* * * *

 “Leon down.” 
 “Go.” Hayden poked his head back in time to see Leandrea’s Monte Carlo peel past the Excursion. He turned back around the front of the building to see his bike in flames, the sharp stench of burning gas and plastic ate through his nose and lungs, each distinct scent seemed to underline the pungent smell of homemade plastique. . . Damnit.
 “Sir-“ Boyd pointed at the off ramp. “We’ve got cruisers coming in.”
 “Get in touch with Drake, have Coiler route the tape to dispatch and start cleaning up.”
 “Understood.” 
 Hayden leaned his head back slightly, the grey clouds waded lazily through the muddy sky as though the very earth was slowing down, giving him time to think- to make a choice. . . He pulled his cell phone, re-holstering the Glock 18 before he punched in the speed dial. 

 “Hello?”
 “Are you busy right now?”
 “Um- Aleaf is here.” Jackie’s voice cracked slightly, taking on a more cautious tone. “I um. . .”
 “What?” He strained to hear her as the police cruisers pulled in around the gas station. 
 “I wasn’t expecting that.”
 “I’m sorry.” He glanced at one of the officers coming up. After showing the young man his badge he looked back at the cell phone. “I don’t have anyone else I can trust. . .”
 After a long pause he thought he heard her smile a little. “Thank you.”
 “Do you know where she was?”
 “Nope.”
 “Okay. Do you have any smelling salts or something?”
 “No.” 
 “As soon as she wakes up I need to talk to her.”
 “No problem, everything okay?”
 “Yeah, just fine. . .” He trailed off, staring as one of the officers worked on Leon. The slug had probably destroyed his heart but they seemed to think he could be revived. They couldn’t smell the freshly decomposing meat. “Do you think you can give me a ride?”
 She snickered. “You make it hard to say no.”
 “Thanks.”

 “I’m still mad at you.”
 Hayden nodded to his daughter but said nothing. The half eaten sandwich in front of him silently taunted him with the utter realization of his complete failure. One neutral, one that very well could have been part of another colony or, though less likely, could have even been a renegade plant from San Diego. He could barely keep his frustration in check when Aleaf’s growl echoed between them. “Your point?”
 “I-“
 “I don’t have time for your theatrics. You would have been hurt or killed.” He waved his hand when she opened her mouth again. “I had that tracker put in for a good reason Aleaf. Don’t forget that.”
 “You wouldn’t trust your own flesh and blood-“
 “Not when they want to get themselves killed.” He slammed his fist down. “Not for one neutral, especially then.”
 “I’m touched. . .” She sipped from her straw, glancing up at something over Hayden’s shoulder before whispering. “So are you.”
 In the next instant a soft, feminine hand traced a finger over his shoulder as Jackie slid around the table with a bright red rose in her hand. When she nodded to Aleaf the girl’s growl deepened. 
 “Hey boss.”
 “Secret admirer?” Hayden leaned back slowly as the dull ache in his ‘bad’ shoulder drummed silently deep in his body. All around him the food court seemed to be buzzing it’s own daze of rumors and snips of conversation relating to the past few days. Most of them carried on about the gas station, others the immense loss of life at the Singer building. Still others, most of them new graduates from the police academy simply listened to the veterans.

 “Something like that.” She nodded with a little smirk. “I was wondering, mister Winters, if you would care to accompany me to a movie. . . Say Saturday night?”
 There it was. The ‘put up or shut up’ he had been waiting for. Six years and then she simply dropped it in his lap, on the one of his lowest days in recent history. The Order was still counting the losses in people and equipment, the thing was still loose and even his own daughter was questioning his intentions for the future. So why was it so hard to say no?
 Distraction. “I believe that’s my line. . .”
 “But you never came back.” She tilted her head slightly to regard him. “What’s a girl to do?”
 “Go away.” Aleaf chirped.

 Hayden leaned forward, bracing his elbows on the table and running his hands through his hair.
 “Eight o’ clock?”
 “Fine. . .”
 

 Despite himself he actually enjoyed himself. . . Half way through the utterly mind numbing action movie Jackie had started dubbing the movie in deliberately broken Spanish. At first he wasn’t sure he was hearing her right but when she mistranslated the name of a gun into ‘fuzzy kill stick.’ He was sure of it.

 Even during dinner at the expensive uptown White Carriage restaurant she had managed to make him laugh when she made a point of being seated near the back of the place. Though their being in ‘street clothes’ made them stand out she didn’t seem to notice, her cool demeanor and smooth tongue didn’t hurt their getting ahead of a long list of waiting hopefuls. But neither did the five hundred she slipped the maitre D when she thought Hayden wasn’t looking.

 Now standing outside the front door of her apartment she watched him with a crooked little grin. When he didn’t say anything she kept watching, waiting him out for a good ten minutes before he finally opened his mouth, cut off by her warm tone.

 “Do you like coffee?”
 He bit down on the side of his tongue for a second. “Occasionally. The mood has to strike me. . .”
 “How often does that happen?”
 He shrugged.

 “You’re good.” She poked the air playfully. “Would you like to come in?”
 “Jackie. . .” Hayden swallowed. “I have to get back to the compound before morning. We-“
 “Don’t tell me.” She shook her head. “So what about next Wednesday?”
 “What about it?”
 She watched him for a second, sliding her hand in her jean jacket before producing a pair of slim tickets. “There’s this concert down at the fairgrounds. . .”
 “Jackie, we really don’t have time for this.” 

 “Hey. Just think about it okay?” She stepped forward. “Please?”
 When she wrapped her arms around him he could feel her heart pattering against him but could do little to ignore the warmth radiating from her fingers as they rubbed at his back. When she eventually did break contact he almost wished she hadn’t. . .

 “Alright, what time is it?”

 The sprawling mansion façade belied the hundred eighty rooms under the oddly angled roof. Below the conference rooms, barracks and even the Japanese style pagoda add on Aleaf had installed, several groups of men and women worked on their vehicles. Most of them had been shattered, those that had been fortunate enough to survive the last few day’s encounters were still being picked apart by the mechanics.

 Few parts had been salvaged and even fewer agents had survived. The priest at the far edge of the vehicle bay was offering several of the dead last rights, even the three or four things the agents had brought back with them. 
 Hayden ripped a bullet riddled panel free from the aging Chevy S-10, tossing it into the bin as his partner used her slight frame to wriggle under the dashboard and carefully remove the communications gear. Though she was a mother of two her husband still hadn’t learned about her involvement. He never would but she was getting older- Unfortunate, in a few years she would be gone just like several of the others. An earned retirement to be sure but still regretful.

 Maybe as regretful as the time Hayden had spent keeping himself hidden from the very people he commanded. Though his instance on their being on equal terms they wouldn’t ever be ‘equal’. Even his partner, Candy, slipped from time to time and gave him an awkward glance that screamed out her question. Like he was some kind of book that had to explain itself to anyone who looked at him-

 “Hayden?”
 “Yes?” 
 “Do you want me to strip the com codes and put it back in or are we gonna scrap this one?”
 He glanced down at the under carriage. Most of the bullet holes had missed the beams and struts but an explosion had taken out the right suspension leaf. All things considered, missing glass and shredded body panels, the truck was salvagble. “Strip it.”
 She went back to work.

 “Candy?”
 “Hmm?”
 “How did this get destroyed?”
 “VTOL.”
 “What?”
 “Vertical take off and landing vehicle-“ Candy poked her head up over the seat, looking at him through the twisted rear window. The metal had been contorted around the glass but even with the slight lean of the roof it seemed as though the shadows were shading her eyes a darker shade of blue. “New addition?”
 “I thought they gave up the project after the Sparrow project.”
 “Apparently not.” She shrugged, holding up the palm sized computer. “Anything else?”
 “No, thanks.”
 “Sure thing.” She got out slowly, her denim coveralls rustled as she crossed by a support beam to a waiting Excursion that was simply beyond repair. 

 The helicopter was a natural adaptation to moving the fights out of the city, though last time they had attempted it with their black market Super Cobra they had been unprepared for Hayden’s response. He had to smirk at the idea, how often had it been that they weren’t prepared for it?

 Plenty, all things considered. In his time surrounded by small minded people who simply hated them for what they were he had plenty of time to learn the motivations of the ‘new times’ that had come with the industrialization of the country. So long ago it had been easy to get support and even ‘grunts’ to move things around. A track of land here, a horse there. . . How times had changed. . .

 Gone was the hazy days of finding someone who would be willing to give out information for little more than a couple horses or new set of clothes. Now it practically had to be pulled from the person. Pliers in one hand and cell phone in the other- Not that computers were bad, quite the contrary. But they made things so much more complex. . .

 He sighed, wiping the grimy sweat from his brow as he yanked the battered hood off it’s tracks. The mission that had been started so long ago was still simple, clear cut, easily attainable in theory. Eric had been right, if it wasn’t for his short sightedness he might actually have succeeded in destroying them the first time. . . Then again, if he had Hayden wouldn’t have cared one way or the other. He wouldn’t be alive.

 The scent of burned ozone brought with it the faint memories bound to his past, giving life to the shallow breath he forced down his lungs despite the acrid smell of oil. The fire that had melted the AC unit had been out for some time but the smell still clung to the vehicle like an old friend unwilling to let life change it’s attachment. 

 The fighting had been bitter, growing up with his sister pounding on him every other day- not beating him physically but where it counted. She was good at mind games, always had been supposedly. . . But when her influence had spread to the rest of the wandering band that had called itself Etuco Sae it had become a serious problem. Even from his earliest days when they were running across Europe he had been waited on hand and foot like some kind of king. Unable to do anything for himself, his ‘clan mates’ as some called themselves had taken to trying to carry him around despite his objections. . .

 Hayden ripped the frayed serpentine belt free with a snap, catching himself in the arm before he could draw back. Had he still lived in ‘those times’ he probably would have had someone else take his place and dismantle the truck. But the only response that awaited him was Candy’s casual glance at the noise. Most of the others were busy taking care of their own vehicles. 

 He ran the Order, but to look at the faces of the people it would be hard to tell, he had insisted on it. Never again would he be put into that position. The pillar was too tall, looking down too taxing. He’d earn his name by way of diligence, something the small band of new ‘recruits’ didn’t yet seem to appriciate. They’d learn though, just as the Etuco ‘clan’ had, it’d take time to be sure but he had plenty of it. . . Too much really.

 Unfortunately Aleaf was an unknown in the current scheme, her involvement put a strain on resources and even Hayden’s own mental awareness had begun slipping as of late. She needed to be protected, kept out of harms way at all costs, just like any other parent he was sure Bridget would have sided with him on it. More than that what she represented was an even more serious ‘promise’ for the future. As perhaps the only full blooded thing. She could easily tip the scales in their favor for good, or at the absolute minimum provide some kind of answers to the problems the workers at the ‘Diego facility were facing. 

 Maybe it was all practicality, but there was a love there. Fleeting yet genuine. Some day, hopefully, it would be free to be explored and honored as the sacred bond between father and daughter but until the Clan was erased it would be nothing more than the idle musing of a lonely heart. 

 The frustration bubbling up through his skin gave way to a sharp sigh when Hayden tried to remove the engine itself. Something had warped the transmission, fusing the top of it to the truck’s firewall. He took a step back, passing the ceiling mounted crane but remaining just far enough to keep within reach of the vehicle. 
 The truck wasn’t to blame but it was easy to forget when he pictured Eric’s stupid grin plastered across the blackened grill. The lush violet cape he wore laid out over the bed, even the opulent jewel studded crown of the crane’s support chain seemed to force the memory. With a quick snap he kicked out the remaining headlight before denting the grill in slightly with a solid punch. 
 He sighed before stepping away. No one seemed to notice his frustration as he tossed his rag in the hamper by the door. It had been a long day for everyone. . . He turned sharply. “Attention.”
 Several of the men and women working looked up, only after the remaining crowds followed did Hayden spread his arms to encompass the expanse of the entire room. 
 “Skeleton crews, sleepers and net hounds will remain in place. Tomorrow and the day after are off. Go home, mourn our losses and make love with the one who share your homes.” He sighed. The meaning was so much different than he meant it but it would have to do, he didn’t have the energy to be diplomatic. “By my voice it is done.”
 A short murmur of approval and surprise rippled through the bay as Hayden turned and started up the stairs to his private chamber. 

 [wtf am I going with this?]

