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TORN TO PIECES
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   Emesh stood, her arms resting protectively over her large belly. Standing in the middle of a clearing, she rubbed her stomach, hoping the beauty inside that was to be born soon would not hate her; never curse her though she would deserve it.
 
   The wind blew, moving wisps of dark hair across delicate pale skin.  Emesh reached behind her ear, tugging loose strands away from her face.  A final glance over the land revealed lush grass and fields as far as the eye could see.  Her goddess powers reached out on the seawater smell of the lake several miles away. The other gods promised her the land would be fertile.  Her babies would need the fertile land to thrive as she had planned.  They said the wolves could not occupy heaven just yet ... they needed to mature first.
 
   When Emesh first heard her babies would be born on earth amongst the humans, her heart trembled in fear.  But the Boldog Asszony, the fertility goddess reassured her things would be all right.
 
   The fertility goddess even helped Emesh find a suitable home for the wolves.  They had chosen this land because of its breathtaking beauty and diverse landscape.  The flatlands would give her children enough room to roam freely.  The lake in the central area of what would be known as Hungary would supply nourishment and prosperity.  The people who would inhabit this land would be noble but struggle until they reached their purpose ... to prove their worthiness and status as beings capable of living amongst the others in Paradise.
 
   Even through their struggles, her babies would show the other deities that survival was the only option if they were to be considered just rulers.
 
   Her children, born of wolf and goddess would push forward ideals set in stone by Fate itself, the idea that wolves were the chosen inhabitants of this earth and even though they'd fall from the graces of the gods and be cursed to roam Earth, struggling to survive with man.  Once they learned of the prophecy, they would be given the tools to master their fate and return to Heaven.
 
   The idea of her future grandchildren having to bear the heavy responsibility of finding their salvation without her help pained her, made her heart ache.  The fact remained that the wolves were not trusted amongst the gods and goddesses in Heaven.  They were being forced to prove themselves in the mortal realms, to prove they had strength and character.  They had to prove to the other Deities they were trustworthy.  If they could do that amongst man, with all his foolishness, then they would be welcome back in Heaven.
 
   Emesh stood still in the circle, eyes closed, listening.
 
   Waiting.
 
   A gentle breeze blew, whispering words that caught her attention.
 
   It's time.
 
   Emesh opened her eyes, focused on a single point on the ground and blinked.  A bright red and orange flame appeared, several feet high.
 
   Boldog Asszony's face appeared in the flames, hair spread wide and flowing like the rivers, eyes bright yellow as the sun.  Her lips were blood red, skin the color of the moon, a ghostly white tinged with pale blue.  "I would not damn my own."
 
   Emesh read her creator's lips and nodded.  Feelings of love for her babies, anger and hatred for the others who would force her new children out of heaven, welled up inside her, bringing tears to her eyes.  Still, she would not shed them as she birthed her babies.
 
   The image vanished, leaving behind a smaller flame.
 
   It was now or never.
 
   Emesh trusted this was the right thing, as she sank down to the ground, felt the energy ball containing the lives of her first pack extricate itself from her body.  Gritting her teeth, she clenched her fists and kicked at dust, feeling the pain of birthing magickal creatures deep throughout her body in a pain so hot it burned throughout her thighs and upward.  Closing her eyes, she threw her head back, wishing for her mate but he had died.  "Damn you all, these are my babies!"
 
   Hot tears slid down her cheeks as she opened her eyes and saw the white-hot ball hovering between her knees.  Exhaling sharply, she sank her hands into the soft ground and sighed.
 
   For a moment, a giant weight lifted from her shoulders.
 
   She looked into the sky, then back at the ball of life, glowing with energy.  The essence of lupine, thick with the odor of dirt and fur, she realized she'd only swapped one burden for a much heavier one.
 
   The fact was, she'd birthed the wolves in order to save humankind from its own destructive tendencies, providing them with the salvation of entrance to Heaven, a beautiful place with peaceful days and clear skies.  The wolves were tranquil, calm yet fierce and brave.  Just as man was supposed to be.
 
   It seemed the wolves shared the same burden the Christians would place upon their savior when they crucified him.
 
   Warm tears continued to slide down Emesh's face as a cool rain began to fall.  How she wished her mate was alive to be here with her for this miracle.
 
   The ball of light and life hovered before her, glowing.  Within seconds, it exploded, sending little bursts of each life in different directions, flying faster and faster from her without even so much as a goodbye, or a thank you.
 
   One glittery light floated before Emesh.
 
   Reaching out, she captured the sparkle of life, felt the warmth and decided then her babies needed a guardian here on Earth who would help guide them toward the prophecy.
 
   Lucky to be blessed with powers beyond the norm, Emesh decided to give birth to a human with wolves' blood.  Someone she could communicate with and trust.  It would take time to find the right mortal to mate with, but she had all the time in the world for her wolves.
 
   * * * *
 
   Gray strands of hair brushed against her face as the low hum of life buzzed around her.  Walking slowly into the open, she spread her arms out, remembering how her great godmother, Emesh, had given birth to something she found so incredibly beautiful in a spot similar to this so many years ago.  The fertile soil of the land contained nutrients to nourish, to cleanse as did the air and surrounding vegetation.
 
   "This clearing has power," Emese muttered to nobody in particular, aware of the fact she'd been followed.
 
   She knew which pup had followed too. He would grow to be a strong, pack Alpha.  But the madness of the Flower Maiden, the curse cast down upon certain wolves by a few other jealous gods, would catch up to him sooner or later and he would have to be dealt with.  The curse would drive him insane and make him turn his back on his kind.
 
   Pulling back her hair from her face, she realized he might as well at least be given a chance before she wrote off the entire pack.  The humans were starting wars in various parts of the world, sometimes dragging the wolves into their dirty habits.  She had to wonder, shrugging her shoulders at the thought of what she had done so many years ago in creating something so beautiful and blessed as the wolves, knowing someone would interfere with her affairs.
 
   Hopefully the guardian she created recently would be able to stop the Flower Maiden.
 
   "I know you're here Kiba.  Come out."
 
   Leaves and tall grass rustled, but nothing happened.  It took her a second to find him, but she let him be.  "Fine.  Have it your way.  Listen to the spirits.  Let them tell you of this world and its history."
 
   Emese closed her eyes and knelt, more strands of gray hair falling into her face, hiding her eyes.
 
   A gentle wind blew, swirling loose leaves and debris, lifting Emese's body from the ground.  She opened her eyes and started to speak.  The words were familiar, but the voice was not her own.
 
   "The lands that used to be the Austro-Hungarian Empire were once filled with a definite, bright spark of life.  Fields of brightly colored flowers and vineyards as far as the eye could see dotted the land.  Lush forests around Lake Balaton breathed life into the region and brought prosperity.
 
   Then there were the inhabitants.  Wolves.
 
   The chosen beings of The Goddess, often talked about by the Fertility Goddess or Boldog Asszony.  She was the mother of all fertility, harvests, of mates and all things created amongst the wolves who inhabited the lands.
 
   Then the humans came and brought Christianity with them, converting some of the wolves to Catholicism."
 
   Emese wanted to stop the story here, but the voice, the power that had control of her body refused.
 
   "There was peace between the humans and the wolves for hundreds of years, but as humans populated the region and conquered individual lands, the Austro-Hungarian Empire became two separate entities within the two cultures.
 
   The earth had been burned just to make light that man could see.  Some humans were never content with what they had been given in this life, so wars had been started that forced the entire world to pay the price for their greed and pride.  Bombs dropped, bullets and smoke filled the lands, making the wolves in those areas sick and killing others."
 
   Emese sensed the spirits discontent at man's desire to conquer and claim what was not his. "So many humans died during the many wars. Scarcity of food became such a problem that the wolves were forced into hiding to avoid being hunted to remove the competition for what food remained."
 
   Even as the words flowed from her mouth, Emese knew the silver furred pup would take in all the information, would see her tears slide down her face.
 
   "While the humans and wolves divided so did the wolves. Their magic began to disappear, their lands were taken from them. Wolves began migrating and learning how to appear human, using the archaic magic bestowed upon them by their beloved Boldog Asszony.  What part of their magic disappeared?
 
   None seem to understand the delicate society created by the wolves in response to the gifts they were given, the paradise they had been blessed with and lost.  Many packs had been broken up and scattered throughout Europe and America.  The Opeth pack, the pack truly blessed by Her gift had managed to remain on their original lands, but contained only a handful of members."
 
   Tears stung the backs of Emese's eyes. With a curse, Emese broke free of the spirit inhabiting her body and dropped to the ground.  Landing on her hands and knees, she struggled not to fall forward.  Her flesh was weakened from being used by the spirits.
 
   The awesomeness of power that filled her pressed against every cell, bone and muscle of her being until it threatened to tear her apart from the inside out.
 
   Kiba stood silent like a good pup a distance away.  The wolves learned long ago that it was bad to mess with the pack witch after events like that when no power could be offered to replace what she had lost.  She was certain he hadn't yet learned to use his powers to heal.  He was not a healer, only a temporary Alpha until one was born strong enough to lead the pack and not be affected by the Flower Maiden's disease.
 
   She cried for them that night.  Wolves howled a lonely song in the distance, raising the hair on the back of her neck.  The song wasn't eerie so much as it was sad.
 
   Hopefully the two born to her recently would survive with the help of the pack.  She named her first daughter Éva and her second daughter, Selene.  Both were born of a witch who bore wolf's blood and would have special powers of their own.  Emese hoped her daughters could protect the Opeth pack from all the suffering it would endure over the coming years.
 
   * * * *
 
   Five years later
 
    
 
   "Paradise is bullshit," Kiba muttered on the way back from a successful hunt.  He had yet to forget that awful night when he saw Emese last.  It pained him still to see her floating in mid air, speaking as though she were merely a tool for the spirits that watched over the wolves.
 
   After the last of his hunting mates had brought food into the village, he waited.  He watched doors close and knew wolves were preparing for a feast to celebrate a successful hunt and harvest. They did well tonight, thank the Goddess.
 
   Wiping strands of hair from his sweaty brow, he recalled the scents earlier, blood, moose and deer.  Heavy game tonight, the pack had scored a large hit and would eat for a few days.
 
   But still, he was so very tired.  Walking down the dirty path with a slump in his shoulders, he realized he was barely thirty-five. The prophecy said that someday wolves would not have to fight, not have to struggle.  Heaven would open up and take them back to their original home, and those who chose to stay would inherit the earth.
 
   Either way, it was a paradise free of war, free of disease, free of pain.
 
   And it was bullshit. The very idea that wolves were a race chosen to be free from suffering only to be rewarded after hundreds of years of pain was just insane.  The fact was, for him it had only caused sleepless nights, and faster aging.  He already saw the wrinkles forming in his skin, felt his hair as a human growing brittle and gray.  Hell, his power had even somehow managed to weaken in comparison to his brother Les.
 
   Of course Les was an anomaly all himself and had been since birth.  Les acted with calculated behavior that didn't seem typical of a wolf.
 
   Their Elders were slowly dying or being killed off by rogue hunters.  Their witch, Emese had left for her own reasons, leaving the pack open to attack from foreign wolves.  Since the witch was the backbone of the pack, they received more trouble.  Emese had turned her back on the pack, setting off a trend amongst the males, who were fearful of the unknown.  Without proper explanation of the prophecy by the witch, Elders, or anyone, the males were scared.
 
   Kiba couldn't possibly have known how angry their witch was for leaving.  She'd disappeared in the middle of the night without so much as a word to anyone.  Hell, their new witch, Selene was pretty close to leaving them as well.  Being a human amongst wolves was not difficult per se, but it wasn't as easy as living with other humans.  That's what Selene had told him.
 
   Selene had argued with him about Emese.  She had to.  Emese was her mother!  Selene argued that she had to have kept tabs on the wolves through their blood bond.  She'd tried to reason with Kiba that her mother would never truly abandon the pack but the increasing tension amongst the pack had finally forced her away.
 
   Kiba refused to believe it.  Finally, his stubbornness caused Selene to leave.  She refused to listen to someone so bent on the pack's ultimate destruction.  Kiba's determination for the pack to survive had transformed his behavior into that of an egomaniacal prick.  He'd made sacrifices of some of the human kills to gods that didn't exist in their pantheon and even bargained with some of the hunters that Selene had warned him about.
 
   The way he cavorted around with some of the younger wolves frightened her and she'd told him so.
 
   Snuffing off her ideas, Kiba thought she was a bitch for not wanting him.  Still, he secretly hoped she was every bit a survivor as she'd made Emese out to be.  Hungarians, the Magyar, had to be.
 
   He didn't know if his pack had the same spirit of the Magyar or not.
 
   It frightened him.
 
   He let out a heavy, long breath and began walking up the trail leading into the village.  It was time to eat.  His stomach was rumbling and a breeze had begun to pick up.  Snow would fall soon in this part of the land and the wolves would need all their strength in order to survive what he feared was a harsh winter coming.  The wind talked and even in his perceived insanity, he still listened.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   A loud thumping noise woke Marco.
 
   Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, he looked around.  "What happened?"  He sniffed the air and smelled blood amongst other things in the forest.  Being that they weren't far from Budapest, the stench of motor oil from the motorcyclist's biker camp also filled the air.
 
   Uh oh.  This can't be good.
 
   Something was terribly wrong. Someone had died near where he was lying.
 
   Who?
 
   More importantly, how?
 
   He sniffed the air again, his wolf senses picking up everything from the smell of the flowers and trees to the natural smell of the earth.  But one combination of scents overpowered the rest.
 
   Blood and gunpowder.
 
   Using magic to appear human, Marco gripped the tree beside him for balance.  Why was he still alive?
 
   A wind blew past him, ruffling his dark hair and he shivered.
 
   The elders were going to be pissed at him.
 
   Again.
 
   He groaned when he noticed the ruins of another wolf not far from where he stood.  The body was stiff and surrounded by insects.  Marco felt a wisp of dark energy brush his skin, sending chills racing up his back.  Drops of blood dotted the fallen leaves for a few feet before it all stopped in a pool by a large tree. Gunshot holes marked the trunk of a few trees nearby.
 
   Marco listened as the wind blew, telling a tale of whom and what were near him.
 
   So far, nothing.  No person, animal or otherwise.  Just him and a dead wolf.
 
   Great.
 
   Marco swallowed hard.  He didn't want to know who the dead wolf was, but, he already knew.
 
   Józsi's father.
 
   Thank the goddess Boldog Asszony that Józsi had left the pack some time back, so he wouldn't have to witness this.
 
   But what was Józsi's father doing out this far?  Only the incredibly brave or stupid would come out this far for food.
 
   Marco knew which one he was at that moment.
 
   Someone was going to have to tell the elders.  And someone was going to have to take responsibility.  Why did it have to be him?  For that matter, why was Józsi's father killed and Marco's own life spared?  It scared the shit out of him.
 
   Looks like being the pack omega was truly a bad thing after all. No matter what the goddamned prophecy said.
 
   Unable to remember anything about the previous day, Marco brushed himself off and made his way back to the pack near Szentendre.
 
   * * * *
 
   His body hurt.  Again.  The beating he'd endured earlier for his mishap was terrible enough but paled in comparison to being chastised by the Elders of the Opeth pack.
 
   "I swear I was just having fun with her, Elder Kiba.  I didn't mean her any harm," Marcos said in explanation of his actions.
 
   "You were not asked for excuses for your behavior, Marco, so do not give them."  Kiba closed his eyes and let out a long, slow breath. When Kiba opened his eyes, something dangerous flashed across his eyes and he scratched his head.
 
   Marco's breath caught in his throat.  He hated always being in trouble for little shit.  Punishment for the death of Józsi's father, he could understand.  But the elders chose to do nothing about the incident last week.
 
   Surrounded by several large wolves and humans, Marco stood at the forest's edge.  Trees swayed with the gentle breeze that failed to soothe his tension.  Marco waited anxiously, his hackles raised.  Not a new situation for him.  Still, the well of emotions swelling inside his head bothered him.  Guilt ate away at his conscience for last week's mishap.  Even though no wolf could have predicted the hunters would have had a Turkish guide in their pocket, Marco should have known better than to go somewhere where he could be killed.
 
   As usual at a loss for words over leading Lukina, the pack baby near the area while they played, a burning sensation settled in his stomach.  His cheeks burned as Kiba stared at him through narrow eyes.
 
   The Elder, a tall, white haired, wrinkled old man sat atop a stone surrounded by wolves.  His piercing steel gray eyes narrowed at Marco.  "You have done us great harm, Marco.  You have endangered many of our cubs with your recklessness."
 
   Stepping forward, Marco held out his arms in an apologetic fashion.  "But Elder, I only meant to—"
 
   "Silence."  The white haired man made the gesture of cutting his arm across his body.
 
   Marco flinched, even though there was no way the old man could reach him.  He could feel himself blushing like a girl, and barely kept himself from glancing around at the group to see if anyone had noticed.  He stood as straight as he could, his hands balled into fists so no one could see him trembling in fear.  It was all he could do to cope with his racing heart then he realized the elder had started talking again, and he tried harder to pay attention.
 
   "I'll have to confer with the other elders about your behavior, but right now it doesn't look favorable, Marco."
 
   "I swear I meant no harm in jumping ahead to protect Lukina."
 
   "No one ever does.  But she is old enough to care for herself, even if her mate has left the country.  Ilona has made sure Lukina would always be taken care of."  The elder closed his eyes once more.
 
   Marco slowly exhaled as the elder conferred with the others in low, menacing tones.  They could have used telepathy, but they were acting according to their damned rituals, all muttering and mumbling and chanting at once, so that even his sharp ears could not make sense of the noise.  He concentrated on his breathing, on holding his hands steady, trying to make out what they were saying.  The waiting was killing him.
 
   The chanting stopped.
 
   So did Marco's heart. He knew running ahead of her near the edge of the cliff could have tripped her, could have sent her spiraling to her death. And that would have been bad because she was to play a great part in the prophecy and future growth of the pack.
 
   "Goddamnit!" Marco shouted but quickly slipped a hand over his mouth when one of the elders glared at him.
 
   "You," the elder opened his eyes, pointing at Marco with a long, bony finger, "shall be banished from our pack and sent to live with the humans until you can control yourself and grow up."
 
   Marco rose up on his haunches.  "But Elder, aren't you going to—"
 
   "Silence!  We have already decided what is best.  Do not question us, Marco."
 
   Live amongst the dirty humans?
 
   Bowing his head, Marco closed his eyes.  Having his freedom rescinded again would have been easier.  At least he'd have been in the forest where he could run freely and not be constrained by man's stupid rules.  But … live with the humans?  He felt a rush of pain so big it didn't fit inside his chest.  He glanced up at the Elder's impassive face, wondering if he'd heard the thoughts inside his mind.  They couldn't do that, could they?
 
   He didn't know, but he thought he saw a glimmer of compassion – but no, he must have been mistaken.
 
   Kiba's voice was cool.  "You will be allowed back when you have gained self-control.  I think finding," he sighed, "another female to be with, would calm you down considerably."
 
   "You want me to find my mate?"
 
   "Yes.  We feel it will further our goal toward the prophecy."
 
   The prophecy had something to do with the Opeth pack regaining its former greatness.  Much beyond that, the Elders hadn't spoken a word of it though all seemed to know of its importance among all wolves.
 
   "I see," Marco's said in resignation.  "But what about the hunters?  Aren't they finding more of us and killing us off?"
 
   "Not in America."  Kiba coughed.  "And it wouldn't matter. Wolves must survive the same way other creatures do.  The strongest and smartest will survive.  The rest will surely die."
 
   Marco smirked.  "That hardly seems fair."
 
   "We are not fair creatures, Marco.  We are merely here to find paradise and reclaim it."
 
   An eyebrow rose and Marco leaned forward.  "Yes, Elder, but America?"
 
   Kiba shrugged and heaved a sigh.  "Yes. America. I have already made arrangements with the former pack witch to take you under her wing.  She owes me."
 
   "I didn't know we had a witch."
 
   "We don't!"  Kiba's face turned a shade of red.  "Your banishment," he cleared his throat, "begins now.  Take him away from here."  Kiba waved a hand dismissively at Marco.
 
   "But—" his eyes widened and Marco felt two hands gripping his shoulders.
 
   Struggling against his captors, he kicked out at Kiba. "I'm not ready for the real world.  I'm not ready for the humans.  What about the hunters?"  What abou—"
 
   Caught by the power of Kiba's eye, Marco calmed down instantly.  His body went numb then all went black.
 
   * * * *
 
   "Hey, mister, get up.  Did you come home drunk last night?"
 
   Marco felt something poking him in the shoulder.  Opening his eyes, he saw a kid with a large stick and rose up with a growl.  The kid backed off, terror on his face.  He dropped his stick, turned, and stumbled into a pile of trashcans in his race to get away even before Marco lunged forward and growled again. The boy scrambled to his feet and ran off.
 
   What the fuck had happened? Where am I?  Pain shot through Marco's head and he remembered.  Banished from my pack.
 
   They'd left him in an alleyway.  The full moon would come in a few days and he'd change against his will.  His senses weren't fully developed and… kicking a rock, he sent it flying into a nearby wall where it shattered into tiny pieces.
 
   They expect me to die!
 
   Crumbling mortar and discolored brick walls surrounded him, stretching up several flights.  The back stoop of some ratty old shop.  Trash cans the human brat had knocked over were not the only trash around.  Garbage was everywhere, the stink so strong, his eyes watered, and his lip curled.  Discarded boxes, cans, paper, rotting food, stuff so rotted even his senses could not identify what it used to be.  He smelled rats.
 
   His own pack had turned against him.  Was he truly so destructive he deserved a fate worse than death?  It didn't matter. Others were always making decisions for him.  The elders were obviously in charge of the pack, but even his sisters had forced him into a routine "for his own good".
 
   "Jackasses.  Who needs them?"  He kicked a trashcan.
 
   If the humans caught him, he'd be killed.  He'd been taught that humans could see through his magic because his wasn't strong enough to shield him from their fear.
 
   So far he'd been lucky.  The little boy should have known what he was.
 
   At least he was dressed.
 
   He ran his hands through his thick, matted hair.  He picked miscellaneous crap out of it.  The wallet in the pocket held a credit card, a single key, a slip of paper with an address on it and twenty bucks.
 
   Gee, thanks.  He spat on the ground.
 
   It seemed to be dusk.  Or maybe dawn.  In this sickly atmosphere he couldn't tell.  When he wandered out of the alleyway, the stench followed him.  A few cars passed, and some people crossed the street to avoid walking near him.  To his left was a park.  Large multistory brick buildings stood on both sides of him.  Ugly.  He longed for the forest so much he could taste it. He inhaled, sniffing through the car exhaust and pollution for the sent of trees and grass and ... he smelled her.
 
   Lightly perfumed floral scents wafting past told him she'd just passed.  Marco spun around, spotting a petite redhead across the street.  One glance told him everything.
 
   He wanted her.  Her.
 
   His groin throbbed at the sight of this woman.  Long, flowing red hair swung to her shapely hips.  Her chest bounced proudly, as she walked tall even though she'd only come to his shoulders.
 
   He dashed across the street with no thoughts of subtlety.  The scent of lilacs and roses grew stronger the closer he came.  Marco caught up with her.
 
   She continued walking, oblivious to him.
 
   His gaze focused on the top of her hips, her delicious, round ass swaying with each step.
 
   "Excuse me, Miss, I uhh … can you help me?"
 
   She turned around, her mass of hair swinging. Piercing green eyes sparkled brightly, forcing his blood downward.
 
   "What do you want?" She crossed her arms over her ample chest.
 
   Fumbling with his hands, he looked at her and recognized something instantly within her.  He couldn't place his finger on it, but…
 
   Her impatient expression grew.  She heaved a sigh.  "Speak."
 
   "I'm, I'm … I'm new here and I'm looking for this address."
 
   While she tapped her foot, he fumbled with the wallet in his back pocket like a green cub, finally retrieving the slip of paper with the address on it.
 
   She glanced at it then pointed a long, manicured red nail toward a large red brick four-story building, "There."
 
   Marco couldn't take his eyes off her ruby red lips.
 
   Plump, juicy, kissable lips.
 
   He was lupine, after all.
 
   She sighed. "If you're finished staring at my tits, is there anything else I can provide for you other than a cheap thrill?"
 
   She didn't fear him.  Humans usually feared him – especially female humans.
 
   She put her hand on her hip.  "Wait here yourself.  I've got business to handle."
 
   He scanned her body then glanced in the direction she'd pointed. "That building?"
 
   "What'd I just say?  God, wolves are so damn impossible sometimes."
 
   "How did you know?"
 
   "You must be the one I'm supposed to keep watch on.  Marcus, or something like that, right?"
 
   Nodding, "Yeah, Marco."
 
   "Great.  You're coming home with me."
 
   "I am?"
 
   "Did I stutter?  Yes, you are.  Your pack warned me you were young.  What are you, seventeen?"
 
   "Twenty-one," he stammered.
 
   Feeling like an idiot, he watched her take his hand.  "Put this in my hand and I'll walk you back home with momma."
 
   He gave her his hand.
 
   But she took his lips.  He had nothing to do with it.  Honest.
 
   Her lips sealed over his, her mouth pressing softly into his at first, before gentle pressure built up and his head felt light.  Her hand running through his dirty hair stirred up the garbage stench.  It also stirred him below the belt, making his pants too tight.
 
   His lips were bruised but he didn't care.  She broke from the kiss.
 
   "My sweet goddess," he felt tired now, his legs giving out under him. "Not again.  What's your name?"
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   Marco woke and groaned.  He finally opened his eyes and winced at the throbbing in his head.  He surveyed his surroundings. To his right was a cherry wood bookcase filled with books on two levels and the top level held a few pieces of clay pottery. Through the window, he could see the purple hue of the sun on the horizon.
 
   Apparently, it was almost dusk. The thin white curtains covering the window let in just enough light to accent the color of finish on the round table.
 
   Marco sniffed the air, and sneezed.  That damned floral scent was heavy.  His head throbbed from the intensity.
 
   "Bless you," a feminine voice rang out from behind him.
 
   Marco stared at the redhead standing before him.  Dressed in a dark blue velvet long sleeved shirt and skintight blue jeans, she walked closer swaying her hips.  He lay splayed out on the plush white couch.  She stood over him her fiery red hair was pulled back in a ponytail that swished around her hips.  His body reacted by tingling; the beast inside him would have howled if it were out.
 
   "How did I get here?"
 
   "You kissed me, and I had my knockout lipstick on. You fainted. You do look yummy for a young pup," she purred.
 
   Marco licked his lips.
 
   "So, what'd you do to get this punishment from the elders?"
 
   Marco sat up.  "What's it to you?"
 
   "Easy there, big boy.  I'm here to help."
 
   She took a seat beside him, crossing those luscious thighs.  He couldn't stay defensive when confronted with her body.  Smiling at her bare feet, Marco licked his lips.
 
   "Cute," he pointed at her glittery green toenail polish.
 
   "Thanks.  I try."
 
   "So, what am I doing here?"
 
   "I'm helping your pack watch over you for the first month of your banishment."
 
   "How'd I get that lucky?"
 
   "Let's just say they owe me."
 
   Leaning back against the soft cushion, Marco sighed.  Running a hand through his hair, he realized it was still dirty.  "Could I get—"
 
   "Shower's down the hall and to your left."
 
   "Thanks."  Marco didn't acknowledge the feeling of a little probe inside his head, saying instead. "How'd you know?"
 
   "I have my ways.  Besides, as cute as you are for a young pup, you smell of trash.  Why the hell they had to throw you in that alleyway for me to find is beyond me.  What'd you do?"
 
   "Tell me your name first."
 
   "Selene."
 
   Marco sniffed the air, the scent of daisies stood out, among other things.  "You want me, don't you?" he asked, easily recognizing the scent of her arousal.
 
   "Get in the shower, boy."  Selene licked her lips.
 
   Turning around, Marco felt a hand shove him down the hallway. "Hey," he protested but was shoved past off-white walls with a few pictures he didn't stop to look at.
 
   Her slender arm pushed beneath his, opening the wooden door in front of him.  Light spilled onto a lavish purple rug that sat on gray tile.
 
   "You're very well to do," he muttered before his vest was yanked off his shoulders and tossed aside.
 
   "Look, lady I can undress myself."  Marco spun around to face her.  Who did she think she was, undressing him as though he were still a pup?
 
   Her mouth plundered his.  Her soft lips melted his rough edges and he let it happen.  Suddenly he didn't care that he was being ordered around. In fact, he rather liked it because it was her, Selene.  Wrapping his arms around her waist, he easily hoisted her onto the black countertop. Marco felt her thighs circling around his waist, pulling him into her.  "I'm not gonna pass out again, am I?"
 
   "That depends, if I'm too hot for you or not."
 
   Feeling her breath against his skin when she giggled, he arched his hips toward hers. "Oh, we'll see," he promised.
 
   Grinding his hips harder, he felt her lips vibrate against his ear. She purred, making the hair on the back of his neck stand on edge. Her fingers gripped a patch of hair and forced his head to hers, their lips pressing against each other so hard, she forced a breath from Marco.  Her strength surprised him.
 
   "Wolf, take these off."  It was a command she growled against his neck as he felt her tug his jeans.  His heart began racing when he felt her hand snaking down his stomach.
 
   "You're hard."
 
   "You're quick."
 
   Throwing her head back, she pressed her breasts against his chest.  Marco cupped them through the thick material of her top, squeezing.  She moaned, when his thumbs circled her nipples into tiny peaks.
 
   A hand ripped open the snap of his jeans, yanking down his zipper.  "No boxers?  Nice," she purred and licked his lower lip.
 
   He bit at her tongue catching it between his lips – a little game. He made quick work of her shirt then unhooked her bra and helped slide it down her arms while below his cock sprang free.  The bulbous head bobbed proudly against her jean-clad thigh.
 
   "Shower, now." Two hands forced him away.
 
   With his pants falling around his ankles, Marco spun around and stumbled over his pants before kicking them free. Nearly falling in the shower, he grabbed the curtain rod, shoving the large purple shower curtain aside to reveal black tile.
 
   He felt the sharp crack of her hand across his backside. The slap echoed off the tiled walls.  Stinging pain raced through his body from his ass.
 
   "Ouch!" He looked back to see Selene grinning.
 
   "Shower," she repeated.
 
   Marco climbed in the black tub and switched on the faucet.  The stinging cold blast of water hit him in the face. Yet through it he watched Selene undo the snap on her blue jeans.  His jaw dropped.
 
   She shoved the jeans and white panties down to reveal a smooth, hairless beauty with plump lips.  How he wanted to sink his tongue between them!  His cock ached to be inside her.
 
   Reaching out, he gently touched her round stomach.  Even with his bumbling strength, he managed to caress her.
 
   She moved his hand from her stomach and took a step toward him.  She looked radiant, standing before him with her hair pulled back, lustfully bright flames dancing in her eyes.  Tugging the hair tie free, she whipped her ponytail around, freeing the mass of hair so it flowed around her shoulders.  Long, thick locks blanketed her pale skin, except for her pert nipples.
 
   His mouth watered.  Those glazed over sea-green eyes staring into his, said plenty.  She was a female in heat.  Selene's buxom breasts bobbed with each inhaled breath and she went willingly when he pulled her into the bathtub and crushed their bodies together.  Their lips locked and water sluiced over them.  He felt her heat instantly.  Flames danced over his skin, eager for her to engulf him.
 
   "I'm dying to be inside of you."  His voice was a low growl.
 
   "Not yet, lover," she whispered, puckering her lips for a kiss.
 
   Her moist red lips burned his flesh, trailing kisses of hot fire down his torso while sharp teeth nibbled his skin.  Marco, arching against her mouth, felt his cock throb against her breasts.  Hot kisses ignited his body, made him harder.  Sweat formed on his brow and he gasped with each touch.
 
   Her breasts crushing against him, her mouth assaulting his body sent his senses spinning out of control.  Her lips touched, she bit and sucked his most delicate flesh, making Marco groan in pleasure.  His hands caressed her smooth shoulders, gripping handfuls of her soaking wet mane.  Tugging her lips from his chest, he plundered her mouth with his, taking control of the kiss, taking control of her, driving his tongue between her lips.
 
   The temperature of the water had changed, heating things up more.
 
   "You're trying to dominate me?"  Selene threw her head back in laughter but Marco's lips sank into her neck, sucking her skin. Her fingernails raced along his spine to send shivers even as hot water splashed against his back.
 
   "Yes," he muttered.
 
   "Fat chance," Selene pushed him away.
 
   Her slender fingers clutched his cock and Marco growled, the pleasure driving him wild.
 
   "Do you feel powerful holding such a large cock in your tiny hands?"
 
   Selene nodded, quivering as his fingers slid inside her, his hand pressed against her sex.  Her heat scorched him, searing his fingers.  Her molten core was ready and waiting for him.
 
   "Give yourself to me," he growled.
 
   "Not yet."  Selene nibbled his ear, her tongue trailing down over his neck in circles.
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Anticipation, wolf."
 
   "I don't like waiting."
 
   "I know," she grinned.  "You'll wait.  And you'll like it."
 
   Shuddering at his touch, she gripped his body tighter, her fingernails digging into his skin.  "Oh, tease … me."
 
   Her fingers massaged his hair which sent shivers racing through him.
 
   His fingers swirled around her pussy and he savored her moans and shudders.  She was wound tight, her pussy a burning entrance for his cold steel cock.
 
   He stopped and stepped away from her.  He could tease too.
 
   "What about protection?"
 
   "We don't need it.  I'm too old to conceive.  Now," she stepped forward.
 
   Their eyes met.
 
   "What?" He backed away from her with a sheepish grin on his face.
 
   "Fuck me, wolf!"
 
   Taking his cock in hand, Marco plunged inside her sheath. Electricity shot through his entire body when his hips connected with hers.  His sense of self blurred amidst thrusts, her body and his moving as one.  Her groan overshadowed all sensation but that of him inside her.  He was one giant nerve, arcing against her while her hands trickled against his skin, her nails pressing harder into him as he slammed into her.
 
   Her body shook violently in his arms.  Selene threw her head back in joyous laughter as she came.
 
   She paused.
 
   Marco grinned and cocked his head to the side.  His balls were tight, her fingers scratching the delicate skin of his scrotum. "That's not it, is it?" he asked knowingly.
 
   "Of course not.  I'm ready for a two-fer, or more-fer."
 
   Her impish smile said plenty.  Still riding the edge, Marco started thrusting inside her again, but she gripped his hips, forcing him to stop.
 
   "Sit," she commanded, guiding him to the seated area behind him.
 
   Funny how he hadn't noticed earlier that she had a seat in her bathtub.  Gripping her shapely ass, he lifted her off him, moving as she had directed.
 
   "Now, let me," she slid down his cock.
 
   Again his cock was surrounded by her tight warmth.  She felt familiar, like home.  Odd, she smelled of the pack too, only aroused.
 
   Fingers pressed into her ass, he felt the water splashing his face, his neck and shoulders.  Her hair surrounded them both, closing his view of the world to only her beautiful breasts, her face, lips, eyes.  All ready for him.
 
   "Fuck me," he grunted.
 
   Bouncing on his thighs, she rose and sank him deeper. Possessed by the feeling of her silky lips gripping him, his cries grew strained with each stroke until she forced him to come.  A groan tore from his mouth, his come shot deep inside her.
 
   Half an hour later, they'd wound up in bed.  Marco slept on one side near the edge, dressed in nothing.  He loved the feel of his cock brushing against Selene's ass even though she wore satin panties and a camisole.
 
   "I could go again," he whispered in her ear.
 
   Rolling over, Selene faced him.  Her eyes held a hint of mischief.  "Oh honey I'm sure you could."
 
   "You're tired?"
 
   "I've had a long day."
 
   "Tell me about it." Marco rolled onto his back.
 
   She patted his cock with her hand.  "Tomorrow, okay?"
 
   "Okay."
 
   Selene rolled onto her side and snuggled closely against Marco. He draped an arm around her and pulled her possessively close to him.  The way she made him feel in a matter of hours was so radical, so different.  She didn't seem to begrudge him his youth or the fact he was indeed a wolf.
 
   How comforting.
 
   Still, so many questions lay on his mind.  Hell, he didn't even know where the pack had left him or how they managed to get him here.
 
   His body still ached, but he had new pain, delicious pain from Selene to minimize the annoying burn of getting his ass kicked by the elders.
 
   Hell, her sexual gifts were an ego boost.
 
   Letting out a slow, long breath, Marco closed his eyes and tried to still his mind.
 
   A hand gripped his and warmth filled him.  Comfort settled into his mind, putting him to sleep for the night.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   An arm moved over her breast, startling her.  Jerking awake, Selene scrambled off the bed, yanking the sheet with her when she realized there was a warm body beside her.  It was only Marco, the harmless, but oh so yummy wolf, whom she'd worn like a second skin in the shower earlier.
 
   He stirred, reaching out for her. A glance at his features reminded her how young he was.  He still had baby fat, though after last night, she was sure he was a man.  At least, in human form.
 
   "What was I thinking, saying I'd watch their damn wolf," she asked herself.
 
   "Selene," the voice from her bed moaned.
 
   He rolled over, facing her.  Eyes closed, he looked peaceful, and she was sure deceptive like the last wolf she'd dated, years ago. The memory wasn't a good one.
 
   Her body ached in delicious places it never had before, bringing a smile to her face.  She could never have Marco again.  The very thought of loving another damn wolf was impossible after what her last lover had done to her.  He'd been polyamorous, which was fine with her.  But his choice of lovers always kept her wondering what he saw in her.
 
   She slipped on her robe and padded down the hall.  The TV was on and she hadn't left it that way.  With the feeling of hundreds of butterflies fluttering in her stomach, she approached her living room cautiously.  Snapping her fingers, a blue aura surrounded her.  Protection was best, even for simple burglars.
 
   The lush brown chair in front of the TV faced her.  Empty. The chair rocked back and forth as if someone had occupied it and left before she came into the living room.  The slow steady motion made her nervous.  Had one of the pack followed him here?
 
   "I see you are awake after your little rumble with the baby."
 
   Selene spun in the direction of the voice, glaring at a wolf standing in her kitchen.  The wolf plodded closer, his ruffled silver fur standing on end.  Even the grin on his face seemed smug.
 
   "What do you want, Les?"
 
   "The same as always.  You."
 
   She frowned.  "Never."
 
   The wolf became a gorgeous man with long black hair and dark skin, dressed in blue jeans and dress shirt.  Long eyelashes fluttered over slanted eyes.  The one lime green eye still freaked her out.  His brown skin was smooth and he looked too civilized to be the demon he was.
 
   "How did you get in here?"
 
   "You left the glass door open, my dear."
 
   "Get out, Les."  She thrust her arm out, sending a breeze toward him.
 
   Les didn't even flinch.  "Good luck with magic, silly woman.  I am stronger than that."
 
   "Get out or it'll get worse."  Selene felt her eyes burning, her skin heating.  She raised an arm, fingers spread before her face.  Straightening her fingers with force, she cracked her knuckles.
 
   "I am not afraid."  Les laughed, a rich, melodic sound.
 
   A growl from behind her caught her off-guard. She saw a large gray wolf jump at Les, jaws open.
 
   Les simply waved his hand, smacking the wolf to the side.
 
   He slammed against the wall and fell to the ground. Whimpering, he looked at Les and started to stand again.
 
   Les snapped his fingers and sent an energy ball flying at Marco. Cowered, Marco covered his face but the ball never hit.
 
   Selene looked back at him.  She'd moved to absorb the energy blast.  She couldn't stand the sound of Marco's painful cries.  She sent calming waves toward him and his whimpers stopped.
 
   "You can either give in and give me a child, or die, Selene.  It matters not.  My brother is far too old to find his mate and is slowly losing his mind."
 
   "I don't care about Kiba.  I don't care about you.  I will not give you a child.  I'm not even sure I could give you a child if the thought didn't sicken me, Les."
 
   Selene closed her eyes, concentrating on the focal point of Les's skull.  Every kitchen knife Selene owned raced toward his head. She opened her eyes and Les had disappeared, leaving his evil laughter to echo throughout the room before he'd jumped off the balcony.  She returned the knives to their respective places.
 
   How the hell did he do the things he did?  No other wolf in the pack could do that shit.
 
   Marco's whimpers drew her attention.  Les had hurt him. He was still a pup.  Selene could not help but worry, Marco was bleeding.
 
   "Are you all right?" she knelt by his side, stroking his fur.  His bleeding wound wasn't so large as it seemed at first glance.
 
   Selene put her hands together over the wound, closing her eyes in concentration.  She imagined Marco healed, running through thick underbrush happy, tongue hanging out of his mouth.  She envisioned his every taut muscle lengthening and contracting as he ran, as he morphed into a human and took her in his arms, driving himself into her arms.
 
   "S-Selene?"  The voice brought her from her mental image.
 
   "Marco, are you all right?"  She looked down, and Marco was gloriously naked before her, his lean body an enticing sight.
 
   "Yeah.  What just happened?"
 
   She sighed heavily.
 
   "Who came here to harm you?"  Marco sat straight up, hissing in pain.
 
   "Don't worry about it.  There's nothing anyone can do to stop him."
 
   "Who is he?"  Marco grabbed her shoulder and pulled her toward him.  His arms, his embrace felt warm, protective.
 
   She shoved him away.  "Don't worry about it.  You're just a pup.  Thanks for trying, but you're no match for Les."
 
   "Kiba's brother Les?"
 
   "Don't worry about it."
 
   "But we ... you and I, you're my—"
 
   "Fuck buddy," she blurted out.
 
   "Oh."  Removing his hand, Marco lowered his head.
 
   Selene stood, running her fingers through the tangled mess of her hair.  She'd long dropped her protective aura.  The robe hung over her body, exposing a slight belly.  She cupped her tummy and sighed.
 
   "You're beautiful, you know."  Marco walked to the couch.
 
   "You don't have to—"
 
   "Skip it.  I'm a pup, remember?  I don't know any better."  He spat the words out.
 
   Somehow, he didn't look quite as boyish as before.  Frowning, Selene looked at him.  "That's not what I meant."
 
   "It doesn't matter.  Look, I need some fresh air."
 
   "Not in the state you're in."
 
   "You're not a wolf.  You can't heal like I can.  I'll be back." He stormed passed her and out the door of her apartment.
 
   "You have no idea what I am," she whispered.
 
   For the first time in a long while, Selene was depressed.  She knew she'd just had a lover's quarrel but didn't want to admit it.
 
   Kiba had been trying to persuade her to give the pack a child through Les, but backed off years ago.  He'd said a child from her would be born a great leader, would be the one to lead their pack and all wolves to paradise.  She didn't believe in that shit any more.
 
   Sighing, she slumped down on the couch and caught a glimpse of her reflection in the mirror.  She really did feel forty.  Her breasts weren't sagging and her ass was still tight. Hell, she certainly had curves.  Marco loved those earlier. Oh boy did he love her curves!
 
   Goddamn Kiba and the Opeth pack!
 
   Okay, so it was the stress that made her feel her age.  Still, she was glad to have left the Opeth pack a few years ago, even though it meant hurting those she truly loved.  Lukina and Ilona were like children to her.  And Krystyna and Katarina also.  Hell, she knew there was some correlation between the four of them and herself but she wasn't sure what connection they shared.
 
   Kiba refused to talk about their background.  Selene hadn't been able to translate her grandmother's diaries either.  Her mother had tried to help but had been accidently killed off by a band of hunters before Selene was a teenager. All her own magick she taught herself.  She was a proud witch, too.  Kiba was a stubborn old wolf.  And Les was an evil, sadistic bastard who needed a good beating.
 
   Better to leave a dying pack than to go down with it.  Right? Except that Kiba had practically delivered Marco on her doorstep. Why?  It didn't make sense.  She couldn't mate with the wolves.  She was human, wasn't she?
 
   Leaning back against the couch, Selene snapped her fingers.  A glass of wine appeared floating in front of her and she reached for it.  Taking a long sip, she drained the contents of the glass and made a second glass appear.  She sipped it slowly while waiting for Marco to return.
 
   He probably needed to run off some angry energy.
 
   Damn, she remembered dealing with the other wolves when they were his age.  Nicholaus became stubborn and left.  Józsi became even more stubborn, distant then he left.  Both of them were roaming somewhere in America but she'd yet to see them.
 
   Assholes.
 
   How dare they leave their loved ones behind.
 
   * * * *
 
   Marco stormed out of the building, hoping to find a bar close by.  He knew that wouldn't help him, but he hated feeling powerless, like he had no options other than to be treated like the pack baby.  Lukina was treated better than he was, and she was a girl.
 
   His power wasn't much compared to the others, true. But his heart mattered, right?
 
   Not as a wolf.
 
   "Nobody said we were fair," Kiba told him repeatedly in his head.
 
   "Goddamnit Kiba!  Fuck you all!"
 
   Storming down the street, Marco bumped into a thug, who pushed him back.
 
   Flipping a knife blade from his pocket, the poorly dressed thug, sneered at Marco.  "You need to pay to pass me, fool."
 
   Marco snickered.  The dark skinned man didn't even realize what he was doing.  "Are you high?"
 
   "Fuck you man.  Just give me your wallet."
 
   Marco laughed louder.  "They won't treat me like a child if I act like an adult."  He didn't care that his insides were burning or that he'd been rejected by the woman he believed he loved, knew he should be with.
 
   He didn't understand the reason for the strong attraction, just knew it felt right.  Being with her in her bed, made him feel like he had something worth dying for, worth protecting.  That alone was something he hadn't been given from his pack.
 
   Her scent smelled lupine, earthy. But she smelled of human too of magick, bright and warming.
 
   "What?  What the hell are you laughing at?  I said give me your damn wallet."  The stranger took another step forward.
 
   The voices inside Marco's head repeated the phrase "survive" over and over again.  Dropping his human illusion, Marco stood before the thug as a large gray wolf with beautiful fur, menacing teeth and a wicked glint in his eyes that was noticeable in the thug's eyes.
 
   I have no pack.  I have nothing left to lose if I don't have Selene.
 
   "Look man, I was just trying to make a buck.  I didn't mean nothing by it!"  The thug took a few steps back, but it was too late.
 
   Marco felt something inside him shut down as his world changed before his eyes.  Things blurred, movement occurred but Marco couldn't distinguish what else had happened other than the fact he had left the thug in a pool of blood and his own mess with the knife still in his hand.  Running into the alleyway, Marco donned his human illusion and quickly made a B-line for the nearest bar in town, visible from down the street.
 
   The worst part was, he didn't give a damn.  Not about the thug, not about Kiba or the fucking prophecy or anything right now.  He held onto his anger.
 
   So he was.
 
   * * * *
 
   A few hours later, a loud noise made Selene jerk her eyes open. Spinning her head around, she looked to the front door and readied an energy blast.
 
   "Witch!" the voice slurred, "are you home? Is this the right place?"
 
   Looking at the sky, Selene muttered something at the Goddess then at the front door.  Frowning hard, Selene realized she'd felt guilty.  He'd tried to protect her.  It wasn't his responsibility, but he'd tried anyway.
 
   Opening the door, she caught Marco as he stepped through the threshold and fell into her arms.  She winked and said, "Hello there."
 
   Marco's eyes pleaded with hers.
 
   She sniffed the air, picked up the faint scent of blood.  He'd killed for food – or to prove a point.  She didn't know which. "You can't handle much alcohol, can you?"
 
   Marco let go of Selene and stood unsteadily.  "I guess not."
 
   "How many bottles of scotch did you drink?"
 
   "Scotch?"  Marco shook his head.  "I only had a few light beers."
 
   Her eyes widened in surprise.  "What?  How many is a few?"
 
   "Like, eight.  I've never had alcohol before."  He blushed.  "I know.  Not very manly, eh?"
 
   Selene sighed.  "It's fine.  If you only had a few beers, how come you couldn't manage to open the door on your own?"
 
   Marco raised the hem of his shirt, revealing scratches and a heavy blood stain.  "I'm so very tired, Selene."
 
   "Are those new?" She pointed at the ones directly over his heart.
 
   Stumbling back, he caught the door to steady himself.  "No.  Those are from that Les guy."
 
   She took his hand in hers.  "Close your eyes."
 
   He opened his mouth to yawn.  "But I just want—"
 
   "Close your eyes!" She set her hands on her hips.
 
   Marco did as he was ordered. A white glow surrounded them both.  Marco shivered but stopped long enough for Selene's magic to filter through him and rid his body of the infectious things he'd undoubtedly picked up from the bar and streets of Seattle.
 
   "There."  She smiled.  "That wasn't so bad."
 
   He shook his head.  Looking down at his stomach, he traced a curious hand over the scars.  "This is healed?"
 
   "Almost.  The wounds will heal in time with the rest of your body.  Probably heal pretty quickly since you're so young."
 
   Marco glared at her.
 
   "But the internal damage is repaired."
 
   Marco turned away from her and walked to the couch.  He dropped onto the seat, kicked his feet up as he closed his eyes and leaned back.
 
   "Marco, look…"
 
   He didn't look at her.
 
   "Look, come back to bed with," she paused, letting her shoulders relax, "me."
 
   Marco turned away. "No.  That's okay.  I don't need your pity."
 
   Selene grabbed his hand, yanking him to his feet.  "I need the warmth, wolf."  She managed a tiny smile.
 
   The look on Marco's face changed, he looked happy, in a sad way.  Did he have anyone else but the pack she wondered. "Come, please?"
 
   She led him back to her bedroom, finding that he'd not even bothered to hide his modesty or more obvious arousal.
 
   "You're a beautiful witch," he muttered.
 
   Heat crept up her cheeks.  "Thank you."
 
   She turned to see lust in his eyes – and the pain in her rejection. It seemed to her a shame that someone so young should feel such sadness, emptiness, and hopelessness.  Selene smiled.
 
   "Come to bed with me, Marco."  It was not a request.
 
   He stumbled toward her, his lips falling onto hers, crushing her body into his like the waves to the shore.  Desperation guided him.  She felt it in his actions, in the way his hands caressed her, helping the robe to the floor in the way his lips captured and released hers.  He was drinking her in.  Claiming her.
 
   And Selene didn't mind it right now.  He wasn't Les.  He wasn't a tyrant.  And he made her feel much younger than she actually was, too.  Point for him.
 
   Each caress, each touch was made with tenderness, fingers stroking her skin, setting tiny fires everywhere a nail grazed skin. Groaning aloud, she was his when he impaled her, his when she rode him high.  His when she settled in, even against her will.
 
   Damn the wolves and their lifetime of loyalty.
 
   Her orgasms had never felt better.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   Her alarm went off, startling her again out of a sound sleep. She was really going to have to do something about being interrupted in the middle of the night.
 
   Selene rolled to her left, still feeling safe in Marco's strong arms.
 
   He didn't even bother to think about what he was doing, his mating instincts just kicked in.  Marco felt different from the others.  She didn't ask anything of him, yet he'd attempted to defend her no matter what.
 
   The last wolf she'd been with hadn't even bothered to thank her for the spell or the blowjob.  And before him, a female wolf had come selfishly seeking power.
 
   Stirring beside her, Marco opened his eyes, "Good morning."
 
   She yawned.  "Morning."
 
   Marco pawed her bare thigh.  "What's bothering you?"
 
   "it's … nothing."  She exhaled heavily, trying to slide out of bed but he caught her.
 
   His eyes drooped.  "Please.  Give me what I give to you.  Respect."
 
   "Marco, please."
 
   She turned but was yanked back to bed.  Those two strong arms surrounded her, making her feel uneasy.
 
   "I'm not used to having a bodyguard."
 
   His eyes glowed bright, almost the same color as Les's, only with more intensity.  "I'm not a bodyguard.  The Opeth pack mates for life, protecting their keep for all eternity.  And besides," he blushed.
 
   "You mean I took your virginity?" Leaning forward, she narrowed her eyes.
 
   Blushing harder, Marco turned away.
 
   Selene laughed.  "Oh my god, wolf, I had no idea I deflowered…"  She stopped short.  Another harsh comment would hurt his already delicate ego.  She stopped laughing and looked at him, trailing a hand across his ribcage.  "Okay.  I'm sorry.  I didn't know."
 
   "You said the elders sent you to watch over me, right?" His voice sounded weak.
 
   "Yeah."  Selene looked away.
 
   "Then you are not being completely honest with me, are you?" Gripping her shoulders, he turned her to face him.
 
   Selene shook her head.  "Did we cover that I was the former pack witch?"
 
   He nodded.  "I think somehow it was brought up.  That would explain a lot.  Why did you leave?"
 
   "After my mother had been killed," she realized she'd started sharing intimate details.  Damnit all.  "Lukina and Ilona were pups still but Józsi had been around to protect them.  They're like my children, you might say."
 
   Marco nodded.  "Józsi was very close to them until he left."
 
   She sighed.  "Kiba is losing his mind and I couldn't make anyone listen to me.  The other elders hate being questioned."
 
   "Boy, don't I know that."
 
   "And the hunters were making more frequent attacks on the pack.  The elders refused to relocate the pack to a different area of Lake Balaton.  I couldn't take it anymore.  The last straw was watching my mother be slaughtered accidently by the evil hunters because they thought she was a wolf.  I was fed up and decided to come to America."
 
   "Nobody has replaced you."
 
   "Nobody can, I'm afraid.  Each pack has their own witch, someone who is born into the pack either as a wolf or … I'm not sure but I know I am the one who belongs to that pack until Katarina is powerful enough to replace me."
 
   "Katarina is doing nicely, other than occasional fits of crying.  And she … hurts herself frequently."
 
   Selene frowned.  "I heard."
 
   "How?"
 
   "Somehow, we're all connected.  I knew you were coming.  I knew Kiba had sent you.  I don't know what you did, but I know it involved Lukina."
 
   "She's very pretty."
 
   "But Józsi would eat your head if you even touched her."
 
   "Except he's not in Hungary anymore."
 
   Selene sighed heavily.  "Damn stubborn males.  You're the first male that was kicked out.  The others leave on their own volition."
 
   "Prophecy?"
 
   She nodded.
 
   Marco began stroking Selene's thigh.
 
   She squirmed, clenching her legs together.  "You liked it when I did that last night."
 
   "And I'll like it later, too." Red hair fell over her face, hiding a mischievous twinkle in her green eyes.
 
   Marco leaned over her body, sealing his lips to hers.
 
   She kissed him back hard, slipping her tongue between his lips.
 
   Marco opened to her, let her tongue roam around the inside of his mouth, explore him.  A hand cupped his cock and squeezed.
 
   Marco leaned into her, whimpering.  "Please, Selene?"
 
   She pulled away and laughed.  "You're so cute."
 
   Marco turned away.
 
   "Oh don't be like that."
 
   Marco faced her. "I'm really tired of hearing how young I am all the time."
 
   Selene wiped strands of hair out of his eyes.  "I can imagine.  I'm sorry."
 
   "Kiba never said he was sorry."  His voice was a faint whisper.
 
   She scoffed.  "Yeah, Kiba's an asshole."
 
   "They sent me away in order to find a female.  They sent me to you." Marco closed his eyes.
 
   "Yeah, I guess I…"
 
   "Played a part in a larger scheme.  I offer you my life." Marco shuffled, falling out of bed with a loud thud.
 
   Selene laughed, but Marco tugged her hand.  "Please, marry me.  Bind your soul with mine."
 
   "Marco, I can't.  I'm not a wolf. We can't do your blood bond."
 
   She looked down into his lonely, pleading eyes.  Her next breath caught in her throat.  She swore she saw tears forming.
 
   The blood bond mated for life.  What happened to one of the mates in the bond, the other felt.  Marco slumped his shoulders.  "I tried to save your life."
 
   He had.  And he'd have died at Les' hand.  Selene touched his shoulder, thick cords of muscle rippled beneath her hand.  Earlier memories of sitting on his strong, thick legs filled her mind.  His arms were not large, but strong and well defined.   He'd have died for her.  Selene swallowed hard.
 
   "You took me in, provided for me and—"
 
   A large explosion came from her living room.  The sound of glass shattering amongst pictures falling off walls irritated Selene.
 
   Before Selene could blink, Marco dropped his human illusion and bolted toward the living room.
 
   "Wait," she called out but the loud whimper coming from the living room followed by the crash of what she was certain were her vases made her think twice.
 
   Shaking, Selene cast her protection aura around her and stepped cautiously out of the room.  Snapping her fingers, she was dressed.
 
   "How dare the pathetic pack think they can topple me.  My brother has lost his grip on them."  The voice sounded silken, smooth over her ears.
 
   Les.
 
   "Come out Selene. I know you're hiding."
 
   "Fuck off, Les."
 
   Selene stood shimmering before him.  However, Marco shifted back and forth between human and wolf uncontrollably before her.
 
   "What's wrong with him?"
 
   Les laughed. "He's a young wolf. Maybe he shouldn't have come charging in to play hero."
 
   "What did you do to him?" Waving an arm in Marco's direction, she tried to cause a cool mist to rain down in his mind, causing him to remain in wolf form, his true form where he was strongest.  Sending calming mental waves to Marco's mind was like hitting a brick wall.  He was blocking her for some reason.
 
   "It won't work.  He's not your kind, remember?"
 
   Raising an eyebrow, she frowned.  "Oh, and you are?"
 
   "Selene, you and I are meant to be.  From the day we were created, we were destined to meet and create a child that would bring this planet to the ground."
 
   She spat in his direction.  "I would never mate with you."
 
   "I love the way that dress hugs your curves," Les raised both hands above his head.  A high pitched noise coming from the window made Selene cover her ears.  The pain radiating through her body touched Marco's, his body trembled on the floor.
 
   "Let us continue this elsewhere."  Les's hypnotic voice compelled Marco to stand.
 
   "Fight it, Marco," she yelled.
 
   Straightening herself, Selene blinked.  The window behind her shattered and Les was flung out with the force of a tornado.  Still, his laughter rang in her ears, but the high pitch screaming had stopped.
 
   Les's voice came from Marco's lips.  "Meet me and we shall end this."
 
   Reaching out to Marco, she touched his rigid body.  He was still strong, hard in all the right places.  Well-defined muscle twitched and rippled when she caressed his chest before he fell to the floor.
 
   Sinking to the floor with her skirts surrounding her, Selene waved a hand to clear the glass and repair the window.  What she wouldn't give for some brandy to calm her nerves.
 
   Placing a hand on Marco's skin, he shivered beneath her.  His skin was cold to the touch.
 
   "Marco," she gripped both of his shoulders, yanking a blanket off the couch as she sat him against it.  "Marco," she repeated.  "Wake up."
 
   Marco's head lolled from one side to the other, his eyes opening to reflect Les's scornful gaze.  "Help me," his lips moved but no words came out.
 
   Wrapping Marco tightly in the blanket, she forced his knees up. "Huddle for warmth."
 
   She thought about a fire and one appeared, roaring and crackling in the fireplace behind the couch.  "Come on," she helped him to his feet, guiding him to sit in front of the fireplace. "Sit," she urged his massive body.  She covered him with an afghan from the sofa.
 
   "Stupid fucking wolves and their pointless battles.  I've got to call the goddamned elders to settle this mess."
 
   Placing tender knuckles to Marco's unshaved cheek, she smoothed her hand over his skin.  He shut his eyes, his head drooping forward.  "Peace," she uttered and waited the split second it took for his body to relax.
 
   Selene rushed to the phone, and dialed Elder Kiba's number.
 
   "Hello?  Kiba?"
 
   "Selene, what do you want?  Our business with you is through for now."  His voice sounded distant.
 
   Stomping her foot against the wood floor, she raised a hand in the air, shaking her fist.  "Kiba, damnit cut the crap. Your wolf cub is hurt."  She heard nothing but silence.
 
   "Your brother attacked us."
 
   "Les is not my responsibility or problem.  Prophecy shall deal with him."
 
   "Kiba, fuck you.  How dare you make a deal with me and renege.  I gave you what you asked for, now it's my time to get something in return."
 
   "You already have."
 
   She barely stopped herself from sending a bolt of lightning through Kiba's home.
 
   "Les may mean nothing to you now, old man.  That's fine.  But this is your mess.  Marco was supposed to—"
 
   "Fulfill a prophecy.  And he did."  His voice remained neutral.
 
   The line went dead.  By now, Selene was shaking, her own voice trembling.  "Damn you Kiba!  Damn you to hell!"
 
   She walked out onto the balcony.  The wind blew her hair aside.  The sun would be up in a few minutes.  Just fucking great. She had a job to go to, an archenemy to deal with, a comatose wolf on her floor, and her only contact point was being obstinate.
 
   Stupid Kiba.  Selene marched back into her apartment, her feet hitting the floorboards hard enough that the downstairs neighbors would  complain, except that they were also wolfs and kept later hours than most.  Thank the gods for small miracles.
 
   The realization that Marco had stolen her heart sank in.  Damnit!
 
   Selene lunged forward, falling on the couch.  Closing her eyes, she hoped for just a few minutes of peace in order to sort through all the details.
 
   A knock on the door startled Selene.  "Just a minute," she yelled.  The doorbell rang.
 
   "I'm coming."
 
   To her left, she saw Marco in human form, still passed out.  Her heart settled at the thought.  He looked incredibly peaceful.
 
   Yawning, she opened the door. "Lukina!"
 
   "Selene, how are you?" the girl squealed.
 
   Selene held her at arm's length and studied her friend.  Shoulder length curly red hair framed her face, and her dark eyes sparkled with life.  She'd chosen to wear all white, down to the fur cloak covering her tiny frame.  Selene recognized the cloak and necklace dangling from Lukina's neck.
 
   Her jaw dropped.  "You're the…"
 
   Lukina blushed.  "Opeth pack messenger?  I thought you knew.  Is that all right?"
 
   Tugging Lukina inside, Selene slammed the door behind the tiny girl.  "Yeah, it's fine.  It's been an eventful night, please ignore my stupidity."
 
   She tilted her head to the side, her smile a reassurance to Selene. "You're always picking on me about mine.  I think I can find it in my heart to forgive you."
 
   Selene grimaced.  "Thanks.  If you're the messenger then Józsi must…"
 
   Lukina's eyes widened.  "Must what?"
 
   Selene looked away.  She knew better than to reveal the future.  She'd never been wrong but she didn't want to start a trend, either.  "Nothing.  Why are you here?"
 
   "Elder Kiba sent me to collect Marco."
 
   "The old man did?  On the phone it didn't sound like he cared one way or another."
 
   "Yeah."  Lukina glanced around, her eyes catching the embers of the fire in the pit.  "Les hit him pretty bad, didn't he?"
 
   Selene nodded.  The tiny girl stooped over Marco, reaching beneath and around his body.  "Come on, big boy.  My," she huffed, "they sent you someone strong."
 
   "Yeah, and I—"
 
   "I know.  It was all planned, Selene."
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   Selene looked intently at Lukina, watching the younger wolf's reaction.  She noticed a tick in Lukina's jaw.
 
   "Somehow I figured that.  What on this godforsaken planet isn't?"
 
   Lukina waved her hands in front of her.  "What we do with the knowledge of our plans."
 
   Selene tilted her head.  "My, you're pretty smart for someone so young."
 
   "Eighteen is not young!  Anyway, are you going to go fight Les?"
 
   "No."  She narrowed her eyes in anger.  "I'm going to kill him."
 
   "We can't have too many goddamn rogue Asian wolves running around.  They don't respect pack law at all.  Give them an inch and they take ten miles, you know?"
 
   Selene loved Lukina, but she talked a lot.  "Right.  Marco will be brought back to me?"
 
   "I don't know.  The elders are really funny when they talk about prophecy.  I think they do it on purpose to…" Two fingers went over her lips.
 
   "I know.  Confuse us.  The hell with them.  I am not one of their wolves to be toyed with."
 
   Selene studied Lukina's face.  The girl had a puzzled look in her eyes.  Gripping Lukina's shoulders, she shook the girl, "What do you know that I don't?"
 
   "Nothing.  What are you talking about?  No one said you were pregnant—  Oh shit!"  Lukina's eyebrows rose and she clapped her hands over her mouth when she realized what she'd said.
 
   Selene narrowed her gaze on the little girl.  Standing straight, she poked Lukina in the chest.  "I'm what?"
 
   Lukina looked around frantically.  "Nevermind.  I was wishing, hoping and projecting.  That's it ... umm … you know me, stupid little girl!"
 
   "Lukina."  It was a command.
 
   Lukina exhaled hard.  "Okay. The Elders told me more about you.  They told me Kiba had ordered Marco's banishment from the pack in order to fulfill some sort of prophecy about a newborn baby who would come to unite all the packs some day.  Something about being impregnated before the stroke of midnight last night.  You know Halloween is less than a week away, right?  I actually thought they were kidding until I came in here and smelled the difference in you."
 
   Selene scoffed.
 
   "I swear it.  Please don't be mad at me, I'm only the messenger and—"
 
   Selene hugged her.  "Hush.  It's okay.  But he's a wolf and I'm human."  Selene let out a long sigh.  Pregnant?  Obviously with Marco's child.  Why now?  She was used to her independence again.  Damn the wolf pack's politics.
 
   "Are you going to keep it?  I mean I've always wanted a baby but I'm such a klutz I'd lose it.  You know, like you see on those talk shows."
 
   "Lukina,"
 
   "Yes?"
 
   "Shut up."
 
   The other woman fell into Selene's arms, quieting as Selene stroked her hair.  Lukina always had such beautiful hair, and stroking it was comforting to her.
 
   "Might as well reveal a little more to you."  Lukina kicked an imaginary rock.
 
   Selene arched an eyebrow.
 
   "You have our blood running through you.  The baby will be fine because of that.  The Elders told me."
 
   Selene sighed in relief.  "That explains a lot.  I'm so glad.  I was not looking forward to telling Marco I carried his child but…"
 
   Lukina hugged Selene tighter.
 
   Selene let herself feel the little girl's embrace to her core.
 
   "So, do you know where Les is hiding?"
 
   Selene nodded.  "He's out in the open, probably right where the wolves left Marco.  I figure he can hear me so I'll just show up and kill him quickly before returning home."  The way she phrased it made it sound like she was going for takeout.  Selene yawned, putting her hand over her mouth.  "Excuse me.  I'm still somewhat sleepy."
 
   "Can't you wish yourself awake?"
 
   "Don't be silly."
 
   "I don't know these things.  I'm just a lowly wolf."
 
   "Never compare yourself to those lowlifes who don't know what they are.  You may be young, but you are not just a lowly wolf."
 
   "Thanks, Mom."  Lukina giggled.
 
   Selene's eyes widened.  "Don't call me that!"
 
   "But you are like a mother to me."
 
   "I may be your mother's age but I am not your mother.  Don't disrespect your mother like that."
 
   "But…"
 
   "I know.  Pack law is hard.  Trust me, I've been there before." Turning to the window, Selene waved a hand, splaying her fingers out.  A window slid open.
 
   "That's still so cool!"  Lukina beamed, her bright blue eyes shimmering in amazement.
 
   "Thanks.  This is even better."  Before Lukina's eyes, Selene began disappearing into a thin, fine red and gold mist. As if propelled by the wind, the dust coiled into a ball and flew out the window and into the city.
 
   "Take care of him for me," Selene called out.  In her mind, she saw Lukina nodding as she struggled to get Marco out of the apartment to better heal him.
 
   With the wind carrying her high up into the sky, she could see the city below.  The many office buildings, residential areas and trees scattering the land – it was a beautiful sight to her.  She hated the thought of living solely in the forest with Marco under pack law.  Kiba could kiss her round ass.  She wasn't a wolf.  She didn't have to play by their rules.
 
   She didn't want this.  Yet, the goddamned prophecy had mentioned mates for all the Opeth pack.  Her mother had told her she would find a mate who would balance her.  Did Marco offer her that?
 
   His youthful energy certainly helped her not feel so old.  She was only nearly forty.
 
   It didn't matter.  The fact remained she'd grown fond of him over the past few days.
 
   Sending out waves of energy, feelers for Les's poisonous energy led her south on the high wind.  The scenery changed, becoming less industrial.  Treetops blanketed the ground, making the path difficult to see, but she sensed Les.  Saw his evil green eyes light up the darkness, his smile a wicked challenge.
 
   She knew he sensed her too.  Changing from mist to a large eagle, Selene spotted her prey below.  Claws thrust out, she dove, at a high velocity until Les looked up and laughed at the sight of her.  He morphed into a wolf and darted into the woods.
 
   He wanted a chase.
 
   This couldn't be good.
 
   * * * *
 
   Marco slouched against the wall, his hand on his forehead.  He didn't feel warm, just annoyed.  Still, his head throbbed from the attack earlier.  His clothes were torn in places but it didn't matter. Lukina stood before him, sipping a cup of hot tea.  Her red curls fell over her shoulders against the beautiful white cloak.
 
   Marco raised his head and looked at her.  "Lukina?"
 
   "Yes, Marco?"
 
   Marco sighed and felt her arms around him, felt warmth in her healing energy.  She was strong for a girl so tiny.  "I want Selene."
 
   "I know.  And she will be delighted to hear that." Lukina finished her cup of hot tea and picked Marco up and slung him over her shoulder.
 
   His body ached still and considering he was the reason she was here, he didn't complain when she carried him.  Lukina didn't say another word for the duration of an hour before they stopped and Lukina dropped him on the ground.
 
   Standing to his full height, Marco towered over Lukina by a good six inches.
 
   "Where are we?" Marco noticed different buildings and smells, none of which smelled as rich as Lukina.  Or nearly as nice.
 
   "A temporary place for you to rest before I bring you home."
 
   Tension filled Marco's shoulders.  "I am not going home."
 
   "But Elder Kiba wishes you to return."
 
   Marco frowned.  "Fuck that old bastard.  I have nothing left to fear. I have nothing left to lose.  The pack has rejected my manhood, Lukina.  They sent you to bring me back, I must be a loser."
 
   "Hey!" Lukina put her hands on her hips.
 
   "No offense little girl but I am still four years older than you."
 
   Lukina glared at Marco, her red curls falling in front of her face. "I don't care.  You can shove your age issues up your ass."
 
   "You can try to stop me, or you can let me go after the woman I love.  Which is it, Lukina?  What will you do?"  Marco dropped his human illusion and reared up on his haunches.
 
   Crossing her arms over her chest, Lukina sighed and turned away from Marco.  "If you love her, then go after her."
 
   Marco wagged his tail and barked a thank you before darting down the street.  Ignoring Lukina's heavy groan, he tuned her out and began to let the noise in his own head run.
 
   You can't save her and she doesn't love you anyway.
 
   Get out of my goddamn head, Les!
 
   He had to.  She was his mate, his life partner and lover. Without her, he realized he had nothing left.  Nothing to lose.  No one else could satisfy him.  His heart beat quickly, pumping blood rapidly through his veins as anger surged within him.
 
   He would go after what was his, he would make her listen to the words he had to say to her.  He had so very much to say to her.
 
   She had to listen.
 
   And Les had to die.
 
   Fuck him if he was Kiba's brother.  It didn't matter.  The Opeth pack had turned its back on him, leaving him in America to die.  Taking his choices away from him, they had put him in a position where survival or death, were his only options.
 
   Who was he living for, anyway?  Pack law or himself?
 
   Prophecy be damned!
 
   Of course he could always walk away from this.
 
   Running down the streets of Seattle, he realized he could walk away from the entire mess, just like others had done.  Just like Józsi had done to Lukina and Ilona.
 
   Just like Nicholaus had done to Katarina and Krystyna.
 
   Just like others had done to their mates, he could run away and be happy, free of this mess of prophecy and bullshit pack politics.
 
   He could let the darkness take Selene from him and be free of all the responsibility placed upon him by the elders and prophecy.
 
   What the fuck was that prophecy anyway?  He ran quicker, wishing he could tear Les limb from limb for intruding on an otherwise heart-warming night between him and his lover.
 
   Selene was his damnit!
 
   Wasn't she?
 
   The pain Les left him with spread throughout his entire body, burning until the spell Lukina placed on him took effect, soothing him and cooling him.
 
   Who was ultimately in control of Marco's life?
 
   Lukina had his best interest at heart, but who else?  Did Selene protect him?
 
   Selene did.  She'd tried to heal him twice after Les barged in, and she'd tried to ameliorate a deeper pain within him.
 
   Did Kiba even recognize Marco as another in the pack with rights?
 
   Did any of the elders?
 
   Did it matter as long as he was with Selene?
 
   No.
 
   Running faster, he tried heading away from the city and into the suburbs where he might be able to pick up Les's scent.  Or Selene's.  He was certain he could scent her amongst everything after having fucked her once, made love to her twice.
 
   Hell, her scent still remained on him.
 
   Now he just needed to find his ability to breathe, to be strong in his own self.
 
   Strong enough to defeat Les and die with dignity, anyway.
 
   Something moved in the underbrush not far away from Marco. The scent of sickness and something vile wafted over his nose along with lupine.
 
   Who is there!  Marco growled, bared his teeth.
 
   Nobody answered.  Leaves rustled, drawing Marco's attention to the large presence near him.
 
   Then Marco saw his opportunity.
 
   * * * *
 
   Moving through the air seamlessly, Selene picked up on all the scents around her.  The smell of forest, earth and dirt filled her senses as did the scent of burning vinegar.
 
   Les.
 
   Selene rubbed her belly, aware that she was going to have to tell Marco at some point.  Damn the prophecy and one careless night!
 
   She focused her thoughts on her quarry.  You could stop running and face death, she grumbled on the mental telepath used frequently between non-humans.
 
   What a good game you're offering me.  You would offer me better games if you would give in to your primal instincts.
 
   Passing through large trees was difficult and in mid-flight, Selene sought the image of an owl in her mind.  Changing and flying upward, she imagined a tree in front of Les.  Too bad he lunged at the tree, bursting through it, sending splinters and branches everywhere as he continued running, laughed maniacally. Sprinting past thick underbrush, Les dove into a foxhole and disappeared
 
   Fucker.  She spat the word.
 
   An image of Les tsking her, waving a finger appeared in her head along with his silken voice.  That's not very ladylike.
 
   Perching atop a branch above the foxhole, Selene changed back into a human, wearing jeans and a white poet's shirt that opened up at the wrists. Her neckline was visible, the top low-cut enough to reveal plenty of cleavage.  She giggled.  I do look hot if I do say so myself.
 
   Raising a hand, she snapped a finger and dirt shot up just a few feet away from the foxhole.  She heard Les's laughter, an intrusion over her mind.  She had to protect Marco.  He was hers.  She knew in her heart this was right.  Had known it all along, but the knowledge she had wolf running in her veins made it clear.  A man who would fight for her was worth fighting for.
 
   Get out of my head, she commanded, sending a red flame into the foxhole.
 
   Les's yelp alerted her to where he was hiding.
 
   Selene sent another wave of fire into the hole.  Dirt and leaves scattered.
 
   A rock whizzed past Selene's head, nearly knocking her off balance.  She gripped a thick tree branch to hold herself steady.
 
   You can't hide from me, Les.  I'm through playing.
 
   Oh, but I've just started.
 
   He emerged from behind a tree, standing in all his glory.  A large fern hid his nudity from Selene, but she saw more than she needed to, until she looked over his carved chest and saw the thin trail of blood trickling down his smooth dark skin.
 
   "You didn't kill me," he extended his right hand, stepping toward her.
 
   "Stay right there."
 
   "But…" his solemn expression changed to a sad, empathetic look.  To any other human he would be beautiful.  Selene knew he was a heartless shell of a wolf, at least for the moment.
 
   Selene raised a hand.  "Stay away from me and mine, Les."
 
   Les smirked.  "To kill me is to wage war on the Opeth pack."
 
   "To not kill you is to steal their peace.  And mine."
 
   The leaves to her left rustled, and out jumped a beautiful gray wolf with bloodstained fur and a menacing look in his eyes.
 
   Les, leave her be.
 
   Turning to look at the new wolf, Selene recognized him. Les threw his head back in laughter.
 
   Marco, you don't have any idea what you're doing.
 
   Selene, you are mine to protect now.  He is my enemy.  I will kill him.
 
   "Stupid pup, I am your elder's brother.  How dare you think you can challenge me?"
 
   To Selene's surprise, Marco sounded sure as though he'd been ten years older and gifted with the experience of a well trained hunter.  This had to be a ruse.  Marco wasn't capable of fighting for her.  He was too young.
 
   A man appeared, his piercing gray eyes narrowed and focused on Les.  His face was cut with angry slashes and his beard had bloodstains matching Marco's.
 
   Selene's eyes widened, her jaw dropping just a little.  Marco looked her way, and she swore she saw him smile.
 
   "Brother, it's time to go home.  You had your fun." Elder Kiba's face looked sad and old.  Cuts marred his body, his hair appeared disheveled and dried blood was all over his neck and arms.  His eyes narrowed, crossed then focused on his brother and Marco.
 
   Les lowered himself to the ground and changed shape, bones cracking and resetting into place as he became a wolf in front of them.  He snarled, his eyes hot on Selene.  When Kiba dies, I will have this pack.  He snarled loudly, barking in Selene's direction.
 
   Kiba took a slow step forward, placing a hand on a nearby tree for balance.  "Les," he extended a wrinkled hand.
 
   "I'm in the mood for war." Marco growled, ready to pounce.
 
   Les darted toward Selene but Marco sprang into the air, catching the other wolf by the throat.  Both rolled several yards before slamming into a tree.  Marco came out on top, Les's neck still in his jaw.
 
   You wouldn't.
 
   Marco snarled. I would.  You attacked me, my lover, my pack.  You aren't worthy of living, Les.
 
   You wouldn't kill me in front of my brother. Fear appeared in Les's eyes.
 
   I wounded your brother pretty badly in order to find out just what the hell is going on with this stupid prophecy.  Don't think I won't kill you in order to fulfill it.
 
   "Les, let's go home." Kiba's eyes narrowed, his voice tired.
 
   I'm through with your Promised Land lies, Kiba.  And Les, you waged war on me.  I should tear your throat out now.
 
   Fear was evident in Les's eyes, eerily so in the lime green one.
 
   Marco growled.  I'm tired of being a pawn in the pack.  He let Les free of his jaws but turned around and kicked him in the stomach.
 
   Les grunted, whimpered.  His lime green eye opened all the way.  A loud noise was heard throughout the forest.  Birds flew away, leaves rustled. Other animals fluttered about and disappeared, hiding in fear.
 
   Les began to glow but Marco didn't hesitate.  He lunged at Les again, catching him and slamming him into the large tree behind them.  Don't try that shit on me, old man.  Growling, he snapped at Les.
 
   Les flinched, slamming his head hard into the tree.  He appeared human again.
 
   "Marco, get away from him.  He's had enough." A female voice yelled from behind him.
 
   Selene's voice did nothing to distract Marco.  No.  I am not a puppy to be toyed with.  I forced Kiba to rescind the banishment and let me come home.  Now he must pay for mistreating me.  So must Les.  We are not a fair race, are we Kiba? Marco snapped at Les again, nipping him across the forehead.  A claw dug into Les's chest.
 
   Les yelled in agony.  Out of the corner of his eye, Marco saw Kiba flinch.  Bastard.
 
   Another claw slashed marks down Les' chest and into his stomach.
 
   Les screamed.
 
   Marco let the rage build inside him.  He found his direction, found his sense of being in killing.  I am going to thoroughly enjoy killing you, Les.
 
   Selene look at Kiba, but his eyes revealed nothing.  The small frown on his face was barely noticeable, but she swore he wanted to protect his brother.  "Marco, stop!  If you kill him, you won't fulfill your destiny as future ruler of the pack, Marco."
 
   * * * *
 
   Future what? Marco wasn't sure he heard that right. Did you say future ruler of the pack?
 
   Something clicked in his head, and he turned to Les and cold-cocked him.
 
   When had they both morphed to human form?  Marco wasn't sure.  He hadn't been keeping track – but he wasn't interested in Les any more.
 
   Unconscious, he wasn't a threat to Selene, and now Marco could get to more important business – like straightening out his life, getting to the root of the prophecy and getting his mate to admit ... well, that she was his mate.
 
   "What is this about me being a future ruler of the pack?"
 
   "You have a destiny as we all do, my son.  Your reckless ways prevented you from fulfilling that destiny and made us distrust you."  Kiba wheezed and took a deep breath.
 
   "Yeah?  So what?  Is it necessary to play these damn games in order to fulfill prophecy?"
 
   Selene sighed.  "Yes, Marco.  Unfortunately, it is.  I've hated playing these games since coming into my own power, but trials like this made me stronger.  Nobody likes it but it's part of what we have to accept if we're going to grow."
 
   "I'd like to grow with you, Selene."
 
   She stepped forward, extending a hand out to him.  "Then embrace your role as future pack leader.  You will be alpha."
 
   "I'm not sure I'm anywhere ready to being Alpha.  Besides, they all need Alpha females and I'm without one, last I recall."
 
   She turned to Kiba.  "Does he know yet?"
 
   Kiba shook his head.  "No.  I have not told him."
 
   Marco stared at Kiba, raising a finger to point at Kiba's chest. "Told me what?  What are you hiding you motherfucker?"  Marco paused, giving thought to all the things that had occurred recently.  He raised his head, catching the scent of the wind. Selene's scent was slightly different.
 
   "You're pregnant?"
 
   She nodded.  "Yes, and I'd like us to raise our child together."
 
   His heart did a flip.  "Excuse me?  The other day you told me we were just fuck buddies."
 
   She blushed.  "Yeah, I'm sorry about that Marco.  You're a young pup, but it takes quite a commitment to be with someone and you offered that to me almost immediately."
 
   "My instincts told me you were my mate."  He shrugged.
 
   "Our child has a place in this pack to help it fulfill the prophecy."
 
   Marco heaved a sigh.  "Damn prophecy."
 
   Selene coughed.  "Don't I know it.  I'm stuck with a baby and a younger lover."
 
   Marco didn't miss the humor in her voice.  "He'll really help our starving pack?"
 
   She nodded.  "Indeed."
 
   "But … I don't know what to do or say."
 
   She cupped his chin in her hands, slender fingers stroking the five day shadow that had grown on his dark skin. "You'll take your place as Alpha when the time comes?"
 
   He nodded.  "If you're by my side."
 
   Taking his hand in hers, Selene smiled.  "Always."
 
   


 
   
  
 



EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   Marco lay beside Selene under the covers of her bed, enjoying the scents of winter and cinnamon that wafted around them.  Her hand lay in his, and their legs were entwined.
 
   "You're going to school," she nudged his neck.
 
   Her soft lips stiffened his cock immediately, but his ears perked up.  "School?"
 
   "Yes.  I want you to attend classes and get an MBA but the problem with that is the MBA is crap.  So I'm planning out school for you to give you the necessary leadership skills you lack. Your heart is strong," she rubbed her foot along his calf.
 
   Her toes slid up his leg and he shivered.  Hints of arousal drifted toward his nose.  "But I want to stay here with you and…" Two fingers pressed against his lips.
 
   "I know.  And I'm keeping you here."  She let out a loud sigh. "I don't want to go back to Hungary but we have no choice.  Eventually we'll have to go.  You're going to be an elder, and until our next Alpha is chosen, which," she sighed again, "should be soon, you'll need to be learning all you can about things."
 
   Marco groaned.  He'd always hated formal education.  "Is Lukina going into something like this?  She was supposed to become an elder as well, right?"
 
   "No," Selene's hand snaked up around his stomach.
 
   Marco's stomach tightened and his cock twitched.
 
   "She is destined to help the next Alpha."
 
   "Do we know who that is?" Marco felt her hand snake up his bare thigh.  Goose bumps popped up all over his skin.
 
   She took hold of his cock.
 
   He throbbed in her hands.  "I do.  And after next week, I'll be going to Houston to meet him."
 
   "And will I need to do anything?"  Marco really didn't care anymore.  She'd started pumping his cock.  He groaned softly against her skin.
 
   "No.  Not for the pack.  Just for me.  Now let me fuck you and love you."
 
   Marco nodded, rolling over onto her.  His cock brushed against her heat, his heart beat against hers.  Her mouth was inches away.  Plump red lips, begging to be kissed.  Her heart needed his and he felt it deep inside.
 
   Finally, he had been found.
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CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   A loud motorcycle ripped down the street and sped around the corner, forcing Kerian's attention from the house where his two contractors worked.
 
   "Damn, fucking, young punk, bikers."  He mumbled, and looked up at the sky.  The sun hung low and bright, but it was only 4 PM.  
 
   A memory washed through him.  
 
   The image of his former lover, Jackob, riding a loud bike down the desert highway so fast, he could hear him from half a mile away, flashed in his mind.
 
   Jackob came to Kerian in a time when his pack had started feeling the sickness brought in from Outside influences.
 
   Neither wolf had any idea how to cure the disease.  
 
   Even worse, Jackob's pack had also begun showing signs of sickness.  Just days after Jackob returned from a long road trip, he'd called Kerian and left a voicemail.
 
   "My mother died.  In my fucking arms, Ker.  She died!"  He slurred his words, indicating just how drunk and angry he truly was.  
 
   The sex had been magnificent, but only displaced the problem, solving nothing.  
 
   Then Jackob disappeared for two weeks, leaving Kerian worried, and with his own pack suffering, he felt alone.
 
   He shuddered.  
 
   The situation continued to get worse, leaving both packs down to about 20 members each, down from close to 60 wolves.  Unification of smaller, local packs in Albuquerque enlarged and strengthened the packs.  
 
   But the sickness became an overwhelming issue.  Jackob's presence calmed Kerian's nerves, and made him feel like they had a chance to do real good for the shifter community.
 
   Until that fateful day when he learned his lover was a thief.  
 
   Another shudder wracked his body, this one from a combination of the cold wind nipping at his exposed skin and the memory of his traitorous lover.
 
   He sighed, and gazed back at the nearly finished house.
 
   Cold wind bit at Kerian, forcing him to pull his jacket tighter around his body.  Snow had fallen over the past few days, odd for Albuquerque.  Every ten years or so, snow fell and lasted.  
 
   The sun hung high in the sky at this point, warming him slightly, but doing little to dissipate the cold chill brought on by the bitter wind.  
 
   Kerian stood in the bed of his truck, surveying the days' work his men had done.  The house before them had been demolished from the inside out, leaving the bare studs, and some electrical wiring running through it, along with the roof, intact.  The plumbing had been pulled and the back yard stripped of extraneous debris.  
 
   Flipping open a clipboard, he looked down the list of things they had to accomplish by the end of this week.  Debris and trash removal had taken two days longer than expected and they were already behind schedule due to the sickness infecting his pack.
 
   Wolves didn't catch human diseases, but whatever infected his pack caused a major ruckus.  Traveling packs once stopped here to give the town badly needed business, but now they avoided Albuquerque, and headed north towards the mountains.  
 
   Except for the outside invaders who wreaked havoc on the town occasionally, and blamed his pack, Albuquerque rarely got wolf business.  Rumors of extreme violence kept humans away.  
 
   Even worse, the pack waging war on his had chosen to strike when news hit Kerian's wolves had become infected.  
 
   The few remaining packs proved useless, offering no help at all.  They avoided him as well, since the infection began to spread.  
 
   He'd been forced to take jobs working real estate construction gigs, for what few investors saw value in the city.  The jobs paid a decent wage and keep his pack fed and clothed.  
 
   With a sigh, Kerian wiped his brow, moving strands of dark hair from his forehead, then hopped off the truck and walked up the front lawn, into the house.  His nose picked up the scents of freshly cut wood, sand and concrete, along with the headiness of earth and sweat.  
 
   He shoved the large wooden door open, looked around at two of his pack mates.  Marco, a dark skinned Indian, with long, shiny, black hair, stood with a hammer in his hand, surveying the work he'd done removing molded drywall.  Sanchez, a wolf with very mestizo features, pried a nail out of the wall and kicked in the drywall in front of him, getting dust on his carpenter's pants and flannel.  Dust peppered his already graying hair.
 
   Kerian cleared his throat.  "Hey, take the rest of the day off.  We're out of here." He tapped his watch for emphasis.  
 
   "But boss," Marco turned to face him, "we're almost done."
 
   He narrowed his eyes at Marco's sullen expression.  The other wolf needed to be away from home right now, the distraction from the pack's plight provided him with a purpose Kerian well understood.  "I know." He nodded, "But I don't want to risk you two getting sick because you overworked yourselves." 
 
   Sanchez lifted his head and set the pry bar down with a clang against the concrete.  "We're stronger than that."
 
   Kerian knew this.  These two he'd chosen for lead contractors because they were workhorses.  Both well over their forties, Kerian hated how they needed jobs so badly, but they had human families outside the pack.  When he found them both, they hadn't been with any pack, so adopting them seemed logical.  "Shit, you two are the strongest in this pack.  It's why I have you out here helping me on rehabs.  But go home, you both have families who need to see you tonight."
 
   Marcus and Sanchez nodded.  Taking their tools with them, they headed out of the house and loaded up into Sanchez's beat-up old truck.  
 
   Kerian surveyed the house.  They'd need to reroute plumbing just slightly in the kitchen, to accommodate repositioning of the sink.  They'd have to reroute the gas line too, just six inches.  Easy stuff, once materials arrived.  
 
   He wiped his brow again.  Cold wind dug into his skin painfully, making any exposed limbs feel the sting of frostbite.  The fur from his beast kept him warm, but the unusually cold winter, plus all the stress, did nothing to help him.  
 
   Kerian retrieved a bandana from his right back pocket and slipped the black rag around his head.
 
   He slid a pair of sunglasses over his eyes, grabbed the keys from his pocket and locked up the two doors in the kitchen, before exiting the house.  He gave the locked front door a firm tug, to make sure he'd secured the house properly.  Wolves didn't celebrate Thanksgiving.  
 
   Not with the rival packs vying for dominance, anyway.  In Albuquerque, with a sick pack, they had little to be thankful for.
 
   With a sigh, Kerian straddled his motorcycle, slipped fingerless gloves on, and revved the engine.  Backing out of the driveway, he darted into the street and raced off down the highway towards I-40.  
 
   His jaw ticked.  
 
   Kerian pulled into the far right lane, and made his way downtown towards Central Avenue and 6th street, where Iolite lived.  He hadn't seen her in a few weeks and the need for her tightened.
 
   The usual pre-holiday traffic made the drive downtown slower than normal.  Wind blew against his face, whipping his hair about.  
 
   Kerian wove in and out of traffic until he came to the exit for Rio Grande Avenue, which would lead him down to Central.  
 
   He turned off the freeway, slowed for the light, feeling his heart race faster as he neared Iolite's.  
 
   She'd been a beacon of light in his otherwise bleak life.  With his parents dying off from whatever disease had ravaged the packs, and their old alpha succumbing to old age, the pack had suffered a great deal.  
 
   Once their alpha did pass, Kerian took the reins, and the others in his pack accepted Kerian's rule without question.  He had a bloodline destiny to be ruler of the pack.
 
   Kerian gritted his teeth at the memory of his latest loss.  
 
   To let his pack know of his preference for having a mate of each gender, to just one female, would cause any wolf a lot of problems in this part of the country.  
 
   In fact, most wolves frowned on bisexuality, often citing examples of heterosexual wolves who always topped.
 
   From Kerian's experiences, humans held similar beliefs to wolves, but didn't take them as far.  He'd scoffed at his share of men leaving the gay and bi clubs in the area.  Most humans had no sense of self-worth, so they identified with their sexuality.  Those comfortable with themselves still didn't possess the begrudging pride of the wolf.
 
   Jackob sought him out one night, four years ago.  Truly, his first gay experience, Jackob had been kind with him.  He'd taught him things about his human body most sex experts didn't know.  He'd been the one to show Kerian how to have mind blowing anal sex.
 
   In short, he'd been a stellar lover; Until Kerian discovered Jackob's pack had been responsible for the recent string of bank robberies.  
 
   Jackob swore he had nothing to do with it, but Kerian remained suspicious.  His inability to answer questions with anything other than word games, irritated Kerian.  
 
   Fucker.  After a year, Kerian could look away no more.  
 
   His heart still ached at thoughts of his missing lover.  Jackob would absolutely adore Iolite.  She'd been the most understanding woman in his life, and Kerian needed that.
 
   Jackob probably did too.  
 
   It'd been way too long since he'd seen Iolite.  Jobs and pack business had kept him away, even though they lived within an hour of each other.  His house in Rio Rancho was a straight shot down I-25.  The pack needed closeness to the mountains where they gathered herbs and found shelter from the elements, outside of fears of human discovery.  
 
   He turned down Central Ave, pulled onto 6th street around the recently converted large, stone building of condos.  Iolite's top floor apartment had a great view of downtown.  What she was doing here was beyond him, the music from numerous clubs and bars often kept her awake at night.  "You keep me safe, knowing you're not too far away." 
 
   The thought made him smile.
 
   Kerian parked the bike and hopped off, rounding the corner onto Central.  He cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted, "Hey, Iolite!"
 
   She stood on the balcony.  Her doors were open, letting in the cold.  She appeared at the rail.
 
    "Iolite," he smiled.
 
   She waved a hand in the air.  "Here I am, Kerian! Come on up!"
 
   He grinned, and with a salute, walked to the front door of the building and headed towards the elevator, smirking at the brown and orange color scheme chosen for the interior.  
 
   The elevator reached the top floor and the doors opened.
 
   Before he stepped out, a pair of arms clasped around his waist.  Iolite flung herself into him, her body's warmth cut through the cold chill in his.  Her hair smelled of patchouli and sandalwood, her underlying scent, rose.  
 
   "Hey now," he laughed, pulling her tighter into his body.  The doors started to shut on them.  
 
   Dressed in hip-hugging jeans and a gray sweater, her hair flowed like a large, soft, blanket behind her.  Silvery hazel eyes sparkled.  Ruby red lips puckered together and blew him a kiss.  "This could be like that book I read," she winked.
 
   He arched an eyebrow.  "What book?"
 
   Hands slid down his back and around his chest.  "Over the Moon; four sexy authors writing hot romances."
 
   With a grin, he held her hands in his, the softness of her skin a complement to his roughness.  "I like where this could go."
 
   Her mouth seized his.  Soft, pliant, lips caressed his mouth, her sweet lips opening, to invite him in.
 
   Kerian's tongue swirled around her mouth, tasting lush honey and wine as it explored her, stroking her tongue along with the rest of her.
 
   Her tongue matched his, stroke for stroke, before wrapping around his and sucking.  
 
   Hands clasped his shoulders, tugging desperately at his shirt.  
 
   Kerian cupped Iolite's face in his hands, caressing her mouth with his, before plundering her with his tongue.  Exploring every inch of her, brought his cock to a hardness he hadn't felt in a long time, and the warmth of her body pressing against his sent shudders through him.
 
   "Mmm," she pulled back from the kiss and hit a button on the elevator.  The doors shut again.  She dragged her mouth down his skin; she inhaled deeply and sank to her knees.  
 
   He heard the zipper on his jeans being yanked down.  His cock sprang free, into tiny little fingers that gripped him.
 
   Kerian gripped a fistful of silken hair and inhaled sharply.
 
   Velvet heat engulfed him from her mouth.  
 
   He jerked against her, unable to respond verbally.
 
   She laughed, sending vibrations up the length of his cock.  Her tongue swirled around his shaft and stroked the underside of him.
 
   Flames raced up his body, his fist tightened in her hair.
 
   Iolite shifted, but kept him deep in her mouth, only to pull back – oh so slowly – on him, and dragged her lips up his length.
 
   Kerian clenched his free hand into a tight fist.  Gritting his teeth, he managed to groan out, "You're killing me, babe."
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   "You will board a plane tomorrow and speak with a Mrs.  Connie Maxwell about their books, Miss Raven." The portly old man handed Miranda a manila envelope.
 
   Reaching across the desk, Miranda took the envelope and opened it.  Nodding, she thumbed through the pages of documentation until she came to a stop.  "Mr. Musgrave, you want me to what?"
 
   "Investigate their accounting practices, Miss Raven."
 
   "But I've only been with the Securities and Exchange Commission for a short while.  Are you sure you want me going in there?"
 
   The old man folded his wrinkled hands together.  "We are, Miss Raven." 
 
   His monotone voice was beginning to bug her.
 
   "But aren't there lower levels that should begin the investigation?  What about...?"
 
   The tall, burly man held up a hand.  "We realize that this is a little out of the ordinary, Miss Raven, but to be frank this corporation's activities could bankrupt this company if they aren't kept in line with the remaining 2,000 plus companies traded daily."
 
   Whistling, Miranda's eyebrows rose.  "What makes X Corporation so dangerous?" Her interest was piqued.  
 
   "It seems that X Corporation is playing by different rules than the rest of the companies listed on the NYSE."
 
   "Meaning?"
 
   "I don't know, Miss Raven." Darrell Musgrave leaned back in his chair.  He reached into a drawer on a desk behind him and retrieved a flask.  Taking a long sip from the flask, he licked his lips.  
 
   Miranda was shocked that the head of the SEC was a tippler.  Of course, this was a high stress job.  "What?"
 
   "I did not stutter, Miss Raven.  We honestly don't know.  Are you old enough to remember what happened to Ken Lay of Enron?"
 
   "Of course.  That case is famous." It was the reason she wanted to work with the SEC in the first place.
 
   "Then you understand that thousands of shareholders were screwed out of retirement funds because the company lied?"
 
   Nodding, she said, "I do."
 
   Mr. Musgrave leaned back in his chair.  "Then you will take on this assignment and be given whatever resources required to do your job."
 
   "But I'm not sure I can handle this yet.  Shouldn't you send someone in who has more–"
 
   "Spare me, Miss Raven." 
 
   Standing, Miranda's face flushed red, she looked at her boss, Mr. Musgrave.  "So you would send me to investigate X Corp, knowing I'm a rookie?" 
 
   The old man pushed his glasses over his fat nose.  Bald, what hair he did have was gray and thin.  "Yes, we think you have the skills to tackle this one."
 
   "But vampires run that corporation!"
 
   Mr. Musgrave leaned forward, placing his elbows on his desk.  "We know, Miss Raven.  That's why we're sending you.  You have," he closed his beady eyes, his fat lips parted, "people skills.  Besides, it doesn't matter if the souls are damned.  Vampirism is by no means a punishment filled with ruthlessness and violence, Miss Raven.  Everyone is capable of making mistakes."
 
   Slamming her hands on the desk, Miranda realized she could lose her job with the SEC if she refused.  They'd have grounds for firing her based on discrimination policies.  After vampires were recognized as a race and allowed the same rights as the living, they had started acting like humans, buying companies, forming companies, trading them publicly.  
 
   What floored her was that people actually bought shares in the vampire run corporations.  Ever since Bill Gates became undead, people had been chomping at the bit to own stock in his company, which had tripled several times and split at least once the day he announced his decision to join the undead.
 
   "Fine," she sighed.  
 
   "We knew you'd see things our way," Mr. Musgrave leaned back in his plush leather chair.  Smoothing a hand over his white shirt, he extended a hand to Miranda.  "It's nice to work with professionals, Miss Raven."
 
   Taking his hand in hers, Miranda shook his, wiping her hand beneath the level of the desk afterwards.
 
   "Oh Miss Raven," Mr. Musgrave interrupted.
 
   "Yes?"
 
   "Be advised that you will be dealing with old guard Europeans, some of whom have a different sense of right and wrong."
 
   Turning her head slowly, she saw the malicious look in Mr. Musgrave's eyes.  "You mean,"
 
   "Yes.  They're owned and run by vampires."
 
   Miranda suddenly felt sick.  Miranda excused herself and quickly left the room.  X Corporation was known for having shady accounting practices but had never been pinned down for their illegal activities.  Miranda suspected they had two sets of books; one set for the public, the other for shareholders.  
 
   Walking down the long hallway, Miranda stopped in front of the elevator.  Letting out a long breath, she pushed the button, squared her shoulders and waited for the doors to open.
 
   By the time she got to her apartment in downtown New York, it was dark.  Clouds passed in the sky.  The streets were alive with music, bumper to bumper traffic, cabs and bicyclists, and of course, the beautiful bright lights of the city.  
 
   Her flight had been booked already by the SEC.  Tomorrow was a long day.  X Corporation's headquarters was in San Francisco.  Memories of fresh doughnuts on the wharf brought pleasant memories to mind.  The salty smell of the air, the seals on the rocks out at the pier, happy childhood memories Miranda held close to her.  
 
   Then there was X Corporation.  Symbol: XDNGR, they were publicly traded on the New York Stock Exchange.  It seemed silly to be afraid to meddle in their affairs.  They manufactured medical supplies, for Christ's sake.  Millions of hospitals over the world bought from X Corporation.  They were the leaders in their field.  People loved them.  
 
   Except that they were owned by vampires.  
 
   Vampires had gained legal status after they banded together in Europe and slaughtered many of the hunters who'd chased them.  Their deaths were often as gruesome as the deaths caused by the hunters, and only slightly messier.  
 
   Soon after their legal status in Europe, the US followed suit, starting with California.  Flocks of vampires came over, bringing traditions and customs as old as time with them.  Many of the older folks had welcomed the resurgence of the customs while detesting the undead.  Still, they were mostly a quiet race that kept to themselves.  
 
   Unless provoked.  
 
   Miranda swallowed the lump in her throat.  Tomorrow, she'd be dealing face to face with Connie Maxwell, 500-year-old head accountant for X Corporation in hopes of setting the record straight.  
 
   At least their phone conversations had been polite.  
 
   * * * *
 
   Miranda got off the plane at SFO and walked down to baggage claim.  Exhausted from having been up since 8 AM New York time, she yawned.  It was 8 AM in California.  
 
   Hitting street level, she hailed a cab.  Inhaling the smell of brine and sea air, Miranda pulled her jacket over her shoulders.  This was the weather she loved.  Cold and windy, compared to New York's blizzards, the weather of California was easy to deal with.  
 
   Stopping in front of a large multi story building, Miranda paid the cab driver and grabbed her briefcase.  Her luggage would arrive at the hotel later that day.  The meeting she had scheduled with Connie Maxwell was at 10 AM sharp.  She thought it better not to piss off the ancient vampire accountant.  
 
   The building felt ominous, angry and dark.  It looked like every other building nearby, large, multi-windowed and tall, but felt different.  It was as if being inhabited by vampires made all the difference to Miranda.
 
   Slicking her hair back, she smoothed her hands over her red skirt and adjusted her suit coat.  Faking confidence, she strode past the large glass double doors, looking up at the sign that plainly read "X Corporation." A banner with words inscribed stood under the large X.  
 
   Her shoulders tensed up, tightness could be felt in her spine.  Clutching her briefcase, Miranda walked towards the elevators, but a hand on her shoulder made her spin around.
 
   "May I help you?"
 
   Miranda stared open-mouthed at the elderly woman dressed in a plain blue dress.  Her hair hung loosely over her shoulders.  Her pale skin contrasted with the lively look of her deep blue eyes.  Hell, even her lips were plump, red.  
 
   "I don't know.  I mean, I'm uhh," she saw the elderly woman's fangs in her smile.  "I'm looking for Connie Maxwell's office."
 
   "Top floor dear.  Shall I alert her of your presence, Miss," the woman looked at Miranda's nametag, "Raven?"
 
   "Please."
 
   That wasn't so bad.  In fact, the secretary seemed downright polite except for the fact that she was a blood-sucking vampire.  
 
   "You know," she escorted Miranda to the elevator, "we're not all bad."
 
   Miranda blushed.  "I don't know what you mean."
 
   The elder woman smirked.  Reaching for the phone at the desk, she picked it up, dialed four digits and waited.
 
   "Miss Maxwell, a Miss Raven is here to see you.  Shall I send her in?" Nodding, the elder woman hung up the phone and turned to face Miranda.  "You may go see Miss Maxwell, Miss Raven.  She's been expecting you." 
 
   Her face flushed, she felt heat from embarrassment over her skin.  Bowing, Miranda forced a smile.  "Thank you." 
 
   "You are welcome, child.  Do try to remember that not all of us are evil, angry or power-hungry.  Some of us have even retained certain human qualities."
 
   Nodding, Miranda felt somewhat at ease.  "What's your name?"
 
   "I'm Lucy.  I'm slightly over two hundred years old and have seen much.  Humans can be cruel if they choose.  Or they can ignore their darker nature and live a wholesome life."
 
   "When all you've seen is death, it's hard to hold onto the idea that vampires can be good."
 
   Lucy smiled.  "I know dear.  But have hope.  And trust your instincts.  They will guide you a long way."
 
   "Thank you," Miranda bowed again.  
 
   The elevator doors opened and Miranda stepped inside.  The thought occurred to her that for a large medical supply company, the building seemed rather empty.
 
    Turning to face Lucy, she realized that the woman may have been just over a few hundred years old, but her heart told her that Lucy had only done what was required of her life.  The wear on Lucy's face said plenty about her life.  
 
   New anticipation bubbled in her stomach.  Would Connie Maxwell be as kind?
 
   The elevator rose to the top floor.  The doors opened in a smooth motion and Miranda stepped through.  Spotting a wooden desk, she saw what looked like a human secretary sitting with her hair in a bun.  She was busy typing at the keyboard.  A man walked past her, leaving a file on the woman's desk.  "These are due today.  The person," he said with in a mocking tone, "will be here shortly."
 
   "Ahem?"
 
   Miranda set her hands on her hips.
 
   "Oh, you must be Miss Raven.  Delighted." He didn't offer a hand to shake.
 
   "I'm sure.  I'm here for–"
 
   "Miss Maxwell.  Right this way." His pursed, thin lips bothered Miranda.  Something about him besides the fact that he was undead made her not trust him.  
 
   The man pushed open the large wooden double doors to Connie Maxwell's office and let Miranda enter.
 
   The doors closed behind her with a loud thud.  The room was empty except for a large black leather chair, desk with a glass top, liquor cabinet and a large window that offered a great view of the city.  Two metal chairs sat in front of the desk.  
 
   "Wow." Miranda whistled.  
 
   The room was quiet.  Stepping closer to the large window, Miranda couldn't help but gaze out into the skyline.  Admiring the beauty of San Francisco, she could easily see the ocean from her vantage point.  It was amazing.
 
   Vampires had used capitalism to gain pleasures that the living had cherished for so long.
 
   How annoying.
 
   But Lucy was sweet, non-judgmental.  
 
   Of course, the male who let her into this room was a dick.
 
   The door opened behind her with a loud creak.  Jumping, Miranda let out a breath when she turned to see a tall woman come through the door with a large file folder in her hand.  
 
   "Miss Raven, I assume?"
 
   "Miss Maxwell?"
 
   "Indeed."
 
   Connie Maxwell was dressed impeccably to the nines.  Her auburn hair was done in the latest style, long and in a bun on top of her head.  Black-rimmed glasses hid oval green eyes.  Connie's narrow face looked distrustful but Miranda couldn't put her finger on the reason.
 
   Connie's blue green skirt complemented her pale skin.  Full, pert breasts jutted out proudly.  Long, slender hose-covered legs walked across the carpet.  Connie stood a few inches from Miranda.  Extending her hand, she tilted her head to the side.
 
   "Truce?"
 
   Setting down the briefcase, Miranda smiled weakly.  Hesitant, Miranda took the other woman's hand and shook it.  "Sure."
 
   "Have a seat, Miss Raven."
 
   "Please, call me Miranda."
 
   "Okay.  Miranda, call me Connie.  As you can see by looking at the file," she said, handing the thick file to Miranda, "our practices are well documented.  Why is the SEC so interested in us?"
 
   "That's a very good question, Connie.  I have to tell you, I was a little stumped when my boss asked me to come out here and take a look at X Corporations' balance sheets."
 
   "Does he think we're pulling an Enron?"
 
   "Again," Miranda sighed, "I'm not sure."
 
   The phone on Connie's desk rang.  "Excuse me," Connie picked up the phone.  "Hello?"
 
   Nodding, Connie stood.  "Pardon me for a moment, Miss Raven.  My assistant has something for me that I must open."
 
   Miranda's stomach tightened.  Knots formed and tugged at her.  Adrenaline started flowing through her, making her nerves jumpy.
 
   "I'll return in just a second and we'll see if we can sort this mess out.  I presume you brought everything the SEC gave you?"
 
   "Indeed." Miranda patted her briefcase.  
 
   "Good.  I'll be right back."
 
   Connie turned around and walked to the door.  The large doors swung open and then closed with a loudness that echoed throughout the room.
 
   Miranda's heartbeat picked up, becoming the only sound in the room.  
 
   A click behind Miranda brought her attention to the window.  Spinning around, she faced a large flying creature, flapping gigantic wings.  Long fangs protruded from his beaked nose.  Thin yellow eyes glowed.  
 
   Miranda was shaking.
 
   The beast's body was more man than animal, but she wasn't around to see if he had cognitive reasoning skills.  
 
   "Oh.  My.  God..." Turning to run towards the door, Miranda tripped over her shoe.  Picking herself up quickly, she grabbed the briefcase and flung it at the creature as hard as she could but didn't wait for the sound of leather connecting against flesh.  
 
   Bolting for the door, Miranda reached the doorknob in time to turn the handle and yank it open, but a hand caught her foot.  
 
   Kicking out at the creature with her one good leg, she realized she hadn't hit it at all.  His grip on her ankle hurt.  Adrenaline pumped through her veins.  "No!  Go away!  Leave me alone!"
 
   Her body had been dragged across the carpet and flung across the room.  Standing, her head woozy, she saw a blurry path past the large winged vampire.  "What do you want?" 
 
   It flew in closer, large muscled arms spread out.  Razor sharp claws reflected the sunlight behind her.  
 
   Miranda had one chance.  Make a run around the creature and sprint through the doors.  Backing up, she slipped off her pumps.  Holding one in her hand, she took aim and threw it as hard as she could at the creature's head.
 
   The creature cried out angrily.  
 
   Smacking him dead center in his left eye, Miranda grabbed her other shoe.  "Come on you bastard, I've got one more." Backing up further, Miranda taunted the creature with one hand until she'd bumped against the desk.  "Oh shit," she muttered.
 
   The creature swooped in, one arm back to strike Miranda.
 
   She saw her one chance and threw her other shoe at his face.  
 
   The creature moved its head and backed off.
 
   It looked like he had a smile on his face.  
 
   Jumping behind the glass desk, Miranda hoped he'd come after her and not try to fly overhead.  She was surprised his wings could hold his large body, but hey, they lived in times where vampires owned companies traded publicly.  
 
   Coming at her, Miranda did the only thing she thought of.  She lifted the heavy desk up with a shove and pushed it into the beast, sending millions of glass shards flying.  She saw blood but didn't stop long enough to see if it was hers.  Turning to run, Miranda picked up the briefcase and ran out of the office screaming for help.
 
   The lobby was empty.  
 
   The lights were off.  
 
   Miranda hammered on the elevator button, hoping it would be nearby.  She heard glass and the sound of other things breaking from Connie's office.  Glancing around, Miranda found the door that led to the emergency stairwell.  
 
   Taking off in a dead run, she heard the rip of her stockings.  One more thing to upset her today.
 
   Jumping shoulder-first into the metal door, it only budged a little.  
 
   Pounding on the door, Miranda tried one more hearty shove against the metal door.  This time it opened.  Into darkness, Miranda ran down the stairs as fast as her feet would carry her, not caring about the distance, just as long as she got out of the building and could find someone who would help her.
 
   Reaching the bottom floor, Miranda's heart felt hope.  "Finally," she panted the words out.  "No time to stop.  Gotta get outside.  Those damn things can't hurt me outside."
 
   Grabbing the metal handle, Miranda gave the door a yank.  This one swung open easily, slamming against the wall hard enough to leave a dent.  Stepping through the threshold, Miranda bumped into a hard object.
 
   "Miss Raven," a deep male voice made her freeze in her tracks.
 
   Miranda stepped back.  Looking at the barrel sized chest of the man dressed in black standing before her, she felt a feeling low in her body that she hadn't felt in a long time.  
 
   "We have to get out of here!" Reaching for his hand, Miranda realized it was just as pale as Connie's.  In fact, as handsome and rugged as his face was, his skin was pale.
 
   "No!  You can't be with..." Her job dropped.  It was hard to believe that this gorgeous 6'7 man dressed to the nines was a vampire.  
 
   "I am merely an assassin.  And I am here to do my job, Miss Miranda."
 
   Large, steel arms gripped her shoulders tightly.  
 
   Kicking out, Miranda landed a knee in his stomach.  
 
   He winced.  Then he laughed.  "You aren't a match for me." 
 
   Being thrown around like a rag doll, Miranda's head lolled to one side before the vampire parted his lips.  She watched his fangs lengthen, scared of the wicked, yet seductive smile across his face.  
 
   "Were you this good looking as a human?"
 
   His fangs sunk into her neck.  "Better."
 
   Pain followed by bliss made Miranda feel at ease.  Her body became light as a feather.  Her eyes shut, her body went limp.  
 
   She would die in a matter of seconds.  She was certain.
 
   Then her world blacked out.
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