen and
screw the other assholes that turned her down.

Of course, that had been after a rejection to
Prom, but who was counting the times that she had heard “no” and
not cared enough to feel anything about it?

Not her, she thought mockingly.

Mary opened the fridge, grabbing for the
lettuce and a bottle of ranch.

She had enough on her plate as it was. It
wasn’t like she needed a male attached at her very hip, growling at
every business acquaintance that came by at irregular intervals.
The organization, the processing, and the people who worked within
it were too important to her.

Meaning her pacchetto members.

Mary got to making the salad, mind
preoccupied while her feet and hands went on auto.

She prayed that when it all came down to it,
the people would realize that the change was for the better. Mary
had been studying the past, the present, and even trying to predict
the future. As it had been, Acutos and Archaeos had been separated
from the beginning, and death to the leader that tries to bring
them together.

Although Mary hadn’t been the one to do so,
bring them together—more like force them together—she knew that
once they were no longer forced to converse and live together, life
would be better for everyone.

For the longest time she had felt that
life had kicked the races in the ass. Courts who had knowledge of
the race had forced marriages, bonds, couples-everything. The past
couple of years, officials had been noticing strange things near
her pacchetto, things that
even worried the humans who unknowingly were surrounded by
animals.

Mary has been searching, trying to find
pieces to fix this, and every time she had come up empty, it had
tore her to bits and then some. Missing persons, missing things,
missing lives. . . The killing had come as a shock to her more than
anything else. Yeah, her people were aggressive and dangerous, but
only when it came right down to it. If one was murdered, the
murderer was either put down or exiled.

All she wanted to do at that moment was go
down to her room and black out for the next decade.

Unfortunately, though, her phone was set on
keeping her busy. The ringing only made her groan internally.

She answered the call. “It’s Waters.”

“Hey, mind coming into the station at like
three? It’s Romero,” he said in clarification.

“Sure,” she said, sighing. “Might I ask why?”
Mary moved to the couch and took a seat, forgetting about her
salad.

“Questioning. We have an out-of-town officer
who wants to have a word with you. About Jared, I think. Did you
hear about the accident?” The deep Mexican drawl that came through
the line made her grimace.

“Yeah, I did.”

“Ah, well I hope you know that in a couple of
days, he’ll be out again. . .” There was a warning in his voice,
and it made her scowl more pronounced.

“I think it’s obvious that you don’t need to
keep an eye on him, Romero. He risked his life for another woman,
none of the crimes have been connected to him, and he is as clean
as my tail. I really don’t think. . .”

“Hun, you know why we have to. Stop playing
hero with the bad guys, alright? Remember what happened last time?
You were out of it for weeks, all because you had misjudged the man
that you had thought to be as innocent as an angel.”

Mary could have hissed. “Romero,” she
warned.

“You know I’m right.”

“I don’t care—”

“Well you should! It’s your life at stake—and
you know how your brother gets. I don’t need him coming over to my
house and bitching about his sister getting her panties in a bunch
over a convict.”

“Oh, my god, are we still on that?” she
asked, incredulous. She would never hear the end of it, would she?
One time, just one time, her
brother had complained to Romero about everything, drunk off his ass.

Ulrich and Romero had been best friends since
grade school. The relationship had been stoic—each knew the meaning
of survival and trust, so they rarely shared deep secrets or
complained about anything.

The one time that Mary
really gets into trouble, Romero is
brought in and things only got worse. She could still remember the loud curses that had come
right before the pain. . .

Mary heard a frustrated sigh on the other
line, then the sound of rustling paper. “I’ll make sure to have the
men waiting at the door when you get here. I hear that this guy is.
. .ruthless, and I don’t need no brother getting his jock strap in
a twist.”

Her eyes crossed. “Fine, whatever. Meet you
in thirty. I have a lunch appointment that I have to get to.”

“Just be there on time,
gringa.” The line dropped.


Chapter 7

 


Acutos.

Strong fierce, and scary. Mainly feline,
although you occasionally had the stray bear or wolf. Their powers
rooted from the moon, stronger and more keen at night than in day.
Acutos were known to be nightly, sleeping during the day and
hunting throughout the night.

All of the Acutos that Mary knew worked at
the club downtown, and she rarely walked into a grocery store to
find the scent of the animals. The intake on their life? Easy to
the point of stupid, which they thought everyone generally was.
Arrogant, rude, cocky—you name it. Mary didn’t know much about them
except that, and she had no real desire to gain any more
knowledge.

Most of the time, Mary stayed away from
them.

She had her reasons.

Kind of.

Pushing open the door of “Catch-a-Cup”, she
breathed in the scent of assortments of cakes, soups, and breads.
Her dark-haired friend was sitting in one of the booths near the
register.

Mary walked over and sat down with a smile,
plopping her purse on the table between them.

“I thought you would be late—again.” The
greeting was nothing that Mary wouldn’t have expected from her long
time friend. Black-haired, short, and Asian, Melany was her dearest
and closest friend, and knew almost everything that there was to
know about Mary.

Sometimes, it amazed her at how they had
become friends. Melany had shared a psychology class with her in
collage, and after a strong. . .okay, maybe violent debate about
how a panda would react to a stalk of bamboo being thrown at
it.

How it had turned into a fight, they would
never know—especially the professor, who had been the one to break
his pinky in the middle of separating them. Whenever she thought
about it, she chuckled.

Was it bad to say that she hadn’t even made
her feel the slightest guilty that he had broken his finger over
her?

Melany hadn’t thought so.

“Life has been. . .busy,” she said to her
friend, sighing.

“I see. Ulrich called me a bit ago.” Melany
looked at her from the corner of her eye, looking much like the
mother she soon would be. Archaeos and married to the man of her
dreams, Melany had a lot going for her in life. Mary just hoped
that when the time came and the Separation—as she was starting to
call it—was starting, it didn’t affect Melany and her new-found
happiness.

Mary raised a brow. “Oh? Great, what
about?”

“Just that I should keep an eye on you when I
see you. Wanna let me know what that’s about?” Melany leaned back
in her chair, arms crossed over her chest, foot tapping along the
floor.

She looked at her friend innocently. “I have
no. . .idea.”

A rolling of the eyes. Then a snort.

The waitress, dressed in a green shirt with
the logo on her breast, walked over to them and sat down a plate of
pumpkin cake with some kind of white cream on top. “I’ll be back
shortly with your receipt, but until then, enjoy!” She walked back
to the counter with a forced skip in her step.

Mary grabbed for a fork just as Melany did,
and they dug in. She practically moaned when the delicious taste
hit her full force. “My god,” she said, eyes closing.

“Oh, I know!” Melany sounded just as orgasmic
as Mary did.

The next couple of minutes was spent eating
the cake with small chatter on the side. They normally didn’t talk
as much as other old-time friends, but they still had the closeness
that everyone needed.

“Any word on the latest murder?” Melany asked
nonchalantly, looking up with the fork in her mouth.

“Not really. I have to be in the station at
three,” she said, rolling her eyes and taking another bite.

“Shouldn’t you have gone in by now?”

Mary swallowed. “Yeah, I have already.
But now we have someone else
who wants to question me. About Jared.”

Melony’s lips tightened. “That poor guy. I
hate how everyone is targeting him. Truthfully, I don’t believe he
has done a thing wrong besides mind his own business and save a
lady from getting killed.”

“Apparently something is up with that ‘lady”
though,” she said quietly, frustrated. She hated not knowing
things, and this “lady” was an anomaly that she didn’t need.

“What do you mean?” her friend asked,
confused. Her small hand lifted to brush the hair out of her face
and as she sat up straighter. Mary could see the faint rise of her
stomach.

“Just. . .not normal. Jared, when I went in
to talk to him, said that there was something “different” about
her. The way he said it. . .Melany, I could honestly feel my flesh
crawling afterwards. It was not pleasant, in the slightest.”

Melany stared at her, her hand moving to wrap
around her belly protectively. Mary regretted mentioning anything,
as she saw her friend start to pale.

“Hey, don’t worry about anything, okay? You
have a hot, strong male who would do anything for you. Don’t worry
about a thing, I’m pretty sure she is long gone by now
anyways.”

She gave Melany a forced smile, knowing that
it wasn’t working in the slightest but still trying.

“Yeah. . .” Her gaze dropped to her stomach,
where the precious baby was growing. Safe and warm, she prayed it
stayed that way.

Mary looked at her phone, noticing that it
was almost two. She took one last bite and stood up. “I better go,
the meeting will be soon and it takes a bit to get down there.” She
hugged her friend as she stood also, giving an uneasy smile.

“Call me when you’re done, I want to know how
everything goes, okay?”

Mary nodded. “Got it, chickie.”

With her car started and the heat warming her
up, she went to the station downtown. Why would they need men
outside the door, when they all knew perfectly well that she could
take care of herself? It’s not like the man could over-take
her.

She was, after all, the
pacchetto. Mary had perks with being
so high in power, and also an automatic penalty to anyone who tried
to harm her. She rolled down her window, wishing she could go home
and curl under some warm blankets.

When she pulled into the station, her brown
hair a mess, she was greeted with small smiles and waves. Mary only
did the polite thing and smiled back, aware that they didn’t mean
any of their actions.

Romero was waiting for her in his office.

Around them, you could hear police scanners,
shuffling papers, shouts and loud talking, murmured whispers from
across them, and the occasional slam of a cabinet.

“Want some coffee?” her brother’s long-time
friend asked, standing up.

She wrinkled her nose. “That stuff made out
of liquid cardboard?”

Romero shrugged and got out a cup. “Budgets
and prickly super-advisers. Don’t blame us for how crappy our
coffee is. At least we ain't using dirt from the plastic plant as
creamer.” He turned to glare at her.

Mary laughed. “Okay, that was one time and
you were freaking out, okay? I grabbed the first thing I could
find, and that just happened to be it.”

“Yeah, whatever. We all know you did it out
of spite.” A couple years back, right when she had been getting out
of college, Kevin had assigned her as an intern at the station for
a month. One of the cases that she had witnessed had left her
shaky, and it hadn’t helped in the least that Romero had finally
snapped.

She could remember purposely baiting him,
always teasing and flirting as only a sister of his best friend
could. He had asked for coffee, and she had been less than willing
to get it. Mary had a natural curiosity streak, and it hadn’t gone
well for anyone when she had found her way up to the evidence
room.

Her foot had barely touched the cold sterile
floor of the dark room before Romero had come pounding up the
stairs, and dragging her back, forcing her to make coffee in a sort
of immature punishment.

When she had realized that there wasn’t any
creamer left and Romero was close to barging into the meeting room
furiously, she had grabbed a junk full of the closest things near
her. Unfortunately, in her panic to make the cardboard coffee taste
better, he had chosen the perfect moment to snatch it from her and
stalk out, shoulders tense and eyes full of rage.

Mary had just started going to him to let him
know that it wouldn’t be the brightest thing in the world to let
him drink it when he had stopped suddenly.

In his cup had been fake dirt, leaves, and a
couple other of unmentionable things that interns liked to shove in
the plant.

“That was one
time!” she defended herself.

“How many times a day do I hear you say
that?” he asked, rolling his eyes at her.

She stayed silent.

“That’s what I thought.” They took a seat in
his office after getting two cups of coffee. “You’re a bit early,
and the guy isn’t here yet, so you might as well hang out and stay
out of trouble for a bit.”

His eyes were on her suspiciously. “Wow,
okay. You can stop looking at me like that you know,” she said in
annoyance, crossing her legs and leaning back into the chair.

“You test the patience of a saint,” he
growled, dark eyes glaring at her in return.

“Oh, quiet. We all know that you are anything
but a saint. I heard about you and Ulrich, you know. You guys were
hardly what I would call priest hood material with that blonde the
other weekend.”

His dark cheeks flushed and he stood up,
chair pushing back against the desk. “You’re such a brat,” he said,
letting out a hard breath. “I’m going to get the report that I
printed out before I strangle you. Sit.”

Romero pointed his finger at her before
walking out of the room—actually, more like stomping.

Mary held in a snicker. Romero had never been
one for patience when it came to her. Which was a good thing, she
considered. She took a sip of the disgusting coffee, mouth
twisting.

She listened to the busy sound of the
station, a faint smile on her lips. This was what you got with
order, she thought. Responsibility, choices, decisions. One things,
one mile-stone in a person's life could affect everything that
followed.

Mary thought back to when she had
learned that she was a Chosen. Of course, Kevin had come to her in
a dream. Had told her things, gave her things, let her
see things, that had made her acutely
aware of the world around her. She had only been in high school, a
freshman with a decent life.

But that night, everything had changed. For
the better, she doubted. For the worse. . . She had no clue.

She hadn’t told her parents, or even her
brother. Her closest friend then had been a human and would have
thought of her as crazy if she had said anything about it.

One of the men from the cubicle over popped
his head in, pointing to the hall around the corner where the
interrogation room was. “Mary, he’s here.”

She let out a sigh and stood, fixing
her shirt and running a hand through her hair. “Alrighty,” she
said. He backed out to let her through and as she headed down the
hall, she thought that this was much like when they had
thought she was the
murderer.


Chapter 8

 


As Raffaele sat in the chair of the
interrogation room, he was acutely aware of the eyes that were
staring at him through the one-sided window. Watching, guarding,
protecting.

That’s what he got from them, he realized as
the door opened slowly.

The walls were a stainless steel, floor
tiled, and a security camera was set up in the corner. A table sat
in front of him, along with another chair on the other side.

“Really, Romero? Can you calm down and leave
me alone?” a feminine voice asked from the open door, the figure
hidden behind it.

“Your brother would skin me alive, girl.”

“Like that’s anything new? Gah, just go sit
in your chair and be the creep we all know you are.” The body
behind the musical voice stepped into the room, and Raffaele held
his breath.

The door closed with a slam.

He sat still, praying that his eyes weren’t
lying to him and what he was seeing was true.

The lady must have realized his staring
because she turned around slowly, the look of irritation draining
out her face as his blue eyes met her green ones.

Silence. Deafening, instantly heated
silence.

Raffaele stood up respectfully, clearing his
throat. Not often was he stuck for words, but staring into her
eyes, realizing that this girl had been the one on his mind for
hours, and the sudden hotness of the room was what was probably the
problem.

Her dark hair hung down freely, the waves
catching the dim light of the room. Her over coat was wrapped tight
around her and as she walked into the room farther with a forced
sureness, her slim hands came to the lapels of the coat, wrapping
it tighter about her.

“Hi, my name is Raffaele Jaques.” He
almost winced at how cracked his voice sounded. “Leader of the
South pacchetto, and also
nephew to Jared, a suspect of yours.”

He held out his hand for her, and his
heart almost stopped in his chest when the softness of her palm
touched his. “Mary Waters. Pleased to meet you,” she flashed a
charming smile, seeming to overcome her awkwardness from before.
“And I wouldn’t really say that he is a suspect of
mine.”

Raff nodded, staring at her lips. That smile.
. . It had made him feel as if everything were right in the world.
He sat down, feeling like his feet had been knocked out from under
him.

“That’s good then. I actually wanted to meet
with you to discuss Jared and all of the attacks that have been
happening.”

She gave a forced smile, also sitting down.
How did she not feel so hot? He shrugged out of his jacket, wishing
he could just strip.

He blinked. “What did you say your name was
again?”

“Mary. . . Mary Waters.”

The name brought back images of his
dream, the one with Kevin and Stuart, the fight, the blurred words.
Was this the Mary that they had been talking about? Although there
were probably millions of Mary's in the world, he had asked for
the pacchetto of the leader in
the Midwest—and her name just so happened to be the one of his
dream.

Raff didn’t know whether to be on guard or
not, but what he did know was that he had to push his attraction
for her away—at least for the time being.

“Okay, so about your uncle,” she said, her
voice turning professional. He wondered if she would be so proper
and if she knew that he was thinking about kissing the hell out of
her lips.

He focused on her eyes. . .her beautiful,
deep green eyes. . . Someone should castrate him, he thought. Maybe
then he could focus on the problem instead of the woman.

“I believe you might be here to take him with
you?” she asked, hitting right on the dot.

“It would be in everyones’ best
interest.”

She bit her lip, and once again his
eyes strayed to the pearly whites clenching on the succulent flesh.
He groaned mentally. I’m so
horrible. . .

“I know for a fact that that man would not
harm a fly. He risked his life for a stranger, Mr. Jaques. Wait
until this is over, let him prove his innocence. If you take him
from here it will only detract from his credibility.” Short,
concise, and. . .true.

He shook his head. “I can’t lose the
rest of my family, Ms. Waters. He is my responsibility, and I can’t
leave my pacchetto alone if I
stay here for this case.”

“Of course you can. Surely you have
a beta for you?” She raised a
thin eye brow in question.

He didn’t want to admit a weakness by
saying that he didn’t necessarily trust his beta anymore, so he shrugged. “I do what I have
to do. Bringing my uncle back is one of those, Miss.”

The lady sighed.

“You would do the same for your family if
they were in danger,” he said quietly.

She pressed her lips. “Not if it were against
their will.”

“Baby, we both know that ain’t true.”

Her cheeks flushed; he could see the
agitation in her eyes.

“I’m not here to talk about my uncle’s
free will right now, I’m here to ask you about the accidents and
the fact that Jared is in the
hospital.”

Raff swore he could feel the burning eyes
coming from the window. Maybe they had noticed how much. . .lust he
was starting to feel for her, maybe not. Whatever it was, he could
tell that they didn’t like how the conversation was going—or the
fact that he had called her “baby”.

“Where do you want to start?” she asked, her
voice bored. Mary leaned back into the chair, arms crossed over her
chest in what he assumed was a defensive manner.

“First attack. When was it?” He had a good
memory, but he got out his notepad anyways. It was better to have
exact detail than a blurred image.

“About. . .” Her lips pursed, and he moved in
his seat, uncomfortable. “Four months ago?”

“Where was it?”

“A couple blocks from here, there is a honey
factory. Kind of run down, but there’s a little business going on
still.”

“Anything you can remember from the scene?”
he asked her as he jotted down what she had said.

She hummed for a second, obviously thinking.
“I can remember. . .” Mary paused. “The smell.”

The way she said that had him looking up at
her. He felt bad that he was getting such a negative response from
her, but the questions had to be answered. The scent in the room
was nothing but sweetness, all coming from her. No hint of a lie,
at all. He smiled inwardly.

“I’ll get back to that in a second. Was there
any evidence left over?”

“A rope. Can of gasoline. No prints, no
hairs, nothing other than that. . .stench.”

Raff had read numerous reports about the
attacks, all of them revolving around what she was saying now. Why
did it seem as if she were giving him more, though? The MO of the
killer was gasoline, so whatever this guy had been doing was going
to be stinky.

“What did it smell like?” His pen scratched
against the pad, the only sound besides the soft sound of her
breathing.

“Skin. Being cooked. Horrible. . .God,
I can remember walking into the building after Romero had called
me. I hadn’t even seen the inside but the smell. . . I had been
able to smell it right after I
got out of the car.”

Raff’s eyes were trained on her. Her
eyes were closed, head bowed, fingers fidgeting with her coat. Mary
didn’t seem like the type to get over emotional, nor unrealistic.
She seemed smart, capable, and strong—just as a pacchetto leader should be.

For some reason, Raffaele felt a sort of
pride that she would allow him to see her like this—even if there
were men on the other side of the mirror, she was facing away from
them.

“Was there anything out of the ordinary?”

She snorted, the sound angry. “Besides the
fact that a young woman, barely out of college, was burned to death
in a honey factory?”

He gave her a look. “No sarcasm, please.
Could you tell if it was Acutos or Archaeos, maybe even human?”

Her eyes flickered away. “The woman was
Archaeos. The person who did it was. . . The reports say he was
Archaeos.” There was an audible sound of her swallowing, maybe in
nervousness or just of a dry throat he had no clue.

“You don’t believe that, though, do you?”

He could almost feel the earth moving beneath
his feet when she shook her head slowly, face slowly paling. “I
think it was something. . . More. And it wants us.”

“What do you mean by that, Ms. Waters?”
Raffaele was getting chills, the hair on the back of his neck
standing up.

“It wants to kill us.


Chapter 9

 


Mary could feel her chest closing up as she
said the last words, the words that she had never expressed to
anyone before. At first, it had started out as an inkling, but
after the second murder with a man and a woman dead, it had slowly
started growing inside her head, in her gut.

As she looked up into Jaques’s eyes, she
couldn’t tell if he thought she was being irrational or if he was
willing to take her opinion. The whole meeting, he had not let out
one ounce of emotion, besides the occasional look at her lips.

When she had first walked in, she had felt
the gaze on her. The shock she had felt at seeing the man who had
burned her arm was. . .unbelievable. Jaques had said that Jared was
his uncle, so this must have been the guy that Jared had kicked out
her for.

His voice was deep and rich, soft yet.
. .strong. It made her tail curl just thinking about what
else he could be telling her, saying
to her. . .whispering to her. The way he asked her questions, the
way they sounded, made it seem as if he were seducing her. Not
asking her serious questions, not asking her about murders and
death.

She was helpless to answer.

“Where was the second murder?” Jaques reached
under to the drawers of the table. He pulled out a plane manila
folder, and opened it, what looked like a million papers flashing
as he flipped through them. “It says here that you didn’t go to the
site of the murder.”

Mary shook her head. “No, I did. I didn’t go
to the third one, I was out of town with my mother when I got the
news about it.”

Jaques growled, or made a sound that
resembled it. “They need to fix that, then. There was gasoline at
this one, too, right?” His eyes were buried in the file, eyes
flicking over the pages and then to her.

“Yeah, gasoline and fishing string.”

His head came up. “Fishing string?”

Mary nodded quietly.

“The smell was the same?” he asked absently,
going back to the file and then his notepad.

“No. It was worse. And it smelled like. .
.flowers.”

Light blue eyes latched onto hers, although
his head was still bent. “It smelt like flowers.”

She shrugged. “It was burnt still, but it was
like someone sprayed perfume. But. . .not. Like, they were burning
the flowers. But burnt flowers don’t smell like that, do they,” she
mused.

“They don’t,” he murmured, sitting up and
sighing.

He looked at his watch, and she could
feel her face start to fall. She didn’t know this man, barely knew
his name, didn’t know where he came from, what he did, or who he
was at all. Yet, she didn’t
want him to leave. Mary liked listening to him talk, liked talking
to him and watching his movements.

“I think that we can continue this some other
time. I have a date that I have to get to tonight, and I can’t miss
it.”

Mary felt her heart fail for a second, then
shrugged it off. “Okay.”

She stood up and walked away from him,
trying to ignore how much she utterly hated that he had a date, that he had someone to
go to at all.

“Ms. Waters. . .”

The tone of his voice had her stopped,
turning to meet his light blue eyes, eyes that were surprisingly
tender.

He walked close enough that he could whisper
without others picking it up on the camera, and the dark scent that
came off of him almost had her swooning.

Mary started to bring her hands up, flustered
at his new proximity. “Yes, Mr. Jaques?”

“I cannot wait till our next meeting.” She
looked up in time to see the bright flash of a smile as he
grinned.

Trying to stop her racing heart, she smiled
back awkwardly before ducking her head and practically running out
of the room. Having a brief conversation with Romero and signing
some papers, she almost ran out of the building.

When she got to her car, she let her head
fall against the wheel, the machine off.

Nerve wracking much? She thought, staring
down at her shaking hands. First, she had nearly broken down during
the questioning, and then his little. . .act. She couldn’t make
herself be angry at the man when she knew that deep down she had
enjoyed the sound of his voice, the feel of his breath barely
brushing him, the way he had made as if he were going to curl
around her.

Mary started to frown, reaching for her keys.
She should have pushed him away; he had said he had a date, right?
So why had he practically seduced her with his voice in front of
the whole police force. Her face started to flame.

I’m so stupid. . .stupid,
immature, and inexperienced, she thought, berating
herself. The man in the room had looked nothing but experienced; who was she to even try the
wanna-be act?

Mary started the car, backing out slowly. One
of the cars there caught her attention, and she could feel her face
drop even more. Sleek, black, and dangerous looking, the Bentley
sat under the shade of a tree, money and power dripping off of it
in diamond auras.

She was just turning onto transit when her
phone rang from her purse. Reaching over with her eyes still on the
road, she put it to her ear. “Waters.”

“Do you always have to sound so impersonal?”
Ulrich asked from the other end, sounding bemused.

“Not really, I didn’t see the caller. I’m
driving,” she explained, turning her blinker on.

“I see.”

“So, what did you need?” Mary put the phone
between her ear and shoulder, turning onto her street.

“Just warning you that I’ll be coming over in
about five to ten minutes.” He sounded. . .worried.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, turning off the
car. She didn’t get out.

“Nothing, Mary. Just stay inside and I’ll be
there shortly.”

The line dropped.

Sighing and running a hand through her hair,
she opened her door and grabbed her purse. Sometimes, her brother
worried her, made her think that he was losing his mind and most
likely never going to get it back.

She flipped the switch to her living room,
moving to fall back into the soft couch. Her muscles were so tense,
so strung that she felt as if she never wanted to move from that
spot again. Mary slipped off her shoes and curled into a ball, arms
wrapping around herself.

Her eyes were closed, her body about to shift
into her feline form, when the sound of the door opening made her
eyes pop open.

She completely forgot about her brother, her
tiredness, and the sweet dreams of Jaques that were supposed to be
playing around in her head. Mary stayed still, threatened. She
slowly got to her feet.

Silence. The sound of a foot step.

Then the familiar smell of her brother.

Her shoulders slumped so much that she could
have fallen. God, she had been close to fainting with fear and
adrenaline, thinking of all the young women who had been killed in
the past months. Thank lord it had been her brother and not some
murderer, or she would have been screwed.

Tired, wary, worn-out, whatever you wanted to
call it was what she was.

“Mary?” a deep voice called out.

“In here,” she said, the tiredness revealing
too much.

“Are you okay?” Ulrich came around the
corner, eyes worried, shoulders tense, looming and dangerous.

She nodded silently, moving to the couch.

“What’s wrong?” His hand closed around her
shoulder.

“Just a little tired, nothing to worry
about.” Mary waved his hand away, and wished she could have gotten
rid of the look in his eyes just as easily.

He sat beside her silently, eyes catching up
on the dim lighting and depressing feel of the house. She wondered
if he would ever understand what it was like to be her, to be a
female Chosen, to be alone.

Lately, everything that had been
happening had started to build on her shoulders. She felt as if the
world was sitting on top of her and not ready to move in the
slightest. It was as if. . .she were trapped. There was no way she
could get out of the stress, get out of the fear, get out of the
responsibility of running a whole pacchetto with murders and fighting and
everything else of the sort.

“I’m going to start packing your bags for
you, you just sit here and rest.” Her brother finally stood, acting
as if nothing about what he was saying was shocking.

“Wait, what?” Her blinking eyes turned to
his.

“Take a nap or something, Mary.” His voice
was. . .sad.

Instead of doing what she most wanted
to do, she stood up and crossed her arms over her chest. “What the
hell are you talking about? I’m not going to take a nap while
you pack for me. Why would I
even need to?” she asked, incredulous.

He stared at her, then finally said. “Your
going to move in with me.”

Her eyes popped wide, and she held up a
hand. “Hold on. I’m trying to understand this crap that your telling me and thinking of a way
to tell you hell
no.”

Ulrich let out a breath of irritation. “Don’t
go being independent on me now, Mary. I talked to mom a bit ago,
and she agrees that either I should stay with you or you should
stay with me.”

“Why?”

“Why?” He raised a brow.

She took a step toward him, finger stabbing
his chest. “Yeah. Why?”

“The murders are getting close to your
house. Have you not noticed that, Mary? That every single killing is only getting closer to
you?”

She paused, backing down from him. Was it
natural to feel your heart in your head? She thought, sitting down
weakly. Mary paled, knowing that her brother was right, as much as
she wished he wasn’t.

“You're staying with me till this is over and
that’s the end of it.” Her brother’s cold, hard voice brought her
eyes up. Protecting her, always there for her.

She shook her head.

“I won’t let you do that, I can’t let
you risk your life for me if he does
come after me,” she whispered.

“Are you kidding me right now? First, you
plan on making the change of the century, and now you're just ready
to be killed. I—” His green eyes, so much like hers, bore into
her.

He stalked from the room.

“Ulrich, please! I can’t do that, okay? I’ll
be fine, I’m sure he doesn’t even know who I am!” she lied, running
after him.

When she found him in her closet, she
grabbed for his shoulder and tried to pull him back. “Ulrich, calm
down! Nothing has happened yet, so nothing will happen.”

He rounded on her. “That’s what those
other girls thought, too! One second they are happy, alive and
living their lives. The next? Dead. That could be
you, and I will not have my sister dead because I couldn’t
protect her!” He shouted, voice breaking on the word
“protect”.

“I can’t be killed, Ulrich.” If only he knew
how much she meant that. She could feel pain, could experience
feelings, could live just as anyone else.

She just couldn’t die.

Mary watched as her older brother’s eyes
turned red, dampening. Her heart clenched and she wrapped her arms
around him tightly, feeling like the worst person in the world for
making her strong brother cry.

“Yes you can, Mary. You can die and I
wouldn’t have you anymore. I have to protect you,” he choked out,
his huge arms coming around her in a crushing hug. “You're
my sister, Mary. I can’t. .
.”

She nodded against him, eyes watering at the
emotion in his voice, the way he was letting his guard down after
so many years.

“Ulrich. . . I’m so sorry.” It was pointless
to ask him not to cry; he would deny the pained tears that were
pooling in his eyes.

“Just come stay with me. You won’t get
hurt, I can keep you safe,” he
growled/cried, his voice pained.

They stayed like that, brother and sister
holding each other, trying not to feel the pain of the thought of
losing one another.

Finally, Mary pulled back, eyes sad as she
stared up at Ulrich.

“I’m sorry. . . I can’t.”


Chapter 10

 


The club’s music practically poured into his
soul as he sat in the booth with his other companions. Woman in
corsets and bustier, stockings and pierced body parts all danced
around them, preening under the heated looks they were getting.

Beers were passed around, strobe lights
flashing with the beat of the music, and bodies undulation with the
rhythm that suggested sex.

“What can I get for you, boys?”

The waitress’ voice brought his eyes up,
scanning over her body with faint disinterest. Fishnet stocks, neon
pink thong, and smeared make-up. He could feel her eyes on his
watch and clothing, sizing him up for how much she could milk out
of him.

“I’ll just have a plain beer,” Raffaele said,
getting out some cash.

Chase, who was sitting beside him, smiled up
at the woman, eyes lingering on her protruding breasts. “Blue
MotherFucker for me, baby.”

The waitress licked her blood red lips,
writing down the order absently. “I can have one of the girls take
care of this and we can go to the back, if you want,” she purred,
strutting closer to Chase.

He chuckled, tucking a ten into her chest.
“Maybe later, I’m here with a friend.”

She pouted. “He can come, too. I don’t mind
the extra company, if you don’t mind double pay.” Those
disgustingly red lips smirked down at Chase, and Raff barely held
in a snort.

Ever the charmer,
he thought as his friend lingered on her chest.

She gave a smug smile to Raff, and then
strutted off, hips swinging with an extra kick.

“Got plans later tonight?” Chase asked,
turning to meet his friend with a grin.

“Actually, I do.”

“Important enough to bail out on a
sexpadition with her?”

Raffaele laughed. “Sleeping does have its
perks, you know.”

His friend rolled his eyes, sighing. “You
need to get out more, my friend. I swear, sometimes you are so
holed up in that office of yours that you would think you're a
mole.”

“You do what you gotta do. And you aren’t one
to talk, either! Look at you, so holed up in females that you would
think you are a thong.”

Chase snorted, hand going to his throat with
mock horror. “I believe you meant dildo. I would prefer that to a
thong.”

Raffaele shook his head in disappointment.
“And I thought your mother raised you better than this. She would
be turning over in her grave if she could hear you right now.”

“Let’s talk about your mother, shall we?” Chase asked, settling
back into the chair comfortably with a sly look.

He glared at the blonde man. “Let’s not.”

“And why—”

“Here are your drinks, gentlemen,” the
waitress from before announced, setting the drinks down and then
sliding in next to Chase.

He waved his eyes at Raff before wrapping an
arm around the woman's waist, drawing her close into his body as
she began necking him.

Blonde, arrogant, and a bit of a man-whore,
Chase had the attitude that most men craved yet hated. Cocky to the
point of being a prick, Raffaele couldn’t even hold up the amount
of times that Chase had been in fights on his fingers.

Chase had been the one to come with him
to Iowa, yet he didn’t live anywhere near where Raffaele did. The
two had been childhood friends, but when they had graduated, Chase
had been all ready to move to Italy where his Archaeos roots were
most strong. A lot of the kids in his graduating class had done
that, but being the soon-to-be leader of the pacchetto, it was hard to have a real
life.

Her hands were already working on the zipper
to his friend’s pants, and Raff held in a sigh. The blonde must
have noticed because he pushed her off gently, this time putting a
twenty in between her breasts. “I said later, babe.” He gave her a
slap on the ass to get her going, and she walked away reluctantly,
shaking that fake ass.

“You always were a party-pooper,” Chase
commented with a bored sigh.

“I don’t need to see my best friend having
sex in front of me.” He laughed.

“You’ve done a lot more than watch before,
man.”

Raffaele picked up his drink, taking a small
sip before putting it down with distaste. The blue drink sitting in
front of Chase looked all too inviting. He averted his eyes to the
dance floor, where sweaty bodies and heated glances were being
exchanged and returned.

He thought of Mary, her innocent forest eyes
and long brown hair, and shrugged. “Times change.”

Chase’s eyes narrowed. “Who is she?”

Raff raised his eyes, playing dumb. “Who is
who?”

“The girl.”

“What girl?”

“You know.”

“No I don’t.”

Chase growled, taking a drink of his Blue
MotherFucker. “Don’t play dick with me, tell me who she is.”

“The only girl I’ve talked to today is
the leader of this pacchetto,
not a whole lot more to say about it.” He didn’t know why, but even
just thinking about the brunette while in a place like this seemed.
. .wrong. Like he was tainting her.

What would she think of him, if she knew that
he was in this club right now? Worse than she already did, which
wasn’t saying a lot.

“What’s her name?” Chase asked, acting much
like a pitbull.

He sighed, rubbing his jaw. “Mary.”

“Mary?”

Raff nodded.

“Do you know her last name?” He asked
curiously, nursing his alcohol.

“Waters.” He really didn’t want to be talking about her with
Chase. Like at all.

Chase nodded knowingly, flashing a white
smile. “Little affair while you're out here, then? Want some. .
.company?”

Raff growled before he could stop
himself, hands clenching around the glass hard enough that a
small crack sounded.
“No.”

Chase held up his hands. “Calm down, bro. I
was just playing.”

He felt like ripping his friends hands as he
thought about Chase and Mary together. Just the implication that
she would be with someone like him pissed him off to no ends.

“Yeah. Right.”

Chase rolled his eyes. “So how did that
meeting with Mary
go?”

He felt his eyes cross with irritation.
Of course, Chase always had
been the one to give him shit. “It was fine.”

“‘Fine or better than fine? That look
in your eye suggest something more,” Chase said,
smirking.

“Chase, I swear to god. . . One day, you’ll
be sleeping so deeply that I’ll just be tempted to kill you. You
won’t wake up.”

“Don’t play tough, we all know I could kill
you in a second,” lied Chase, chuckling.

His eyes rolled. “Yeah, you think that. I’ll
be right back, I have to use the bathroom.” Raff stood up, placing
the money for the beer on the table.

“I might call that waitress over here,” his
friend mused with carnal intent.

Raff laughed. “You do that.”

He walked through the gyrating bodies, the
groping hands, and the smell of smoke and alcohol to the men's
bathroom, ignoring the sounds of rhythmic pounding and moans. The
lighting was barely lighter than it was outside, dim and stingy
with the low tint of yellow from the lighting.

You would think that the club would have an
amazing, deco bathroom with low LED lights and automatic fountains
with an instant dry blower for your hands.

Instead?

It wreaked of pot, sex, and vomit.

Standing over the sink and blocking out the
sound of the fucking from behind him, Raff tried to clear his mind,
thinking over what was going on in the club and also about. . .his
rage over Mary and Chase.

And how wrong it was.

Who the hell was he to get jealous over a
girl he had just met, had only seen twice, and had probably made
such a bad impression with their last words going by the way that
she had run out so quickly.

His eyes narrowed on the stained-yellow
sink. What was Romero to her? Not a brother, they looked
way to different, and while he
understood that people didn’t always look like family, it sure as
fuck was a too big difference.

The sound of zipping and completed sighs drew
his attention to where he was now, and how. . .disgusted he felt.
Turning on the water and washing his face, he got a paper towel out
and dried his hands off as he exited the room.

He wasn’t shocked when he came back to Chase
and the woman going at it, right there in the seat. Raff had
expected nothing less when he had agreed to go out with the guy,
but it was still awkward for him to be around when he wasn’t in the
mood to join—even though the offer to double up on her was still
there.

Polishing off his beer, Raff tapped the woman
on the shoulder, not caring that her hands were so deep in Chase’s
pants that it seemed like she was glued there. She gave a glare
before masking it, recognizing that he wasn’t going to join in.

“Another one, please.” He leaned over,
holding up his empty beer, to smile innocently at Chase who’s eyes
were speaking far more than anything else could have.

“You’re such a dick,” he spit out, earning
another innocent grin.

“Come with me to talk to Michael at the
bar.”

“Are you sure that it’s him?” Chase asked,
forgetting about his “sexpadition”.

“It must be, my beta described him with enough detail that he’s
practically imprinted in my mind. Plus, I’m not to sure that juts
any person would have an eagle tattooed on his face. .
.”

“True that,” Chase said, getting up. “What
all do you need to ask him?”

“Just. . .stuff.” He paused. “Chase?”

Chase raised a brow. “Yeah?”

“Shut the fuck up, kay?”


Chapter 11

 


Mary watched Ulrich back out of her driveway,
letting out a sigh of relief. After the hugging and begging, he had
finally understood that she wasn’t going anywhere and he couldn't
make her move anymore than he could the sun.

She closed the door slowly, checking around
the corns of the house, paranoid. All of the locks were in place,
curtains closed, and every single light that she owned was on.
Ulrich was supposed to come by at around noon tomorrow with some
friends to put in a more. . .stable and advanced security
system.

Her fingers rubbed at her eyes, trying to get
rid of the headache that had only gotten worse while he had been
there. She wondered briefly if she should go see a doctor about the
headaches; they were showing up and getting worse every time.

Then she thought about all the complications
it would cause and all the questions and worry it would ignite, and
held it off. Everything she did, everywhere she went, Mary was
always being watched and questioned. Barely any privacy to herself,
all she had was her house—which she hated. The fact that she had to
be under strict security by force of her family irritated her to no
ends, but she understood their concern and let them have their
way.

As she changed into her pajamas and set
up the security system for the night, her eyes scanned over her
bed, making herself frustrated. No one is
in the house, she told herself, eyes not listening to
her silent demand that they stop being paranoid.

She sat on her bed, slowly, as if a bomb
would go off if she sat to hard or fast.

The headache got worse, the space behind her
eyes pounding. Mary laid back, almost whimpering from how much it
hurt. Wrapping her forearms around her head, she tried to breathe
normally.

So focused on her headache, Mary didn’t
notice the smell of burnt ash.

She quickly fell asleep.

***

The air was dusky, tinted gray around her. In
her hands a dagger lay limp, blood staining the sharp blade. Her
heart was beating like a race horse, adrenaline pumping through
her.

Above her was Kevin, eyes sad, regretful.
White hair swayed like something out of Final Fantasy as he shook
his head in disappointment, a sigh echoing around them.

Beneath her feet, a body lay dead, eyes wide,
bloody mouth gaping. The horror in his eyes made her stomach heave,
the knife clattering to the ground.

“Kevin!” she shouted, knowing that she had
done this.

Who was the man, beneath her, dead? Her eyes
wouldn’t move, wouldn’t look away as the air settled around them,
the deadly silence shrieking in her ear like the man had shrieked
at the face of death.

“Kevin, please,” she cried, desperation
starting to taint her voice. Her hands, covered in the man’s life
blood, came up to hold her face, fear, pain and horror surging
through her as what she had done finally registered.

“I can’t answer to you anymore, Mary.” The
voice said, filled with regret.

"No! You tell me what I did!” Her knees hit
the ground hard when she stumbled, her hands barely catching
herself. “Kevin, you have to. . . I don’t. . . What happened?”

“Your actions, your decisions and choices
have brought the world to this. The others will not let me be
acquainted with you no longer. You have done this to my world,
Mary. You have ruined my world.” His voice, now angry, was
anguished, as if she had killed his children—which, in a way, she
had.

From behind her, a gurgling sound came. Then
something grasped onto her leg, the sharp touch stabbing into her
skin with a deep cold chill that terrified her. Trying to tear
herself away, a scream built up in her throat when she looked down
to see the decomposing hand of the man that she had killed, his
eyes hollow sockets, filled with black and unblinking.

“I’m sorry, I tried! Kevin, make this stop!”
she screeched, tearing her leg away.

Instead of the clean break that she had
expected, the hand came away with it, the dry smell of ash clouding
her nose. Oh, god. . . He’s going to kill me. . .

“You didn’t try hard enough, Mary!” Kevin
roared, her name a bitter sound. Perched above her, his finger
stabbed down at her. “You didn’t, and you cost the lives of
everyone!”

She stepped back, watching
as the scene around her changed, watched as men,
thousands of them, came from every
part of the barren field. The air, instead of a gray, turned to a
blood red, as if her eyes were the ones seeing the color, and not
all around them.

A woman, face peeled to nothing but bone and
hanging muscle, stood a few feet away, eyes hungry yet dead, body
limp but moving.

“Kevin,” she begged brokenly, wondering how
the hell she was the cause of the worlds demise. “How do I stop
this? Please, just help. . .”

His white hair shook, eyes turning a deep,
blood red that matched the color on her hands. Her breath came out
hard, jerky.

“You did this,” the woman said quietly at
first. Her decrepit foot stepped forward, the bones that creaked
able to be heard even from where Mary was.

“You killed him,” the woman screeched, right
before flying for Mary like a reaper, eyes and mouth flooding with
red liquid that resembled blood, claws dripping with what reminded
her of poison—yellow, sticking, and steaming.


Chapter 12

 


“Karren, order sixty-five is ready,” the
short, dark skinned man said from behind the counter. A woman with
long blonde hair and fake breasts bumbled her way to the counter,
flashing a smile and grabbing the drinks.

“I’ll get Macy for the next one,” she called
before sashaying her way to a table in the back.

Raff just caught the man’s eyes as he was
turning back from putting a red drink on the table, and as soon as
the connection was made his face turned hard.

“A friend of mine told me you would be
coming,” he murmured, going around the side of the bar to where the
wall pulled back for an entrance. Raffaele and Chase waited
patiently, exchanging emotionless looks.

“John, take up the bar will you? Ivan wants
me out back to help with some cargo,” he explained, giving a nod to
who Raffaele assumed was John.

“Follow me?” he asked with dry gallantry.

Raff nodded, walking behind the shorter man
through the club. Several woman caught his eye, even returning his
wondering gaze with lustful interest, but he found that he could
care less and held open the door that Michael lead them
through.

The cold night air brushed his skin, giving
him light chills. Suddenly, he wished he hadn’t changed out of his
suit and into dark jeans and a t-shirt. At least with the suit he
had had better gun coverage and something to cover his arms.

As Raffaele had expected, no one was in the
ally behind the bar. Normally, you would have been able to hear
moans and whimpers, but with all of the murders and suspicions
going around, not even the horniest of bastards wanted to take the
chance of getting caught.

Michael leaned against the wall, arms over
his bulky chest, brown eyes watching them closely. “So, you want to
know about the murders?” he asked nonchalantly, picking at lint
absently on his arm.

“More specifically, the last one.”

Michael grunted. “What about it? It’s just
like all of the other ones, nothing special about it.”

Raff growled, putting a hand up when Chase
stepped forward. “Don’t lie, I can smell if coming off of you in
waves.” It was true; the bitter smell was clogging his nose in the
most unpleasant ways.

Brown eyes narrowed, incisors flashing in the
dark. “There were only a couple of oddities,” the man said gruffly,
containing his violent side. Without the smell of sex and drugs
tainting the air, Raff could detect a very faint line of Acutos in
the man.

A half-breed, he concluded, holding in his
annoyance. Half-breeds were. . .odd. More human that Acutos, but
still obtaining the physical appearance of one. Nothing to make
them special except short fangs and changing eyes.

“What would those be?” he asked.

“Just. . . Markings.” In the dark, Raff
watched his face twist. “And it keeps getting closer to the Leaders
house. The murders, the bodies. The evidence.” Behind the barely
concealed anger was worry, a fear that someone who everyone looked
up to could be in danger.

Raffaele stiffened. “What do you mean? Are
you talking about Mary?”

Just the thought of any harm or danger
near the beautiful brunette sent his blood boiling. He clenched his
hands at his side to keep from hitting the man who would dare to
even speak of Mary in a
situation like that.

“Mary Waters? Yeah, the murder scenes
just keep getting closer and closer to her. Normally a lot of
people would over look that, but she is our leader and we
do care for her, and. . . She fits
the description of his targets perfectly. I heard on the grape vine
that her brother has her moved in with him for now.”

He felt a moment of relief. He didn’t know
the man, but he was glad that he was taking precautions.

“What were the symbols of? Might you have
recognized any of them?”

Behind them, the sound of a door opening had
them all turning, Chase being the one to go see what it was
about.

“I heard that they were just straight lines
with dots around it. Might seem like a tattoo I guess, but the aura
that they gave off. . . They told me it was the most malicious
thing they’ve felt. And I don’t doubt them.”

“Who are these people?”

Michael shook his head. “Can’t tell,
sorry.”

Raff pushed a hand through his hair, feeling
a frustration that he hadn’t felt in a while. If only he could get
the direct information, maybe he could help Mary. . . No, help the
women.

“What was the girl’s name?” he asked, not
really wanting to know at all.

“Ashlyn. Ashyln Manson, lived down on Orleans
with her parents, a freshman in college.” Raff’s eyes closed,
feeling. . .deadened. The parents. . . He would have to talk to
them sometime, maybe tomorrow after his meeting with Mary.

“That’s just fucking great,” he said lowly,
eyes closing against the anger at the loss of such a young life.
“Just lovely.”

“I know. People thought she was a sweet
enough girl, and one wrong move has her six feet under.”

“Jesus fuck,” he barked, the irritation and aggravation
finally showing. He would have thought about punching the wall at
first. Really, he would have. But he pulled away his hand, could
already feel the aching in it.

“Calm down, man,” Michael warned, glancing
around them.

“God, sorry. I mean. . . Why the fuck would
someone do this? Seriously, there is not one single thing in the
world that can justify something like this!”

“I know. . . If I had the chance, the fucker
would already be underground,” Michael agreed, rubbing a hand over
his face.

“That bitch will be underground when I’m done
here.”


Chapter 13

 


Mary woke to her own screaming.

“Kevin. . .” she whimpered, the word dying on
her lips. “Oh my god. . .” Her arms wrapped around herself, head
bowing. The room felt colder than it should have, the blankets
pulled away, damp with her own sweat.

She was shaking.

The dream. . . God, the dream. Was that going
to happen someday? Was it really going to be all her fault?

A harsh sob tore from her chest, her hands
coming up to her face. There wasn’t any blood, she assured herself.
There was no knife, no blood, no woman with venom dripping from her
hands.

Mary stared down at her shaking hands,
knowing that the red on her hands was. . .real. She screeched,
grabbing for the sheets. “Ulrich!” she screamed helplessly, wiping
her hands on the sheets till they were raw.

“Oh god, Ulrich!” Her voice, even to her own
ears, sounded desperate, hysterical.

Her body moved to grab the phone by her bed,
hands shaking almost bad enough that she couldn’t get the right
number onto the screen.

The phone ringing was the only sound in her
room, besides her jerky breaths and muted cries of panic. She
prayed that he answered, that he wasn’t busy and. . .

“Mary?” a groggy voice asked.

She tried to catch her breath, only managing
to let out a whimper. “Ulrich. . .”

“Mary? Mary, what’s wrong. Are you okay?
C’mon, tell me what’s wrong.” No longer sleepy, but alert and
awake. The sound of rustling clogged her senses, inanely making her
wonder what the hell was going on.

“I had. . . Please come get me. There’s so
much blood. . .” She took the phone from her ear, staring down at
her hands. Faint ghostly tendrils of blood streamed down from her
hand. It touched nothing but her, nothing but the hand that she had
killed the man with.

“I’m on my way, okay, honey? Just stay there,
don’t leave the house. I’ll be there in five minutes, promise.”

Her eyes widened, voice cracking when she
begged, “No! Ulrich, please don’t hang up. Please don’t, I can’t. .
. Just. . .” Mary broke down into crying.

With her eyes closed, all she could see was
the dead body of the man. It felt as if the knife were still in her
hands, and the woman’s open mouth flying at her seemed all to
real.

“I won’t hang up, Mary,” he promised her
soothingly, obviously starting to panic himself.

“Please. . .” The ashy smell was coming back.
Streams of the blood were just floating around her like string in
the air.

The phone fell from her ear, and she was
shaking too much to get enough strength to pick it up. The memories
of the dream held her in enthralled horror, re-plays going on and
on. She swore that she was transported back to that demented
world.

It barely registered to her that the door had
opened, that her brother had barged in so violently that the whole
house seemed to vibrate. “Mary, oh my god. . . Honey, Jesus, what
happened?”

He strode to the bed, his voice worried. When
his hands come out to touch her, she flinched before she was even
aware of it. The shaking got worse; she wished that she could stop
long enough to get a word out to Ulrich.

“What. . .happened,” Ulrich asked, sounding horrified. She
heard him walk to the bed again, and this time he ignored her
flinch and gathered her into her arms. Mary could feel the small
tremor that ran through him and only wished that she hadn’t
panicked and called him.

“I. . . Blood. . . The man. . .” Mary started
to get frustrated when she realized she wouldn’t be able to explain
through all of the endless shaking.

“Shh, it’s okay. Just calm down, Mary.”
Through the soothing sound of his voice and the light pat of his
hand on her back, she could hear the faint emotion of fear.

Finally, she forced her head up and somehow
found the will to speak through her choked throat. “Kevin. . . He
was there. I killed someone,” she said, terror lining her voice as
the words quietly slipped past her lips. “I stood above him,
holding the knife. Ulrich, I killed that man,” she said, voice
cracking brokenly.

His head shook, hand clenching on her back.
“No you didn’t. I know you would never do that, Mary. It was a bad
dream, okay? Just a bad dream and it’s okay now.” There was a
forced sureness in her voice that she couldn’t help but notice.

“No, I killed—”

“Mary, you didn’t,” he said, the back of his
teeth grinding.

“Yes, my hands are blo—”

“No you fucking didn’t,
Mary.” The bark of his voice made her wince, her eyes
dropping to her hands. No longer was the ghostly faint blood
dripping from her hands.

Climbing off of him, she slowly shook her
head and turned from him. “Don’t talk to me like that,” she
whispered, opening the door with a shaking hand.

Ulrich stood, hand coming out imploringly,
his face lined with regret. “I’m sorry, I just. . .Don’t say things
like that, ever. I’m a cop, I can’t be hearing my own sister
talking about murdering people.”

A humming sound started in the back of her
mind. She wished she hadn’t have called him, hadn’t have rejected
his offer to stay with him. God, she was fucked up in the head.

“I’m tired, Ulrich. Thank you for coming over
and checking up on me.” Even to her own ears her voice was distant,
entranced by horrific thoughts that didn’t seem to want to
leave.

He hesitated, forest green eyes worried.
After a moment, he sighed and she watched as his shoulders dropped.
“Okay. . . The people for the security system will be here
tomorrow.”

Mary nodded, avoided looking at him.

“See you tomorrow,” he said quietly, walking
out of the room.

She waited till she heard the car back out of
the drive way, then fell to her head, sobbing quietly.


Chapter 14

 


Chase and Raff walked to their rooms in
silence, trying to place the facts that they had learned. The girl,
Ashlyn, had been ruthlessly murdered. The body, though charred to
the bone, had been identified by her parents and when the Acutos
doctor has seen the blood red signs he had burnt his hand touching
her.

Raff had no clue how the runt of a
half-breed knew all of this, but he was grateful for the facts. On
the car ride back, he had asked Chase to look into
veneficae, meaning witch, or magic.
Anything that might connect to the red symbol that had seemed to
be. . .burned into her skin.

Mitch had seen firsthand the evidence of the
incriminating signs. When Michael had pulled out the photos, he had
been more than shocked. In the past, he had seen some horrible
things. Bad enough to give him permanent nightmares, enough to keep
him awake at night when they got bad enough.

But what he saw in the picture, it had just.
. .scared him. Pissed him off to no ends. Made him feel as if the
world was crumbling around him when he applied that to Mary. Chase
had turned away sharply, coughing and cursing.

The deformed picture had brought back
memories, brought back the feel of blades in his palm, the feel of
blades in his skin. Life had taken a horrible turn for him when he
had realized that his father had lied, had run, had used him.

When he had been assigned as leader of
the pacchetto, he had been. .
.disinterested, only slightly angry. As a child he had been told
the day would come, but before that happened he had been recruited
as a monster, or at least that’s what he had thought of himself at
the time.

“I’ll text you when I’m up,” Chase let him
know, before closing the door to his suite. Raff walked to his,
unlocked it, and stepped into the dark room, flipping on the light
switch.

Raffaele sighed, staring around the room.
Lately, he had been more relaxed. It was an off and on sensation,
but after his meeting with Mary it had kind of. . .lasted. Like a
while. Till he had gotten to the bar, that is.

He pulled out his phone, sitting at the
bar in one of the high chairs. He had four texts, two of them from
his beta, the other two being
his secretary. He also had seven missed calls.

Raffaele groaned with irritation, knowing
that with the time difference they would still be up and about.
Well, at least his secretary would be. The woman never slept, at
least in the closing your eyes sense.

The phone was picked up on the first ring. “I
tried calling you five times! What are you up to that you can’t
answer the phone?” Hannah asked, exasperated.

Raffaele’s eye twitched. “I had things to
do,” he said vaguely.

“Oh, and like what? Because I’m here running your “business”
and you can take time off to get a good lay? Mr. Jaques, I will
quit!” she threatened, the mental image of her stabbing a finger in
the air coming to mind.

“I’m. . .sorry?” he tried.

“Well, it’s too late now! If you had answered
your phone sooner, this could have been avoided,” she chastised,
sounding much like the hyper chipmunk that she looked like.

“What could have been avoided?” he asked,
eyes crossing.

“Your “beta” as you like to call the wormy bastard,
came in here saying that you had faxed him estate papers. I’m
guessing he thought that I wouldn’t bother to read them, but I
did,” she said, catching her breath.

Raffaele froze. “Do you still have the
papers.”

“Yes, I have them locked up in your safe
right now because I wanted to double check. He came back here
spouting that he needed them now and I said that that the printer
broke and that the fax order was stuck till it got fixed,” she
explained, voice affronted.

“I want you to email me photocopies of them
to my private email. If he comes in again asking for the documents
and mentions anymore that he sent, contact me immediately and draw
call my lawyer. I also want you to start making statements.”

Silence.

“You’re really serious, aren’t you,” she
said, then mumbled under her breath. He heard the word “ass” and
several other things that he felt he shouldn’t have heard. Finally,
she said on an aggravated sigh, “You make me do so much work, I
swear I should be getting a raise!”

“Hannah, you have probably the highest paying
job you could ever get. Don’t push it.”

A sigh. “Fine, I’ll make sure to warn my
assistant to let me know if he comes in again and I’m taking copies
of the documents right now.”

“Alright, talk to you tomorrow.” He ended the
call, trying not to punch something.

He should have figured that his
beta would try something while he was
away. Of course, he had been too focused on his uncle at the time
to make any restrictions on the man, and he was really regretting
it now. Raff hadn’t even bothered to ask what the property papers
were for; he already knew.

From the beginning, everything about
Calvin had been nagging at him. As soon as he had been turned into
the pacchetto leader, he had
wanted to change his beta. He
couldn’t share knowledge for fear that his feeling of unrest would
be correct, he could barely place simple duties to the
man.

Instead, he had to raise the pay of one
of the most annoying, commanding secretaries he had ever had and
make her do all of the things
that Calvin should have been trusted to do. Neither of them had
minded, in the end they had both found that the system they had
started worked out very well.

Calvin, of course, hated the woman. She had
threatened to quit, once again, when he had come into the office,
spewing rumors and lies about the woman, hoping that the taint to
her image would get her fired with him up in the status again.

The end result of the accident had been with
Calvin limping to the hospital. No one liked him, no one never had.
And the fact that he had been limping away, bloody and bruised, had
only made his people like Raffaele more.

The only reason that the bastard was
anywhere near his board and pacchetto was because his father had made a
secret contract for more life. The contract had been found out when
he had been killed, and Raff had been put up for
pacchetto leader.

He forced the thoughts of his families
betrayal out of his mind. There was no use in getting angry over
something that he couldn’t help. He sat down heavily in the leather
couch, listening to the creaks and grabbing the remote.

As soon as the TV was on and CSI was playing,
he put his head down and promptly passed out.


Chapter 15

 


He held the girl down, annoyed at the
struggling and the faint whimpers that escaped through the gag. Her
blue eyes held a desperation to get free and he smirked with the
knowledge that he wouldn’t tell her that that wasn’t going to
happen.

Claws dug into his skin, causing him to
grimace faintly. The jacket that he had on was thick enough that
her nails barely pricked him. He was grateful that he had
remembered to bring the collar this time, the powers it held
causing her shift to prolong long enough till she died.

“Please,” he heard distantly, coming back to
the present. The muffled plead was audible, which he found. .
.aggravating. If anyone should hear her, he would be screwed and
her death would be quick—not painful and slow as he normally
intended.

Of course, it had to be slow in order for her
energy to travel properly into his domain. If it went to fast, it
would stray from the thread and he would have wasted a body worth
use.

The young woman's legs kicked out, and he
brought his fist up, preparing to slap her.

“Don’t worry, whore. Soon you won’t
feel this pain, but another.
One so great that you will wish you had my dagger digging deep into
your heart to end your useless life,” he sneered quietly in her
ear, flipping her onto her stomach and clasping her hands behind
her back, straddling her to keep her still.

“No!” she screamed, the sound faint. She
shook with more vigor, trying to escape his painful hold.

His fingers threaded into her hair, wrenching
her head back as he held her body down close to the ground. He
heard a faint creak, and smiled down at her.

“Feel free to scream all you want, the sound
is pleasing to the ears and no one will hear it anyways,” he
murmured, releasing her with one hand and reaching into his back
pocket. He pulled out a small lighter and grabbed onto a piece of
her hair, holding the died blackness between his fingers
gently.

He flicked the thing on, revealing in the
shadows that danced around them. Blue orbs of fear latched onto his
from the corner of her eye, and while it wasn’t that big of a flame
at all, she knew what was going to happen and had obviously heard
about him.

He grinned, pleased. “You know, don’t
you?” he asked, sickly sweet, rubbing the burnt piece of hair. “How
much of this will hurt, how much of it you’ll cry through. What you
don’t know is what will happen after. . . But you will.
Soon.”

The rope that sat beside him was ready for
use, so he set to tying her from one of the rafters from above him.
Airy as it might seem, the construction site was only two blocks
from where he really wanted to be and perfect for tonight's
ritual.

Above him, the full-moon loomed eerie, clouds
hardly covering the giant ball of light that he was coming to
detest. The aura of the night was peaceful, almost. . .sedate as he
threw the end of the rope after the rafter and securing it
tightly.

Almost like a fairy-tail, he thought with a
snort.

Beside the steel rod there was a pile of
everything that he would be using on the girl. A can of gas,
matches, black charcoal mixed with the blood of his last victim,
and lavender leaves. While some thought that lavender was calming,
there was also an underside to them.

They eased the soul into the underworld with
quick precision.

A couple more minutes and the girl was tied
securely from the rafter, black hair brushing the ground. He made a
ring around her with the gas that he had brought, putting five
petals on four sides of the circle.

When he went for the charcoal, her body
wiggled in mid-air, knowing that the ritual was finally about to
start.

He drew the dark red charcoal up the middle
of her face, tore her shirt and pants off with the pocket night in
his jeans, and finished the line at her feet, drawing an extra “X”
at the center of her stomach.

The lighter ignited.

And the screeches began.


Chapter 16

 


The call Mary got when she was dressed and
dried for the day chilled her. She was in the middle of doing her
hair and make-up with hard boiled eggs on the stove when Romero
called. At the same time, her brother and then her father
called.

She answered Romero’s first, knowing
that her family was just going to annoy her and try and involve
themselves in her life. Mary wanted to go with her brother, the
threat to her life and the dream last night had made it clear that
she was not safe at
all.

But. . . she couldn’t.

If someone was after her, she was not going
to endanger her family by staying with them. As much as she might
wish she could lean on someone, she wasn’t going to let herself
trust anything right now.

The separation was soon to be out in public,
and the threat of the killer was still out there, haunting her. She
had decided that the nightmare last night had been because of
stress, and had no significant meaning.

Of course, though, she didn’t believe it.

Mary had always thought of Kevin as
dark-haired and pale skinned. What she had seen though, had been
disturbing. The man, or creature, had been pure white. His skin,
his eyes, his hair, his clothing. All of it had been white, just as
the place that he brought her to in her dreams was also.

Her skin chilled when she heard Romero on the
other end. “I want you to come down here for a bit,” he told her.
“The site is about two blocks down from yours, on Paxton. You know
that construction site?”

She swallowed, nodding even though he
couldn’t see. “Yeah, I know.” She walked to the kitchen slowly, in
a daze. The bowl that she now held felt cold in her fingers.

“I want you to meet us all down there so that
you can see this,” he said, his voice hard because of the
events.

“When?” she asked, putting her hair in a
ponytail with the phone between her shoulder and ear.

“Can you be there in five minutes or less? We
want to get ths cleaned up and closed off before people start to
notice and crowd.”

“I. . . Sure, yeah I’ll be there. See you in
a bit,” she choked out, ending the call before he could get a word
in.

For a moment, she felt and heard nothing but
silence. It hummed through her, making it as if she were deaf.

Crash.

She screamed, jumping back from the bowl that
she had dropped. Her stomach heaved at the site of a cut on her
hand, her hands starting to shake worse than they had before.

Mary sat down slowly beside the broken
glass, head between her hands, struggling to breathe. Figures that
he would get so close to her, she thought in bitter despair.
Figures that she was only
now just realizing how close to death
she was.

Once she stopped shaking enough to know that
she would be able to stand properly, she slowly made her way to the
bathroom, fear chilling her. The ridiculous thoughts running
through her head made her feel silly, yet at the same time
paranoid.

Mary was out the door in two minutes, a wrap
around her hand and the mess left there for later. Instead of
driving as she normally would, she walked.

Was it bad of her to think that he would be
hiding in the backseat of her car, or that he had rigged it with a
bomb? Yeah, it was, but she couldn’t help it when the trembling in
her hands came back at just the thought of being in anything big
and mess-up-able.

The morning was bright, green and clean.
Everything that a beautiful day should be—except, this wasn’t
beautiful, was it? The death of another woman, the missing life
that everyone had been helpless to prevent.

A black, window-tinted car was just about to
pass her when it stopped.

And parked.

And then the door open.

A screech building up in her throat,
she stared wide eyed as a man dressed in all black stepped
out. I’m going to die, he’s going to kill
me and I’m going to die and so are my plants, oh my god, I’m going
to die. . .

The sun behind the head prevented her from
seeing who it actually was, and her eyes watered at the fear she
was starting to experience. Mary started to back away, bones stiff,
when a voice stopped her.

“Ms. Waters?”

There was mild confusion in the mans voice.
Her breath rushed out of her lungs as she realized that it wasn’t
the killer and that it was someone she must know. The voice sounded
familiar enough, she convinced herself, pushing her paranoia
aside.

“Ms. Waters, are you alright?” The body
stepped out of the sun and into the shade, revealing the devilish
face of Jaques.

The fear drained out of her as quickly as it
had come.

“Mr. Jaques?” she asked, squinting. She
prayed that he didn’t notice the quiver to her voice.

“I saw you walking and wondered what
happened. You shouldn’t be out so openly right now, Ms. Waters,” he
admonished, the underlying of irritation in his voice.

“I didn’t. . .feel like driving.” How would
she explain that she was a paranoid freak to him? That’s right, she
wouldn’t.

“Get in the car,” he sighed, opening the
passenger side door for her.

She suddenly realized how awkward this would
look to someone on the outside. A lone woman, walking, and suddenly
a man drives up and forces her into a car.

Mary shook her head. “I’m fine, almost there,
anyways.”

“Are you going to the scene?” he asked,
raising a dark brow at her. This far away, she could barely see the
amazingness of his eyes. She found that. . . she didn’t like
that.

“Well, yes. . .” she said, fidgeting with her
hands.

“Then get into the car, that’s where I’m
headed too.” His voice said “no arguments and listen to Mr.
Macho-man”.

She swallowed then stepped off of the side
walk and into the vicinity of the car—which just happened to be
close enough that she could feel the heat of him. Inspite of the
cool autumn air, she shivered.

“You really don’t have to do—” she
started.

“Just get in the car, Ms. Waters. We were
supposed to be there five minutes ago,” he let her know, tapping
his wrist. Clearly, the man had a thing for staying on time.

Sighing under her breath at the look on the
mans face, she climbed into the car and he shut the door behind
him. Her eyes followed him through the window, hands absently
trailing over the smooth leather.

He walked with stride, with purpose. An
underlying aura of arrogance that suited him completely.

The door openeda nd he put the car in drive,
the silence deafening besides the soft purr of the engine.

“So what do you do?” she asked, and could
have slapped herself.

“What do I do?” He gave her a side
glance.

“Yeah. . . You have. . . a nice car,” she
said lamely, wishing she could bury her head in some sand.

Instead of answering, his brows lowered and
he looked her over. “Have a rough night?”

She shrugged. It wasn’t like she was going to
mention her screaming escapade last night and her chicken call to
her brother. “It was fine.”

His eye brows raised slowly, not believing
one word. “Alright,” he said, and then proceeded to park and get
out. She was just gathering herself and about to open the door when
he opened it for her, face blank besides a small twitch to his
lips.

She ducked her head and fought a blush as he
closed the door.

“Mary! Get over here, and bring Jacques with
you,” Romero shouted to her, several yards away, standing on the
inside of the yellow tape.

Knowing that he would follow her anyways, she
made her way over to the dark man, putting aside the events of the
morning and her unwanted frazzled emotions.

The rays reflected off of the new steel
around them, part of the building done, construction workers and
their advisers milling about, papers being signed on the spot. It
would have been a normal day—it should have been one. Instead, it. . .wasn’t. At
all.

Mary sighed, sending up a brief prayer for
patience and calmness.

“Same MO?” she asked, coming up behind
Romero.

He turned to face her. “Pretty much, just
some different signs.”

“How was she found?” Jaques asked, coming up
behind them. Mary tried to stop the shiver at how close he felt to
her back.

“Burnt to ashes, nothing but charred muscle.
Even her parents wouldn’t recognize her in this state. From the
rope and the burnt line around the rafter, we think she was upside
down again—just like the first one,” he said to himself, walking
around the scene slowly.

The ground was exactly how it had looked in
the first picture, the fire circle leaving ashs and burnt ground in
its place.

Mary swallowed deeply, wishing Kevin or her
brother were there. She frowned. “Where’s Ulrich?” she asked,
glancing around for him.

“He said he was going to be a little late,
had to talk to the security people about your house for a bit,”
Romero said, giving her a disappointing look. “Why couldn’t you
have just stayed with him?”

Behind her, she heard a growl. “You
didn’t stay with him? Do you know how dangerous that is?” Jacques snarled, hands
clenching at his sides.

Mary would have sighed, shrugged, rolled her
eyes, or something else, but the look in his eyes and the tone of
his voice stopped her. “You act like you know something about the
situation, Jacques,” she commented quietly, considering.

“I’ve been here no less than a week and I
know more about you and this whole town than you ever could. Now,
why didn’t you stay with him?” he asked, trying to calm
himself.

“I’m not going to hide behind my family. I
also won’t be putting them in danger,” she reinforced, crossing her
arms.

“So your going to get
cameras to protect you?” he asked
incredulously.

“Well. . .”

“Darlin’, cameras can’t hit back,” he growled
low, the southern accent that vibrated between them making the hair
on the back of her neck rise. Her breasts felt tighter, and she was
too sure it wasn’t because of the heat.

“I can though,” she retorted, narrowing her
eyes on him.

“Will it make a difference? You may be
powerful, but you are still a woman,” he said, berating her.

Romero’s gasp joined hers, and then he
started laughing.

“Jacques, you have a death wish!” he hooted,
holding his stomach.

Mary rounded on her brother’s long-time
friend. “And you’ll be next, after
I finish with him,” she threatened, jabbing a finger at
Jacques.

“The day you beat me is the day I kiss your
ass, Ms. Waters,” he said in her ear, the smirk in his voice
annoying her.

She got in his face, forgetting about who she
was and the people around them. “The day I let you kiss my ass is
the day I drop dead,” she hissed, eyes flashing.

“In pleasure?”

He smirked.


Chapter 17

 


Raffaele stared into striking green eyes that
he knew could become his permanent solace if only he had the will
to let it happen. Anger, passion hiding in her eyes, and the look
that she would cut him into little pieces if she got the chance did
nothing for his libido. In fact, it might have made it worse.

Amused, he leaned down closer, knowing that
Romero was too busy studying the scene to notice their antics. Her
slim finger came up to stab him in the chest; he only wished that
she would touch him in other places.

"Actually, no," she said, lip moving to pout
mode even though she still sounded angry. A gust of wind blew part
of her long pony tail into her face and she swiped at it
angrily.

He chuckled at her, nudging under her chin.
"Don't act so tough when the wolf is ready to hunt, babe," he
warned, flashing a fang charmingly

Her chin jutted into the air haughtily. "I do
believe that you aren't a wolf or any sort of animal like that, Mr.
Jaques."

Raff shrugged carelessly. "Whatever suits
you, Ms. Waters."

He watched her eyes widen right as a paw of a
hand clamped down on his shoulder. Freezing, all expression
dropping from his face, he turned slowly to meet familiar forest
eyes.

Pissed off
forest eyes.

"I see your paws on my baby sister again, I'm
going to chop them off and give them to her daddy," the big guy
growled, eyes flashing to a threatening black color.

Instead of coming to his aid, the brunette
imp behind him started to laugh and as much as he found the sound
pleasing, he was pretty sure no one would be laughing when the
man's hand was down his own throat.

Raff snarled at the feel of hands on him,
shaking them off and balling his fists. Right when he would have
given a fear-inducing threat, Romero came over to clap the man's
shoulder. "Got here fast enough," he said sarcastically, looking
the man up and down, considering.

Ulrich crossed his arms over his shoulders
defensively. "Macy didn't want to wake up," he said as an excuse,
then practically forgot the man as he walked over to his
sister.

They hugged, Ulrich's more gentler than it
would have been if it had been glass he had been hugging. "How was
the rest of your night?" Raff heard him ask, which piked his
curiosity.

He stared over the man's boulder shoulders at
Mary, noting the bags and wary glances around her. Not as she had
been yesterday, she was more… emotional, more prone to jump to
conclusions; which was exactly what she had done when he had gotten
out of the car.

Raff had noticed the scared look in her eye,
the waver in her voice, the hesitancy in her movements. He had also
noticed the damned wrap around her hand.

"What happened to your hand?" Ulrich asked
sharply, bringing the appendage up for his inspection.

She looked uneasy. "I dropped something this
morning, no big deal."

Ulrich's eyes narrowed on the small
woman—well, at least small for them. Compared to a human female,
she was taller, close to the average height of a man instead of a
woman.

Not that that was a bad thing, he mused
silently, eyes trailing down her body. Her long legs were encased
in black slacks, a trim white over-coat hugging her breasts and
waist. Maybe on the big side of breasts, the outfit looked splendid
on her, with her hair pulled back into a curly pony tail, barely
any make-up on that he could see.

Ulrich sighed. "We'll talk about this later.
I have the men at your house setting up the cameras right now, so
when you get back there should be some things that you'll need to
do and they said that they're willing to wait. I need to talk to
Romero for a bit about this, then call my secretary and have her
print out some forms…" he trailed off when he saw Raffaele watching
them.

The man's eye twitched and he looked at Mary.
"You don't talk to him."

With that, he walked off, leaving a confused
Mary and an amused Raffaele.

“That’s my brother,” she said, coming up to
him and ignoring the man’s order.

“I figured that,” he said darkly, staring
after the man with murder in his eyes.

Mary fidgeted with her hands, kicking the
dirt. “Think Imming wants to talk to us about something,” she said,
gesturing to a man with a camera who was taking snapshots of the
scene.

He nodded, motioning for her to walk.

“Hi, Mary,” he said, giving a sheepish
smile.

She smiled back briefly. “Find anything of
interest?” she asked, walking around him and examining the places
that he was taking pictures of.

He shook his head, shrugged. “Not yet, even
if I did I doubt the man would pay attention to it. I’m just a
lackey,” he said bitterly, taking another shot.

“That’s what he thinks, and don’t mind Romero. The jerk has
his head up his ass,” she laughed, earning a smile in
reply.

“Thanks, Mary. So what have you been up to?”
he asked cautiously, giving Raff a nervous glare that he greatly
returned with ten times as much coldness.

“Trying to stay alive.” The mutter went
unnoticed by the younger man, but Raffaele heard it plain as day
and could have growled.

Small, stumpy, and hair sprouting in places
that it obviously shouldn’t be, he had a greasy look about him that
set Raffaele off, and not just because it was apparent that he had
an interest in Mary—okay, only a small part of it was because of
that.

Imming, as she had called him, smelled. .
.normal, human, so the threat of him encroaching on what Raff
considered to be his was non-existent. He might have only known her
for a day, and he was only going to be seeing her till this was
over, he planned to stake his claim for the time being and let them
both get the sexual tension out.

The smell of her was strong as he stood
behind her, the wind blowing her earthy raspberry scent full force
into him. Raff wished it didn’t have to be so easy to enjoy her,
the way her hair danced with the wind, the way she stayed in his
mind.

He would forget her, later. But for now, he
planned to chase tail.

Mary’s head bent, and he stepped closer when
he saw Imming move in. The man backed up slightly, giving the man a
superior look. Raff was dressed in black slacks and with a dark
blue Armani button up and a tie, so he had no clue what he thought
was so great about the small guy.

“I think I need to go,” she said, looking
back up. The hand that held her phone dropped to her side.

“I’ll take you,” Raff said automatically,
thinking of how she had walked.

“It’s fine,” she said, irritated.

“Go tell your brother and Romero that we’re
leaving,” he ordered, putting his hands in his pocket for his
keys.

She glared at him. “I think that I can take
care of myself well enough to walk home without a stalker.”

“I’ll be any kind of stalker you want me to
be—hell, I’ll even sniff your panties if you want me too—but you
aren’t walking home and that’s that,” he said, voice ringing with
finality.

Mary growled, but walked through the people
to her brother, who was bending over the gas circle. He looked up
and his eyes immediately latched onto Raffale, who knew he was
standing way to close for Mary’s or Ulrich’s comfort. Mentally, he
laughed.

“What’s up.” He was talking to his sister,
but his eyes never left Raff.

“I’m going home,” she started, “and he
offered to take me.” It was wise of her to leave out that he hadn’t
really “offered”, so much as forced her.

“I can take you,” he said, curling his lip at
the taller, darker man as he stood to his full height with the
grace of a predator.

Romero broke in by saying, “I need you here
for the examiner, chief. You know you can’t leave when we have
cases like this.”

Ulrich paused, then growled low in his throat
at Raff. “He drops you off and then comes back here. Call me when
you’re done with the security guys.”

Mary rolled her eyes. “Knock it off, brother.
I haven’t seen you act like this since high school.”

He ignored her by saying to Raff, “Five
minutes.”

Raffaele gave no outward emotion at the
implied command, but nodded at Romero who chuckled in reply and
started to walk away, Mary following after him.

Quiet and awkward, the car ride was short and
worse than he had predicted to be. Raff hoped that Ulrich realized
that he wasn’t going to follow his orders, but intended to stay for
as long as he could.

He tried telling himself that it was because
she could be in danger, but knew he was only lying to himself. The
beauty of her forest eyes entranced him, the fire in her made him
burn, and the heat of her made him. . .hot.

He parked the car where she told him to,
breathing in her sweet scent, and then got out to open her door
before she could say anything else. Men were walking around the
brown themed house, papers and wires almost falling from several of
their hands.

She stepped out slowly, close enough that she
was almost sliding against him. He took in a breath, adjusting
himself when she wasn’t looking. Her neck looked...delicious, he
thought absently, wanting to bite and suck the soft looking
flesh.

He let her walk ahead of him, trying to
ignore how much the sashay of her walk made it hard for him to walk
right.


Chapter 18

 


“Please sign here,” one of the construction
workers said, holding out a clipboard.

She frowned, taking it into her hands.
“What’s this?”

Jacques came up behind her, probably scanning
the papers.

“Just papers that will verify your identity,
that we are within our rights for installing the system on your
house, and that you or whoever is paying the bill will pay in full
when it comes,” he said, nervously looking behind her.

She rolled her eyes mentally. So far, every
man that she has seen around Jacques has either been nervous, or
disgusted. What was it about him that she was missing, that others
weren’t?

Jaques watched her sign her name and place
her initials on the lines where they were asked for. Was it just
her, or was he really close to her? Mary didn’t know, but had the
urge to step back into his arms.

She handed the clipboard back, watching in
faint panic as people ran around her house, hooking cables, setting
up posts, and just messing her whole yard up. She was okay with
scuffed grass, it could easily grow back and it was almost winter
so it would die out soon anyways.

But when one of the men had the gall to
get close to her last rose, she let out a screech and could have
killed him. “You stay away
from that rose, you got me? If one petal is taken off, I will kill you with my bare hands,” she barked,
stomping up to him angrily, eyes flashing.

The Acutos raised a lip, revealing a sharp
canine, but backed down when his advisor came over, followed by
Jacques.

“Something wrong here?” the human man in the
suit asked, looking between them.

She took a calming breath. “My plants. My
last rose. Don’t touch it, and I won’t commit mass murder.”

“I don’t appreciate you threatening my
workers,” the man started, frowning.

“Listen to her,” Jacques growled from behind,
earning a dumbfounded re-take.

“Excuse
me?” he asked, surprised and offended. “This treatment does
not earn for the greatest of quality. . .”

She gasped, outraged. Mary was about to say
something when Jaques once again spoke.

“If you place your own ‘head-up-your-ass”
attitude before a woman’s safety, I think you need to. . .”

“Mr. Jaques, calm down, it’s fine!” she
assured him, breaking him mid-speech. “I was just saying that that
rose is very precious to me and he took in the wrong way,” she
explained to the human.

His eyes narrowed. “I’m sorry, Ms. Waters,”
he said with forced politeness. “He is new to our team, in from
Louisiana.”

The Acutos male was staring at her hard, then
slowly his expressions evened out. “Waters? Mary Waters?”

She nodded, sighing.

Jaques had stayed quiet before then, his
coldness palpable. Except. . .she couldn’t feel it. All she felt
was the heat coming off of him and the aura of protectiveness that
had her confused.

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” he said, breaking into
her thoughts. She waved a hand, looking back at Jacques, who was
staring giving looks to the two men.

The two of them were used to order, to
people listening to them. It was the only way they could get things
done, could get things carried through. She suspected that Jacques
wasn’t used to people not
listening. He looked like someone who was used to the world
revolving around him, used to people being compliant.

Mary could only imagine how much it must
grate on him to not do anything, to have no say or power. She
smiled inwardly.

After a few tense moments, the two men got
back to work, along with everyone else who had stopped for the
episode. With keen eyes, she could see claws retracting, breaths
being taken, small things that you wouldn’t have seen had you not
been looking for it.

Her smile widened, pleased that there had
been those ready to protect her. “You can come inside for a drink
if you want,” she offered the dark man behind her, who in turn
just. . .stared down at her.

For a second, her smile faltered till
she received the first actual
smile from him that she had ever gotten. Her heart lighted,
despite the day. The almost overwhelming urge to grab his hand and
drag him inside arose, and she walked inside quickly, suppressing
it.

Except, when she walked in side, she stopped
dead.

The mess had been cleaned up, but her table
and floor were tracked with dirt, leaves, and wires that she
wouldn’t even attempt to place.

Jaques followed in behind her, silent, no
opinion or questions coming from him.

“I’m. . .sorry about the mess,” she started
unevenly, staring around the kitchen with upset and disturbed
eyes.

“Don’t worry, I know it’s not your fault,” he
murmured, walking to the table. She moved to the counter and opened
one of the cupboards, grabbing a cup.

“Water, milk, juice, pop?” she asked, looking
over her shoulder at him.

“I’ll just have some water,” he replied with
a small smile.

Mary handed him the cup of water, sitting
across from him at the table.

Even though she didn’t want to talk
about it, it had to be done. It was
the reason he was even there, after all.

“After you talked to me yesterday, did you go
to Michael?” she asked, finally drawing a non-stoic expression.

“The hell. . . Yeah, I did,” he said,
crossing his arms over his chest, disgruntled.

“Okay, and what did you learn from him?” she
asked, almost proudly. It always pleased her when she hit the
target the first time.

“If you want to know, why can’t you go and
ask him yourself?” He raised a brow.

“Because he would run the other
direction at the site of me,” she said, the roundness deflating out
of her as she remembered the last time she had tried to approach
him. The man had crossed himself, as if ridding himself of any evil
that may taint her, and then had run away and into the bar—which he
had known she wouldn’t walk in
to.

This time, both his brows popped. “What did
you do? Threaten him with your godly powers?” He laughed.

The sound made her smile, only briefly.
He had a deep, rich laugh that when let loose, could be infectious.
Mary wondered absently what it would be like to hear him moan, to
even make him moan. .
.

Her face flamed. Stop it, she snapped at herself,
embarrassed.

“No,” she said in a tone that spoke
otherwise. Her brows lowered into a glare. “Just tell me what you
found out.”

“So demanding,” he murmured, eying her with a
hooded gaze.

Her eyes rolled. “I don’t have all day.”

“And I don’t have a very willing mouth,” he
retorted, quirky.

Mary resorted to full out glaring, not
appreciating the innuendo in the slightest. “I’m the leader here
right now, Mr. Jacques. Please do as I say so we can get on with
our days.”

Frosty eyes flashed, the brief moment of
anger making them arctic.

“I have a friend of mine looking into what
some symbols mean, obviously something to do with dark magic or
ancient powers. I didn’t know what they were when I saw them, but
Chase has some expertise in researching ancient things.”

“Will you let me know if anything comes up?”
she asked, getting up to put the cups in the sink.

“If you give me your number, we can set a
date up for when he finds something,” he said, the smirk going
unnoticed.

Mary turned around, smiling with the wash
cloth in her hands. “Sure thing, my phone is in my purse. Just add
it to my contacts.” She didn’t bother to correct the misuse of the
word “date”. Mary didn’t do dates. Never had, never will.

She turned around as he got her phone out,
trusting that he wouldn’t snoop through her belongings. The water
was hot in her hands as she cleaned the cups and put them in the
dish washer, morning sunlight pouring in from the window.

“All set and done,” he said, standing up with
a sigh. “Romero wants me back at the site, no doubt your brother
demanding my return.” His eyes flashed.

Mary laughed. “How lovely. . . Well, I’ll see
you later.” She walked him to the door, twisting her hands
together. Somehow, over the course of the day, their relationship
had gone from business to personal, closer.

Not that she was complaining, she thought as
she watched his hips as he walked—more like his ass.

Her cheeks flushed.

“Make sure to give me a call if you remember
something that I haven’t heard of from the files. I want to get out
of here as fast as I can with my uncle coming with me. The sooner
this is solved, the sooner I can. . .keep him safe,” he said, voice
dropping an octave with his obvious lie.

The thought of him leaving unsettled her. Her
eyes trailed over his regal features, his dark skin emphasizing his
frosty blue eyes that set well against his sharp bone structure.
His cheeks were proud, strong.

His shoulders took up the entire door space,
not that she minded though. The black shirt hugged him nicely in
all the right places, relaxed and professional. Big hands lay at
his sides, hands that she could imagine around her waist, touching
her in hot places, making her feel the most pleasure she had ever
felt. . .

“Aright.” She cleared her throat. “Same for
you, if you need help or something.

He gave a smile, showing with that one action
he knew exactly what she was thinking and he would be more than
happy to help.

 



Chapter 19

 


Ulrich left the site early, chest tight
with anger and eyes venomously searching for the black Bentley he
just knew had to be the
bastard’s car that was chasing after his sister. He drove past her
house, and parked a couple feet away.

It might have been creepy to an onlooker, but
as Mary’s protector and older brother, he was inclined to do
whatever he had to do to keep her safe.

The door opened, revealing his graceful
sister and the dark stranger. His hands clenched white on the wheel
when he saw the faint blush come over her face. While he was far
away enough to barely be able to see what was happening, he could
tell by his connection with her that it was a blush of arousal.

“I’ll kill him,” Ulrich muttered, glaring a
hole through the bastards head. “If you touch her, I swear you’ll
be dead within the hour. . .”

Talking to air always helped him calm down,
as if he were actually talking to the man himself. Ulrich wanted to
strangle the bastard as much as he wanted to lock Mary up in a cell
to keep her safe.

Jacques bent down slightly, Ulrich about to
jump out of the car and beat the pulp out of the fucker. Accept
that he straightened, flashing his piercing eyes to where Ulrich
was at. Shock held him immobile for only a second before Jacques
turned back to his sister, giving her a grin that Ulrich used on
woman when he wanted a good lay.

A growl built up in his chest. He could just
imagine snapping his neck in half, dragging the corpse back to his
father, and wagging his tail proudly at the catch he had made with
a demand for a treat. Of course, then Mary would be upset with him.
. .

But she would forget. He could kill the man
and be done with this, and his sister could stay a virgin—at least,
he prayed she was—and Ulrich wouldn’t have to worry about horny
bastards trying to do gross things with his sister.

Jaques strode down the driveway, past the
people walking around, and into his car. The door closed and Ulrich
got the smarmiest, most self-satisfied sneer of his life through
the window when the Italian man drove past him.

Ulrich almost exploded with rage.

He got out of his car and stomped up to the
now closed door, men backing away warily as they heard the inhuman
sound rumbling through him.

“Mary!” he roared, shoving the door open.

He heard a faint squeak from the other room,
stomped to where she was at. “The fuck was that?” he demanded,
stabbing an angry finger towards the door.

Her eyes widened. “What was what?”

“Don’t play stupid on me, Mary,” he warned,
eyes flashing with molten anger as he came close to her.

Her nose wrinkled, completely oblivious to
the rage he was feeling. “You mean Jacques?”

“No, I mean the man that
clearly wants to be balls deep inside
my sister!” he shouted, disgusted, horrified, and furious over the
thought.

Her cheeks tinted red, embarrassed. “You
don’t have to be so blunt. . .”

“Mary, I told you. I fucking told
you to stay away from him! Instead? You bring him over
for a ‘spot of tea’,” he growled with potent fury, close to kicking
something.

“Actually, it was a cup of water. . .”

“Oh, I don’t
want to hear it!” he snarled, the dumbfounded look on
her face making the situation worse.

“Ulrich, please calm down? Just take a
breath. . .” she coaxed, standing to guide him slowly to the
couch.

He ripped himself away from her, body
shuddering. The change was so close upon him, but at this point he
didn’t even care. If he changed, then maybe he could be numb enough
to rip the bastard open and tear him to shreds.

“Stop it,” he growled, voice taking on an
animal quality. Mary frowned, paled.

Even though she was pacchetto leader, the change could kill anyone if
you were to close when it happened. It was more monumental for
Archaeos than it was for Acutos. Archaeos changers were at their
worst when they were in the process of changing, unlike the Acutos,
who had a tendency to be barely conscious for a few
seconds.

“Ulrich,” she pleaded silently, hands
reaching for him.

“I can’t lose my baby sister to a man like
that,” he said, voice breaking mid-snarl with the anger he was
feeling.

“Lose? Brother, who said anything about
losing.” Her brow knotted, confused.

“He will take you and hurt you. Can’t you see
that? He isn’t right for you, he’ll use you like a whore till he
leaves, and you. . .”

Her eyes closed. “I won’t get involved like
that with him, brother. I’m not his ‘spot of tea’ as you like to
call it.”

The changed deflated out of him, although the
anger didn’t.

“I have things to do,” he said with quiet
fury before walking out of the house.

He felt her eyes on his back as he made his
way to the car. Ulrich wanted to go back, grab her, wrap her in
bubble wrap, and stick her somewhere where no one could get her.
Sure, he loved his sister. But lately, the threat to her life had
been haunting him endlessly.

There was a killer out there, and now an
Italian playboy was chasing her tail.

Not exactly a great feeling to the
situation.

Jacques was likely at the site with Romero,
but Ulrich figured that going to where his current could-be punch
buddy was at, he doubted that it would be very wise to go
there.

He rubbed a hand over his eyes, growling low
in his throat with weariness and pent up anger. Even in high school
he had hated males around his sister. Apparently, things hadn’t
changed.

One thing was for sure, though.

You could bet Jacques’s manhood that if he
laid one inappropriate hand on Mary, he wasn’t going to be sexually
active for a very long time.

 



Chapter 20

 


Later that night, after hours of
interrogations and papers and angry frustrated voices, Raffaele
knocked on the door to Chase’s room. It only took a couple seconds
for the man to open the door, eyes tired and a shadow spreading
over his face.

Raff’s eye brows rose as Chase stepped back
to let him in. “You look like hell.”

“Thank you, honey. Love you, too,” he said,
voice scratched from what Raff assumed was lack of sleep.

“I’m guessing you were a little busy,” he
hedged, slipping off his shoes and moving to the bar to grab a beer
from the fridge.

“If you’re wondering if I found anything,
you’re in luck.”

“What did you find? And you want one?” he
asked, gesturing towards the beer.

“God, yes please. Grab two more and pop a
squat,” Chase said, sitting on the long couch where his laptop was
resting.

Raff grabbed the beers and walked over,
kicking his feet up on the table across from the couch. “So what’s
doing?” he asked, taking a sip.

“I didn’t find much on the symbols, only a
brief meaning about them. You have no idea how hard google is
hating on me right now,” he said with dry humor, both of them
knowing that he wasn’t using google.

Raff nodded silently, waiting for the blonde
man to continue. “Do you believe in the underworld?” he asked.

Blue eyes latched onto Chase, confused. “Of
course, our gods are a part of it. Anti-gods and all.”

Chase nodded. “Did you know that. . .things
can rise? Become ethereal?”

He shook his head. “I’ve never heard of
anything like it in my life,” he said slowly, knowing that as soon
as he saw Stuart he was going to start asking questions.

“The symbol on the girls chest, it’s like a
pathway. Except, instead of letting things enter it, it lets takes
them out. Down to. . .where ever it goes in hell. I can’t really
describe it because I’m not sure what we’re dealing with right now,
but you can guarantee that by tomorrow, I’ll have more.”

“What does it let out?” Raff asked, sitting
up straighter, forgetting about his beer.

“Basically saying, the soul of the woman. I
called the man who did the autopsy, Rick. Asked him if he could
maybe identify what the stuff was drawn with. He called back a
couple hours ago and said that it was a mix between charcoal and
lavender.”

“Lavender? The color?” His brow
scrunched.

“No, the herb. It relaxes a person, like
body, mind and soul shit. You know what I’m talking about? Well,
the Lavender, after I looked some more, is also a transfer agent,
if used the right way.”

Raffaele absorbed the information slowly,
head starting to hurt. Remembering his beer, he picked it up and
practically chugged it. “And how, do I ask, do we sell this off to
the humans?”

“Talk to Mary,” he cooed sarcastically.

He growled low.

Chase held up his hands. “I was kidding. Ask
her about switching the officers. I hear that her brother is the
chief, have him do something about it.”

Raff nodded. “Good idea. Did you find
anything else?”

“Besides some lovely nude pictures of our Ms.
Mary, no—”

His hand shot out, latching onto Chase’s
throat. His eyes bugged, but he managed to laugh through the hold
even though it cost him dearly.

“Shut. The fuck. Up.” The words were short, snarled, sounding more
animal than human. The mere thought of Chase seeing Mary like that
set his blood on fire.

“God damn, man,” he wheezed. “Drop your
hands and I won’t say another word about her—Holy
fuck you have a good
grip.”

Raffaele slowly released the choking man,
confused. Not about the choking—he had enjoyed that a lot,
actually. But about the reason he had gotten like that with the
man—Mary. Mary was precious, pure. No one should see such pictures
of her like that, his animal screamed at him.

“I think I’m going to go to bed. You might
want to too, no one wants to die with no sleep,” he said slowly,
rubbing his forehead.

Chase nodded slowly, hand circling his throat
protectively. “Exactly. . .”

“I’m taking these with me,” he mumbled
tiredly, holding up the open beer and one of the un-opened
ones.

“Just get the hell out of here, Raff,” Chase
said, chuckling warily.

He opened the door, nodding his head at
Chase. “When you have the rest of information, at the end of the
week I’ll set up a meeting with Mary about it.”

“‘Meeting’ meaning. . .?” Chase asked,
before the door got slammed in his face.

Raff heard a yelp from the other side, but
ignored it and unlocked his, ready to sleep after such a grueling
day.

 


 


*** DK ***

 


 


Raffaele moaned deep in his throat, hands
circling the petite waist of the woman who sat above him. Her lips
were at his ear, hand tangling in his hair. The other hand was
slowly making its merry way to the zipper of his jeans, and he
could only agree with what was going to happen next.

Fire surrounded them, heat consuming them
both with a passion that felt all to right. Mary’s hair slid
against his shoulders, his back, causing shivers to run along his
sensitized skin.

“Mary. . .” he moaned gruffly, hands tugging
at her shirt. The thin material gave away under his hands,
tearing.

He felt the smile on her lips, pressed
against his neck now. Sharp teeth bit down, deep enough to leave
marks that he was sure they were both going to admire with pride.
She was claiming him, and he had no objections.

Cool hands slid against his skin, causing
tingles to race up his stomach. His heart thudded in his chest,
excitement and anticipation coursing through him as he realized she
was so close to freeing his swollen arousal, so close to completely
undoing him.

“Raffaele,” she whispered against his skin,
eyes meeting his with entrancing seduction in their depths.

His hands tangled in her hair, drawing her
close to his body once again. The feel of her mouth on him was
almost too much, but it was a destruction he was willing to take.
Her tongue flicked at his collar bone, eliciting a sharp groan and
a thrust of his hips. He could only imagine how good she would feel
against him, bare and hot.

“God, you feel so good. . . So warm. . . I
swear, you warm my very soul, Mary,” he moaned, eyes closing in
acute pleasure as her hands slipped inside his jeans to the bare
skin underneath. He didn’t bother to wear boxers, only took too
long to get them off when he wanted something—that something being
Mary.

The moment her slim fingers wrapped around
him, he growled and flipped her over, hands pushing at the black
lace bra that covered her skin. She let out a whimper, so soft that
he barely heard it. His fingers found the small reddened skin of
her nipple, and he pinched it softly, ready to take it into his
mouth with gentle suction.

That is, until he looked up and saw her
face.

Boney, dripping claws now dug into his
shoulders as black sockets stared down at him. The face wasn’t
Mary’s. No, it was a monsters, something he had thought only
existed in childhood nightmares.

The face above him was peeled, the skin
missing in places. He struggled to pull away, but legs as sharp as
knives wrapped around his waist. Horror replaced his arousal, the
shout building in his throat.

“You will pay,”
she hissed, the sockets filling with a green inner light. He tore
at her, hands pushing and tearing.

A clawed hand came up, dripping with what
looked to be acid.

For the second time in his life, he
screamed.


Chapter 21

 


Mary walked up to the court house, locking
her car door behind her. Clouds were covering the sun, a light
breeze causing the autumn leaves to swirl and dance around her. She
was about to open the great doors when a man in a brown leather
jacket threw it open hastily, almost throwing her to the side.

She barely caught herself as he scurried
away, not taking a second glance back. Mary frowned, but dismissed
the man and kept walking. The front desk was empty, but she already
knew where to go. She got to the small room where the prosecutor
sat with a suspect.

The Archaeos male saw her and lowered his
head briefly, respectfully. Instantly, she knew that whatever the
hell these people were thinking, they were insane. First off, why
was a human prosecutor handling this case? Obviously it was one
that should be maintained strictly by Acutos and Archaeos. Was it
too much to ask to have some order?

Mary swore that as soon as she had Ulrich and
her father together, she was going to give them hell. This could
have gone much easier had they picked the right race for this
case.

“Hello, Ms. Waters,” the prosecutor said,
holding out his hand. The suspect sat there, confused looking. The
more she looked, the more he seemed familiar to her, as if she had
seen him somewhere.

She shook hands with the bland man, who’s
brown hair looked a little to greasy for her taste. She subtly
wiped the sweat off from his hand onto her jacket, swallowing the
distaste.

“Hi, Mr. Ramsey. What do we got here?”
she asked, sitting down comfortably. She looked across at the
Archaeos that she could smell
was innocent. It practically reeked off the man, clogging the
room. His nervousness was making her edgy, and it wasn’t even that
she was nervous, it just radiated so much from the poor man that it
was starting to affect her.

Ramsey cleared his throat, wary at her
unfamiliar attitude toward the situation. “This man was said to be
walking near the site the last couple of times,” he started.

She cut him off. “By who? Any certifiable
person, call, meeting, email? How did you find this out.”

He paced around the room in short strides,
shrugging, antsy. “Just someone who called in and gave a name.”

“Did you trace the number?” she asked,
tapping her fingers on her arms, which were crossed over her
chest.

“Well. . . We were more focused on getting
the suspect before he could strike again.”

“And where is his lawyer?”

The man interjected, recognizing that his
leader was on his side. “I’ve been asking to call him,” he said,
giving a glare to Ramsey.

Blue eyes spat fire at the man. “I heard no
such thing. This is between me and her—”

“If he is involved in the case without
a lawyer when he stated that he wanted one, he is involved and you infringed on his rights. How
many other people have you done that to?” she asked, eyes narrowing
dangerously.

The man's hands twisted at his sides, balding
forehead dampening.

“That’s what I thought,” she said briskly,
standing to her feet. “I would appreciate it if you would escort
yourself out.”

He sputtered. “What? You can’t do that—”

She smiled. “I can get the chief in here to
take you out if you would like. But if that happened, he might ask
about your infringements. . .”

With angry, jerky movements, Ramsey grabbed
his black case and left, eyes flashing impotent fire at them as he
slammed the door closed behind him.

“Oh, thank you. I thought I would never get
out of this hell hole.” He started to stand up.

Mary shook her head, sitting back down. “I
know you didn’t do this, but you can’t leave yet.”

He nodded in understanding, although his eyes
expressed his confusion. “Why?”

“Have to have you authorized first,” she
said, checking her time.

“Oh. . .” he said, still sounding
confused.

The room that they sat in was sterile, the
walls wood and warm.  Originally, they would have met at the
station. But with everyone rushing and the rooms filling up faster
than they ever had, Mary had asked that they meet at the court
house.

Old, replenished, and regal as ever, the
court house was the bane of her existence. So many fights and
deals, cases and lives, had gone through this very court and half
of the people in the city knew what it was like to be in here.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket, pulled it
out. “It’s Waters,” she said into the phone, eyes on the man who
sat in front of her.

“Ramsey just called me,” Romero started,
voice a growl.

“Oh, no! Did he really?” she asked, feigning
shock.

“Yes. What the hell was that about? You know
you can—”

“Romero, did you bother to ask him why he was
off the case?”

“I didn’t bother to because it isn’t
official.” The snap in his voice almost had her wincing. She never
liked to get yelled at over things that she knew were right.

“Maybe if you knew how amoral his questioning
was, you would re-think that,” she said, crossing her legs, feeling
the man’s eyes on her.

“What?” he asked, the growl still there but
underneath all of the bluster was confusion.

“He was withholding the right to an attorney
when I walked in. Several times the man had asked for one, and even
if he had, Ramsey was entitled to get him one anyway.”

Silence rang on the other side of the
line.

“Fuck,” he cursed, the words after it much
more clear and more. . .offensive. Because of Ramsey’s actions, the
police could have been sued, so Mary understood Romero’s fury

“My thoughts exactly,” she said smartly, a
grin playing on her lips proudly.

“Damnit, Mary,” he growled as if this were
all her fault.

“Don’t you go cursing me,” she warned,
starting to scowl.

“Let me call your brother and the judge and
see if we can get another prosecutor and a better lawyer for this.
Has the man called in his yet?”

She shook her head. “Nope, but I’ll have him
do it after I’m done talking to you.”

“Alright. I’ll get back to you soon enough.
Bye, Mary,” he sighed.

The call ended.

“Do you have your cell phone on you or did he
take it back in lock-up?” she asked, closing her phone and handing
it over.

“I have it,” he said kindly, giving her a
smile with a shake of his head.

How Ramsey could have even thought that this
guy could be a suspect amazed her. Everything about him screamed
innocent. But, then, Ramsey was a mere human with under average
knowledge.

“I’m so sorry about Ramsey,” she apologized,
grimacing.

“If you’re worried about me suing or having
any complaints, don’t. It was him, not you guys.” He opened his
phone and pressed a couple of buttons, then the muted sound of
ringing started from the phone.

“Hey, it’s Erickson. Been a while,” he said
with an easy laugh, handling the man on the phone easily, as if he
owned the world and could care less.

“Nah, just some problems in Iowa. Mind
meeting with me? I’ll add a bonus for the flight expense because I
assume that you aren’t in town right now.”

Muffled words responded, then the man said,
“No, I don’t mind. Just get over here as soon as you can, some
people are wanting to question me and I have to get back to
business.”

Mary looked the man over as he talked
casually to the lawyer on the phone. He didn’t look like anyone too
important, dressed in form fitting jeans and a dark blue Under
Armor shirt. There was no coat around him, which was slightly
stupid because it was starting to get chilly out, no matter the on
and off weather.

Black hair flopped over his eyes, large set
eyes curiously knowing. He had the muscular build of someone who
fought, of someone who could easily over take an attack with a
seconds notice. What business was he talking about, she wondered.
Again, he didn’t look like anyone important.

Although looks could be deceiving.

“I haven’t yet been introduced,” she
commented when he hung up the phone.

He looked at her blankly, then held out a
hand with a charming smile. She couldn’t help the errant thought
that she much more preferred Jaques’s smile and eyes.

“Matt Erickson,” he said almost sheepishly,
while she returned the hand shake.

“Mary Waters. Are you from around here?
I don’t think I’ve seen you before, but I know you're in my
pacchetto,” she said,
confused.

“I am indeed,” said Matt. “I don’t come in
town very often, my grandmother has me out in Manhattan running a
production line for her half of the time.”

“What’s that?” she asked, referring to the
production line comment.

“Ever heard of Fine Beauty Inc.?” he
questioned, leaning back comfortably.

The name took a bit, but then it finally
registered and her jaw dropped. “I love their clothing!” she said,
surprised.

“Well, yeah. That’s me. I run some business
out there for her, she’s getting too old and I get to inherit it,”
he said with a sort of dry humor.

“And that’s a bad thing?” she asked,
shocked. “I would love to be
involved in something like that. The problems I have to go through
here are too much sometimes.”

“If you run it out there, what are you doing
back here?” she asked, tilting her head. It was easy to forget that
she was in a court house with death cloaking them all as she sat
here, talking to Matt.

If only she could talk as comfortably with
Jacques, without all of those dirty thoughts in her head.

“Marketing,” he said, shrugging. “I don’t
like doing things over the Internet, such as email. I much prefer
getting a firsthand experience of where the clothing might be. Bad
representation really takes a chunk out of profit, you know?”

She nodded, thinking his words over.

“There is a store out here that sells some of
your—”

Her phone rang, cutting her off. She sighed
while he laughed, answering it.

“The judge said he was just pulling up to the
court house when I called him, so he should be there by now. He
knows what Ramsey did and I don’t think that man is going to get it
easy.”

In spite of herself, she giggled/snorted. “I
want to see this,” she said, standing up.

“Well, hurry up and get to his office. He is
expecting both of you to be there in less than five minutes. Also,
tell the man that he is free till something else comes up. Ramsey
isn’t liable anymore, so we have to wait to see if the new
prosecutor and lawyers will call him back.”

A grin played at the edge of her lips.
“Okay,” she said happily, knowing that the judge would have the
moral and political sense to realize that she wasn’t in the wrong.
Plus, the man was Acutos, and wouldn’t dare make a fool of her.

And didn’t that just make her happy

 



Chapter 22

 


“Hi! My name is Jenna and I’ll be taking your
order for you. What can I get’cha?” she asked, a light hint of a
southern twang in her cheery voice.

Chase looked up at her, then his menu, then
pulled a quick double take. Raffaele watched as Chase’s eyes took
on a new light. “You can get me some of that—” he looked pointed at
the woman in front of him—”a hotel room, and some good ole—”

Raff smacked the man before he could finish.
Hard.

“Pancakes and an orange juice please?” he
asked the blushing waitress with an apologetic glance.

“Sure thing,” she stuttered, looking back at
Chase. Eyes shooting daggers at Raff, Chase mumbled his order and
then she was off, practically running from the table.

“If I get kicked out of this restaurant
because you got the hots for the waitress, I swear you will never
live to see day light again,” he growled, threatening.

“I doubt she will complain to anyone,” he
started, smirking. “If anything, I’ll have her number by the end of
breakfast.

His eyes crossed. “I’ll stab you,” he said,
deadpan.

Chase rolled his eyes at him, snorting.
“Yeah, like you have the right anymore.”

And for that Raffaele was grateful.

He quieted, taking a drink of his water,
eyeing the people around him. Jared was ready to be released, so
they were having a quick breakfast before they went to get him.

Now that he was pacchetto leader, and had been for some time, he
was forbidden to go back to his old job. It had been more of a
torture than a job though. The thought of ever going back to that
sent him into a feral rage, something that had once caused the
death of an entire—

Raff took a calming breath, eyes closing.

If it had been a different situation, a
different time and place. . . It would have been fine with him. In
truth, he had actually enjoyed the killing. Had enjoyed the screams
of fear and the knowledge that they pissed themselves when they
found out that he was their
nightmare.

His family, on the other hand. . . God, he
could still remember. Raffaele rubbed his hands over his eyes and
could have groaned. The hate, the betrayal. . .

Hannah was trying to help, slowly and
unsteadily. Some therapy sessions, anti-depressants, things that
didn’t really help at all. Only one time had he gone to therapy by
her command, and when the woman had tried to get him to talk about
what had happened, he had burst out, almost killed everyone in the
office.

That had been a couple years ago, and he had
toned down a lot since then. Sex helped to keep the urge down, kept
the feelings away. Not always, but. . .it helped. And he didn’t
condemn Chase for how much of a whore he was.

The table was silent till the flustered
waitress came back, looking at Chase from under her eyes. When she
set down their drinks and walked away, the blonde man had the most
triumphant look on his face.

“Told you,” he said to Raff, winking.

Despite the horrid thoughts he had been
thinking, Raff snorted out a laugh.

“Nice, now I have to listen to you moan and
groan all night.”

Chase grinned. “You can join in if you want,
I’m sure she wouldn’t mind. Saw her giving you some looks.”

Raff thought of Mary, then shook his head at
Chase. “I’ll pass.” It would have felt like he had betrayed Mary if
he had even walked into the room.

He scowled. The hell. . . It shouldn’t matter
to him if he did anything with another woman, it wasn’t like Mary
was his. A tiny voice in the back of his head scolded him that of
course she was, and of course he was a bastard for even looking at
another woman.

Chase had a knowing look on his face, like he
knew the exact reason why he wasn’t going to join him.

He chuckled, taking a sip of his drink. “I’m
excited to see how this will turn out when it comes time to
leave.”

Raff just narrowed his eyes darkly, not
bothering to express his thoughts.

“Here you are, gentlemen,” said a quiet yet
suggestive voice. Raff kept his sigh to himself, moving his cup so
that she could place his plate in front of him.

Once she was gone, he picked up his form and
got ready to eat his pancakes, reaching for the syrup. “Got
anything more on those symbols? he asked, looking up briefly at
Chase.

“Besides the lavender being a guide to the
afterlife, no. Sorry,” he mumbled in reply, mouth stuffed full of
hash browns.

Raffaele frowned, eyeing his friend. “You
would think that the way you eat repels women. . .”

Chase snorted out a laugh, covering his mouth
quickly before anything could fly out. “Yeah, right. They think
that The Shovel is manly.”

He shook his head, going back to his
pancakes.

“When do you think the next murder will be?”
Chase asked through a mouthful of food.

He paused, fork not making it to his mouth
all the way. “I’m not sure,” he said quietly, thinking of Mary and
things that he had realized.

Yes, the murders, he had realized after more
studying of the files that the lawyer’s had given him, were
steadily getting close to her. And the MO was female, fire, and
lavender.

His chest tightened as he thought about
it.

“Has Mary had any extra protection placed on
her?” Chase asked, a frown in his voice.

Raffaele considered the man’s question
slowly, then shook off the feeling that tingled along the back of
his neck.  “I’ll check into it,” he said tightly, thinking of
her brother and how he was going to have to actually converse with
the bastard.

“You better. . .things will go into
chaos if the pachetto is lost
or injured. I would know,” he said almost proudly. “I was there for
one of the fiascoes over in Italy. It was seriously
crazy.”

“I had heard about that,” he commented,
taking another bite of his pancakes.

And he had, almost everyone in the whole
entire world had. One of the worst traumas that could have
happened, a major leader in north Italy had been brutally murdered,
found by his daughter of seven and his brother. The uproar after it
had been horrifying, almost threatening to ruin their stable
community. Luckily, nothing had happened to the leaders older son
of twenty. This had only happened a couple years ago, and the place
was still reeling from the death of their adored leader.

Raffaele had made several visits to meet the
new leader, or the leader-to-be. The young man was young,
closed-minded, and unwilling. Since his father was gone, Raffaele
was in the position to train and guide the younger man into
leadership. After a year of arguing and furious outbursts, Raffaele
was close to giving up.

But. . .he couldn’t. That whole part of the
race was at stake, and of course it would be an even worse event
than the death of their old leader if their new one didn’t take his
place. Unlike the gods had intended in the beginning, it was the
races nature to have leadership.

Even Raffaele needed leadership, or a sort of
guidance, he thought. Stuart had been his mentor from the
beginning. He had often asked why none of the other leaders had a
guide as he did. And the answer, or lack thereof, had always been a
deterrent that had only made him frustrated.

He didn’t know if there were any other people
who had the same guide as him, or even had one. Kevin was there, of
course. Stuart and he argued every chance they got. He had never
seen the two of them together, let alone. The voice, when speaking,
would always come from. . .around him. Like he was there, but
greater than life.

The pancakes left a sweet taste in his mouth
as he finished them off. Wiping his lips with the napkin, he folded
it and set it down, ignoring the sound of his friend choking down
his food. He was too deep in thought.

As a child, Stuart had been there.
Guiding him, showing him the way. While his parents would be out
and running the race, he would be sleeping, talking to the only
friend that he knew he could
trust.

In truth, Stuart had caused him to grow
up to fast. Serious, calming, and deadly strict, the Creator had
been livid when he had found
out what his parents had planned for him years later. His father
had always been a week leader, not as great as he should have
been.

When Antonio had realized that his life was
at stake, he had been drawn back by fear. Childlike and innocent,
Raffaele had only been twelve when he had realized that his father
was slowly becoming weak with paranoia. The monster that tore down
one's mind and body, the awareness that kept them all alive.

He had watched as his father resorted to
locking up in his room, leaving his mother and him to fend for
themselves. The regular visits of men dressed in striking black had
stricken fear inside him. . .and also the knowledge that his father
had failed.

Stuart wasn’t one to sugar coat things, to
bank on the truth. When Raffaele had asked about his father and his
choices, Stuart had said with stark seriousness, “You are the
leader, Raffaele. You will take the race and you will prosper. You
will not be hindered by fear and cowardliness.”

Those words had been the first time he
finally understood what it meant to be an adult. Any other child
would have laughed it off, to serious of a conversation to be taken
into meaning. But Stuart had made him grow, made him learn.

And he knew that his father had failed the
race, his wife. . .and his son.

It was only a matter of time till
people lost all respect for him, till even the people who took care
of his affairs left him to bleed. At thirteen, his father had sent
a man to teach him the ways of life, the way of surviving, and the
ways of killing.

That was the first time that Raffaele had
ever gone against his guide, the Creator. His father had sent him
on missions, to countries that needed handling. The pain, the
incurable urge to contact Stuart, who had left him after the first
mission, had almost threatened him to disobey his leader.

While Stuart was just the Creator, Antonio
had been his father, the leader, the man that he had once adored as
a child.

Raffaele had become emotionless, doing what
his father forced him to. His uncle Jared had not known about the
visits, the times when he would be gone for weeks, sometimes
months.

Of course, he had gone unscathed. . .for a
time. The last mission, the last time that he had gone out for
killing, had been his last.

But that final mission had cost him
everything.


Chapter 23

 


“Do you have anyone waiting to pick you up?”
the nurse asked with forced casualty as she checked his blood
pressure and heart rate.

Jared snorted, hearing the faint, accelerated
beat of her heart. She must have heard, he thought with bitterness.
Not that it mattered; it seemed everyone had.

The Acutos doctor had hidden the evidence of
him being. . .not human. The problem with the leader here was that
she was too caught up in the murders to get around to funding the
hospital that was being set up especially for the Acutos and the
Archaeos. It had been a big project of hers, she had been so proud
about it that she had just had to tell him. Jared could remember
the slender woman breezing into the counselors room, aura so bright
and ambitious that if it had been an actual light, it would have
blinded him.

It had been on the list of things to do
for a while now. The pacchetto
before them had hadn’t been fit to rule, had been taken down
from the power. But that wasn’t official, at least from what Jared
had heard. No one had heard from the old leader for years, and no
body had been found

Although people had held respect for him
through his failings, Jared knew that the people loved Mary and
could only agree at how great she was getting with her power.

He might not possess the same powers as his
nephew, but he knew a strong woman when he saw one. She was kind,
careful, and pleasant to be around. Strong, out spoken, aware, and
capable of hard decisions.

Faintly nervous hands removed the wrap
around his arm, and the rest of the attachments. The cursed
dress that he was forced to wear
showed his crack and he felt a curl of his lip. “The clothing that
I came in. Where are they.”

The woman stiffened at his tone. He had a
mental sigh, then narrowed his eyes on her. He had asked numerous
times where they were, and every time they didn’t answer him it
only made him angry.

He was not going to be subject to
running around with his ass hanging out of a white dress that
did not suit his coloring at
all.

“I asked,” he rumbled deeply, “where my
clothes are.”

The female jerked at the sound of his voice
near her ear, then pulled back choppily to take a shuddering
breath.

I can get a lot worse,
honey. . . Just because I saved some pretty girl doesn’t mean
you’ll get the same fate. Of course, though, he knew
he was wrong. As much as he might be on the edge, he hadn’t come so
close as to allow a woman or child to be hurt.

“They are downstairs,” she said unsteadily,
obviously not knowing exactly where.

“I would like them, please.” They were his
second to last pair. He wasn’t about to let some git lose them.

“They will be brought up shortly, sir,” she
said, swallowing.

She ran from the room.

Jared let out a sigh and settled back into
the bed, pulling the covers up around his body so that no one might
take a gander at a lovely site of his old hairy ass.

He looked at the clock, wishing that his
nephew would hurry his ass up. He wasn’t looking forward to being
forced into going back home, but he wanted out of the white house
that was keeping him trapped and almost naked.

Jared didn’t have a problem being naked—in
fact, just the opposite. The feel of air, the way he felt. . . It
was a perfect life when you didn’t have clothing on.

But that only applied for when he was in
animal form.

The next time someone came in, it was a male
nurse.

Figures.

“I have your clothes, and you’re about ready
for release,” he said, lips pressed tightly as he held out clean
jeans, shirts, and a jacket.

“Bring them over here, please.”

The scrub-dressed man brought over the
clothing, and Jared re-adjusted himself with a sigh. He might be
almost done healing, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t a pain in
his leg that could make a grown man cry—which he was.

Holding the precious clothing in his hand, he
felt a reluctance to get up, to get dressed and signal that he was
leaving a warm place. Jared wanted nothing more than to stay in
hotel—only because it was warmer than where he would be going.

Because of the suspicion of his whereabouts,
he had been fired from his only job. The whole community suspected
him, and while he wanted to prove them wrong, to show them that he
wasn’t as bad as they all thought he was, he didn’t.

He couldn’t.

The cold apartment waiting for him, probably
infested with rats even after a couple of days gone. The male nurse
exited after giving Jared a disdained look, one that only made him
angry.

Jared stood on shaky legs, walking to the
bathroom. How he was going to pay for the treatment to his leg and
the room that they had let him stay in was something he would worry
about later. He had no money, no nothing that could get him out of
this without revealing the identity he had struggled to keep a
secret for as long as he had.

The bathroom light flickered on, and he
relished what he knew he wouldn’t have for a while.

A sterile bathroom.

His head hung from his shoulders, his heart
heavy.

God, how he had fallen. .
. The pain in his chest didn’t alleviate a single bit
as he took off his dress,
finding the boxers that they had thankfully kept with the
bundle.

For the first time, he allowed himself to
feel something other than regret, anger, and bitterness.

Sorrow.

The emotion burned inside him, almost made
him fall under its staggering weight inside his heart. How he would
get over this, he didn’t know.

All he knew was that he couldn’t go back to
his home, and he couldn’t allow his nephew to take him. Too many
questions, memories, pains, all in one place that he knew would be
his destruction.

He took his hands off of the sink, the
clenching starting to make his hands ache.

Jared got dressed slowly, methodically. The movements of his body
reflected on how tired, worn out, and saddened he was. He could
tell, and he didn’t like it one bit.

Would Mary agree with his nephew? he
thought. If they knew how they lived, would he be forced out,
kicked out of the pacchetto,
and have to go back to the one place he desperately
didn’t want to go to.

“When he’s done changing, just come down to
the front desk and we can check him out. . .” a muffled voice said
as he opened the door.

His nephew was leaning against the bed, arms
crossed over his chest. Beside him was a lithe blonde man, whose
eyes were as hard as rocks. Just staring at the man gave him
chills.

“You’re late,” Jared said gruffly, hiding the
emotion in his voice.

Raffaele looked just as Antonio had, before
the decline. Strong, dark, and dangerous. A force that no one
wanted to mess with for fear of losing their lives. Jared could
remember the smile in his eyes, the knowledge that life was great
and he had the whole world ahead of him, when he had been
young.

But that had been before Antonio’s paranoia,
before Raffaele had the innocence forced out of him by what he had
had to do. At first, he had had the choice to refuse, to say no to
the man that they all called leader.

Jared had always thought that he did it for
his mother; to stay with her while his father had left her slowly,
painfully.

If Raffaele had said no, he would have
been kicked out of the pacchetto, banished and dead to them all. the
refusal of the leader was sometimes close to being punishable by
death, if the request was great enough. The decline in sanity that
Antonio had gone through had led him to believe that he had power,
he couldn’t lose it, and he would be damned if he did.

So Raffaele had had no choice but to listen,
and only to stay with his family.

And Jared knew how much it had cost him when
Antonio had taken a too-great risk.

It had cost them both.

 



Chapter 24

 


Raffaele stared at his uncle when he walked
out of the bathroom, shoulders slump and olive skin pale. For the
first time, he wondered what his uncle had gone through in the past
years, where he had lived and how he had managed to survive.

Without the help of Mary and her welcoming
pack, he doubted his uncle would have made it very long. When you
lived for so long around family and power, the loss of it was
damaging.

He wouldn’t know personally, but he could bet
that the lines under Jared’s eyes said how tired he was.

Raff felt a pang in his chest, pushed it
away. His uncles living conditions were not his concern—just the
death conditions. Although he felt for the poor bastard, he wasn’t
going to stop his plan to take his uncle’s life. It may not happen
now, or months later, but he knew it would happen.

He would take his uncles life.

Next to him, Chase stiffened as he realized
what Raffaele was thinking. Sometimes, the blonde had that ability
and only when it was when he was at his most dangerous. He couldn’t
tell exactly what Raff was thinking, but he got the gist of it.

The elbow to his ribs made him growl, and his
uncle looked up with bitter confusion.

Everything about the man was bitter, he
thought as he looked at him. The way his eye brows drew down, the
way his shoulders curled defensively. The way his hands were
clenched down at his sides.

The blue eyes that matched Raff’s held so
much disdain in them that he could feel it from where he stood. His
once giant frame was shrinking in size, the weight of the horrid
emotion pressing him down.

“How are you feeling.” The question left a
bitter taste in his mouth while his uncle shrugged his thinning
shoulders.

Without giving a verbal answer, Jared limped
to the bed and sat down. Raff frowned, thinking that maybe he
shouldn’t be so. . .cold. Then again, he had reason to be.

“Who’s your friend?” he asked, nodding his
head to Chase.

The blonde stepped forward with a charming
smile, the nurse exiting the room quietly.

“Chase la Pierre,” he said, holding out a
hand.

Jared reached out to return the shake, eyeing
him curiously. Raff felt when his eyes flicked to him, but ignored
it. He forced himself to.

“French?” he asked, lip curling.

“Only from my mother’s ancestors. I think one
of them had their named changed when he moved to keep himself a
secret.”

The old man’s face tightened, causing Raff’s
eyes to narrow on him. “What have you been going by?” he asked,
leaning forward.

Jared’s mouth tightened even worse than it
could have. “Jared Franco.”

“Why.”

“I don’t have to explain myself to you.” His
head shook.

Jared might be his elder, might be blood, but
he was still the leader, even if he was in a different domain. “I
think you need to re-think yourself.”

“Boy,” he growled, eyes flashing as his teeth
blared. “Remember that I am still older than you.”

Raff got in his face, hands fisting.
“And you remember that I have
the power.”

He was just about to do something he knew he
would regret when hands grabbed onto his shoulders, pulling him
back. He shook off the forceful grip, a thick hand wrapping around
his uncle’s neck.

The memories, the pain, the pure
unadulterated fury, all came
back to him in a rush. His chest felt tight, the air around them
becoming heated yet freezing with the anger.

His uncles eye’s bugged, then rage clouded
them and he in turn snapped out a hand, wrapping it around the
thick length of his nephew’s throat, the other one coming up to
execute a hard hit to his head.

“Raff, man, c’mon!” Chase whined,
irritated.

He ignored the hands that once again tried to
grab onto him. “Uncle, you’ll do well to remember that I have a
license to murder.” Partly joking. . .

Mostly not.

Jared let out a growl as Raff’s hand
tightened. “And you’ll do well to remember that I’m one of the best
fighters, despite my age.”

The growled in unison.

He was just about to bring his hand down
across Jared’s back and bring up his leg to push him to the ground
when he heard a horrified gasp from the door way. Expecting it to
be a nurse, he paid no attention as he showed his uncle who was
dominant.

Smack.

Right on the back of his head. And hard.

He let out a rumble, forgetting about his
uncle and turning around. He heard a thump as Jared hit the ground,
a thump that resembled his heart in his chest when he realized that
it hadn’t been a nurse at the door.

It had green eyes, flowing dark hair, and a
hit the force of a semi-truck.

“Jared!” Mary exclaimed, rushing to help him
off the floor.

Cold blue eyes shot to Raff, and he could
only smile with disdain as he hid the regret he felt for Mary
seeing his anger.

The look she gave him mirrored his
uncle’s.

Chase groaned beside him, eyeing her.
“Is that the Mary you’ve been
obsessing over?” he asked, shock underlying his voice. He sounded
dreadful, as if he hoped not.

He was glad that Mary was so focused on
getting Jared up, despite his protests. Raff nodded slightly, not
even bothering to deny Chase’s question.

“Are you sure you can’t share?” he asked,
stage-whispering. At that, Mary’s head snapped in their direction,
confusion written across her face, then anger taking its place.

“What is wrong with you?” she asked, appalled. For once,
instead of being pushy and rude, his uncle was letting her take
care of him.

And shooting Raff smug, angry looks the whole
time.

Raffaele said nothing, only glared at the
floor. What could he say to her? That he had been close to killing
his uncle, someone she must obviously care for?

He growled under his breath, jealous of the
man that she was helping. It could have been him, he thought. He
could be having soft caring hands, touching his skin, caressing
him. . .

Raff gripped his hands at his sides, wanting
to murder his uncle despite Mary, who was checking his neck and
sighing angrily.

“Why would you do this?” she asked,
exasperated. Mary rounded on him, leaving Jared to fend for himself
for a while.

He avoided looking at her, shoving his hands
in the pockets of his slacks and leaning against the wall.

The faint scent of heat drifted over him, and
his body tightened.

Chase started laughing, going to Jared.

“Well?” she asked, planting her hands on her
hips. Her eyes spoke anger, but her body was telling him something
else.

He started to smile darkly.

The clack of heels sounded, then a clean,
manicured nail pointed him in the chest. “Don’t smile about
something like this!” she exclaimed, fury radiating off of her.

Raff brought his eyes up slowly, trailing
them over her figure.

“Ms. Waters,” he said chidingly.

“What?” she snapped, taking her hand back. He
regretted the small loss of her finger on him, as silly as it was.
Mary took a step back, taking the heat of her body with her.

But the arousal had worsened.

“You have beautiful eyes,” he murmured partly
to himself.

It was true, he realized. The brightness, the
greenness, called to him. When he looked into her eyes, he thought
of forests, of running to meet her, searching and finding the one
that he had been looking for without knowing. Small dots of gold
flecked around her pupil. He could only imagine what it would be
like to wake up to those beautiful, peaceful eyes every morning. .
.

Except right now, they weren’t so peaceful.
In fact, he was pretty sure that while he was imagining her spread
out before him, she was imagining chopping his johnnies off.

She let out an outraged gasp, even as her
cheeks flushed a deep red, those bright green eyes not hiding her
thoughts on the matter.

“I. . .What?” she asked, then shook her
head, resuming her furious questions. “No! Don’t even, I
cannot believe that you—you
of all people—would do this to
your own uncle.”

How she had connected it, he had no clue. It
must have been pretty obvious, though.

Raff shrugged his shoulders, ignoring the
thoughts of her as he said bluntly, “You don’t know me, so don’t
act like you do.”

That took her back a step, causing her to
quiet. Giving him a lingering look, she turned from him and he felt
his heart almost. . .stop. The distance that was being placed had
been visible, painful.

“I expect to see you in a couple of hours at
the counselors,” she said, subdued.

Raff watched her leave, heart in his throat.
For the second time that day, Chase wasn’t his usual laughing self.
Instead, he was giving Raff looks that said he had messed up.

Big time.

Jared, who had been sitting quietly as she
had expressed her anger at him, was staring at his nephew with
something close to disappointment, bordering on anger. He was used
to people being mad at him, lived off it, thrived off of it. But
the looking, coming from someone he had thought of as a father for
his last years of childhood, took him back and made him feel like
he had been punched.

Just as he had made Mary feel.

Shoulders slumping slightly, he got up from
the wall, his movements reflecting that of his heavy heart.

“I knew you had some problems with
women,” Chase started. “But I didn’t think you would be
this bad.”

Raff ignored his words, feeling a pang.

He had fucked up, without even having a
chance.


Chapter 25

 


Mary swallowed her tears down with a choke,
walking out of the hospital as quickly as she could.

She could see his eyes, hear his voice, know
that he didn’t want her to know him...Her arms crossed over her
chest as the frigid air hit her. The coldness outside matched what
she was feeling on the inside.

The phone in her pocket was screaming at her
to be held, demanding that she call Ulrich and...what? Tell him
that he had been right about Jaques, that it would have been better
had she kept herself extracted him?

She snorted bitterly, unlocking her Audi and
climbing inside. Yeah, that would go well. The minute Ulrich heard
the tearful, choked voice that she knew she was sporting, he would
be all over Jacques’ ass, teeth and claws bared.

As much pain as she was feeling, as much as
she was embarrassed for having assumed and felt anything, she
wouldn’t wish that on anyone.

One of the many prom rejections had ended
with the man in the hospital, bleeding internally and hating their
family with a passion. Yeah, she would be foolish to mess things up
worse to have her brother involved.

Her phone buzzed as she was backing out, but
she ignored it, blinking with something like...shock.

Was she actually crying over Jacques, the man
who had made one comment to make her feel as if she were more than
just a leader, the words spoken so tenderly and sweetly that it had
made her...blush?

Mary could have slapped herself.

It was like high school all over again.

Her mind blank except for how much her
heart hurt and how utterly stupid
she was, she drove around aimlessly, past her house and, not
even realizing it, to the outskirts of town, more close to the
highway than anything.

She wiped under her eyes jerkily, letting an
angry breath out as she tried to stop herself form crying.

The trembling of her lips didn’t stop,
however.

Unbidden and out of place, the dream from
several nights ago came back, almost over taking the thoughts of
Jacques. The woman...who was she? Mary thought, forcing the
distraction.

Jacques’ hard voice and beautiful eyes would
have to wait, she told herself. Everything about the man would
just...have to wait.

Romero had called her earlier, on her way to
the hospital. He had said something about lavender, Jacques,
and...witches. Her lips twitched with disbelief, once again, as she
pulled into a back road that was just off the ramp of the
highway.

The group crunched under the car, Mary
knowing that she was going to regret doing this once she was back
in town and saw her wheels. Her small Audi wasn’t made for country
road, and wouldn’t fair well after it.

One hand holding her head up, the other
steering the car, Mary drove till she got to the end of the small
gravel road, car continuing to crunch.

For the first time in a couple of days, she
felt her headache start to come on. Whether it was because of
Jacques, the dream, the sound of the car on the ground, or just
whatever it had been since the beginning, she didn’t know and was
glad that she was almost done with the drive.

Mary parked and got out, slowly. Around her
was tall trees, the buds of leaves springing randomly yet
beautifully. The sound of rushing water was soothing to her
pounding headache, and with only a couple of steps she could see,
feel, and absorb the power of the water.

Sitting on the edge, not caring that she was
in the middle of nowhere, cell phone out of service, and taking off
her jacket to be susceptible to the light chill, she slipped her
feet into the water, hands grasping onto the earth beneath her.

A deep sigh, almost a moan, sounded from her
before she fell back into the earth, her body absorbing the energy
and welcoming power of the earth. Tendrils flowed throughout her
body, the ghostly fingers rejuvenating and curing the bone deep
tiredness she was feeling.

Lost in her own world, she was close to going
to sleep, her feet stuck in the freezing water, the ground her bed.
With a shudder, Mary was...peaceful, calm, clear in her mind.

Thoughts of the separation, the dreams, the
man that had managed to hurt her, and the stake that her race was
at, was all gone and all she could feel was the heart of the earth
in her finger tips.

The coldness from her feet was seeping into
her body, freezing the blood in her veins as surely as it would
have had she been in a freezer. Instead of pain, instead of an
ache, it cleansed her.

Healed her.

Looking around her, eyes opening slowly, she
took in the beauty of the world that she missed, had needed. The
responsibly that she had was taking a tole on her, much sooner than
she had expected.

As an Archaeos, it was necessary to have some
sort of way to be...connected with the earth, untainted by
civilization. The connection that an Archaeos needed with the earth
was as needed as humans needed air.

Mary, if she tried hard enough, could summon
parts of the earth to her. Once it had happened, when an ex had
caused her the worst pain she had ever felt at the time. Just a
brief fling, but the taintedness he had made her feel had taken its
tole, almost killed her internally.

Blinking as the energy of the earth continued
to spread across her, she fought tiredness and new it was a lost
cause when a familiar white setting started to take form in her
sleep-drugged mind.

Jacques, the race, the killer...all were
pushed from her mind as she fell deeply into a healing sleep.

 


~*~

 


Kevin called to Mary like one would call to a
loyal pet. He knew she was helpless to resist, and knew that the
time to call on her had been right.

His connection with her was so strong, after
years of tending and binding and helping, that he could feel the
energy inside her being restored, feel the pain that she was
struggling to push back.

It wasn’t just...pain, he thought as her form
became more clear beneath him. It was an ache, a wound that was
taking it’s time to heal. The one time he had seen her like this
had been what seemed like ages ago, and he could have killed
Stuart’s Chosen for this. But, Kevin knew that it wasn’t just
Raffaele’s fault. It was Kevin’s as well.

Maybe Stuart had been right, maybe Mary
hadn’t been strong enough for the job that he had so fatally pushed
on her.

Ghostly white hands wrapping around the chair
that he sat in, he awakened her.

“Mary,” he said tonelessly, the vowels and
deepness resonating through the room.

He watched her eyes open, as if they had
never been closed.

“Kevin?” she asked, confused. Like always,
her eyes searched for him. Regretful that he was one of the reasons
that she was in such peril, he spoke once more, without his normal
complaint.

“I am sorry,” he said gravely, hoping she
wouldn’t make it so hard on him. Never before had he bothered to
apologize for anything, it was useless.

Fate was his mistress in many ways. Always
there, without judgement, without...warmth. The word sorry was
unwanted, not applied, to Kevin and his like. To say sorry was to
go against Fate, to demean her of her power and take her for
granted, undermine her.

“What did you do?” she asked, backing away
slowly, voice wary.

He could have chuckled, had he not been so
serious. His Chosen’s life had been ruined because of him, because
of the stress he had put her under.

It didn’t come to him that he might be
over-reacting.

“I have made a mistake,” he said, wishing,
once again, that he could reveal his form to her. A rule of the
Creators; never let the lesser see you. A weakness, to say express
the rule in the least.

Mary was silent, face clearing of all outward
emotion. Although she didn’t know, he could feel the emotions
roiling through her.

Fear.

Nervousness.

Wary.

Awaiting.

As much as Kevin wished he could for her well
fair, he couldn’t revoke her powers as leader, as a Chosen. Not
only would it ruin the chances of the race--no matter that the fate
of it was already in turmoil-- it would also be the ultimate
embarrassment to Mary and it would take time to groom a new
leader.

His decision?

Stuart and him had agreed on it only a little
while before, but now, after seeing the effect that Raffaele had on
her, he wasn’t completely sure.

Knowing that as a leader, he had to
make decisions that could change peoples lives forever, and
also knowing that this was completely
against the rules, he listed to her even voice and knew that it was
a facade.

“On what.”

He paused. “Mary, you know that I trust your
decisions, right?” Kevin started, wringing his hands together. When
one was confronting her, it wasn’t normally Mary being the one
nervous. The look that she gave you could chill you for
eternity.

“What happened, Kevin,” she practically
murmured, voice as emotionless as her face. He closed his eyes,
taking a small breath as his chest closed with fear.

She was going to kill him.

But it had to be done.

“You and Raffaele Jacques are going to be
co-leaders. Affective, immediately.”


Chapter 26

 


His hands itched to reach out, to grab onto
the delicate skin that he knew would be all too easy to mare. The
urge grew so strongly inside him, he shook.

With anger.

With anticipation.

With excitement.

Breath falling out of his chest in a rush, he
forced himself back into the shadows of the quickly darkening
forest, away from the woman that had been his sole obsession for
what seemed like the beginning of time.

Relaxed, seemingly asleep, her feet lay in
the freezing coldness of the water while the rest of her body lay
prone to his gaze, to his itching hands. Pulling the coat tighter
around him, he let his gaze linger one last time on the softly
moving chest, the coldness making her skin pale, almost purple and
luminescent under the dipped shirt that contained so much that he
wanted to touch beneath.

Turning his gaze from the woman, he hurried
away, quiet fury burning in his veins as he fled from the small
clearing before she awoke to his scent. It had been an arbitrary
move of him, to follow her without bringing anything to disguise
his smell.

It had been a foolish move all around, he
conceded as he started jogging. The farther away he was from her
when she awoke, the better chance he had of not getting
tracked.

While the Archaeos were famous for
their tracking skills, Mary Waters had not yet tapped into the
steaming powers that he could sense
she had. The vibe of energy, of power, of raw force within her was compelling, even to his
tainted blood.

He got into his car hurriedly, wondering when
his souls would notice he was gone, when they would start screaming
for him.

Every time he heard them, he got shivers up
and down his back, so strong it was almost a convulsion that could
bring him to his knees. The screams haunted him, pushed him forward
to carry out what he believed was his duty.

Tainted blood sometimes came with perks, he
thought bitterly as the old 89’ rumbled to life. His teeth gritted
as he started to realize how utterly dumb he had been by taking the
chance to follow her.

Sure, he had stayed at a fair enough distance
away, but a clean departure wasn’t always guaranteed. Like right
now, he thought, berating himself.

Whatever he had been thinking when he had saw
her pull away from the hospital, he had no clue. Just that she had
been upset, vulnerable.

Ready to take.

Thoughts of flashing blades, tearful
whimpers, frightened eyes that stared up at him, had consumed him,
almost caused him to take her right then. The thought that he
should run her off of the road and perform the ritual by a tree had
almost made him actually do it, and the restraint that he had had
to perform had actually caused him to shake.

Her hair, spread out on the leaf covered
ground, could have easily been threaded in his fingers, her head
wrenched back as he slowly slid the knife into her body, staring
into her eyes... Her screams would make an amazing addition to his
collection, he knew. Just the thought of that wonderful, husky
voice, crying out in fear, set his blood boiling--for more reasons
than one.

It would have been easy, he thought harshly.
He had everything he needed in the back of his car, stowed away in
a compartment of his trunk that no one but him knew of. The tools,
the scents, the gas, it had all been ready.

Just as a jar with her name was.

He smiled, thinking of the delicate glass jar
that he had reserved just for the leader who would soon succumb to
his forceful hands. He could already imagine how she would feel
under him, right before he stole her very life.

The car rumbled down the highway, barely
getting to the speed it needed to. The car wasn’t much of an issue
at the moment, but he had promised himself that soon enough, he
would have the leaders car.

It would be a great trophy for one of the
most monumental kills.

The races were stupid, he thought,
trying to push the small car faster. How could they, in their right
minds, let a female be a
leader of two entire races? The thought only made him shudder, the
weakness viable even though he wasn’t completely one of
them.

Once he took care of her, he would take care
of the rest of them. Slowly, surely, and completely, he would find
a way to kill every single one of their vermin. He was slowly
gathering his forces, slowly making the dream real, a dream that
spoke of no Unnaturals living in the world as if they belonged.

He felt his body tighten at the thought,
perverted pleasure rolling through him as he thought about how many
females he would have to kill to get it done.

And what he could do to them.

Without the females, the males were a weak
race all in themselves.

He just had to wait for the perfect
timing to get to the leader. When she was taken care of, the
pacchetto would be in turmoil, lost,
frail without their “precious leader”. Like flies, the females
would drop from the face of the country, and hopefully, once he got
his followers on board, the world.

The man had high hopes that within time, the
world would be rid of it’s disgusting vermin, the very monsters
that were slowly starting to take over the world.

And then?

Mary would be all his...


Chapter 27

 


Raffaele, Chase beside him with his uncle
placed carefully in the back, drove out of the parking lot, feeling
panic settle in his veins.

Mary.

Why did it feel as if she were in danger, as
if by hurting her as he had, that she would be reckless with her
life? Raffaele didn’t want to know, nor was he looking forward to
finding out. If he had to, he would even confront her brother. But
right now, he had to find her, had to make sure that she was
okay.

And he couldn’t do that with Chase and
Jared in the car, it would be to...damning to him. As a
pacchetto leader, he was known to be
cold and heartless, just as he had been with his uncle when Mary
had barged in. And his words to her... He cringed, hands tightening
on the steering wheel.

Had he led her into the killers hands? He
prayed not, hoped that with whatever she was doing, that his
instincts were completely and totally wrong. Even the notion that
anything could happen to her hurt him deep, made him feel a killing
rage that he wouldn’t mind testing on something.

Grasping onto a desperate hope that she was
as safe as she could be and not doing anything that they would both
regret later on, he slowed to the speed limit, not noticing until
then that he had been speeding with his worry.

“God, calm down will you?” Jared spoke, the
glare in his voice clear.

Raffaele’s eyes narrowed, but he said
nothing.

“Yeah, man. You might need a
little--okay, no, a lot-- of
help in the relationship department, but I don’t think that
a leader would be careless
with her own life. Just chill out, alright?” his blonde companion
said, rolling his eyes.

Again, Raffaele stayed silent, feeling
foolish that he was panicking at the thought of anything happening
to Mary. Her smile, her eyes, her hair that he wanted to run his
hands through all night long... Without those things in his world,
he would be empty, worse than he was before.

In Mary, he realized that there was a
pureness in her that made him feel...normal, a protector, a man
that he hadn’t felt like in so long.

The things he had said to her... it
pained him. He had been cruel, he had been merciless, he had been
down right dirty at times, and
that he had been to Mary? It felt wrong, on so many levels that he
couldn’t even begin to identify--and he didn’t want to.

Why didn’t he just call her? He doubted she
would answer him...

His feelings for her were growing quickly--he
wasn’t so dumb that he didn’t notice that. Her laugh made his heart
feel light, her smile made his breath catch, the look in her
eyes...made him feel.

Forcing thoughts of her away from him, trying
to concentrate on driving without killing them all, he drove until
he was at the hotel and parked in the basement of the grand
place.

“Where do you stay at?” Raffaele asked Jared,
turning in his seat to look at him.

Jared shrugged, not meeting his nephew’s
gaze.

Chase opened the door to get out, cold air
washing into the car. “Well?” he asked, starting to frown.

“Just at the edge,” Jared mumbled, unbuckling
to step out also, his worn brown shoes thudding on the ground.
Raffaele noticed small things, things that he hadn’t seen earlier
when he had been worrying about Mary.

Jared’s clothing hung off his body, small
tears at the bottom of his shirt. Mud was clumped under his boots,
jeans stained awkward shades. “At the edge of what,” Raff growled,
eyeing the more huge hole that was at the back of his shirt.

“Town?” he replied gruffly, starting to walk
away.

“Uncle, come back,” he commanded, slamming
his door closed, locking it. “Does Mary know that you have no
home?”

Jared’s back stiffened, bare hands clenching
at his sides, freezing.

“That isn’t her business, neither is it
yours,” he replied, voice choppy.

“You’re family. It is my business, and Mary’s too, since she is
the pacchetto leader and you
chose to run to her domain,” he grated, angry.

“I didn’t run,” Jared corrected, hand slashing the air as
he turned to meet Raffaele’s furious eyes. “I came here when I knew
that all was lost! I wouldn’t have left my family--I
didn’t.”

“Yes you did!”
Raff shouted, the betrayal that he had been struggling to hide all
these years breaking through.

Jared pulled back, as if he had been
slapped, and collected himself. “I can’t leave what I never had.
This man here...” he gestured to Raffaele, disdain in his frosty
blue eyes. “You are not my
family--you are nothing to me.”

Raffaele froze, his uncle saying the last
words with sharp, painful clarity.

“And that is all you will ever be.”

Jared stalked off, leaving Raffaele
horrified, angry, unable to move after him. Clearing his face of
all emotion, he turned around slowly, feeling as if his whole world
had been stripped from around him, his very being decimating by the
last words that his uncle--the last of his family--had said.

Numb, dazed, feeling his very being turn to
ice, Raffaele walked to the elevator, where Chase was waiting,
subdued.

When he entered his room, he fell
against the couch and fought down the harsh shout that wanted to
break through his chest with frustration. Nothing was right, he
thought, pounding his fist on the pillow. Nothing was, would,
or will be right.

Mary was in danger, his uncle had disowned
him, and Raffaele wasn’t sure of his being. He didn’t know what to
feel, what to do, or how to go on. Jared had betrayed him--for the
second time.

His eyes closed tightly against the pain,
wishing that that was all it took.

The television in the other room made a soft
buzzing sound, one that made an aching headache appeared. Raff
wished that Mary and he had gotten close enough that he could pour
his heart out to her, and her him.

It was a closeness that he had never
been granted with anyone before, nor had he granted
them that privilege. When he thought
of the beautiful brunette, he couldn’t imagine talking to anyone
else so deeply--not even his mother, who had been his greatest
confident.

A sharp ring from his pocket made him jump,
become alert. Fishing his phone out of his jacket, he put it to his
ear, taking a calming breath. “Y’ello.”

Hannah’s relived woop rang through the phone.
“Finally! I haven’t been able to get a hold of you all day! Do you
know how annoying that is?” she hissed, sounding affronted and
venomous.

“I’m sorry, Han. Been busy with some business
here,” he replied, grimacing.

“Yeah, well, so has Calvin!” she exclaimed,
voice exasperated.

Raffaele groaned, trying not to break the
phone as his grip tightened. “Great. What now?”

“I want to file a report for harassment,
Raff. I’m not even joking right now--this is crap,” she raged, the
sound of papers fluttering coming from the background.

“What. Happened.”

“Calvin came in here, demanding the
papers and even saying that he printed more off. He also said that
he needed your stamper thingy--you know, for when you send out
letters? Yeah, he came in here asking for that and
then he threatened me!” she gasped,
outraged. Hannah paused to catch her breath. “Then he tried telling
me to clean the meeting room for him because he had some
‘associates’.”

Calvin was taking too many rights in his
absence, and while the demand for the papers concerned him, even
angered him, his employees safety was also important.

“What did he say to you, that made you feel
threatened?” he asked, reaching out for his notepad, as he should
have done as soon as he got the call.

“Just general creeper terms,” she said, the
snort in her voice clear. “How pathetic? I mean really! The guy has
some problems and I cannot believe you haven’t demoted him yet.
Excuse me for saying this, Mr. Boss-sir, but why are you so stupid
when it comes to employees?”

Forgetting about his earlier depression
momentarily, Raffaele choked out a laugh, and a cautious voice
said, “I meant no harm, and I didn’t mean me when I said that!”

“Don’t worry, Hannah. I can’t afford to
lose someone as good as you are. Although, if he continues to ask
for property papers and my stamp, I will be signing the demotion papers. Violation of
the trust and company won’t be tolerated,” he growled.

“Yes! And I also sent you those papers
the other night, so if you just print them out and sign them, you
can fax them to me and I can turn them in!” Hannah sounded a
little...too delighted, not
that Raffaele minded.

“Alright, Han. Listen, I still have things to
do so I’ll get back to you later. Call me or text me if anything
comes up and I’ll see what I can do without having to leave
here.”

There was a smile in her voice as she said,
“Okay! Chase and I were talking a little bit ago, something
about...a woman?” she asked, the interest plain in her voice.

Raff growled. “That’s great. Just great. How
many people in the office know?” he asked, rubbing his forehead as
his cheeks heated.

“Just... Well, I can’t really...”

“Spit it out, Hannah.”

“Okay!” she said, sullen. “If you come back
here and everyone is throwing flowers and asking about engagement
rings, don’t blame me, alright? I promise, it wasn’t me!”

Raff choked, horrified, then hung up the
phone on his awful secretary.

Of course, though, his phone chose the exact
moment that he was putting it away to go off again, and he put it
to his ear with a sigh, straightening on the couch.

“Y’ello,” he said broodily into the phone,
deciding to get a drink from the bar.

“Hey, it’s Romero. Ulrich was asking about
Mary, they were supposed to go out for something. He tried calling
her but she hasn’t answered so I was wondering if you saw her at
all,” he said as a greeting, causing Raffaele’s blood to chill.

“No... I haven’t,” he said.

“She said that she had to head over to the
hospital a bit ago, did you talk to her around ten-ish?” he asked,
sounding more like a cop than a concerned friend.

Raff thought back to what had happened at the
hospital, the hurt in her eyes, the way she had driven and left so
quickly.

“I...did,” he said numbly, face paling.

“Do you know where she might have gone?”
Romero asked, tongue in check. The man could tell that something
had happened, and although they were looking for Mary, he would
wait till Raffaele said something about it.

“I don’t...”

“That doesn’t--”

Silence, then muffled voices from the other
line. Raffaele was just about to ask what was happening when Romero
said hurriedly, voice hard and dangerous, “Someone called in.”

“And?”

“Mary was found out in the back country
roads, passed out by a small pond.

 



Chapter 28

 


The sound of voices, sharp and hard, were the
only thing that Mary could actually comprehend. Her body was numb,
mind weak, and eyes...darkened. Hands snapping out, she tried
grasping onto something when dry...stuff, clumped between her
hands. Trying to sit up, to understand what was happening and where
she was, she started getting frustrated when she couldn’t get the
strength.

Something grabbed onto her shoulders, the
voices quieting. Nothing except her mind worked, her thoughts
barely processing at the right speed.

She whimpered at the unfamiliar touch, the
hard hands grasping her tightly. Was she going to die? she thought,
slowly starting to realize the danger she had placed herself in by
being so careless.

“We have her,” someone said, static being a
reply.

“Got’cha. Is there any physical harm?” a
deeper, more recognizable voice asked. The sound of crunched steps
came close by her ear, then she felt herself being moved. Her eyes
blinked open slowly--although it seemed like they were being forced
open.

It took a second for her to recognize
Ulrich, green eyes blazing with anger and fear, his hold on her
tender, reverent. He dropped his hand from holding her eye open,
then swiftly started carrying her. “God, Mary. What were you
thinking?”

She struggled to talk, grabbing her throat
with frustration when she found that her teeth were chattering too
much to do so. Her feet were soaking wet, the cold water slipping
off of them, leaving them numb and vulnerable to the freezing
air.

“Is she alright?” someone asked, coming up
beside them.

Mary watched Ulrich nod, arms tightening
under her body as he supported her fully. “I’m not really...sure. I
want her checked out, and tell Raffaele that we found her. Poor
jackass was worrying the whole time, I swear the guy is worse than
a mama bear.”

Her heart had already been running like a
racehorse, but when she heard Jacques’ name, it somehow managed to
get double the speed, her head going light. She felt hurt, pain,
distance and maybe even off-put by the sound of his name.

What her brother had said registered, causing
her heart problem to worsen. She could have bitten him for making
this happen, but it was useless now.

Jacques had worried about her? Like...he
cared? Her eyes closed on a shudder, the coldness seeping
throughout her body more quickly now, making her feel more
different than she had before.

“Got it... Mary, you’re such a dumbass
sometimes,” Romero chided, eyes worried as they ran over her damp
legs and shivering form. As a shudder wracked her body, Ulrich
quickened his pace, lips pressing.

She glared at him through her roiled
emotions, knowing that through everything that was happening, he
didn’t have to be calling her names. But obviously, her brother
agreed since he didn’t speak up to correct him. Digging her nails
into his arms, she looked up in time to see a flash of anger in his
eyes as he stared down at her.

“The next time you do something like
this, I will hold you down and beat sense into you. I’m
not even joking right now, Mary. And
I know a couple of people who would be more than willing to
help.”

Placed inside in what she was assuming was an
ambulance, someone wrapped a blood pressure pump around her arm,
and she watched in horror as a needle came for her. Ulrich sprang
into the back of the large car with them, grabbing onto the hand of
a dark haired doctor, shaking his head.

“I wouldn’t do that... Anything with
needles and we are all dead.”
Mary could only agree with his warning.

“But, chief... It’s required, especially with
her status...” the tech said, stuttering.

Ulrich stared the man down while Mary felt
bad for the man as his stutter worsened and he backed up. “You
should also know that when you don’t listen to the leader’s
brother, bad things happen. Needles? Are a no. Thank you for
understanding,” he said curtly, eyes blackening with his
warning.

The tech swallowed nervously, Mary glaring at
her brother for making the poor guy nervous. She could have told
him plain and simple that she didn’t want the needle shoved inside
her skin without Ulrich’s help.

Lights of the city rushed through the car as
they traveled quickly, the blackness of gone day illuminating the
never ending sky. For the first time, she wondered how long she had
actually been out there, and how much risk she has posed by talking
with Kevin.

She lay on the gurney, eyes trained on the
cieling of the sterile van, thoughts racing as she struggled to
understand everything. Surely Kevin wouldn’t have kept her there
had he realized that she was in danger, would have forced her
awake. But then...

Mary jackknifed, eyes wide. “Oh my god!” she
screeched, hands flying to her mouth. In seconds, her brother was
up ad clutching her shoulder, everyone in the van coming to
attention at her scream.

She stared at her brother, eyes wide and
panicked, trying to breath. “Kevin,” she choked out, body
shuddering as she remembered what he had told her.

Her head fell into her hands, horror roiling
through her as dangerously as a train would have. At that moment,
she much wished one would come rolling along to kill her. Her eyes
closed as tears stung her eyes, heart lurching in her chest.

She didn’t want to go through with what Kevin
had told her.

Co-leaders was just a euphemism for bonding.
Her hands shook, eyes watering unstoppably. Was it the cold that
was still imprinted inside of her being, the cold in her heart, or
the fear of what was to come?

“Mary?” Ulrich asked, the worry in his voice
biting her.

“What.” Her voice was groggy, wavering--close
to tears.

“Are you...hurt?” he asked, uncertain. He
pulled her in for a hug, one that she would have accepted if she
hadn’t been told what she had been earlier.

She said nothing in reply, only stared down
at her hands, extracting herself from Ulrich. Was she that bad of a
leader that she had to be forced into a binding with Jacques? God,
she prayed that it had just been a bad dream--even while she knew
it hadn’t been.

“Where is Jacques?” she asked, voice soft,
resilient.

Ulrich got confused. “He’s at the station
with his friend. They couldn’t come with me because of protocol,
but they’re waiting for us there,” he explained, crossing his arms
over his chest, frowning.

“Why did you come looking for me? I wasn’t in
any trouble, not like it was a big deal that I went missing for a
couple of hours.” Liar, liar, pants on fire.

“Why did we go looking for you?” he
repeated, astounded. “Because it’s close to midnight, and only a
couple of hours ago we got a call saying that you were sited passed
out from an anonymous caller who only gave us that much
information! As leader, you have responsibilities! You can’t
just leave to take a break,
Mary. You can’t just excuse yourself of
your duties!” By the time he was done, his voice had
risen to a coarse shout.

She shrank back from the anger in his voice,
eyes widening. Sure, they had fought before--what brother and
sister didn’t--but never had it seemed so...angry. A weight on her
shoulders pressed down, almost made her sob, hoping that it would
relieve the pain she was starting to feel.

Not just from her legs, but her very soul.
“I’m sorry...” she started, voice faint, hands twisting in her
lap.

“You should be. What you did was plain
fucking stupid,” he grated,
both of them ignoring the looks from the techs as they finished
checking her out.

“Ma’am, we have to check for a concussion,”
one of them broke in hesitantly. holding up a small pen light.

Swallowing, holding back the threat of tears,
she let them check and knew that they wouldn’t find one. Mary
hadn’t been hurt at all, besides about what Kevin, Ulrich, and
Jacques had said to her. Why did it feel as if the universe was
turning on her?

Static was heard as the receiver up front
went off. “Arriving in less then two minutes.”

What the driver said was true; they were out
of the ambulance and she was being wheeled into the hospital
corridors, as much as she protested.

Everyone was tense around her, and she could
have slapped every single one of them for it. It’s not like she had
been attacked or anything, and she knew for a fact that she wasn’t
close to dying. Except for the pain in her legs that was spreading
everywhere, she was perfectly fine...physically.

Mentally? Not so much.

Mary was silent as they put her in a room,
ran small tests on her, and basically annoyed the hell out of her.
Small talk was barely made, the atmosphere sterile and awkward,
stiff and closed off.

Ulrich wasn’t in the room, just her and a
human female nurse. Looking at the woman who was checking her
vitals, she realized that the sooner the new hospital--well,
clinic--was up, everything would be so much better--and safer.

The nurse left silently, placing Mary’s
jacket next to her slowly.

She hopped off of the bed, taking a breath as
her legs took the brunt of her landing, knowing that it had been
dumb of her to get up after still feeling like a frozen icepop.

Mary didn’t hear the door open.

Arms came around her body, a scream building
in her throat, all too late.

 



Chapter 29

 


Relief, sharp and painful, coursed throughout
Raffaele as he held Mary in his arms, alive and safe, uninjured and
still as pure as she had been. Ulrich had been lenient enough to
give him small details and had even let him be the first one to
have time wth her.

Not knowing if she had been okay enough to
even stand, or be awake, he had been over-joyed to see her stand,
although she had moved stiffly. Unable to hold himself back, he had
strode over and embraced her as he had wanted to from the moment he
saw her in the hospital’s parking lot only a couple of days
ago.

“Oh--” Mary’s voice rang shrilly, causing him
to wince. His hand snapped over her mouth, shushing her.

Fearful that he had hurt her, he turned her
in his arms to get a look at her face, scanning for bruises or any
sort of injury. Raff held her gently, yet firmly in case she got
weak kneed and fell. She was slightly wobbly, as if she couldn’t
stand right.

“Are you alright?” he asked, holding her
jaw.

Mary didn’t reply, only stared at him, eyes
wide yet emotionless. Then, she yanked herself form his grasp and
back peddled, wrapping her arms around her chest defensively.

“Hey...” he said quietly, watching as
her eyes started to tear up, even though she wasn’t looking at him.
It seemed that she was looking everywhere but him.

“Where is my brother?” she asked,
seeming to not hear him at all. Her voice was jerky, full of
suppressed emotion that only made him wince because deep down, he
knew that he was part of why
she looked so close to breaking down.

“Don’t know,” he said, walking close to her,
ignoring that she backed up till she was completely against the
wall. Her wide, red rimmed eyes met his pained blue ones. Raff got
close enough that he just had to move an inch closer and they would
be pressed together, enough that he could feel the heat radiating
off of her body. “What I said earlier...” he started, hand coming
up to barely brush his thumb against her cheek.

Her face turned from his, breath catching on
a small sob.

“I wasn’t trying to hurt you, I
promise. The last thing on Earth
that I would ever want to do is hurt you,” he murmured,
uncharacteristically tender and worried about her.

He heard her breath catch, not with tears,
but in an honest gasp. He watched the blush spread up her cheeks,
she started to smile. Then it fell.

Her eyes hardened. “You made it clear
that you didn’t want me know
you, and it seemed at the time that you could care less about my
feelings. Not like they are important to you anyways. I’m sure you
have millions of long legged blond women just waiting for you back
at your home.”

Raffaele shook his head, not angry but
regretful. “That came out the wrong way, Mary. Have I given you any
inclination that I wouldn’t want you, to talk to you, at all in
these past days?” he asked, looking at her with a small smile that
was close to speaking his heart. He completely ignored what she had
said about the long legged woman--she was hitting to close to
home.

Her brow wrinkled. “Well... What you
said...”

“I already told you, love. I didn’t mean it
to come out that way,” he explained calmly, watching her eye brows
scrunch even more.

“Why didn’t you come get me, if you cared so
much?” she finally deanded, looking up at him with suspicious
eyes.

“To find you earlier, or after you walked out
on me?” he asked, crossing his arms.

Mary flushed. “Both.”

“Well,” he started chidingly, grabbing her
hand to sit her on the white, sterile hospital bed. “I had to take
care of getting my uncle out of here the first time. I couldn’t
just leave him and Chase here. And I had thought that you were to
angry at me, and that I should hold back a bit, to let you cool
off.”

She bit her lip, considering. Confused,
out of his place, and wondering what the hell was going on with him
to make him act like this to her--to anyone. Raffaele brought his hand up, cupping her
cheek. He tried to stop himself, he really did. It was just hard to
when she looked so uncertain, as if she had lost her mind and
couldn’t think straight and needed his help doing so--which he was
all too willing to give.

Finally, Mary asked--more like whispered,
“And when I was in the woods?”

“Ulrich wouldn’t let me. Romero explained
that since I had no tangible clue as to where you might be, I
couldn’t take the risk--being a civilian here, and also a leader. I
wanted to though... God, did I want to,” he said gruffly, dragging
her into his chest.

They sat there for several seconds, Mary
awkward in his arms, Raffaele enjoying how well she fit there.
Suddenly, everything seemed as if it were okay, and that this had
been happening for forever. His nightmare with the unknown woman
was long gone from his mind as he craddled Mary to him, thankful to
the gods that she was alright.

But... “Why were you even out there?” he
asked into the sweetness of her hair, starting to frown.

“Uh... I... Uh, well, I...”

He pulled her head back gently by her hair to
see her face, to narrow in on the sudden blush that was consuming
her face, all the way down to under her shirt. Eyes trailing down
farther, to the cleft of her breasts, he stared openly at the full
curves that were displayed across his view.

Slap.

“The hell...” he exclaimed, rubbing his
temple. He swore, the hit that her fist dealt to his head was going
to cause a migraine to dangerous proportions. “What was that for?”
he asked, growling.

“What do you think?” she asked, astonished. Mary motioned
towards her chest. “You ogled!”

“Ogled? What? Alright, woman. Let’s get
something straight--Raffaele Atono Jacques does not ogle,” he said pompously, giving her a
look.

Mary just stared at him blankly, still pulled
away from his chest--the exact opposite of what he wanted. He
reached for her again, but she pulled back, giving him a look that
suggested confusion.

“What?” he asked, grabbing her arm and
dragging her next to him, happy that she didn’t give that much of a
fight. After worrying for hours, almost crying, then beating
someone’s ass, then coming close to murdering someone, he was
so...grateful that she was there, next to him, pressed against
him.

He forgot all about the business
boundaries, the things that should have kept them apart from each
other. Raff forgot about their stations, their prohibitions, the
danger, and only focused on the fact that his woman--his
fated female, was safe and next to
him.

Mary didn’t answer him that question, but she
answered the most important one. “I had to take a break,” she said
simply, seeming to unknowingly lean on his shoulder.

Raffaele glowered. “You risked your
life to take a break?” he
demanded, arm tightening around her.

Mary rubbed her eyes, head nodding her
consent to her statement. “Stressed,” she said, sighing. “I felt
like the world was falling around me.” He wondered at the faint
ironic tone in her voice.

He was about to ask “why”, when Mary looked
up at him with intense eyes.

Then, Mary asked a question.

One that would damn them both.

“Do you know who Kevin is?”


Chapter 30

 


Mary stared up at Jacques, awaiting his
answer. It didn’t seem like she would be getting one anytime soon
though; his eyes were set hard, lips pressed tight, and
eyes...emotionless. She twisted her hands, frightened by his
reaction of her question.

“Kevin.”

That one word, uttered word was so full of
hate, so...pact with emotion that it made her blink. “Do you know
who, then?” she asked, unsure.

Jaques nodded shortly, extracting himself
from her as quickly as he had gotten close to her. He stood slowly,
like a panther waiting to attack, waiting for the perfect moment to
leap.

Mary backed away from him.

She was shocked, worried, her emotions
scattered. At any other time, she wouldn’t feel so...vulnerable.
The coldness in her body was slowly leaving, replaced with a
shallow warmth that barely reached her soul. Of course, right when
she finds a moment of something...warm, it turns around, leaves as
if it were never there.

“Kevin, the weak mongrel who can’t take care
of his own race properly,” Jacques said, expelling all doubt that
they might be talking about a different Kevin completely. Mary
grimaced, but nodded.

His final words before awakening her came
back to haunt her, and her face paled. Staring up at Jacques, she
realized that she couldn’t go through with that Kevin had told her,
couldn’t hold down Jacques by the abused power of Kevin.

She just couldn’t. It would be like taming a
wild animal, a lethal panther which would fight it’s way for
freedom.

Binding with Jacques would hurt them both. No
matter the words that Jacques had said moments ago, words so sweet
and tender, so unexpected of him, that she felt as if she had been
made to listen to that voice.

“I’ve known Kevin most of my life,” she
started awkwardly, running a hand through her hair. “When I was a
kid, I would go to sleep and he would be there, telling me things.
Like, things about the future and what I had to do. Who I would
meet, who I had to look out for, things that I would have to do. A
lot of the time, I had just thought that it was normal for him to
be there. Then he had said pacchetto, I can remember that,” Mary said,
looking at her lap. “I asked my mom what it meant--I was only ten,
I didn’t pay attention to things that didn’t concern my dolls or
nail polish...

“She wanted to know why, and I had just
mentioned Kevin. Her reaction had been a lot like yours, all tensed
up and stuff. But she hadn’t known who or what I was talking about.
Later, I asked Kevin why she had gotten like that... The words he
said scared me. Sometimes, remembering what he’d said, I
still get scared. It’s not often that
a child of ten is told that she is a Chosen, that the death of
thousands would be on her hands if she didn’t do things
properly.

“Thinking back, I understand why he put such
a heavy load on me when I was just so little. A couple of years
after I got out of college, the old leader died.”

Mary paused, not looking at Jacques, who
hadn’t said a word since she had started talking. The silence was
tense, quiet.

“Kevin told me... He told me I was a Chosen?”
she said, more like asked. Kevin had never explained that to her,
never even answered her questions about if there were more like
her.

She looked up nervously, wondering what he
was thinking. He was a leader too, surely he would know what she
was talking about. Pressing her hands together, trying to still her
nerves, she watched as his eyes hardened even more.

The room was tense, the silence blaring in
her ears, as he stared at her with what looked to be an angry
expression. “Stuart, another Creator, said just the same thing to
me.”

For a second, she barely registered what he
was saying. When she did though, her eyes widened, mouth opening
slightly. “You are...”

Jacques nodded, lips pressing tightly
together, a look of displeasure on his face. “Yes.”

Had the revelation not been so astounding,
she would have realized that he was distancing himself from her,
pulling back from her as quickly as he had inserted himself into
her life. She didn’t realize that his thoughts were ranging from
shock, panic and...something close to rage.

“Is that how you know Kevin?” she asked,
brows scrunching.

Raffaele shook his head. “I know him from
Stuart, another Creator.”

Mary’s eyes popped wide. “There are more of
them?”

His head nodded, but he didn’t say anything.
For the first time, Mary saw that Jacques was distancing himself
from hr--quite a lot, in fact. He was almost on the other side of
the room, arms crossed over his chest, face unreadable.

She felt like she had been slapped. Or
punched--or, wait, gutted.

Mary strode to the door, wishing her mother
were here for her. Pushing it open, not looking at Jacques for a
second, she walked out into the plane hallway, searching for a
familiar face.

Jacques followed, but didn’t try to talk to
her.

Her heart was pounding with not only hurt,
but with a sick relief that at least she would have a way to spare
him any holdings--with hate, or whatever he was feeling for her.
Why was it so hard for someone to decide their emotion and stick
with it?

It would have saved them a whole lot of hurt,
had he just figured out what was going on internally.

“Mary?” a loud voice asked, drawing her
attention to the woman who was practically flying down the hall to
meet her. “Oh, my precious baby!” her mother exclaimed, grabbing
Mary up in a tight hug.

She tried to laugh, to be cheerful with her
mother, but failed and ended up just hugging her back. “I’m fine...
The most that happened was me falling asleep by the river and
freezing my feet off.”

Her father came up to them, fierce
disapproval etched into his expression. “Mary,” he said in
greeting, watching her pull away from her mother.

“Daddy...”

“I was so worried,” he said, then pulled her
into his arms tightly. She clung to him, thought of Jacques hugging
her back in the hospital room, and almost started crying on his
shoulder. “If you ever do anything like that, I will ground you for
the rest of your life! You had your mother crying and--hell, I
almost did too.”

She flushed guiltily, moving out of his grip
even though his arms tightened.

Alicia tutted, shaking her head. “Samuel,
don’t lie. I saw you run to the other room, eyes all puffy.”

Her father turned a quieting glare towards
Alicia. “I could say the same.”

“Well,” she started, sticking her
tongue out at him, “I can do that; I am a woman.”

His cheeks darkened.

“You guys are horrible,” she said, distraught
as she watched her parents and their light arguing.

“We’re only kidding, hun. How are you
feeling?” Alicia asked, taking her from her father and pulling Mary
into her arms.

“Headache, legs are sore... I’m fine though,”
she rushed to say when her father started to get worried.

“Ulrich here?” Mary asked, looking around,
barely glancing at Jaques--and on purpose. She couldn’t bare to
look at him after the moment in the room, then the harsh reprisal
he had given her by acting as if she were no more than a
stranger.

“Talking to Romero and the coroner,” Samuel
said from behind Alicia, nodding his head a round the corner.

Mary tensed. “There was another murder?”

“Talk to Ulrich about it. He won’t tell me
anything, and neither will Jackson. We go way back, Jackson and I.
It must be pretty serious that he isn’t telling me anything. Ulrich
was practically dragging the old brute in here by the collar when
we pulled up. Your brother called us right when they found you, and
we rushed over here immediately.”

“Oh, you didn’t have to...” Mary worried her
hands together, feeling guilty for causing so much trouble for one
act of carelessness.

“You’re our daughter. Of course we had to!”
Alicia exclaimed, outraged that her daughter would suggest
something otherwise.

Mary rolled her eyes. “I’m just going to limp
my way over to Ulrich,” she said, grimacing.

“Here, I’ll--”

“Dad.” She stared at him earnestly. “I’m
fine.”

“Are you--”

“Oh my gosh!” she groaned dramatically,
throwing up her hands. Leaving them with that, she stalked away and
tried to scope out her brother, shoving Jacques out of her mind
completely. Just thinking about him brought pains to her chest that
hurt enough to stop her breathing.

“...late to the site,” Jackson was saying
when she found the two, huddled in a corner a couple of halls over
from her parents. He stopped when he saw her. “Mary!” he exclaimed
pleasantly and with relief.

Ulrich looked up, eyes alert.

“How are you feeling, and what
the fuck were you doing out
there?” he demanded, stomping to her.

Mary narrowed her eyes on him, refusing to
let him take over her life like he had been trying to for the past
week. She had let herself become vulnerable to Jaques, and look
where that had gotten her. Nothing but heartache and feeling like
an inept little girl.

She was so not going there again.

“I was taking a break,” she said shortly,
eyeing the coroner. “What are you doing here?” she asked
conversationally, ignoring the faint ache in her bones. At that
moment, Mary was grateful that she was immune to half of the shit
that humans had to go threw.

“Well, your brother dragged me here,” he said
drolly, casting a mean glare at Ulrich, who didn’t even notice.
“Just came from the Maddison site. Had some problems with the
prosecutor and the new attorney, but it’s all good. The man that
you talked to, he got let go.”

Mary smiled at that. Then realized what he
had said... “There hasn’t been a Maddison site yet, though,” she
said uneasily, crossing her arms over her chest against the sudden
chills spreading over her arms.

“As of about three hours ago, there
was,” Jackson said, a scowl on his face as he looked at Ulrich.
“And while we were all getting together there, Ulrich here was
going insane and making half of us search for you.”

She flushed, feeling horrible. “I really am
so sorry... I should have said something.”

Ulrich growled, looking like he wanted to
claw Jackson’s face off. “Don’t make it all her fault, she’s had
enough trauma this night.”

Jackson held up his hands, not looking
worried at all. “Sorry, just stating facts. The woman was pregnant,
a friend of my brother’s. My old high school sweat heart,” he said,
dropping his eyes. Clearly, the man had still felt feelings for the
woman. Mary ached for him, walking closer to give him a hesitant
hug.

“I’m really sorry, Jack. If you want to go to
the site now, I’m fine enough and I can hold Ulrich off your back
for a bit,” she offered half heartily, feeling him return her brief
hug.

Behind them, Ulrich glowered.

And also
behind them, a short snarl ripped through the hall way, and
then Jacques came striding forward, eyes blazing and looking
murderous. Mary rolled her eyes, dropping her arms from Jackson in
exasperation. “Is that all you males do? Growl and piss on what’s
yours? Honestly, I thought you were all better than
this.”

She gave a hard glare toward Jacques, who
stopped just short of pressing against her. Huge hands were
clenching at his sides, he looked like he was going to murder any
one who laid a hand on her. Earlier, she would have been fine with
it. But after his coldness and retreat, she found it annoying.

“And you,” she snapped, stabbing a finger at Jacques.
“I don’t want to see or hear you growl or get pissy again. I swear,
you act like more of a mutt than a feline male does. One second,
you’re all nice. The next? You act like I’m not even alive and then
you think you have the right to get angry that I’m consoling a hurt
friend?”

All threw her raging, he stayed silent, eyes
not leaving Jackson’s, who was returning Jaques exactly what he was
giving.

Mary stamped her foot. “Fine! I’m
going. I’m going to go walking alone,” she snapped, emphasizing the word
alone, hoping to get his attention,
“in the dark, helpless and
awaiting my death at the hands of a freaking serial
killer!”

Then she stomped off, not noticing the
shocked look from her brother and the sudden comprehension on
Jacques’s face. Her feet thudding against the ground echoed, along
with several heavier sounds, indicating that they were following
after her.

Shoving the door open, not listening to the
objections of the nurses and the men following after her. Reveling
in the coldness of the air, the ache in her leg settling as the
familiar chill covered her, she walked aimlessly, focused on
getting away from overbearing men that had a problem with
control.

“Mary, get your ass back here!” Ulrich
shouted, and she looked behind her long enough to see him shove
Jaqcues out of the way as he came after her.

“Why? So I can put up with all of this crap?”
she asked, outraged. Finally, the dam that had been holding back
her emotions, her stress, broke.

“No!” he replied back, jogging up to her
angrily. The air was brisk around them all, the men not having
broken a sweat after having to chase her. Her arms crossed over her
chest, eyes blazing.

“Then tell me, dear brother, the reason that you want me to go back
there?” she spat, finally standing up to him as she had always
subconsciously had dreamed she would.

He paused, eyes indecisive.

Mary narrowed her eyes, then shook her
head. “I want you to leave me alone. I want everyone to just
lay the hell off.”

Jacques stepped up from behind her brother,
shock laying subtly in the depths of his eyes.

“I’m tired, sick, my head hurts, my
fucking leg is aching like hell
right now, and I still
have to deal with the same old shit from all of you!” she
screamed, a car passing in front of them, lights flashing in the
dark.

“Just...” Ulrich started, casting a worried
look at Jackson. The older man stood back, eyes calm, watching the
scene as someone examining a crime would.

“No,” Mary snarled, slashing her arms in the
air. “Get mom to take me home. I could care less about those damn
doctors right now, I just want to get away from you all. Actually,
I don’t even want just that. I hate being a leader,” she confessed,
her voice breaking. “I hate having all this responsibilty over a
broken race, and doing this all alone.”

Silence.

Nothing but the cool air, the soft whir of
tires in the distance, and crackling leaves dancing around them.
Her heavy, hitched breathing was the only thing the confused men
noticed.

“You can’t bond with someone lesser than you,
Mary. You know you can’t...”

“I know that!” she snapped, glaring at
Ulrich. The others wisely stayed back.

“You can bond with me, though.”

At first, Mary thought she had heard them
wrong. Not until her gaze landed on a man that looked as if he were
doomed did she realize what had just been said.

“Bond with me,” said Raffaele Jacques, eyes
hard with determination.


Chapter 31

 


Raffaele was a dead man, that was for sure.
The minute the words were spoken clearly, everyone within hearing
range digesting the damning words that would change the fate of
thousands, he realized that he had just tied himself into a
situation that he might never get out of.

The silent plea that she had emitted ever
since she had started out of the hospital had called to him, made
him realize that although she wasn’t like him...she was. In so many
ways that just staring at him made him realize that only with her
could he save his people, her people, themselves.

Desperation was clouding his senses, all
coming from her. Raffaele knew her brother and the Acutos male,
Jackson, could sense it.

And maybe that was the only thing that was
stopping them from ripping him to shreds.

Mary stood there, eyes dead, unthinking,
unrealizing of the fact that he had, ultimately, pledged his life
to her, his very soul. The only thing that could stop what he had
set in motion would be an untrue bonding, and even if that
happened, he doubt it would affect what he had done.

The torture that he relived every day was
nothing compared to this, he thought, watching her, trying to read
her. For once, he realized the true meaning of feeling, of knowing
that he had made a mistake--or blessing--so grand, that he would be
paying for it the rest of his life.

“What.”

He stared at her, registering the short word,
so bare of emotion, of reaction, that he felt as if it were a robot
talking and not a passionate woman who was a danger to herself and
others around her.

A couple of days ago, he never would have
thought that he would be foolish enough to propose a bonding with a
woman that he had barely known, a woman that, only moments ago, had
been found passed out along the river. He held himself at ridge,
waiting for the growl and snarl, the threat of attack.

Strung as tightly as he was, he was so close
to turning, changing into the one monster that he had always feared
would appear again.

“What’s happening out here?” a hard demanding
voice asked, coming from the man who had produced Raffaele’s
fate.

“Samuel, slow down for a second! I’m
not as agile as I used... Did someone die?” Alicia asked, confused.
Raffaele looked back at her, recognizing her from the woman in the
hall and from a brief file that he had read on the leader of
the pacchetto after his first
meeting with her.

“Might as well have,” Ulrich mumbled, oddly
quiet.

The coroner that Raffaele had talked to
yesterday while at the site after dropping Mary off at her house,
stepped forward, a big grin on his face.

“Congratulations!” he cheered, eyes dancing
with delight, despite the situation. “You, my dear friends, have
just acquired a new family member and the salvation of our
race!”

Now that
caused tension. Samuel, who had stood by his daughter, turned
slowly and stared at Raffaele.

The sound of a car door slamming brought him
out of the staring match, and he saw Chase coming towards him,
phone to his ear. When he reached them, he snapped it closed.
Obviously not realizing that Raffaele was about to be gruesomely
gutted and killed, he had a grin on his face as he said, “The
lovely waitress and I are...”

“Daddy,” Mary finally said, cutting off
Chase’s wonderful news.

“Yes, sweatheart,” he said, voice more of a
growl as he stared at Raffaele.

“I want to go home. Now.”

Alicia grabbed for her husband, eyes
wide. “This is just what I’ve been waiting for! What a coincidence
that right after talking to
you, you finally snatch a man!”

Ulrich gave his mother a weird look.
“Obviously, you missed her
screaming match inside there,” he muttered, eye
twitching.

Mary’s mother frowned, looking between them
all with confused looks. “What do you mean?”

“Take me home,” Mary said, voice emotionless,
yet louder. Raffaele watched her closely, still silent, once again
regretting everything.

“But, darling--”

“Mother,” she said, looking at Alicia
point blank. “I want. To leave. Please.”

Sam put his arm around her shoulder, the aura
around him visible to everyone-- especially Raffaele, who swore
that by the time he fell asleep in his bed, he wouldn’t be waking
up any time soon.

Checking his watch and ignoring the
looks of everyone else as he did so, he listened to them escort her
away, Alicia asking exuberant questions, not catching on
at all about what had just happened,
with Sam grumbling and muttering about how he should have kept his
baseball bat with him while she was growing up--and
still should have kept it even
now.

“It’s three in the morning, I’ve been
up since nine, and I’m tired. I’m going to the hotel.” With those
short words, he walked off. Away from the drama, from the brother
who was starting to get affronted, from Chase who was
still catching on, and
Jackson.

Jackson, who had the biggest, shit eating
grin that Raffaele had ever seen in his life.

Wanting to hit something because of his
stupidity, he climbed into his tinted Bentley after unlocking it.
The machine rumbled to life, the soft purr not comforting him as it
normally had before. Instead, it made him think of the way Mary’s
father’s eyes had looked, so dangerous and...threatening.

A shudder wracking his body at the thought
that he might have to face that soon, he pulled out and ignored the
people that he had left behind, almost getting his phone out to
call Hannah about engagement rings...

God, he was stupid. Engagement rings? She had
all but thrown it in his face that she was not up for the idea.
Even though he was on board with her about it, he couldn’t help but
think of everything that would benefit from their bonding.

And the more he thought about it, the more he
realized that if she would only agree, it wouldn’t be so...bad.

They were both Chosen, something that
he was still reeling from. She
knew Kevin, and while she might not know Stuart, she still knew who
they were. He realized then that if he bonded with her, he would be
her savior. Not just the races, but Mary’s
hero.

What a foolish thing to want, to be admired
by her, her with her forest green eyes...

A honk sounded, Raff slamming on the break.
The man driving cursed him, flipping him off before carrying off
through the intersection. Watching him leave, Raffaele knew one
thing.

He was utterly and truly screwed when it came
to Mary Waters.

The hotel room was silent, untouched by
maids and other people. He fell against the bed, wishing he could
sleep right then. His mind was too full of shit to sleep though.
Like his beta, the property
that he was in jeopardy of losing, and Kevin’s and Stuart’s lies of
omission.

Something whispered his name, softly and
barely heard. Groaning, Raff grabbed a pillow and let Stuart take
him.


Chapter 32

 


Kevin glanced at Stuart, worrying his hands
together.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” he asked
his blue brother, eyes flickering to his Chosen who was sitting in
one of the carefully placed chairs, subdued.

Stuart looked him in the eye. “You heard what
my Chosen proposed. Now it’s time to make sure that it gets carried
through.”

At that moment, Kevin was looking down in
time to see Raffaele slowly appear, white surrounding his fit body.
When the form settled, he looked at Mary and watched her
reaction.

There wasn’t one.

“I don’t think we should do this!” he said,
turning to his brother in desperation. Beside them, a green flash
came. Closing his eyes in patience, trying not to freak out, he
turned to his other brother.

“Bill,” Stuart said in greeting, both the
forms, blue and orange, bowing. “And even if we shouldn’t, Kevin,
it has to be done. You told your Chosen that she shall bond with
mine, and now is the time to mend your wrong doings. This is going
to happen,” he said sternly, Bill nodding beside him.

Defensive, almost panicking, Kevin rounded on
Bill. “You shouldn’t even be here! You aren’t involved in this,” he
said, almost backing down.

Bill raised an arrogant eye brow. “You wanna
go, bro?” he asked, jumping on his feet lightly, raising his fists
like a boxer would. The slang stabbed Kevin like a knife, and the
knowledge that Bill was different made him antsy.

As Creators, they were renowned for their
power, their abilities. While Kevin was the dramatic one of the
group, Stuart was the wise one, Bill was the cocky, modern one, and
Joe... He didn’t even want to think about Joe.

Kevin and Stuart both opened their mouths to
say something when a sudden screech brought their attention
downward, to Mary.

Mary, who’s form was wavering so much it was
a wonder that she was holding back from the shift.

“Kevin!” she shouted, her voice raising
several octaves within that one word.

Swallowing, he allowed her to hear him,
asking, “Yes, Mary?”

“What. The--” she took a breath,
staring at Raffaele who had a look of surprise on his face
—”hell is this,” Mary finished
with a short, enraged scream.

Bill paused, eyes popping wide as he
stared down at the two Chosen. “Dude, what did you
do?”

Kevin sighed, closing his eyes once again.
“Mary, you need to...”

“No. Send me back. Just send me back.”

“Mary, will you just--” Raffaele started,
staying wisely where he was.

Her finger stabbed at him. “Don’t talk to
me!”

Raffaele sighed, not talking again. Kevin was
slightly shocked at his reaction, wondering what was wrong with him
to make him back down from a woman--and Mary, at that. Her anger
was misplaced, Kevin thought, watching the anger that was boiling
in her eyes. She was so close... so very close to changing into her
Feline that it was a miracle that Raffaele was even alive and
breathing.

“Kevin, I swear... If I could talk to
you, if I could so much as lay a hand--”

“Watch your mouth, Chosen,” Stuart
interjected, his voice a hard snap.

Mary’s eyes opened wide, lips pressing. In
the forest green depths of her eyes, confusion and maybe even fear
shown there. Raffaele visibly tensed, hands clenching at his
sides.

Kevin watched them. Instead of being subdue,
distant, Raffaele was...angry on Mary’s behalf? He started to grin.
“This is perfect!”

Bill gave him a weird look. “Bro. You need to
get laid.”

Kevin ignored him, used to the phrases that
he some how came up with. “Shove your hand in your mouth and keep
quiet, I’m concentrating.”

“You mean foot?”

He waved a hand at his foolish brother,
watching raptly at the anger that was gathering in Raffaele’s eyes.
Mary wasn’t looking at him at all--in fact, she was looking
anywhere but him, her face red.

“Are you wondering why you are both here?” he
asked curiously, thinking that the answer was probably an in
between. The two of them looked more angry than anything.

And for the reasons, Kevin found this most
amusing.

“Not really,” Mary snapped, head snapping
back when Raffaele took a seat next to where she had sprung to her
feet.

“Sure,” Raffaele said, voice speaking
otherwise.

“We are all gathered here today,” Bill
started, voice booming, “to celebrate the joining of man! Woman!
And--” Stuart punched him in the arm, blue and white eyes
glaring.

Mary paled.

“No, no, dear--”

“Stuart, my god I’m going to kill you...”
Raffaele said, cutting off Kevin.

Bill glowered. “You guys are such di--”

“There is a lady here,” Kevin snapped, horrified that
his brother would use such horrid language around Mary. Surely he
knew that she had had a censored up bringing? Kevin and Stuart knew
all about each other’s Chosen--it was the rule.

“And? You are being ridiculous,” Bill said, using a
mocking, posh British accent.

Stuart rolled his eyes, bored, while Kevin
turned a glare to the orange man that he called his brother. “You
can leave,” he suggested icily.

“I’d rather not, brah.”

“Kevin?” Mary asked, starting to sound
confused. He looked down in time to see her take a seat, edging as
far away from her betrothed as she possibly could.

“Yes, Mary,” he answered, fighting to be
calm.

“Please explain to me who these
people are and why Mr.
Jacques is here?” she asked, folding
her hands with forced primness in her lap. Head bowed, she didn’t
look at anyone--most likely scared of Stuart and his harsh
reprimands.

“The other Creators,” he explained, wishing
he could allow her to see him. But, the eyes of a human--even
though she was a Chosen--was not permitted.

“And what about Raffaele?” she hissed,
earning a brief glare from the person in question.

“Stuart wanted him here,” he faltered,
looking at his brother for help. He was not about to take on Mary right now.

“Mary, Raffaele is your soon to be bonded
mate. I believe Kevin had told you this only a couple of hours
ago--why didn’t you act on it?” Stuart asked, purposely putting her
in the spot light.

It worked, too. Raffaele’s head snapped in
her direction. Was it betrayal, or anger that she hadn’t done it?
Kevin had checked in on her earlier, only to find them on the bed,
feelings of love and maybe even hope surrounding them both.

Why hadn’t she used that time to tell Raff of
what she had been told? It would have been a perfect time.

“You knew?” he asked, lip curling at her.

Mary avoided looking at Raffaele, shoulders
curling defensively. Clearly, it wasn’t something she wanted to
talk about.

“Did you...bait me into asking?” he asked,
betrayal and anger over laying thickly. Kevin watched raptly, along
with the now attentive Stuart and Bill.

Mary gasped. “What!? Jaques--no!” she
exclaimed, finally showing blatant vulnerability.

“My name,” he growled, eyes flashing
dangerously, “Is Raffaele. And that’s what you’ll be calling me
from now on--as your mate.”

The words sounded and
looked like they left a bitter taste
on his tongue. As Mary paled at his words, Kevin started to feel
sympathy for her.

He had heard her soul, crying in desperation,
in the hospital parking lot. Whatever she had been thinking, it
hadn’t been about “baiting”, or anything close to it. It had been
pure, simply, and painful agony, listening to her silent cry.

“I can’t...” Her eyes held the look of a deer
in the crossroads, scared and not knowing what to do.

There was a silence in which Raffaele just
stared her down, eyes blazing. Finally, Kevin heard faintly, “And
to think-- I didn’t even put up a fight for a woman who is friends
with every male I can think of.”

Not so much as damaging as rude, Mary’s eyes
widened, making Kevin wonder briefly if her eyes would pop out of
her head.

“Raffaele, don’t...” Stuart started, almost
soundlessly.

“Wasn’t easy to catch a man once you offered
space between your legs, correct?” he asked coldly, taking
everything that had happened in the worst, most horrible way
ever.


Chapter 33

 


Mary could have cried.

Weeped.

Attacked.

Maybe even killed Raffaele with her bare
hands.

The words that he had said, so crude and
hurtful that she felt like it was just a painful stab in her heart,
her very soul. Above them, three resounding gasps lit the room,
their audible shock almost over-riding her inner agony.

His frosty eyes met her, the blue depths so
emotionless yet hate filled that Mary could have cried.

“I... Why would you...” she started, only to
be cut off by one of the voices above.

“Never have I been so disappointed in you,
Raffaele,” came a solemn, regretful voice from above. She watched
as Raffaele’s eyes dilated, the icy color replaced by a hard black.
His hands were clenched at his sides.

“Not as much as when I turned into a killer?”
he asked, voice hard and unforgiving.

Mary held in another gasp, both from pain and
even more shock.

He continued. “You remember, don’t you?
How my father, Antonio, sent me out to kill anyone who might wish
to expose of him? How can the way that I talk about
her, even compare to the
disgracefulness that I committed for half of my life? She is
exactly what she makes herself out to be--a power hungry female,
who uses her body to get what she wants. That’s how she got me,” he
said, ruefully angry.

Her hand flew to her chest, eyes closing.
Standing, turning, she tried to think of a time when she had ever
hurt so much, when she had never felt so helpless and stuck.

“Kevin,” she started, voice cracking. “Can
you wake me--?”

“Is that all you ever do? Run? Is that why so
many woman are being killed--because you are weak and refuse to
stick around to take care of what you started?”

Tears stung the back of her eyes, breath
coming shorter as she digested what he had all along thought of
her. Is that what she appeared to everyone? Weak and flighty?

Had she really implied that her body would
capture his interest, that she was anything but chaste? A harsh sob
came from her throat, unwanted and agonized.

“I didn’t mean--”

A hand came down on her shoulder, angry and
meaning to hurt. Her body was jerked to face the man that had just
torn her heart out, flinching at the contact.

“You sure as hell did. Kevin told you
to bond with me. You waited till I was forced into sticking with my
promise. You know that once a
Promise of Bond is made, it can’t be broken. Can’t believe I was
dumb enough to believe anything from you...”

He trailed off, voice betrayed, furious.

“God fucking damnit,” came a hard shout
before everything went black around her.

For a second, she thought that he had killed
her. Panic settled into her viens until she realized that she was
breathing, he wasn’t trying to kill her, and ocean blue light was
starting to pour out around her.

Raffaele was no where to be seen, and the
room was exactly as it had been a second ago, only a deep blue that
reminded her of the men from the Blue Man Group. Eyes darting
around, hands wiping at the tears that were streaming down her
cheeks without stopping, she tried to catch her breath at the pain
that was closing around her. Folding her arms around herself, she
took a step forward.

“Take a seat please,” came a detached voice,
almost devoid of emotion as the image of Kevin and a twin took
place in her mind. The dream... Kevin had been completely white,
she just realized. Maybe, since this man’s room was blue, so was
the emotionless voice that was telling her to sit?

Mary sat down in a chair identical to
Kevin’s, only blue in its coloring. Hands shaking, she closed her
eyes and tried to calm herself.

“You understand Raffaele’s problem, don’t
you?” the faceless man asked, a trace of an accent in his
voice.

She shook her head slowly, chest jerking as
she thought about his reaction to the news of the bonding.

“He believes that you forced him into this,”
he said, as if that solved everything.

“But...how? And what’s your name?” Mary
asked, clenching her hands in her lap with the nerves and
depression that were taking place in her heart.

“I am another Creator, Stuart. Now, to the
matter at hand--Kevin did indeed tell you that he wished for you to
bond with Raffaele immediately, correct?”

She nodded, breath catching her throat. She
leaned down, putting her head between her legs, hoping to stop
whatever was wrong with her. The tears wouldn’t stop coming, and
her breath was catching, non-stop.

“Why did you not do it when you had the
chance? The order of the Creator, even how rare it is, is strict
and to be done as soon as possible.”

“I couldn’t... He didn’t look like he wanted
to be tied down,” she tried, surprisingly speaking more clearly
than she thought she could have.

“He was focused on nothing but you!” he said,
sounding astounded. “How could you not have taken that time to
explain to him what was happening?”

“You saw his reaction! When I told him I was
a Chosen and that I knew of Kevin! It would have only made it worse
had I told him that he was made to be bonded to me!”

“This...is true.”

“Exactly,” she said, relieved that he had
understood what she was saying. If only Raffaele could hear what
she was saying, getting an understanding just as Stuart was.

“So you used guilt, playing desperate and
hysterical, to get his Promise,” he concluded, voice prompt.

Mary let out a frustrated screech, slapping
her knee. “No, you idiot! I was honestly close to just offing
myself, and all you can think about is that assholes problems with
accepting that I hadn’t planned on making him bond with me?”

“Now, Mary... Please consi--”

“Don’t try to fucking sweet talk me!” she
raged, finally snapping. Raffaele’s words were in her ear, haunting
her. “I was against what Kevin had told me to do the very minute he
said it. I wasn’t going to tell anyone because I knew that Raffaele
would be betrayed by it--just as he is now!” she screamed,
wondering if the bastard was even there anymore.

The silence after her rage was deafening.

“And you are honest with your words?” he
finally asked. Mary could just picture him, rubbing a
beard-scruffed face, considering.

A tear slipped down her cheek.

“Yes,” she vowed, head bowed as if in pain,
knowing that with that one word, she had either sentenced her death
or a life that would be full of something that she was starting to
not even want to know about.

Her vision dimmed, till everything was
black.

 



Chapter 34

 


He slipped in silently, purposefully,
intently. He invaded, he conquered, and he owned what he chose to.
And with all of the might that he possessed, he couldn’t stay away
from the greatest prize any longer.

The unknowing meeting she had held with him
yesterday had encouraged him to take her, had made his restraint
weaken like none else could have. The beauty of the pale skin, the
innocence of her soft features, the smell of her...

It had been too much.

So here he was, bypassing the security
system, feeling like an invalid as he pushed open the newly hatched
window. The room, when he entered, was exactly what he would have
expected for someone like her.

He smiled down at her sleeping form, smiled
as he thought of how her face would not hold innocence for much
longer, instead...pain, agony, most likely crying out for help.

Maybe the dream she had had, the one where
his...accomplice had helped, would have warned her, gave her a
sense of what was to come. He prayed that it had.

He loved to see the look of horrified
realization on a woman’s face.

Mary was so deep asleep that she couldn’t
awake to see him, and for that he was happy.

An easy taking led to a much more interesting
torture, as he had come to learn some time ago. The charge log at
the station was probably stock full at the police station, the dead
bodies piling up as quickly as they had gathered among the
earth.

He thought about how they had tainted,
spread, mutilated, and almost snarled into the bleak darkness of
the room where his next and most precious victim lay.

A scarred, mutant hand reached out, touching
a strand of the silky soft hair that would soon be covered in her
life’s blood. Taking a breath and praying that she was still
untapped with her powers that he knew she possessed, he reached
into his backpack that he had laid down by his feet, taking out the
blind fold, gag, and seat belt strap.

Lifting her head slowly as to not wake her,
he set about wrapping the blind fold around her head and the rest
of the preparations. He wondered briefly at when he should begin
the ritual. He should have talked with Armoria first, the woman
that had come to him, intending to help.

At first, he had been skeptical about
trusting her, about letting her in on his plan. She had then begun
to gain his trust, which hadn’t been easy. The powers that she had
revealed to him and frightened him, made him believe that she was
with the enemy. But, from the beginning, she had been up front and
ready to answer anything he might ask--besides where she had
originated. Her name was unique in itself, along with her smell and
look. Blonde, pale, eyes silvery, she had smelt of Acutos and
Archaeos, along with something that had somehow made him believe
that she wasn’t on their side as he originally thought.

Something like fire, ash...power.

Thinking about her made him hard. Not just
because she had a beautiful body that he could easily admire, but
because the power that radiated off of her called to him--in ways
that he hadn’t known possible.

Hoping that the light dose of chloroform
worked as he pressed the rag against her nose, he picked her up and
started to the front door. When he opened it, he realized that he
had taken far too long with his minstrels. The sun was peaking
above the clouds, the air musty with dew beading on the grass.
Quickly, so that no one getting ready for work would notice, he put
her in the back, covering her with the dark blanket.

He got his cell phone out, punching in the
number that he needed. “Amoria,” he greeted, putting the key in the
ignition.

“Yes, my love?” she asked, her voice low and
sleek. He could just imagine her, twirling her long hair around her
finger, bare legs kicked up on his desk.

“I took the leader.” He waited for her sharp
curse, or maybe even a hiss. She was prone to hissing, he had
noticed.

Instead of what he had expected, he heard a
seductive purr. “I can have some fun with her?” she asked, a mere
pout.

His eye brows raised, and he turned on the
blinker. “When I am done with her, yes you can.”

The man didn’t hear the faint rustling in the
back, so focused on driving and talking to the only woman in the
world who could actually make him fear his reflection.

He listened to her soft sigh, a sigh that he
much wished were for a different reason. Looking back at Mary, he
considered some things. The idea that popped into his head was
unholy, perverted, and utterly undo-able.

Once Amoria got her hands on Mary, the poor
woman was doomed. Amoria had slipped into her dreams, and also that
of the visiting leader. Wreaking havoc just as he had asked, she
had done it perfectly.

“Tell me why you contacted Raffaele Jacques?”
he asked, still wondering why she had bothered at all.

“Because, my darling. I had caused Jared to
get ran over, and put into the hospital. And I do believe that his
nephew was already on his way in earlier, to deal with the female
here. I figured that the two would become close. I mean, as
leaders,” she said smartly, “they must have--and they did.”

“Smart thinking, baby,” he said, still not
catching on. It was about the females, not the males. So why was
she so set on Raffaele? He felt like tearing the man’s eyes
out.

Not only because Mary was clearly affected by
him, but because Amoria was so obsessed with him. What was so great
about the leader that everyone was so entranced by?

He growled.

“Darling,” Amoria purred, “You know I am the
only one for you...”

“Are you really,” he said blandly, hiding his
bitterness.

“Yes, my love. Raffaele is just a pawn in my
game right now. You don’t need to worry that I will become
entranced by him,” she assured him, almost reading his mind.

He took a wide right turn at the stop light,
hearing a small thunk in the back. Mary had slipped halfway off of
the seat. He rolled his eyes, focusing on driving.

“Listen, I’ll be there in less than ten
minutes. Be there, naked, and ready for me,” he commanded, feeling
the need to claim her. Just thinking about his women--Mary and
Amoria, and any other female--with another man pissed him off to no
ends.

He anticipated opening the door of the house
that they were staying at, going up the stairs, and finding the
beautiful blonde splayed out in front of him, legs long, open,
breasts perked... His hand rubbed himself, trying to get rid of the
uncomfortable-ness that the hard-on was causing.

When he finally pulled into the short
driveway that was placed on a slight hill, he opened the door and
grabbed Mary, knowing that the only two neighbors he had were old
and still sleeping. The door to the house was unlocked, probably
Amoria knowing that he was almost there and waiting for him. Lights
were dimmed, candles placed expertly and seductively soothing along
the wall and shabby stair case.

Hands itching with anticipation, he put Mary
down and tightened the seat belt around her body, placing her in
the back room carelessly. She was still passed out, in light airy
pajama pants and a clinging tank top that revealed a lot of her
breasts.

Running up the hall, he was already
unbuttoning his jeans when he threw open the door, scanning the
room for his waiting woman.

The air felt off, different, as he slowed to
a stop, searching for her with his eyes, hands pausing on his
zipper.

“Amor--”

The blade sliced through the air.


Chapter 35

 


“Wake up,” a low voice hissed.

Mary waved a hand out, trying to stop the
voice from talking. It was so loud... her head, what was wrong with
her head? So heavy...

“Get up, Ms. Waters!” it insisted, grabbing
her shoulder. Mary was turned over, light hitting the lids of her
eyes as she struggled to overcome the horrible person who was
trying to wake her up.

Even if she had wanted to wake up, she
wouldn’t have been able to. One, her eyes wouldn’t open enough to
glare at the perpetrator, and two? She was about to puke, and
although it sounded appealing to vomit all over the person who was
trying to wake her up, it would have ended up on Mary in
return.

A growl came, low and angry. Mary flinched,
thinking of a man who had once made that sound to her, had hurt
her... Mary flung her hand out, catching the person on what she
thought was the jaw by the feel of it.

“God dammit!”

The short curse had Mary groaning, the
headache worsening. “Leave me the hell...”

Suddenly, she was picked up. In arms
that did not feel manly in the
least. In fact, they might have been slightly feminine, maybe a
fairu was picking her up. She started to laugh, hugging the
fairy.

“Mother told me you weren’t real... She
lied,” she said drowsily, laughing.

“Oh, god...”

“You mean Kevin,” Mary insisted, voice
turning bitter. “He is a bad, mean person. Don’t talk to him, ever.
He’ll make your life hell.”

The woman--that’s what she was going to
assume it was--stayed silent as she pushed open a door. Light hit
her face, made her flinch from the contact. Looking down at her
arm, eyes blinking, she saw fur coating herself.

She let out a scream, jumping from the woman
who was holding her. “Oh my god!” she shouted, almost falling on
her ass. Mary took in the scents around her, trying to find her
place.

“I’m not at home, I don’t know who you are,
and you’re--”

The model tall woman nodded, flipping her
hair over her shoulder impatiently. “Yes, I know. But we have to
go!” she said, motioning toward a rusting olds-mobile. Mary looked
between the woman and the car, feeling...displaced.

She swallowed. “What are you?” The woman
certainly wasn’t Acutos, nor Archaeos. She was what Mary had been
smelling for the past couple of days, what had clouded her dreams.
Mary got to her feet, unsteady because of reasons that she didn’t
know.

“You...tried to kill me,” she choked out,
shock and fear making her shake, along with the effort to stand on
her own.

The blond woman stepped forward quickly,
wrapping an arm around Mary to keep her from falling. Her head
shook. “That’s the exact opposite of what I was trying to do--now
please, get in the car so we can get you to your brothers,” she
spoke, urgently. Mary watched with confusion as her eyes flicked
suspiciously to the sides of the streets, looking for people who
would be watching them.

“Tell me where we are,” Mary demanded,
following her lead to the car, as much as she wished she didn’t
have to. Right now, she felt as weak and dizzy as a new born
kitten, disorientated.

“At his house, but we’re leaving right now.”
Once Mary was seated in the passenger's side, the door was slammed
and the leggy blonde ran to the other side of the car.

In less than a minute, they were going down
the street, Mary’s questions still unanswered.

“Tell me,” Mary hissed, putting her seat belt
on. The fur that had been sprinkling her hands and arms was still
there, red marks and swelling bruises coating her skin in random
places. “And tell me what happened to my arms, too?”

She was everything but aware of what was
going on.

“He tied you up,” came a brief answer. “Do
you know how hard it was to get that shit off of you?”

“Get what off?” she asked, feeling like an
outsider. Here they were, talking about her, and Mary had less
information than the woman beside her did. She rubbed her hands
together, feeling a chill come over her body as she met eyes with
silvery ones that spoke of age, wisdom, and knowledge.

“The seat belt that he tied you with,” she
answered, taking a sharp left turn, almost throwing Mary into the
side of the car. For a moment, she wondered if they were playing
grand theft auto. She wanted to ask if she had ever driven before,
but thought of the more important questions that needed to be
answered.

“Why would he tie me with a seat belt,
and who is this he?” she
asked, throat closing up as she realized that she already had the
answer.

“He is the one
who has been getting away with murder for the past couple
months, he is the one who
almost killed you, and he was
smart enough to tie you with the closest equipment that would be
strong enough to hold down a drugged animal.”

Mary felt sick.

“I was in...his house? Why didn’t he just
kill... Wait,” she said, realizing something slowly. “Why were you
there?”

The woman glanced at her through old eyes. “I
was helping him.”

Mary’s eyes popped wide, blood freezing in
her veins. “Was?” she asked, voice breaking. Horror washed through
her, the realization that she was in a car with a cold blooded
killer while she was too weak to do anything about it.

“Yes. Was. I...killed him.”

Mary really wished she had puked on the
woman. Maybe if she had done it earlier, she wouldn’t be so close
to doing so now. The thought that she wasn’t going to live through
the morning came to her, almost had her curling in a ball as pain
wracked her head and her chest.

“Calm down,” the woman beside her coached,
sounding oddly sympathetic.

Mary shook her head, struggling to contain
her own thoughts. She was supposed to calm down when she had a
murderess kidnapping her after her own accomplice had already done
so? When she had been so cold hearted to kill her own partner? She
choked, fighting for peace.

“I wasn’t... Mary, calm down, dammit,” she
commanded, stopping her explanation to angrily reprimand Mary.

Her head shook again. “You weren’t what?”
Mary asked, eyes stinging under the stress. She wasn’t fit to be a
leader, she thought. She never had been, and her panicking under
this situation had only proved it. Had it been her early coronation
that had caused her downfall, or had it been slowly building inside
her?

“Wasn’t on his side,” she said solemnly,
voice ringing with truth.

Mary snorted. “Then tell me why you’re
kidnapping. Why didn’t he stop you?”

“I had...tricked him,” the blond said
awkwardly.

“Tricked? How?” She hated asking all of these
questions.

The woman's cheeks flamed red, Mary catching
on quickly. Was she telling the truth, or lying through her perfect
white teeth? Staring at her, Mary realized that the woman looked
gracefully, almost regal.

The ride was silent as they sped through the
street, something that strangely put Mary to ease.

Mary was shocked when they actually pulled up
to her brother’s place. Small, clean, just like a bachelors house
would be, it had only two floors, with the attic being a game room
where Mary and him had fights often.

The woman opened the door for Mary, who sat
there stock still, wondering why this woman knew where her brother
lived and if she knew him personally. She was praying not, because
unknowingly, he could have become an accomplice and that could risk
his placement as chief of police, and even if it didn’t, it would
ruin his respectability.

Mary sat there, staring up at the woman, not
moving.

“Armoria?”

The blond turned, a smile gracing her clear
face as her brother came down the stairs. Mary tensed, watching him
smile in return as he walked down the stairs, hand out reaching to
shake her more slender hand.

Then his gaze landed on Mary, who was still
partially furry, red and blue blotches covering almost every part
of her. The seat belt had done a lot more damage than it should
have, but maybe the man had been purposefully rough with her.

He was
a murderer, after all.

“Mary?” he asked, confused.

The blond cleared her throat awkwardly, face
turning red for the second time that day. “I think we had better go
inside so that I can explain something to you…”

“What happened?” he asked, rounding on
Armoria. His eyes started to blaze, angry.

She held up her hands. “Now
I did not do that,” she defended with
forced strength. Mary narrowed her eyes on Armoria, wondering at
her more demure behavior that she was trying to hide.

“Get in the house,” he growled at her,
striding forward to help Mary out of the car as gently as he could.
His breath caught when his hand landed on her arm, the soft
prickles of fur shocking him even more. “Mary, what did you do?” he
groaned.

She just shrugged, not saying much about it.
He followed her into the house after closing and locking the
door.

“Sit your asses down and tell me what the
hell happened,” he demanded, going into cop mode. “I’m not against
arresting you, Armoria. Charges of assault are big for
me—especially when it’s my sister that we’re talking about.”

Mary had a feeling that he was lying when he
talked about arresting the woman. Whatever relationship they had,
and how ever they knew each other, they obviously felt something
for one another. She started to feel sick, head pounding worse than
it ever had.

“Ulrich,” she spoke up. “She wasn’t the one
who did this.” Mary rubbed her temples, ignoring her brother’s
worried looks. All she wanted to do was sleep…maybe she could take
a nap on the comfortable chair up in the game room.

“How is that?” he demanded. She brings you
here, all beat up, with fur covering your arms, half way through
the transformation.

She flushed, hating that his voice was so
loud in her ears. Armoria sat beside her, placing her hand on
Mary’s back. The pain in her headache dulled somewhat, and she cast
a glance at the woman, confused and not without horror.

“The killer…” Mary started, rubbing her
forehead, voice weak but growing stronger.

“The killer has been disposed of,” Amoria
said, breaking into Mary’s sentence. Her voice was low, pained, as
she sat next to Mary.

There was a tense silence, in which Ulrich
stood there, naked except for Sponge Bob boxers, eyes darkening
with what looked like murder.

At the exact same moment that Ulrich jumped
forward, Armoria flung herself to the side, eyes wide, vanishing
into thin air.

 



Chapter 36

 


“You hurt my Chosen,” Kevin accused, voice
pained.

Raffaele bowed his head, staying silent. He
knew that he had been in the wrong from the beginning, that he
should have kept his mouth shut as he knew he should have. The
betrayal that he knew was misplaced had overcome him, made him
furious.

Mary had lied to him—or that was what he had
thought. Baiting him, drawing him in, making him feel horrible as
tears streamed down her cheeks in the hospital parking lot. The
panic that had radiated from her fragile body had made him feel
pained, that he had been the one to cause it by not coming to her
sooner.

“And because of you, she is weak, taken!”
Kevin shouted, a black light hitting beside Raffaele. If he hadn’t
been trained on staying calm and knowing that at any point
something unexpected could happen, he would have jumped and
screamed like the pansy bitch he thought he was at that moment.

Kevin continued. “And what would you have
done, had you not known the truth?” he asked, voice booming. “Are
you even considering apologizing to her, after what you’ve learned
from Stuart and hers conversation? I doubt she would talk to you at
all,” he raged, a slam from above resounding throughout the
room.

“I doubt that you will have the chance to,
after this morning and the murderer!” Kevin spat, another black
light flashing beside him.

Raffaele paused, breath stopping. “What?”

“And you know that—“

“Kevin, shut the fuck up!” he snapped, trying
to figure out what the Creator had meant about the “murderer”.

The raging stopped. As did the flashing black
lights.

“Now, what about the--?” he started, but a
quick flash of bright red, almost like blood, shone beside him. Yet
it didn’t end, instead lasting for close to a minute.

He stared at it, pausing. Something was
off…

“Kevin!”

A woman’s high pitched screech echoed
throughout the room. Raffaele looked at her, digesting in her
appearance with slow horror.

“You…” Raff started, backing away.

“Kevin, you have--!” She cut off, looking at
Raffaele with widening eyes. “Oh, god—“

“The hell… you were in my dream… You
were…”

Her face held stark panic as she looked up as
if she could see Kevin. “Let me up!” she demanded, fear in her
voice. “Let me up, Kevin!”

Raffaele stared at her, not registering her
words, but picturing her clawing at his chest, replacing Mary…

“I can’t do that right now, Armoria,” Kevin
said, hard.

“Everyone is going to kill me,” she
whimpered, wringing her hands.

“You know that he cannot kill you while in my
court,” he replied, sounding as if he were talking to a child and
getting fed up.

“Armoria? The hell… What
are you?” Raffaele asked in
amazement, drawing in her scent. It smelled similar to when he had
had his dream… He would never forget that, he thought, staring at
her. The claws were gone, she had all of her skin, her hair was
cleaner…there wasn’t any blood.

Purposefully ignoring him, the blond shouted
in frustration. “Let me the fuck up, dammit!”

A voice broke in, one that Raffaele wasn’t
really acquainted with. “You know better than to talk like that to
my brothers, Armoria,” said a deep voice, deeper than Kevin or
Stuart’s voices had ever been.

She let out a breath. “Do you
not see that he is ready to kill me,
along with Mary’s brother? I got her home, killed the bastard, and
I can’t even seek comfort in my own home now!” Raffaele stared at
her in slight amazement.

“Home?” he repeated, dumbfounded.

Still, Raffaele was ignored.

“I still expect you to respect those of you
around you. I taught you better,” the same voice chided.

He heard Kevin’s familiar sigh. “Is my court
to be a party place now? I have never had so many people in here at
once than I have these past days.”

“Whatever,” Armoria growled, eyes flashing
once again. “I’m out. Glad to know that you guys don’t care that I
almost died!”

Then she was gone, blood red light pooling
around Raffaele as she left. Before, the black shocks of light had
left him unfazed. But seeing her, watching her…his jaw dropped.

“You need to apologize to my Mary!” Kevin
said, as if what had just happened hadn’t happened at all.
Raffaele’s jaw dropped even more.

The same deep voice that had spoken to
Armoria growled, “She isn’t yours.”

Raff’s eye twitched. “She isn’t any of
yours! Let me the hell out, Kevin. I’ve had enough of this. I
swear, you and your brothers are a whole ‘nother thing of
fuckin’ Days of our
Lives.”

“You will apologize?” Kevin asked, wary.

Raff nodded, irate. “As soon as you tell me
what the hell happened to her, and you wake me up.”

“The killer captured her,” Kevin said,
sounding displaced. “Armoria…I do believe she finally made her
move. Mary is safe at home, her brother is tending to her right
now. She is having some side effects, and she is being protected
from the human eye. Please remember that she has had a stressful
last couple of days,” he added with a hint of accusation, “and she
doesn’t need any more horse dung from you.”

“Crap,” he corrected absently, already
thinking of the meeting that he was going to have with her.

Did that mean that the threat of the killer
was gone now? “Yes, I believe so,” Kevin said, reading Raffaele’s
thoughts. Raffaele grimaced, feeling an ache suspiciously near his
heart.

The next thing Raffaele knew, he was gasping,
waking up as suddenly as he had been called to Kevin’s court. His
hotel room was clean, his clothes from the day before still on his
body, and the covers hadn’t even been pulled over himself.

He groaned, thinking that had been the worst,
most longest talk—or confrontation—in his life. Kevin rarely had a
chance to talk one-on-one with Raffaele. He was, after all,
Stuart’s. But When Stuart had taken Mary from the room, and some
sort of…mirror had appeared, he hadn’t cared.

All he knew was that he had hurt her, accused
her, and most likely damned them. No matter what, they would have
the bonding. There was nothing that could change that. Whether she
would be happy about it though, was a matter to be worried
about.

A Promise of Bond could almost never be
broken, especially between
leaders. Rare as it was, it would become a big deal within the
races. The two major families—or what was left of Raffaele’s and
himself—would not go unnoticed by anyone. When a bonding like thi
occurred, it was shocking, and sometimes a gamble on
lives.

Rules would be made, things would indeed
change—for the better or worse, he had no clue. And he couldn’t
bring himself to, even though those rules would affect everyone.
What he was focused on was winning Mary back, being in her good
graces.

The emotion, the utter devastation that he
had witnessed in her eyes, came back to haunt him—just as he
assumed they always would. To be accused of forcing a Promise of
Bond was painful, and long lasting in the mind of the accused. He
doubt that she would forget about his cruel words, and all Raffaele
could feel was extensive regret.

He had had no clue what had come over him,
and now that Mary had been threatened, he had a hard time believing
that the man who had tried to steal her from him was actually gone.
Just thinking about the murderer’s hands on his Mary’s delicate
skin caused him to feel murderous rage.

Getting up, he took a quick shower and
ignored the ache in his bones and heart.

By the time he was in the car, had had called
Hannah and let her know that she would need to prepare for one of
the company jets to be available when he called him. Even though he
knew for  fact that Mary would put up a fight at the prospect
of leaving her people and her family, he was taking her to safety
and was most definitely going to make their bonding a true one.

He was not going to live the rest of his life
with a woman that didn’t love him, when he was beginning to realize
that he couldn’t live without her.


Chapter 37

 


“You need what?”

Raffaele sighed. “I need the address already,
Romero. You’ve asked that exact question several times
already.”

A pause. “Sorry, not every day I have guys
lining up to talk to Ulrich about his baby sister—the last guy who
did that was in ICU for weeks.”

Raff’s lips quirked, but he didn’t comment on
it. “Just give me the address. I promise I won’t end up with
punctured lungs.”

“It’s not your lungs that’ll be broken,” came
the muttered response. But he gave the address to Raff anyways and
after a couple more words, they hung up and he was on his way to
Ulrich’s place, which was a couple miles away from where Mary
lived.

He turned off the car, staring up at the
house, feeling his heart pound. He hadn’t felt like this since high
school—actually, not even then. It felt like he was back in the
cellar, waiting for the dark-clothed men to come in. Wiping his
hands on his jeans, trying to still his nervousness, he climbed out
of the car and walked up to the door with a steady gait.

Before knocking, there was a strong curse and
a couple of other raised voices. One of them he knew to be
Ulrich’s, and the other sounded like Mary’s. Was she really okay?
Swallowing, he knocked on the door, closing his eyes briefly.

“Who is it?” Ulrich roared, obviously in the
middle of yelling something else.

Raffaele stayed silent, waiting till the door
was jerked open. When the smaller woman saw who was standing there,
it was almost closed in his face. He frowned, putting his foot in
the doorway and walking inside.

Mary, of course, said nothing.

“You’re so stupid sometimes, Mary!” her
brother raged, stomping into the room. “See? That could have been Armoria, about to slit
your throat open!”

Raffaele stared at him, deadpan. So they knew
the woman, too.

“What are you doing here?” Ulrich asked
suddenly, as if just realizing that Raff was there.

“Talk to you,” he said shortly, knowing that
Mary would run if he mentioned talking to her.

“About?” Ulrich crossed his arms over his
bare chest, tapping his foot.

“Things…” Raffaele’s voice trailed off as he
took in Ulrich’s appearance.

Mary’s brother rolled his eyes, huffing. He
dropped his arms, picking at his Spongbob pants. “I’m going to go
and change. I’ll leave you two love-birds alone for a bit,” he
sneered mockingly before leaving them to change.

Raffaele shifted his feet as the deafening
silence took place. Mary was staring ahead, eyes focused yet not,
her body tense as a tightly strung bow.  When he got farther
into the room, his eyes picked up on several things at once.

Her skin, or what he could see of it, had
small, light patches of white striped fur. Welts were swelling on
her arms, the blackness startling and angering him. Her eyes, as
much as she tried to hide it, held pain. A pain so profound, it
looked like pure agony as he stared at her.

He wondered if it was because of him, or
because of her body.

Raffaele assumed both.

The remembered feel of her in his arms made
his hands fist at his sides, fighting the urge to pull her into him
as he had before. But that most likely wouldn’t happen any time
soon, not with the way that he had hurt her.

He hadn’t understood, had chosen to ignore
Kevin, when he had mentioned side effects. He had assumed it was
because of Raffaele, and that because the woman Armoria had said
the murderer was dead, killed, no harm had come to Mary.

Raffaele took a mental breather, and sat next
to Mary, who had moved to the couch. If possible, she tensed even
more.

“How are you feeling?” he tried, feeling like
he was walking on thin ice. Or, by the look in her eyes, on fiery
coals. At first, he didn’t think she was going to reply to him.

Then, “I’m fine.” Her voice was rough,
sounding cracked and dry.

Misery ran through him.

If he was going to go in, he might as well
dive as deep as he could. “When would you like to hold the
ceremony?” Even though he asked the question, he struggled to get
the words out.

Her face beat red, then paled. “Whenever you
wish,” she replied quietly, looking down at her hands. Hands that
were covered with silken stripped fur, claws curving
delicately.

Raff wanted to ask what had
happened—no, he needed to know
what happened. But, if he asked, he feared he would go on a killing
rage. Just staring at her, he felt emotions build up inside of
himself that he had never experienced before.

He controlled his burning rage—just barely.
Clenching his hands at his sides, he glanced down at her hands
again and felt a tenderness for her that he hadn’t ever felt
before. She was so fragile, so…broken looking.

Raff was just about to ask her what happened
when her brother came down stairs, dressed in some sweat pants and
a sweat shirt, looking like a boxer with flaming eyes and clenched
fists.

“Romero called in. A report was called in.
Dead body, knifing victim,” he said, looking at Mary. “I think we
found his house, ladies and gentlemen.”

Raffaele had also looked over at Mary,
but only to see a paling in her cheeks that made him think she was
going to faint. “So he’s really…dead? Like dead dead?” she asked, hands twisting in her
lap.

Ulrich nodded, sending a look Raff’s way.
“Romero wants us down there as soon as possible, and I can only
agree. Armoria may be involved in this—actually, I know for a fact
she is. Mary, I don’t want you to say a word about the woman at
all.”

Her brows twisted. “Why?”

“Something tells me that she isn’t supposed
to be alive.”


Chapter 38

 


Mary rode with her brother to the site, had
resisted any thought or offer of being in the same car as the man
that had made a fool of her. The trees zoomed by as her brother
turned the lights that were on top of the police car on, and
Raffaele followed behind them at the same pace.

She stared out of the window, a
deadened look on her face, feeling as if this weren’t...real. It
was too easy, she thought, picking at her seat belt and watching a
small old couple jump out of the way for her brother’s car, as they
had been walking on the cross walk. Something just felt...wrong.
Like it wasn’t done, that he
wasn’t done.

What were the chances that the person who was
reminding her of the woman from her dream, who fit the exact
description that Jared had given her of the lady that had caused
him to get hit, would show up, claiming that she had killed the
killer and had “rescued” Mary?

None.

“On our way,” her brothers distracted voice
said into the police scanner that she hadn’t heard talking.

“Hurry up, the coroner is waiting on you and
getting antsy,” Romero’s static voice said into the car.

“Tell him to just start, I’ll be there
shortly.” He snapped his phone closed, finishing the drive in tense
silence.

Mary looked down at her hands, thinking that
she would have to stay in the car if the fur didn’t disappear soon.
Already, it was receding into her skin, the white fur barely
showing unless a trained eye looked close enough. The bruising,
however, would take close to two days to disappear, and already the
ache of the healing was affecting her.

When they pulled up to a somewhat familiar
house, chills covered her. White, plane, the window sill peeling,
the door barely closing all the way, it was eerie in itself,
causing even Ulrich to swallow. He gave her a look that plainly
said “stay” and opened the door, Raffaele pulling in behind their
car in the long driveway that didn’t suit the house at all.

The weather was much like the situation. Dark
clouds rumbled in the distance, small distractions that made the
day worse for her. The trees were swaying with the strong wind, and
it even rocked the car slightly. Rolling down the window, she
looked up at the sky and grimaced.

It hadn’t been so bad when Armoria had awoken
her. The sun had been so bright it had almost blinded her, and now
it was so dark and eerie that she could barely stand to sit
still.

The closing of a car door alerted her, and
she watched as her Raffaele walked passed her, his dark scent
clouding her senses. Her heart clenched, thinking of how distant he
had been when he had asked about the date for the ceremony. Had he
really meant to be so cold, or was it just her own actions that had
caused it? She wondered, hating that this was what had happened to
a relationship that could have been amazing.

As people gathered out side of the house,
items being brought through the door, and a body bag appearing, she
realized that she couldn’t stand by. Already it felt as if this
wasn’t happening, and even though she knew that watching them
wouldn’t alleviate her paranoia, she still had the urge to
watch.

Opening the glove compartment, she checked
for gloves, something to cover her hands. When they had left,
Ulrich had brought down a baggy shirt for her to wear. While she
was thin, it didn’t do anything to hide her arms, or the condition
she was in.

There wasn’t any gloves. Mary twisted around
in the car, unbuckling the seatbelt. What she saw made her bite her
lip. It was okay that her brother was at the seen, out of uniform.
He had perks, and as long as his badge and gun were on him, he was
still on duty. But there, on the back seat, sat his police jacket.
The specially designed leather gleamed needfully, as if calling for
her to wear it.

Reaching back, she ignored what her brother
would do and slipped it on,  ignoring that she had no shoes on
and hoping that her pajama pants would be long enough to cover the
fact that her feat were bare. Zipping up the jacket, she climbed
out of the car and closed the door softly, the murmurs and sounds
around her sounding fake, unreal, as if she were in a dream.

The first pair of eyes to land on her was, of
course, Raffaele’s. The blue orbs met hers, shocked and then
protective, as if he didn’t want her to be out of the car. Mary
ignored the small feeling of pleasure that brought her, remembering
his harsh words and the betrayal he had dealt her.

“You should be in the car—and where are your
shoes?” he demanded, looking pointedly at her feet.

Not letting his light accent that he got when
he was angry affect her, she shrugged and had to force herself not
to reply. Turning, she looked around for her brother, guessing that
he was in the house. Eyes trained on the doorway, she started to
walk pass all of the bodies gathering around the house, but a grip
on her arm stopped her.

She yanked her arm away from Raffaele’s
burning touch, hissing at him. Any other person would have run the
other way, but he didn’t. Instead, he stood there, holding onto her
elbow, looking down at her with an inscribable look.

“Get in the car,” he told her. The only
emotion that showed came from his eyes—and not even the distance
that she was placing between them was enough to hide the hurt that
she felt at the coldness in his eyes.

“I’m a part of this too,” she said quietly,
tongue in check.

His eyes narrowed.

“Let go of me. There are police officers
here, all of whom care about a woman’s health. I don’t think they
would take too kindly to harassment being made to the leader,” she
said, the threat veiled.

His eyes hardened, mouth tightening. “I
wonder why you are so close, to so
many men.”

At that moment, the very last word, Mary lost
the last of her gusto. Staring up at him, she felt her eyes well up
and turned sharply into the house. Holding in the tears as best she
could, she searched for her brother through blurry eyes, pushing
people aside when she stumbled into them.

“Mary?” Romero.

A hand latched onto her arm, once again. “Why
are you crying? Ulrich!” he shouted, watching her as her shoulders
curled.

“How old was the vic?” she asked, voice
cracking, trying to fight the urge to sob.

“Around forty, blood samples are getting
taken…” he supplied hesitantly, wary that she might cry again. Not
that she blamed him, she thought, wiping her wet cheeks on her
brother’s jacket.

“What the hell!” an outraged voice said, the
voice of her brother. Looking down at her brother’s now
snot-covered jacket, she smiled a little, knowing why he was so
angry.

“This was custom made, Mary! You shouldn’t even be
wearing this!”

She started to blush, meeting the eyes of her
furious brother. “I…”

“What happened to your eyes?” he asked
suspiciously, eyes narrowing. “It was the stress again, wasn’t it?”
Ulrich nodded to himself. “Well, the killer has been found, so you
don’t need to worry anymore.”

Beside him, Romero grunted, hand landing on
the holster of his gun.

Mary shoved Raffaele out of her mind, her
last thought being that maybe she could find a way to break the
bonding.

“Take me to him,” she demanded, wrapping her
arms tight around herself, forgetting about her brothers anger at
her wearing his “custom made” jacket.

The men shared looks before leading her
through the house, up the stairs of a dark, paint-peeling hallway,
and to the entrance of a bed room, candles still lit, and the bed
covers pulled back neatly. She stared around, then down at the body
of a balding man that was lying just on the inside of the door.

Her stomach heaved, the smell of blood
clogging her nose. Hand flying to her mouth at the site of the dead
man, she turned into the comforting chest of her brother, eyes once
again had tears stinging her eyes. Not because of the lost life—the
man deserved to die after killing all of the women—but because
seeing the body, smelling his life’s blood, meant that finally,
people would stop dying.

Strong arms wrapped around her. “It’s done,
finally?” she asked, voice cracking.

“After we get him processed, autopsied, and
the trial goes through…I think so,” Ulrich said, hand running
through her hair as he had used to when she was a child, crying in
pain from a hurt knee after she fell off a bike.

“What about the murderer?” she asked, keeping
Armoria out of it. Ulrich always knew best, as much as he might be
immature about things.

“I’ll take care of it,” he murmured, arms
tightening.

“You like her?” she asked, pulling back,
ignoring the urge to kick the dead bitch in the head.

Ulrich’s cheeks flushed darkly, arms dropping
from around her. “Why would I? I’ve known her for all of a month. I
could care less, I just don’t want an innocent woman prosecuted,”
he said, defensively.

Mary frowned. “You heard her say it, though.
She’s obviously ki—“ A hand was slapped over her mouth.

She started to grin.

“Take traces from around the room. He’s still
holding an erection, and either it’s fear or from
sexual…excitement. By the look on his face, I’m guessing the
latter. He looks shocked, but barely there,” Romero said from the
doorway, instructing the crime analysis, who was dark-haired,
Acutos, and holding a small case.

He nodded, shooing them out of the room. Mary
was the first to get out, shoved into the chest of the man who was,
right now, her worst enemy.

Big hands wrapped around her arms, holding in
her place. “Go, little children,” Romero said from behind them,
almost mockingly.

She looked up, trying to pull herself back.
Raffaele was staring down at her with a cold expression, and
suddenly, he started to pull her through the house.

“Hey!” she squeaked when her foot landed on
something sharp, probably a nail.

Raff continued to drag her through the house,
until they were outside.

She yanked, trying to pull her arm back. “Let
me go, you jackass!” she exclaimed, wincing when her foot hit the
ground. The cut’s probably opening up worse, she thought, chest
tightening.

Bam.

An explosion rattled the earth under her
feet.

She screamed.


Chapter 39

 


“Fuck!” he cursed, using his body to take the
brunt of the fall when Mary and him landed on the ground, black
embers flying into the drive way as the house was set aflame
with…black fire.

Staring at the fire, he felt his eyes widen,
even through the pain and the panicking woman on his chest. The
tendrils of smoke were like that of any other, but the smell of
charred skin alerted him that something more dangerous was at
hand.

Pushing Mary off of him gently, he jumped up
and ran, fighting the urge to keep her safe, to take her away from
here. The earth beneath his feet was still rumbling, seeming to
shift and change, maybe wishing to suck them in and eat them.
Grabbing the door knob and wrenching the burning steel of the door
open, what he saw inside the house made his blood chill.

Everyone was on the floor, struggling to
stand. Ulrich was at the bottom of the stairs, arm bent at an
awkward and painful position, and Romero wasn’t too far from him.
The police men, once on their feet, forgot about their job and ran
for the door, pissing and screaming like pansies. He watched them
run, barely registering anything, and then turned to Ulrich.

Grabbing his good arm and helping him up, he
asked, “Are you okay?” Right as the question slipped through his
vocals, a burnt chunk of wood flew down—right in front of Raffaele
and almost on top of his future brother-in-law.

“Romero!” Ulrich shouted, not answering
Raff’s question. Pushing himself away from the helping man, he
stumbled his way over to his friend.

The wood that had almost killed Ulrich had
landed on Romero.

A roar resounded through the house, a sound
that made the very hair on his arm stand up straight, the utter
pain and rage causing him to flinch. He turned away from the site
of Ulrich bending over Romero’s still body, the site of losing
someone that had been with you their whole life.

Everyone had exited the house by then, except
for the bloody, crushed body of the ex-police man, Ulrich, and
himself. As much as he wanted to let Ulrich grieve, to get it out,
they were surrounded in danger and one of them had already died in
the horror house. He wasn’t about to let his future wife’s brother
die.

Grabbing Ulrich up by his shoulders, he
ignored the tears streaming down the man’s face and attempted to
drag him out. Plaster, sheet rock, and anything else that you could
have thought of, fell from the roof of the house, the whole place
shaking. Embers danced around them, horrid, ashy smoke clogging any
attempt at breathing.

He would have got on his knees to crawl,
would have gotten them to safety, but before that could happen, a
screech from above brought his head open. “The hell…” he started,
coughing into his sleeve. He looked to see Ulrich with the hem of
his shirt pressed to his nose, cheeks covered with soot and
ash.

“I’ll kill her!” a gurtle voice rang
throughout the house, sounding as if the person who was speaking
had had his throat dragged over gravel.

Raffaele froze, as did Ulrich.

He would have turned around fully, would have
looked upon the face of a man that should have been dead. The scent
of the bastard was similar to that of the man that had been
upstairs, dead and unmoving. Now, though, it was tainted with blood
and dirt, as if it had risen from the earth.

Fire ran along the walls, even more so than
it had before. He Panicked, thinking of Mary and if she were in
danger. He was almost brought to his knees in pain at the very
thought, and Ulrich must have been having the same thought. He was
looking at the door, not as an escape, but with a warning that
proposed he was willing Mary to stay back.

“Tell me where she
is,” the voice screamed, or maybe groaned. Raffaele
was drawn to turn around, to look upon the monster that had risen
from the dead. His hands started to shake with the effort not to
pass out from all the smoke he had inhaled.

It was so clogged up in the room, that all he
could see was smoke, clouds and balls of it, everywhere. But the
figure that lit the space inside the fog…He blinked trying to see
clearly, praying that he wasn’t.

All of Raffaele’s training, all of his
past experience in staying calm, almost fled him as he thought
about Mary. She most definitely
hadn’t left the house—her brother was in here. He wouldn’t
have left either. What he was scared of, though, was that she would
try to come in.

Horror ran through him as he pictured her,
running into the house, finding them and this…devil. That’s what
came to mind when he looked at the firy, blurry creature. The
flames of blackness were there, as it had been on the outside of
the house, and he could only watch in acute horror as the thing
walked—more like slid—towards them.

Ulrich grabbed his shoulder, pushing him to
the door. “Go!” he shouted, turning around, holding his arm—as if
he planned to face the demon on his own.

“I’m not—“

The sound of the door splitting made both of
their heads turn. What came through the door, he could barely make
out. A feline screech rang through the room, and in seconds, the
smoking black figure was thrown back, to the ground.

A top the thing was a white feline,
splattered with black spots, eyes a glowing red. It looked like an
albino animal, but Raffaele knew it to be what it was.

Mary.

In Archaeos form.

On the devil.

Raffaele stared as red liquid dripped from
her pointed tips, the cat-like eyes blazing with pure fire as the
–supposed-to-be-dead bastard struggled under her. When the black
hand came up, blue fire sprang forth under the blackness.

His breath stopped.

His heart stopped.

And then started pounding with a force so
strong, it amazed him that he held back the shift to feline in the
time that he had. He was across the room in seconds, shoving his
bonded woman to the side, and tearing into the creature.

Unearthly sounds came from the
man—abomination—that had murdered countless woman, had tormented
his woman, and had almost touched her with the cursed flames that
made Raffaele’s fur covered.

Raffaele dug his claws into the creature's
chest, tried to get to its heart as his instincts screamed at him
to. The feel of skin and bone was a sensation short lived, when the
bitch brought his legs up and kicked. In the same clothing as he
had been when Raffaele had seen him, he was exactly as a human
was—except for being covered in flames and a gaping slash at his
throat.

He growled, launching himself at it, losing
his ability to tell what was real, what wasn’t, and what he
shouldn’t hurt. The fury was running high inside of his blood,
clouding his brain and eyes, making him see only the object that he
was meant to kill.

The object that had touched tried to touch
his bonded woman.

Had tried to hurt her.

Claws dug into his shoulders, claws
exactly like Raffaele’s. He gripped the things neck, tried to tear
his artery out. He wanted to smell his blood, feel it in his mouth
with the knowledge that he had been the one
to kill it.

He was pulled off sharply as the creature
under him kicked him off, but clawed hands reached for his face, a
murderous growl entering his conscious right before he felt the
pain of a slash at his face. Raff shoved his claws deep into the
smoking leg, making to inflict pain, to maim.

White flashed in front of him, before he had
a chance to react. A feline scream echoed, the sound of flesh
tearing from the bone telling him that Mary had taken over the
spot, more feral than anything Raffaele had ever seen in his
life.

A paw of a hand grabbed onto his flank,
yanking him back. "Don't interfere," came a rough, gravelly voice.
He looked to see Jackson, almost as tall as the ceiling, high
enough that his head brushed the top. Raffaele growled, realizing
that the bear was telling him to leave his bonded mate to the hands
of pure evil.

"I'm serious, Raffaele. Do not touch her,"
Jackson warned, slowly finishing the transformation into his animal
form. By the time he was done, Jackson was in full form, his
grizzly shoulders hunching, brown eyes trained on Mary as if
waiting for his chance to enter the fight.

Mary screeched, and Raffaele turned in enough
time to see her body fly into the wall, crashing through the brown
boards that had peeling-paint from all of the fire. Raffaele
snarled, a black claw slicing through the ground as he tried to
stay back, as Jackson had instructed.

The only reason he did so was because Jackson
looked like he knew what he was doing—and although Raffaele was
skeptical, he also knew he couldn't interfere with Mary being so
close to feral rage it was almost terrifying. Actually—it was
terrifying.

Her eyes were a deep red, blood was dripping
from her mouth, and parts of the creature were covering her in the
most gruesome site he had ever seen. For a moment, he feared that
she wouldn't get up, heart almost stopping as he stared at the
blood on her and wondering who's it was.

But, the more he looked, the more tense
Jackson became, and the more she started to glow. He looked at
Jackson, wishing that he could demand an answer as to what was
happening to her. A low growl filled the air—and it wasn't his.

Slowly, oh so slowly, she rose to her feet,
her haunches tense and her body looking tightly enough strung to
spring across the room in a second flat. Ulrich, who had gone to
try and get Romero out of the debris that had crushed him, was
watching his sister with a knowing look in his eye.

He barely held himself back, knowing that
something was completely right with her, or something horribly
wrong with her. Her graceful, white and spotted black body swayed,
yet the glow, the illuminating light that came from her, grew
deeper yet.

The whole room was silent. No one was
breathing, no one was moving, and no one was looking away from her.
The metal stench of blood seeped into them slowly, aware that death
had happened, and by the look of Mary--more was to come.

One second.

That was all it took.

Raffaele stopped breathing.

Mary lunged forward, the movement so furious,
so quick and sleek, it was as if watching a blur cross the room. At
that moment, Jackson threw something. The creature screamed, fell
back a step, clutched his chest.

The feline ripped into him with the darkest
passion, with the most cold blooded intent he had ever seen.

No longer bloody, but ashy, spewing black,
oil-looking smoke that appeared to be liquid even as it bled into
the room with a sickening stench.

The demon disappeared.

The silence was deafening.

And Mary...collapsed.


Epilogue

 


Life.

The very word was fragile, as if using it,
risking it, would break the word into small pieces, forever lost to
the one who had dared to push so far. But then, it held strength.
For those who believed in the force that kept the world full,
prosperous, giving life to new beings.

Precarious, dangerous, undecided. Mere words
that described life, while the actions that had ensued portrayed
them.

Death.

It was The End.

The final destination met by either
accomplishment, or failure. Who’s to decide whether you should be
worthy of torturous death, or sweet solace of the afterlife? What
had happened, if you had been sentenced to the black depths of
eternity, forever lost?

Was it by your doing?

The blade that you pulled, what had it caused
you to do?

Judge, jury, executioner, was it someone
other’s demise that you administered...or your own?


 


Sequel coming soon.

The End
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