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Chrono sighed and leaned against the wall, staring out at the nighttime panorama of the city. True, said city was missing another five buildings as of three hours ago, but that hadn’t hindered the view. Any minute now, Rosette would be tearing down the hall mad as a hornet out of Hell and determined to take her troubles out on him. 

Despite his having been the klutzy nun’s personal punching bag for the last four years, he’d grown increasingly fond of her and her antics. Unfortunately, he’d also begun to get increasingly irritated by the fact that he was her punching bag in the first place. She was headstrong, stubborn, and probably as coordinated as the Leviathan. In other words, the complete opposite of the graceful, delicate Magdalene.

Magdalene…

His ruby eyes turned to the starless night. Beautiful Magdalene…she was the only one who had been able to penetrate his bitter heart, helped him to see how precious and fleeting life truly was. She had taught him to live, to love, to forgive…

Another sigh breathed from his lips as he turned away from the view. Now where was Rosette? She was unusually late. Probably still writing her letters of apology—

He didn’t notice Rosette’s fist until it connected with his jaw. Pain lanced through his face and head as he staggered from the blow, but one of Rosette’s infamous drop kicks to the side of his head sent him sprawling over the stone floor. He shook his head in a vain attempt to stop the world’s increased spinning. Rosette was yelling… something. His ears currently had an insistent ringing in them and he couldn’t hear…

Finally he sat up, rubbing his aching jaw. “What was that about?! I didn’t do anything!”

Rosette was standing over him with clenched fists, panting in anger. “Damn right you did! It’s your fault I had to write five of those letters instead of four!”

Chrono staggered back to his feet and glared in return. “And that’s my fault?! It’s not like that thing gave me any other choice! What did you want me to do?! Just let that Molotov explode in your face? I had to throw it back!”

She folded her arms across her chest and scoffed. “You could’ve just pulled me out of the way—“

Chrono grinned; he just couldn’t resist. “So…what’s the score now? Fifteen to seventy-five in your favor?”

Big mistake.

Letting out a shriek that could’ve made a ghost dive for cover she ran at him, fists and feet flying. Chrono’s breath was knocked from his lungs as she jumped on him unceremoniously, throwing him to the ground again. Before he could recover she began throttling him with all her strength.

He winced sharply as she hit a tender spot in his side. “Ow! Hey! Stop pummeling me!”

“Take it back!”

Chrono finally recovered enough sense to grab her wrists. “Stop it! I said that hurts!”

Rosette sat there panting, her wrists tightly enclosed in Chrono’s hands. Then apparently she realized that she was perched in a provocative manner on Chrono’s waist, since she began blushing furiously and scrambled off. Chrono sat up and rubbed at his aching side.

“Just because I’m a devil doesn’t mean I can’t feel pain,” he snapped.

The nun stood over him, still trying to catch her breath. “I know you can feel pain! Why do you think I was hitting you?!”

He narrowed his eyes at her. “What do you think I am—a masochist?!”

Rosette threw up her arms in exasperation. “I don’t know if you are or not! I don’t know anything about you! The only things I do know is that you locked yourself in a mausoleum for fifty years, you lost your horns so you need to suck my life dry, and you’re stubborn as all Hell!”

Chrono had had enough. He stood up again, a growl rumbling deep in his throat. “Don’t assume you know anything about me!” he snapped. “You know nothing.”

If Rosette was unnerved by the unnatural sound it didn’t show in her face. The look of anger was gone; in its place was a soft smile. “You’re right. I don’t know anything, Chrono...I wish I did, but I don’t. You don’t tell me anything.”

He stared at her in shock. Rosette? Admitting that she didn’t know anything? This was new…

She took a step forward. The movement was enough to snap Chrono out of his train of thought and he growled again, this time even louder. Rosette ignored it and came close enough to embrace him, throwing her arms about his shoulders and resting her chin on his head. 

The growl hitched in Chrono’s throat. Didn’t she know he could kill her in an instant? He was a devil, a monster, an embodiment of evil. She was a servant of God. Didn’t that mean anything to her? He could always find someone else willing to make another contract…the human world was swarming with those who would give their souls to employ a devil as powerful as himself.

He mentally shook his head. If that was true…then why did he stay by Rosette’s side? He suddenly felt extremely uncomfortable; the way she was embracing him was… Chrono was even more surprised when she let out a girlish giggle and buried her face close to his neck, resting her cheek on his shoulder. “You know, it’s funny when you think about it. Up until you do something like that you act so human it’s hard to believe you aren’t. And you’re so cute!”

He pulled away from her roughly. “Don’t…” He took a few steps back, then several more for good measure, lest she try to embrace him again. “Just don’t…”

“I get it,” Rosette said quietly. “You’re afraid of me, aren’t you? You know I wouldn’t… couldn’t…exorcise you. Right?”

He looked up at her. Her blue eyes were pleading with him, imploring him for an answer. It seemed like a fine mist had gone over them. Was she crying? Chrono had to force himself to turn his back on her. “I know you wouldn’t. I’m not afraid of you, Rosette.”

“Yes you are!” she shot back; there was more than just a slight tremor in her voice. 

“Something about me scares you! You hide yourself so I won’t see it, but I know it’s there!” Her voice turned soft again. “Just tell me what you’re hiding.”

“I’m not…” Chrono began, but he was interrupted by a sudden heaviness in his heart… so sudden that it actually hurt. He rubbed his aching chest as he continued. “Never mind. I’m going out.”

As he began to walk away, he was half expecting Rosette to protest—“You know you can’t!”—“I’m going with you!”—but she said nothing. The aching sensation in his chest was growing worse with each step. What was happening…? Had one of his old wounds reopened?

He looked down. There was no blood on his shirt. This can’t be what I think it is, can it? I can’t be feeling this… for her…
============

Chrono lay on a park bench several hours later, staring up at the dim stars overhead. It was as if the stars had attempted to hide themselves after seeing the brilliance of the city’s lights. Whether out of jealousy or embarrassment they had faded to the point that no human eye could see them.

He smiled a bit. “You can’t get away from me, you know. I can see you just fine.”

His eyes widened as the stars answered back…in Rosette’s voice. “I didn’t think you could.”

As Rosette’s face came into view overhead he breathed a sigh of relief. “Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

She giggled. “I snuck up on you? There’s a new one!”

Chrono sat up and stretched. “How did you know where to find me?”

“That was simple.” She sat down next to the bench and began idly inspecting a handful of pebbles from the path. “I thought of where I might go if I were a depressed hornless devil and here I am. Driving here was a real pain, though. A lot of maniacs on the road tonight.”

He grinned. I know one that’s sitting right here. “I was talking to the stars, you know. Not you.”

Rosette gave him a funny look. “The stars? You talk to the stars?”

He shrugged. “Why not?”

A long silence passed between them then. Chrono was having a mental argument with himself…should he apologize or not? He didn’t feel very comfortable about having made Rosette cry. She was right all along; he was hiding from her in fear. Not fear of her, Rosette herself, though it made a decent excuse. It was fear of getting too close to her, as he had with Magdalene…of Rosette suffering Magdalene’s own sad fate. Fear of losing Rosette…

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly.

That certainly made him take notice. “What?”

“Sorry,” Rosette repeated. “I shouldn’t have beat you up. After all, you’ve saved my life more times than I can count. And sorry I pushed the issue; everyone should be able to keep their own secrets.” She looked over her shoulder at him. “Think you can forgive me for being such a dummy?”

He almost laughed. “You’re not a dummy, but you’re forgiven. I’m sorry, too—for being so cold.”

For some reason she was staring at him now… Chrono was beginning to get a case of the creeps. It was like she was scrutinizing his features and actions, a great judge from the heavens here to punish him simply for being what he was. He blinked and sat up… anything to distance himself from her unnerving stare.

“What’s your problem?!”

“No problem,” she replied softly. She turned and got up on her knees, reaching up and touching his bandanna. The only thing that hid the evidence of Aion’s infinite cruelty and sadism… Her deft fingers ran across its length, brushing his long bangs out of the way as she went.

Chrono was somewhat in a fog. What was she doing? He asked the question aloud; Rosette merely ran her fingers toward the back of his head. “I just want to see…”

She found the knot keeping the bit of cloth in place and tugged at it. Chrono’s hand instinctively flew to cover hers, but the bandanna was already loose. It slipped a bit over his left eye, and he gave Rosette a pleading look.

Almost immediately she was back to her old self. “Oh please,” she said sourly, rolling her eyes in exasperation. She stood up, his hand still clasping hers, and she sat on the bench beside him. “I can tell when you transform, you know. It’s nothing I haven’t seen before.”

He sighed and released her hand. Again, she was right…but it didn’t ease his embarrassment. His eyes turned away, and he found himself taking great interest in a grove of trees on the other side of the park where the full moon was just beginning to peek over the highest branches.

Rosette finished pulling off his bandanna. Chrono nearly flinched as she gently touched the tiny bit of horn that still remained on the side of his head. Her other hand found the second on the opposite side and slowly directed his gaze to her. She was smiling again as her fingers trailed over the hard, smooth material. “I don’t care what you’ve done in the past, Chrono. The only thing that matters is who you are now. That’s how I feel.”

Chrono sighed, lowering his gaze. If she only knew…

A soft shiver washed over his scalp as Rosette’s fingers brushed the tender skin overlapping what was left of his horns. His face scrunched at the sensation, but he found himself quickly relaxing. What was that?! It didn’t hurt by a long shot; instead, it felt somewhat…nice. He breathed out deeply, finding himself actually enjoying Rosette’s touch. There was a strange fluttering sensation starting up in his throat, but for some reason this didn’t alarm him at all.

But Rosette, mistaking his expression for a grimace of pain, pulled away. “Sorry…I didn’t know.”

He grumbled a bit and bent his head toward hers. “Don’t…” His voice trailed off. Saying it like that would probably earn him a smack across the face. “It doesn’t hurt,” he finished.

Rosette started giggling. “Want me to keep going?”

“I didn’t say it like that…”

His eyes flew open as she leaned him back. Eventually his head was resting in her lap, and he felt his face burning with embarrassment, but he didn’t struggle. Rosette smiled as she began stroking the tender spots again. “Just like a cat…”

“Meow,” he said teasingly, then found himself drifting into the relaxing state that he’d been put halfway into at Rosette’s first touch. Even he couldn’t believe that he was letting her “pet” him like this. He’d always been so sensitive about any kind of physical contact, even when he was with Magdalene. Now it was almost as if he were heading into a kind of trance. It was becoming hard to even keep his eyes open…

The fluttering in his throat was becoming more intense. It tickled a bit, but he was concentrating more on the low, soft, monotonous sound that was reaching his ears. What was that? It didn’t bother him that much…he was far too relaxed to even worry about it. He was just curious to know what it was. It sounded almost like a cat’s purr…

It began growing, little by little, until he was positive that Rosette heard it too. No…she did hear it. She was giggling uncontrollably at the sound. Chrono forced his eyes open to question her. “What’s so funny?”

He stopped. There was a strange vibration in his voice… Laying one hand on his chest he felt the source of the vibration…and the purring sound. His hand was larger now, the wickedly curved claws glistening in the moonlight. Chrono abruptly sat up; the purring subsided to the fluttering sensation again. “When did I transform…?”

She smiled up at him. “About an hour ago. Look…”

Taking the pocket watch from around her neck she held it up for him to see. “It’s not moving.”

Chrono took it in his hand. Rosette was right; it wasn’t counting down to the end of her life. “That’s impossible…have I been asleep for that long?”

His breath hitched as Rosette snuggled close to him, entwining one arm about his waist and the other around the back of his neck as she rested her head on his shoulder. Now what…? He tried to free himself of her but she held on tight.

“Please…” she said drowsily, her fingers gently massaging the back of his neck. “Just let me stay like this a bit. It feels nice…being this close to you…”

His eyes widened; at the same time he could feel the purr starting up again. “Rosette…”

But she was already asleep.

He moved to wake her, but something stopped him. Before this moment he had never realized just how beautiful his ‘mistress’ was. The light of the full moon reflected off her smooth pale skin, making her seem as if she were but a marble statue. Only the rising and falling of her breathing betrayed the fact that she was alive.

Chrono shook his head violently. What was happening to him? First he’d lost all sense of time, then he’d transformed without even realizing it, and the purring… and now…

He gathered Rosette in his arms, her tiny body seeming to weigh no more than a feather. Cradling her next to his chest he leaned back on the bench, once again staring up at the stars. Even if he had to stain his hands with the blood of ten thousand devils… he would gladly do it if it meant keeping Rosette near him as long as possible. No one would take her from him. Not ever.

A growl escaped his throat as he bent his head down to rest his chin on Rosette’s shoulder protectively. No one would ever come close to Rosette if they wanted to keep their innards safely inside their bodies. Not even Aion. Not even Pandemonium herself.

Tears were burning in his eyes, and he didn’t bother with them.

No one…

Not even me.
