


 Chapter 17





 The high pitched whine of the Monte Carlo's turbine drowned out almost all of the sounds inside the cabin, unfortunately it didn't qwell Kathrine's deep fear stares. Jon had tried to avoid her, ever since their early morning departure from the hotel, short of trying to crawl into the trunk however, he was stuck.


 The restless night before had been fraught with her insistant banter, every time he'd roll over, get up or even breathe wrong she was on him about getting married. As if they didn't have enough to worry about, as if nothing else mattered, absently he wondered if it was her nature to be so demanding. Only when he looked at her could he feel her finger stroking his hand gently, within her eyes the questions were focused, laser straight and completely without reprieve. "Marry me."� "Oh come on, I bet you'd make a lovely groom."� Jon snickered when the image of him in a tuxedo with a shotgun strung across his back flashed in his mind's eye. It would probably have been such a reception anyway, their life had gotten too complex to be worried about simple- Kathrine kissed his cheek and turned to her small window. 


 Nicole tapped Sam on the shoulder and pointed to the open window. After a second Sam rolled it up and Nicole took off her sunglasses. "I appologize."� Jon looked at Kat for a second."For what?"� "I am forbidden from disclosing the details under which I was excommunicated from the Clan, therefore I appologize for your ignorance, as well as my actions over the last day." She sped up a little. "If we fail. . ."� "Hey, no, we'll be okay." Kat swallowed. "I have faith."


 "Let it be known that this was never my choice, nor your burden. If you feel you cannot trust my descisions, speak now and I will let you out at the nearest available transportation."� The silence lasted almost three exits. � "Aileana." Sam tipped her hat back and smiled. "I told you, we're here with you and for you."


 "Yeah."� Jon nodded. "You got it. Peanuts and caramel not included."� Nicole snickered a little and ran a hand through her hair. In the next instant her smile hardened into the serious thin line that Jon had practically engraved in his memory from the time she had held her pistol to his throat. "We'll start with the field agent. Alexandria?"� "Yeah." Sam dug the file from under the seat and held up the small picture. "Says she's five, eight, uh. . . Measurements? Blood type O negative, next of kin; Brianna Bianchi." She laughed. "Okay, um. Says here-"� "Those meds get you high?" � "Yeah, little bit." She handed Jon the file. "Hey, can we get somethn to eat first? I'm starving."� Nicole nodded. "Priority will go Biachi, we can use her to find the facility. We'll have to get a schematic of the place, at least. . ." She exhaled and glanced back at Kat through the rearview mirror. "Kathrine, do you know where your parents are?"� "I- I-" She bit her lip. "No."� "What are they're names?"� "My dad, he- He might still be here. . . My mother is dead."� "I'm sorry."� She waved the woman off. "Leon Rikes is his name. I have his old address but my letters never got delivered there. . ."


 "We'll need to find him."� "Why?" � "To answer some questions. If we can find out exactly why you exist, our place within the clan will be that much more soldified. After that we'll stage our assault on the facility itself, the return trip is going to be chaos. . ."� "Yeah, no shit."� San Diego, next exit.


 


 Jon snatched the last peice of pizza just as Sam tried to stab her fork into it, a little too quick for him to get away. "Jeez, split it?"� She smiled an erriely bright grin. "Gimmie."� "Anything else I can get you?" Jessie, the waitress, looked a little pensive even with the light scent of arusal that could be picked out from under her perfume. 


 "No. Thank you." Nicole kicked Jon's foot. � "Hey."� "On second though, do you have a box? Something in a large size?"� "Um. . . Yeah, sure."� "That'll be all then." She thumbed a hundred dollars from her stack of twenties and laid it down with the bill. "Thank you."� Sam watched her leave with an awkward little smile that faded when Nicole nudged her and focused her on the little travel map they had gotten. "We can take Imperial through here and go to the church. . ." She glanced up at Kat. "Or, we can take the direct route and risk the police." � "Why not take the trolley? Goes right by the sherrif's station."� "We could do that." Kat traced her finger over the path. "Then just get off down by the train station and walk up there."� "No fall back. If we were cornered-"


 "But I thought this was a no go place for Order?"� "They run facility."


 "Okay, but still. It'd be a lot quieter than the car, we can hide our guns easy enough."� Nicole took a sip from her water, waiting for Sam to finish her pizza before she looked her dead in the eye. "Are you content?"� "Mmhmm. Where's whats her name though? I wanna watch her-" Before she could finish the waitress rounded the corner, box in one hand and change in the other. "How old are you?"� "Sorry? Uh- seventeen."� "Damnit."� "Why?"� "Alright look." Jon leaned forward. "I'm with Kat on this, we can get there faster and quieter. If we get jumped we can run for it. But if we go in with the car we're gonna either loose her or get pegged before we can get close enough."� "Point made." Nicole nodded. 


 "How do you feel about older-" Jon kicked her shin. "Hey fucker!"� "Sorry, she's. . . Drunk right now."� "Right. Well, if you need anything."


 "Yeah, thanks."� Sam scowled at him. "You-"� "You'd never forgive me."� "Oh please-"� "Grab the box, lets go."


 The twenty minute walk to the trolley stop actually felt more like a guided tour in which Kathrine made every effort to show them fragments of the beauty and inncoence that might have been her life at some point. The people they shared the streets with were oblivious to the 'danger' that they were in, no one looked directly at them but seemed keenly aware of their presence. It was probably a little hard to miss four people in trench coats and body armor. . . Jon snickered.


 The bright red trolley was loaded with people who, just like the ones outside seemed similar yet entirely diffrent than those at LakeFalls, no one cast the weary stares or pensive glances at the kid who wasn't old enough to buy beer yet could wear the heavy combat armor needed just to survive- Alright, enough doom and gloom. New town, new rules, no memory.


 "Yeah, no memory and no future."


 They watched each other in silence, Nicole and Kathrine keeping dilligent watch over the doors at opposite sides of the car. Sam seemed busy trying to count the cars they passed outside, stabbing her finger at the glass every once in awhile until finally she gave it up when they passed the sherrif's station. From then her demeanor went through a gradual shift, from glassy eyed grin to forced seriousness, grinding to a halt as the trolley pulled up to the station.


 Nicole was the first to get up, leading them through the late afternoon crowds and down the first street she saw. A couple of turns later she pulled out the map and checked their position.� "So what's the box for anyway?"� "You."� "Why?"� "You'll see." With that she picked up a steady jog and lead them through several blocks, stopping at a small appartment tennement. She slipped her hand under Jon's coat, grabbing the shotgun and disconnecting it from it's sling in a smooth motion. "Take the two twenty six and put it in the box, knock on the door and wait. If she doesn't come, we'll breach it."� "Right."� "This is gonna be fun." Sam grinned.


 Jon slipped his coat off and, with some help, his armor. By the time he had gotten out of it, Nicole had already dropped the Sig Sauer in the pizza box and had a spare magazine already waiting. � Kat wrapped her arms around him, her large eyes glistening as he returned her hug. "Becareful." � "Yeah, no problem." 


 The tenement itself was relatively small, a four story brick building covered in years of grime from the high traffic streets that bordered the block. The solid concrete steps lead up to the clean first floor, tiled and decorated into a fake deco south-western motif that made the memories of his apartment building feel like memories of a visit to a third world country. Even the stairs had a solidness that made the rickety floorboards of his old apartment seem dangerous by comparison.


 Climbing the steps two at a time he brought the pizza box up on his palm before pulling his shirt tight to wick away some of the sweat. Twice in two days he was going to pretend to be something he wasn't, if it wasn't for his body's fight-flight response he might have found it exilirating. 


 Nicole and Sam followed at a distance , the patter of their boots just barely above a finger snap from the first floor. Jon counted out the appartment numbers as he passed by. When he finally came to 10 he took in a breath and knocked on the door.


 The second that he stood there gave him a chance to take in the scents of the stucco hallway. Most of it was old ciggerets and faint traces of something like pine-sol but at some depth, beyond the civilized and normal smells was something that smelled of rotting meat and crap- He thumped on the door again. 


 It might have been stress or anticipation but the meat smell seemed to peak when he leaned up against the door. No sound from inside. "Pizza Hut."� Still nothing.


 He turned the knob, surprised when it gave. The smell of fettid meat exploded through the hallway with a sharp undercurrent of shit and urine. Jon gagged and turned away. Putting his shirt over his mouth he forced himself to look in through the crack. 


 The place had been a studio, the large bed in the corner sat opposite a small desk with a bunch of cables strewn all over it. Right inside was a bar style devider that seperated the kitchen from the rest of the room. 


 Fresh adrenaline surged through his body as he dipped into his box and drew the Sig Sauer. He breaced himself to the side of the doorway, sweeping in low around the corner he tried not to gag. The smell was overwhelming, before he could round the corner he fell to his knees and vomited. After several failed attempts to get up he dragged himself around the stove and into the room. � The woman watched him with wide, pleading eyes as deep as pits of ash. Her skin was bloodlessly white, save for the dime sized hole in her forehead. Tendrils of crimson had dried in her brown hair, much like the smear over the side of the bed. "Nic-" He gaged again. "Nicole!"� Sam and Nicole both busted in with a smooth motion, Sam came in through the kitchen, rifle trained on Jon as if by automatic response to his weapon. Nicole followed through with the same grace, clearing the bathroom before she stepped out. "She's been dead for awhile."


 Jon wrettched and batted Sam's rifle out of his face. Nicole tugged at one of the cables, tossing it aside before she started tearing the blankets and sheets off the bed. Sam did the same with the cuboards. After a couple moments Jon managed to force a wave of bile down and concentrate on his job. � The woman's body was stiff, making it hard to roll her over, if it wasn't for the dead weight Jon might have been able to lift her up and put her on the bed. Instead he managed to get her up just enough to see the rough spots which dotted the back of her neck. After a quick breath he touched her leg, running his finger up the side. When his hand grazed something thick he drew back. "Jesus Christ."


 "What?" Sam and Nicole looked at him.


 "She- She's a fucking Kattah!"� "Impossible." Nicole dropped the sheets and batted him out of the way. She grabbed for the woman's tail almost instantly before she ran a hand through her hair. "This isn't right. . . It can't be." She checked again.


 "No shit."


 "Find the casing." Nicole lifted the woman- body, it was a body, nothing more. � Jon searched through the room� 


