


 The sharp scent of gunpowder wafted through the tight hall, mixed with the rusty tang of blood and acidic stench of fear. Despite the tides of adrenaline coursing through her veins Kathrine could barely push against the fire escape door. Repeatedly she slammed her side against the long bar, vaguely aware of the numbing sensation it was causing.


 No matter how many times she pushed it just wouldn't give, panic was eroding her adrenaline slowly as she allowed her fatigue to etch it's way across her body.


 Isn't this a pain in the ass.� Shut up. Kat scowled as she slammed her entire body into the door. She felt her heart speed up when a soft metallic click echoed through the alcove. “I got it!” She turned back to see Jon peeking around the corner, hadn't he heard her?


 The young man turned and began running at her, she jumped out of the way just in time but felt her heart drop against the concrete when a shrill electronic cry tore through the mall. In a split second she found her footing and ducked through the open door.


 A glacial chill rippled through her body when she saw a pair of men staring at them with an alarmed readiness. The taller, larger man stepped back before bringing up a polished Colt 1911. Kat swallowed when his companion did the same thing with a smaller pistol. “Freeze!”� Jon dropped his shotgun, the large weapon clattered to the ground in the instant it took him to draw his Glock. Before he had the weapon out a sharp crack echoed through the loading dock. Kat stumbled back, waiting for the pain that was sure to come, almost a full heartbeat later another shot erupted through the area, shattering her haze when the shorter man twisted to the side, a pink-red hole punched through his temple. The man crumpled to the ground, blocking the taller man's attempt to back up. 


 The man's grey suit buckled slightly, a large red flower exploded into his chest when he reeled back. Another large red stain burst over his knee before he dropped to the ground, groaning.


 Jon stared for a split second, Kat tried to take a breath only to stop herself when she heard a tight rustling of something on the asphalt. Jon took a careful step toward the edge of the dock, pointing his weapon over with a trembling hand. When he stared for a second Kat scrambled to the edge, peeking over in time to see Samantha's blood stained blonde hair. 


 She tensed sharply when she saw Kat, pointing her gun before squeezing off a shot. Kat yelped when the concrete of the dock exploded over her face, blinding her for a second. 


 “Sam! Stop!” Jon looked down to make sure Kat was okay, when she nodded he picked up the shotgun and jumped down. “You okay?”� The taller woman stood up slowly, Kat could barely make out her features through the curtain of hair that was draped over her face. “Yeah.” After a second she nodded, loading a fresh magazine into her gun.  “We gotta get out-”� The shrill cry of the fire alarm drilled through Kat's mind when the escape door popped open, Avery ducked off to the side, his pistol held in a typical shooter's brace. Almost immediately another, female cop ducked off to the other side. Sam raised her weapon and let off a string of shots that peppered the door, driving the police back. � Kat slid off the dock, bracing herself against the dizziness that had been following her since the store. Even with the renewed adrenaline she could still feel the pangs of starvation clawing at her sides. She needed something to eat, she needed it now. . . Another series of shots rang through the back dock when Jon tucked his pistol in his belt and started around the trailer. 


 “Come on!” He stepped over the dead men, kicking the taller one in the head as he went. � Kat swallowed as she fell into step behind Sam, noting the small patch of blood soaked hair that had been matted to the back of her skull. “Sam, are-” � “Jon!” Avery's voice was almost instantly drowned out by fully automatic burst. “Shit!” � Kat looked back to see the woman cop braced against the wall of the dock, the sub machine gun in her hands rattling off rounds that peppered the trailer and ground as they picked up a run. 


 My oh my, are we having fun? She heard a vaguely familiar voice echo through her mind. Next thing you know there’s gonna be a helicopter strafing the roads. . . 


 “Shut up, that's not funny.”� Sam looked back at her and for the first time she could see the hurt spattered across her bruised features and weary eyes. Deep down in the woman's eyes was something burning, almost washing over Kat with every step they took. “What?”� “Nothing.” Kat huffed when they reached the mouth of the alcove, more shots tore up the ground behind them mixed in with Avery's confused shouts. Sam pushed Jon aside, peeking around the corner before she hefted her pistol up and fired a shot. Kathrine's heart skipped a beat when she heard a woman scream, glass break and numerous men shouting orders.


 “Fuck!” She shouted an instant before ducking low. � “What?” Jonathan glanced back, pushing Kat between him and his sister before he leveled his long shotgun at the trailer. � Kat watched as the woman cop took up a spot near the back of the trailer, when she didn't move for a second Kat grabbed Jon's shoulder, almost pulling him forward into Sam.


 Sam shoved them back before she leaned against the wall and looked up at the ceiling. “Fuck.” She groaned. “Fuck!”� Kat swallowed before trying to steal a glance around the corner. She almost felt her jaw drop when she finally saw what was going on. Six police cruisers blocked off the street, uniformed officers had propped themselves up on their cars with rifles and shotguns. All aimed at the mouth of their little sanctuary. After straining for a second she could make out the distinct cry of more police cars approaching. “You can't be serious-” Her voice cut off when Sam pushed her head back. “Place your bets folks! The bitch with the machine gun or the riot squad?”  � “Shut up.”


 Jon took a step back, the roar of his shotgun drowning out the squish sound of his boots. “What’s the fucking hold up?”� “Cops!” Sam let out a sharp, raspy breath. “Too many.”� Kathrine sighed, trying not to throw up on herself. The broiling pain in her stomach started to edge into her voice, biting deep into her mind while she tried to focus. “Oh give it up, why don't you just walk out there and surrender. It might not hurt too much. . .”


 “There!” Sam pointed at a pair of trucks in the back of the docks. Way, way too far away. 


 Jon's shotgun roared again. “What?” The female cop slumped against the side of the trailer, grabbing her shoulder. Avery rounded the opposite side of the trailer in the same instant.


 Sam yanked Kat's arm, all but dragging her toward the trucks while keeping her weapon trained on the tall man. Kat tried to break away only to be pulled even hard by a now gasping Samantha. “Lemmie go.”� “Shut up bitch.” � “Sam. . .” Avery started carefully, his pistol leveled directly at them as he took a cautious step toward them. “Sam, don't do this.”� “Back off!” She yanked Kat harder before all but throwing her at the large pickup truck. “They got Mel, you help me find her. You hear me? Help me find her!” � Mel? Melissa. . . That’s right. Kat rubbed her forehead as a new wave of pain washed over her. Staring at her reflection in the glass she saw the dark circles and gaunt pull of her cheeks. 


 “For two dollars a day, this poor girl can have a hot meal and-“


 “Will you shut the hell up!” Kat pushed away from the truck and turned, suddenly more aware. The hours of running and fear were near an end, one way or another she'd find peace and quiet. Even for just a little bit. . .


 Jon stumbled back slightly before he pushed Kat behind the tailgate, ducking low he pointed at the street where a pair of cops were edging near the stucco wall, weapons drawn. “Sam!”� “Wha- Oh shit.” � “Kat, search those guys back there. . .” Jon stole a glance back over his shoulder. The fear in his voice didn't show so much as it did in his scent, now more amplified by the mixed stink of blood and panic that seemed to fill the docks.


 “What?” � “Keys.” � Sam rounded the side of the truck before she tried the passenger door, keeping her weapon trained on Avery. “Bullshit-” � Kathrine took a sharp breath of heavy air before she crawled around the other truck, checking the lock as she went. Peeking around the corner Avery and Sam stared at one another over their weapons as the police approached the wounded female. Her gun lay sprawled at her side while a fresh sea of red started to pool up around her shoulder. She couldn't help but shutter. � Darting out across the open space she never heard the shots so much as felt the high pitched whine of a bullet as it passed by her head. She cried out only to hear her voice lost into the throated roar of the Mossberg. Another series of shots clattered through the docks, high, sharp cracks of nine millimeter rounds played off one another before being punctuated by a loud pop. She looked back to see Sam digging into her pocket, letting off several rounds. The bright orange red flash that erupted between the trucks died off into a meaty thump and blur of motion from her left.


 Avery tumbled back in slow motion, grabbing his chest. Kat let out a breath when she didn't see any blood. He would be okay. . .


 “No fair! I want one!”


 She looked up at the trailer, focusing on one of the bolts as she tried to rifle through the suited man's pocket. The cool body heat below his sticky suit didn't give in the least when she wrapped her hand around the small key ring. Don't look down, don't. Don't. . .


 The trading shots stopped for a split second only to be restarted when Jon popped up from behind the truck, fired and slammed the pump back. The smoke billowing out of the chamber made Kat cringe slightly even as he dropped the weapon into the bed of the truck and pulled out his pistol. A swath of the stucco exploded in a powdery mist of brown and tan as Jon ducked below the truck. 


 Kat felt her heart stop entirely until he looked up at her and motioned for her to come over. She swallowed sharply when Avery rolled over coughing. “Are you okay?” She heard herself yelp when he reached for his weapon, obviously straining to pull himself the inches it took to get there. Taking a sharp breath she picked up a sprint, keeping her head low as several more shots echoed through the area. 


 Sam shot her a look when she rounded the truck, barely stopping long enough to double check and make sure Jon was okay. The little key ring jingled in her hands as she ducked lower to the ground, trying each of the six keys on the one truck before she started on the second. � A low crunch of metal gave way to recognition when the lock gave and Kat yanked the door open. Sam doubled forward, grabbing her side as she fell. “Son of a bitch!” � “Sam-” Jon grabbed the collar of her heavy looking coat and pulled her back, firing a shot at the police ducking behind the trailer. He barely flinched when one of the cops fired, peppering the door with his shotgun. 


 Kat barely had the split second it took to realize what was happening as she dug herself into the driver's seat and jammed the key into the ignition. The truck rumbled to life with a deep diesel purr, idling into the dull thump of something large plowing through the hood of the truck. Sam climbed in an instant later as one of the police fired again, the large hole in the hood was almost instantly joined by another and the sputtering drum of the engine as it stuttered and resumed it's normal drone.


 “Come on!” Kat pulled Sam's shoulder when a pair of cops jumped from behind their trailer cover and unloaded a pair of shots. Kat jumped back only to find her breath when a dime sized piece of lead mushroomed against the windshield. “Holy crap.” She stared at the bullet for a second.


 “Go!” Jon slammed the door shut, though she never remembered mashing the pedal down, the tires grumbled softly against the concrete when she started toward the street. Shots ripped along the side of the truck, battering the heavy frame with seemingly useless nine millimeter rounds and twelve gauge slugs. � The blinding sun reflected from the boiling pavement, casting shadows between the confused looking spectators and news vans near the outskirts of the parking lot. Several of the police officers looked just as confused before they started shooting. � The dull pop of rifles, pistols and shotguns all played off one another, hammering the side of the truck and window with rounds. “Shit!” Jon ducked only to look back as the window cracked just slightly across the side.� “Where?” Kat turned sharply down Parker street, pushing the pedal to the floor. “Where are we going?”� Sam leaned her head back. “The Sink.”� “Are you fucking crazy?” 


 “What is it?” Kat fumbled as the truck sputtered into third gear. “Where are-”� “Trust me.” Sam nodded. � “No, no fucking way. Come around, back by Hazels-”� “Are you-”� “Guys!” Kat slowed down just a little bit before she brushed her hair out of her face. “If we go back to the Sink we're not gonna have any place to stay-”� “I got someone out there. Go.” Sam tensed a muscle in her jaw. � “Sam, that's not safe. . . We need to get to Hazel's and-” Kat swallowed her voice when the blonde woman pointed her Sig Sauer at her. “Jon-”� “Hey! No! Look, we need to get to Hazel's. . .” The truck sputtered again. “Now what.”� “I dunno.” Kat looked over her shoulder, the empty road stretched out back to the visage of the Mall but she could almost feel the police cars waiting for them somewhere just outside. Just beyond their view. . . 


 “Maybe you can claim police brutality-“


 “Shut up.” She swallowed when she noticed Jon and his sister looking at her. “Hazels?”� “Hazels.”� “No.” � “You don't like it you can get out and walk.” Jon looked out the window to avoid Sam's gaze. � Kat turned up the road, praying silently that the truck wouldn't give out even as it sputtered again. The roaring engine reverberated through the tight streets, Kat fought the steering wheel down a one way street and a couple of turns before the engine stuttered and dropped dead. “Damnit.” She tried to start it up again, sighing when it refused to turn over.


 “Out.” Jon popped the door open, digging his shotgun out of the back even as Kat dropped down to the street on her shaky feet. Her head was pounding and sides aching but she tried to pull herself along the side of the truck, bracing against the bed as Sam stepped back.


 “Holy shit.” � Jon started toward the sidewalk just quick enough to keep Sam from falling in step behind him. Kat could barely keep up, barely keep from glancing back at the truck. Suddenly she felt sick. Holes of varying sizes pocked the side of the frame blackened and peeled in places. One of the larger holes was smoldering a bright orange as Kat turned back to follow Jon.


 Sam grabbed Jon's shoulder, recoiling when he screamed out. “This way.” She started toward a two story apartment building, ducking in through the open door. Kat slammed it shut before taking in the moldy floorboards and rusty looking mailboxes. She almost lost her breath, expecting to run into her father and maybe a younger version of herself as they started running toward the back door. 


 “Where oh where has my daddy gone- Where oh where could he be?” 


 “Shut the hell up!” 


 “No, no I don't think so.” 


 Kat swallowed when a fresh wave of cool air washed over her. Jon and Sam were jogging carefully up the hill at the end of the street, just a few blocks and they'd be safe. All of them. Safe and warm. . .


 “And then, my friend, you die.”


 Enough. . .”


“She had to choke back a wave of tears as she struggled to keep up.


 “Poor Kathrine, poor, poor girl. And to think, no one cares.”





 They strained and gasped their way into a small apartment building, the white washed bricks comforted them with a pleasantly warm facade and slightly chilled basement. 


 Jon paced back and forth under the naked bulb in the ceiling. The shadows surrounding them almost gave way while Kat struggled to keep her ‘lunch’ down. � “Yeah.” Sam propped herself up against the washing machine. Staring at the thick armor vest on the folding table, she took out another handful of jerky. In the hours they had been arguing back and forth Sam had outright refused to acknowledge Kat, not even when she offered the rest of her jerky. “If she calls the cops, then what?” 


 Jon nodded at the scattered .40 cal rounds on the table. “We got a dozen. We can hold them off. Or make her-“� “No.” The woman leaned forward with a shaky hand. “Don’t you dare-“� “Relax.” Kat whispered. “We can go to the police. . . They’d have to give us amnesty or something.”� “This isn’t about the cops you stupid bitch!” Sam lunged forward, grabbing Kat’s throat before she could react. “This is about you! All about you-“� “Hey!”


 Kat tried to break Sam’s grip, crying out silently. Her voice couldn’t get around Sam’s thumbs as they dug into her throat. Any second she’d let go. . . Dizziness was already starting to set in- “I’ll give you a dollar to throw up on her.”


 Jon yanked Sam back, breaking her grip with a strength Kat hadn’t noticed until the blonde woman stumbled to the cold concrete. “Enough!”� Sam stared up at him with a thin line of blood dribbling from her lip. “They have Mel!” She shot up, breaking the distance between them in an instant. “They want this- this thing!”


 Kat’s heart backed up in her throat.


 “Oh goodie.”


 Sam’s worn features and hardened expression took on another, darker tone when she locked eyes with Kat. “Thats right bitch, I know all about you and the Order. I got you. And if you don’t help me. . .”


 Jon glared at Kat with a softer, though still vacant expression. “Look, lets just chill. Okay? We need sleep and some food. . . This isn’t gonna help anything. . .” � Kathrine watched them as eternity wore on. Jon’s calm facade cracked just a little when Sam turned away. Then his sunken eyes turned to her and she swallowed. The question burned through the haze, a question she couldn’t possibly begin to answer- how could she tell him? What words would be acceptable? What would be sane?”


 After a full breath he sighed. “Why don’t you go check again.”� “You sure?” She swallowed when Sam looked at them. � “Yeah.” � He hugged her with one arm, guiding her to the steps at the side of the laundry room. “I love you.” She managed to whisper despite the stinging sensation in her throat. � “Be careful Kat.” � She climbed up the stairs, stealing a glance back at the young, desecrated face of an adult made before his time. Even his soft, caring smile brought tears to her eyes as she slid into the hall and parking lot directly behind the building. � She scanned the lot, carefully trying to pick out the red Honda Civic. Even with the soft hum of the overhead light Kat jumped when a short woman walked by her. Her long brown hair and tanned skin didn’t quite register until she opened the back door and held it, staring at Kat with a pained mix of concern. After a second her brow furrowed and something flickered against her warm eyes.


 “There’s a shelter up the road. . .  He won’t find you there. . .”� Kat stared at her, catching a faint reflection of her bloodied and bruised features. Only after a full moment could she see the tears glistening off her cheeks. Unable to speak, she nodded.


 Hazel swallowed, holding the door open for another second before she slipped into the building. 


 Kathrine waiting a second before she too ducked in the door, her bare feet pattered against the cold steps, her body suddenly so much more willing to tolerate the stale, infected air. “She’s here!” Kat stumbled over her jeans while Jon and Sam exchanged a look. The fear scent suddenly seemed sharper and more alive than it had only a few minutes ago. As they gathered up their belongings Jon let out a soft sight, his left arm hanging as through it was hard to move. . . That might have explained the sour scent he was giving off.


 Kat shrugged, getting into her wet sneakers before Sam slid her armor vest back on, followed by her coat. The climb to the third floor seemed to take forever, but when they stopped in front of 312 everything mounted against the tension in Kat’s back. If Hazel wouldn’t put them up- No. They wouldn’t have any choice.� Jon knocked on the door, the heavy thump resounded a million times before Kat focused. When the door cracked open and Hazel looked at him her eyes widened, her mouth hung down slightly as Sam shifted her weight on the other side of the door frame. Kat swallowed when she looked over at her.


 An instant later the door opened to reveal her terry cloth robe and pink socks. She looked so comfortable Kat almost envied her. . . She had to look away.


 “Jesus Christ.” Hazel breathed in and in a split second a new smell of fear erupted in the air when she glanced at Sam. “And just what the hell are you doing here?” Her voice dropped to a low hiss.


 Kat looked over to see Sam staring at the baseboard.


 “We need help.” Jon whispered.


 “Answer me.” The woman hissed again.� “Hazel. . .”� She started to close the door, stopped only when Sam closed her eyes and jammed her hand between the door and frame. “We’re going to be killed. . . Please, just a couple days. . .” Her features clouded slightly when she opened her tear soaked eyes. “Please momma.”


 Hazel narrowed her eyes before she grabbed Sam’s hand and batted it away. “You don’t ever call me that. Take your problems somewhere else girl-“� “Please, they’re going to kill him!” Sam grabbed the door frame again, falling to her knees with a heavy, pained groaned. “At least Jon. . . Please.”� Kathrine stared, shocked as the scene registered almost a second later. When the short woman’s features hardened slightly she looked up at Jon and all at once she let out a sigh.


 “I can give you some food. But-“ She backed up when Sam tried to wrap her arms around Hazel.


 “Please, just a little bit. . .”� Jon pulled his sister back before he sighed. “Hazel, there’s someone out there, they wanna kill us. . .”� “And you want me to join you? Are you-“� “No, no we weren’t followed. . . We just need a couple days to get straightened out. Please-“� “So what about you?” She nodded at Kat.


 “M- Me?”� “Yeah, you. . .” The woman narrowed her eyes. “You’re too plain for Sam. . . So are you really Jon’s-“� “What’s that got to do-“� “Yes. I am. . .” Kat nodded as Hazel pursed her lips. “I promise you, we didn’t do anything wrong.”


 She stared at them, watching their faces for a minute before she looked down at Sam, her face soured as she turned on her heel and left the door open. “Speak for yourself. . .” 











