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 Chapter 1

 Shadows blanketed the rolling hills in alternating shades, reflecting from the marble grave markers and their carved faces. Each of them offering names of lives passed and others forgotten. Through the shadows rain poured from the open gash of sky, pelting the unforgiving stone only to be given back to the earth from whence it came. 
 Among the expansive fields of silent stones two shells stood, clothed in trench coats that only served to contrast the white graves in front of them. One by one the names were read and re-read as Jonathan Prower fought with physical pain still clinging to his body. 

 The woman next to him pulled at his shoulder, a soft tug only felt when her hand grazed the burned flesh underneath the heavy coat. “I love you Jon.” She whispered, her voice instantly lost to the torrent.  [I like this as a starting line]

 “I love you too sis.” He managed before memorizing the contours of the simple graves that housed their lives, the ones that wouldn't be forgotten. 
 A bare slip of motion caught the young man's attention at the top of the hill when a large canine form stepped from around a grave. The animal's coat stood out against the deep grey patterned sky, dry black and grey tones that mixed to it's chest painted in a pure white. All at once a spark of energy caught the animal's eyes in a vibrant display of icy blue. 
 Thunder crossed the sky as the young man found his voice, a bare whisper in the torrent. “Leave me alone!” 

 Slowly sensations came to an ill prepared mind, the sweaty sheets and pillow case almost forgotten when Jon forced himself up, pulling his knees to his chest before letting out the last fragments of sleep. 

 Minutes fell into deep sighs and cringes while he dragged himself from under the heavy wool blanket and into the lightly chilled air that poured in from the open window above his bed. Pain registered vaguely  from under his left shoulder blade as he pulled a T-shirt from the large box next to the mattress. 

 Sound crashed through the tiny room when he withdrew a pair of jeans, dragging them through a hazy mix of emotions before he managed to stand up. Again the sound replayed, mentally. A small plastic milk crate answered him immediately, a small picture frame laid face down in front of it. 

 A moment stalled when he blinked, the final touch of grogginess disappearing when he realized what had happened. Four faces smiled at him from under the dirty flecked glass with physical memories of times lived under the disguise of happiness. An older man caught his attention almost instantly, his hand wrapped around a taller woman. Her features melted into the bright blonde hair and warm green eyes contrasting the man's short brown hair and matching eyes. In front of them two younger faces smiled bright, a youthful woman wearing a lopsided grin that offered a hint of the bunny ears she presented above Jon's head in the picture. 

 A light sigh ended when Jonathan wiped the picture clean before placing it back on the crate, the soft metallic clink resounding millions of times in his memory as he opened his door.

 Slivers of light crept over the carpet only to paint the tight confines of the hallway in muted shades that gave way slowly to the larger living room. The soft clapping sound of bare feet followed him into the brilliant room, shadows stuck out against the left wall where several cabinets stood open, empty save for the occasional can of tomato paste or box of crackers.

 “Morning.” A feminine voice whispered from behind.

 Jon stuttered for an instant, his voice faltering until his heart found it's normal rhythm. “Morning.”
 “Sorry, didn't mean to scare ya.” The voice snickered even as the young man walked toward the kitchen.

 “We got anything to eat?”

 “Yeah, what happened last night. I came in and it looks like a damn tornado came through.” 
 Jon glanced over his shoulder, tracing the soft features and deep black circles under his sister's eyes. “I was looking for my sketch book.” 
 She sighed, leaning against the open window. Scents of gas and sounds of cars slipped around her frame in the mellow breeze only to fall when she stood upright. “You left it at Mel's.”
 “Bullshit.”
 “Hey, what did I tell you about cussing?” 

 “I never-”
 “Yeah, you did. I brought it back, its in my room.”

 Jonathan measured the almost identifiable grin on her lips even before she closed the distance, leaning on the small counter top. “Sorry bro.”
 “I told you not to do that.”
 “Jon. . .”
 “No, Sam, I don't want her looking at my private-”
 “Hey! You said you'd sketch us, not my fault you didn't take it out of the book.” She offered a wider grin. “I'll get some groceries Thursday.”
 The young man returned to the cabinets, managing a soft tone when he found a box of cereal. “Just, don't do it again, please?”
 “I won't.” Sam chuckled. “Sorry.” 

 Moments slipped by in silence while Jon prepared the food, his mind still hanging on to the images somewhere in his mind, images of sleep and the complete nothingness that mattered. 

 “Hey bro?”
 “Yeah?” He looked up as he crossed the living room, sinking into the tattered lime green chair even as he took a big spoon full. 

 “You feel like going to the park? It's a beautiful day out.” The woman leaned forward on her stool, her weary expression hinting at the sunken yawn she let out a moment later.

 “Ah, no, thanks.”
 “Why not?”
 “Got some stuff to do.”
 Sam leaned back. “Oh please, sleeping all day doesn't count.” 

 “You're one to talk.”
 “Jon, please? It's been ages since we've done anything together.”
 “Last week we went to Mel's, didn't we?”
 “I mean just us.” Her smile faded slightly when she stood up, her feet dragging as she walked toward him.

 “Don't even.”
 “Then lets go, you could bring you're sketch book, I'll pack a lunch and-” 
 “Sam.”
 “Please Jon?” She yawned again before kneeling down on the side of the chair, her green eyes flickering softly before she brought her finger up. “Last chance.”
 “N-” Pain shot through his arm when she tapped his elbow, causing him to spill the bowl all over his lap. The same pain shot through his neck when she let out a laugh rivaled only by the milk that soaked into his pants before he could get up. “Damnit!”
 Sam let out another laugh. “Come on bro, lets go huh?”
 “I hate when you do that!” Jon tossed the bowl out the window, the spoon following suit quickly. 

 “Oh shit.” She laughed again, leaning against the chair even when he stood up. “Jon, you're gonna get that.”
 “Damnit, Sam-”
 “Okay, okay I'm sorry. . .” The woman stood up slowly, her warm laugh falling slightly when she offered him a smile. “I just worry about you, you know? Staying inside all the time isn't healthy.”

 Jon tensed before following her tone, picking out the carefully woven strands of concern and love buried under her weary voice. “Okay, fine. But you're doing my laundry.”
 The woman smiled bright, the rings around her eyes all but vanishing into the natural tan pigments and laughing eyes that followed him. “Thanks bro. I'll get some snacks, you clean up and get you're book and-” 
 “Sam?”
 “I'll- Yeah?”
 “I got it.”

 Blinding shards of sunlight pierced the cover of the massive oak tree, shattering the sweet smells of natural vegetation with uncompromising heat. Kids shouted and laughed over the backdrop of the streets that lined the very outside of the park. Among the outstretched grass cover a small area stood out with heated sand and several thick mats that only served to re-enforce the urban pollution.
 A swing set towered over all the sand, it's rusted chains and chipped paint a mirror for their user. Deep red hair fell soft against the distinctly feminine curves of her body, her white t-shirt and leather jacket contrasted by the excessively loose jeans she wore. Under the massive cuffs of her pants two small feet dragged through the sand, following the deliberate pushes and pulls she used to glide back and forth.

 “She looks like she could use some company.” Sam's whisper bit into his ear, jump starting his heart in an instant. 

 “Go for it.”
 “I meant you, silly.”
 Jon pressed his pencil harder into the heavy paper, weathering the pleading eyes Sam watched him with. Slowly lines came together to form the near perfect angles of the woman's face, each one sharp compared to the flowing pony tail and small fingers that intertwined themselves through one another. More features soon followed, the brilliant sparkle of emerald green eyes only a vague imitation of the real thing.

 Deep pulls of air fought his lungs as he rounded out the drawing, filling in the background with a wood fence that existed nowhere but in his mind. Across the aged boards ivy carved out the words 'I'm sorry'.

 All at once the woman stood up, her jacket giving way only slightly when she stretched out. She sighed before starting toward the parking lot, the faint sense impressions still vying for control of Jon's attention as he filled in the shadows of the woman's jacket and fair skin tones.

 Minutes followed silence while the young man finished the drawing, a drop of moisture falling to the thick page even before he realized what happened. 

 “Hey bro?”
 “Yeah?” Jon whispered, wiping his face despite every emotion that screamed for him to follow her.

 “You okay?”
 “Yeah, lets go. . .”

 Peace fell silent from the deep violent sky, interrupted occasionally by the biting orange and yellow glow from the streetlights which lined the vacant road. Natural sounds danced through the lightly chilled air, crickets and the soft pattering of boots the only auditable reminders of the early morning. 

 Memories of the day slipped by while Jon walked, each one meaningless, trivial compared to the sharp features and endless depths of green that had ingrained themselves so deeply in his mind. One by one the possibilities played out, offering glimpses of what could, would, never be. All it would have taken was a voice, a step, even a smile and a wave. It would have taken anything, everything he didn't do.

 Headlights dragged him away from the memories back to the road that stretched out before him. Between him and the top of the hill a car approached, it's black and white markings offset by the blue and red light bar on top, the license plate struck an instant recognition. '38' 

 “Oh shit.” Jon inhaled, picking up a sprint even as the car turned toward him. Heavy boots pounded the unforgiving pavement before he jumped a waist high fence, digging himself into the shadows that lined the abandoned houses along the sidewalk. 

 “Jon!” A distinctly male voice roared through the night as he ran, it's tone almost pleading despite the edge of authority. 

 Jonathan inhaled, risking a glance back before he slid through several backyards and the heavy shadows they provided. At the farthest end of the the sloping hill he emerged into the faint stretch of orange and yellow lights that filtered in through a thick bush. Across the street an old cafe stood out through the darkness, several bay windows and various big rigs lining the outer most wall. Jon tensed a moment when the police cruiser crept by, the blonde haired man inside scanning the shadows even as Jon shrunk into them. 

 Several moments dragged through the silent eternity and pounding heartbeats while the man continued scanning, eventually turning the corner. 

 The young man exhaled before emerging from the thicket, wiping himself off as he crossed the road. Faint images of the industrial area peeked out from around the single story building, the heated glow of constantly running machinery only accenting the scents of diesel and gasoline. All at once the smells disappeared into the warm, familiar tinge of bacon and sausage when he opened the door. 

 Men and women lined the large booths in varying forms of dress and awareness that spoke softly of the chilly night and the cargo needing to be moved despite whatever objections the driver's body might have. Dedication at some animal level. Dedication to the only God that mattered to their kids and spouses, money. 

 “Morning hon.” The older waitress smiled. “Back again?”
 “Yeah, ham and cheese omelet please.” Jon forced a grin that felt nothing like a smile even as he sat down, taking in the worn faces and uncertain expressions they wore. 

 Scents of food alternated through the air as Jon dragged a straw over the barren table top. Slowly the straw came to form the bare outline of the woman on the swing. Colors filled in the blank surface with questions and nameless objections, anything to justify the lack of action, the very reason he was eating alone tonight. 
 “Like she would have-” 
 “Hon?” The waitress rested her hand on his shoulder.

 Jon jumped, managing to meet the silver haired woman after a forced breath. “What?”
 “You sure you wanna be here? Curfew was a couple hours ago.”
 “Yeah, I'll be fine.”
 “Okay. Want anything to drink?”
 “No, thanks.” 

 Thick beams of light cut through the front of the diner, erasing the vague shadows that still clung to the outside. Another moment vanished into the ambient glow of overhead lights when the vehicle stopped, the massive frame and markings along it's side identifying it as a 'Grand Wagoneer'.

 “Here ya go.” The plate clinked against the table, followed instantly by the check and soft smile the older woman offered. 

 “Thanks.” Jon tried another smile, tugging the silverware free from it's napkin holder. A faint bell chime rang through the diner, fading into the soft chatter while the young man began carving off a piece. 
 Rich tea colored hair hung limp over a large leather bomber jacket, offset by the tree which took up most of the jacket's back. Under the heavy coat a pair of baggy jeans covered up their owners feet. Jon fought a moment for recognition until the woman took off her coat, exposing the well drawn curves of her body as she slipped into a booth opposite him. Expensive sunglasses hid the woman's eyes from the shallow lights, only to be removed when the waitress approached. 
 Jon swallowed hard as he ran over the multitude of conversations that could be had, each one more indepth then the last, all it would take was a friendly 'hello.' 

 Brilliant emeralds scanned the room after the waitress left, her sharp features and fair skin only serving to accentuate the faint smile she wore. Jon felt his heart stop when the stones came to rest on him. A fragile grin crossed the woman’s features as he managed to force his head to move. Something resembling a polite nod, the most he could have hoped for.

 Their eyes carried on lifetime conversations, thoughts and ideas passed through the diner infinitely faster than his heart was beating, each one a reason. A reason to get up, to say hello and. And what?

 The waitress returned a moment later, silencing the objections with a tall glass of milk. The woman nodded her appreciation even before she took a long drink, forcing Jon back to his meal.

 Jon traced the pours of the eggs, forming paths through the craters and pits that were slowly taking more form then mere meals could produce. Time and again it had been something different, always something he couldn't, wouldn't, handle. Tonight was no different, nor would it be if he didn't- He let out a sigh before he looked up. 
 The empty booth stared back at him for a moment, the faint ding of the bell following the woman as she disappeared into the parking lot. A small black object sat next to the empty glass, a thin wallet vying for attention, opportunity, possibility. 

 Minutes dragged through the endless silence as Jon struggled to pull himself from his seat, driving his body to move. Realization struck him just as he grabbed the warm cloth wallet, his hand on the door. Somewhere behind the reciting lines a bell chimed into the cool air and gentle breeze that swept around the area. “Ah. Miss?”
 The woman turned, her flawless jawline and sunglasses almost becoming one under the shadows of the building. Another beat gave way to silence when she tilted her head.

 “You, uh, you forgot your wallet.” Jon held out a shaking hand.

 Tender lips moved, tones filled the space between them with a voice as flawless as the evening’s guest. The words fell empty from her lips as quickly as they came. Jon stared, unable to comprehend what was being said, too busy trying to wrap his mind around the voice he was hearing.

 “Hey.” The woman tilted her head slightly. “You okay?”

 “Ah. Yeah, sorry. What were you saying?”
 The woman’s eyebrow rose slightly behind the dark sunglasses. “I said thanks. You sure you’re alright?” 
 Jonathan swallowed again, his hand falling back to his side with a conscious effort. “Yeah. No problem. Sorry.”

A second passed before the woman spoke again, her voice laced with caution and something unidentifiable. “Well, I’ll tell you what. One good turn deserves another, how ‘bout I pay for your dinner?”

 “Ah. No thanks. If you want to pay me back, I have a question.” Jonathan’s voice came in between short swallows of suddenly bitter chill.

 Again the woman’s head titled slightly, the puzzled look in her eyes seeming to penetrate the sunglasses even before she pursed her lips. “Hmm?” 

 “I saw you at the park today. You looked really sad.” A sharp pain filled his mouth as his teeth clamped down on his tongue. “I’m not a stalker or anything. My sister and I were there and well. I couldn’t help but notice.

 Eternity passed between them, a soft breeze carried the scent of flowers and confusion, replaced by something resembling hope.  The woman’s eyebrows furrowed slightly as a baggy pant leg twitched. After a moment she grinned faintly. “I was just thinking about some stuff.”
 “Must have been pretty important.”
 “Kindda. Still getting situated, you know how it is.”

 “Ah. So you just moved here?”
 “Yeah, couple weeks ago.”
 “That’s cool.” Jon smiled absently, his body controlled by forces he couldn’t quite understand. “I’m sorry, uh. I’m Jon.”
 A wisp of a laugh passed between them as she flashed a knowing grin. “Pleased to meet you; I’m Kathrine” 

 “Kathrine. . .” Jon smiled as he rolled the name over his tongue. “If you want someone to show you around, I know a few places that can be kindda fun.” Breath crept its way into the young man’s lungs and stalled as he waited for her answer.

 “Sounds, interesting, but I have to get to going. My shift starts in twenty minutes. Can I get your phone number?”
 “Ah. Sure, yeah. Have you got a pen?”

 A harsh click resounded through the dingy hallway, the key turning only after he pulled the door tight. Shadows blanketed the apartment only to be interrupted by trace amounts of moonlight that made their way through the thin curtains.

 Jon exhaled softly when he turned to close the door, a piece of paper taped to the peep hole only slightly less organized then the words scrawled on in crayon. Jonathan started toward his room, reading the note in the trails of light. “Went to Mel's, be back tomorrow.” The young man sighed as he threw the note in the trash.

 Heavy wool and sweat soaked sheets fought Jon's body as ambient light poured from the open window. Dust took to the air a moment later when an earsplitting ring tore through the young man's mind. Jon stared at the phone next to his bed, forcing himself up even as it rang again.

 “Hello?”
 “Is Jon there?” A familiar voice erased all traces of sleep in an instant.

 “This is him.” 
 “Did I wake you up?”

 “It's cool, whats on your mind?”
 Kathrine's voice returned after a yawn. “I was wondering if your offer was still good. I'm bored and I don't wanna go home just yet.”
 “Uh, yeah, yeah, sure. Where do you wanna meet?”

 “Do you know where The Forum is?” Another soft yawn filled the speaker.

 “Yeah, I do. You sure you wanna do this? You sound exhausted.” 

 “I'll be fine after the sun rises. How long do you think it'll take?” 
 “Half an hour I guess?” Jon managed around a deep yawn.

 “Cool, I'll see you then?”
 “Yeah, see ya.”
 The phone beeped in his hand, a call to reality that he could do little to ignore. The conversation replayed itself several times, details making themselves known in the light of hope and desire. “What the hell am I doing?”

 Shades of orange and red streaked the sky, dancing across the reflective glass and dew covered windshields of the cars lining the mostly empty streets. Faint scents of moisture followed the cold air as Jon made his way through the run down highway districts. Eventually coming to the single story bar, the cracked blue paint and broken windows presenting a shell of it's former occupation as a hangout of local college students. 
 Jon rounded the corner into a grin when he found the familiar Wagoneer parked in front, it's solid black paint reflecting the light like a mirror. The young man inhaled slowly as he approached. Kathrine laid back, her eyes closed to the reflecting light that danced in her hair, her hands behind her head despite the plush seats.
 “Ah, morning.” Jon whispered.

 “Good morning.” Kathrine's eyes shot open, her vibrant emeralds shimmering in the reflected light. “Hop in.”
 “What made you choose this place?” The young man slipped into the bench seat, trying to place the varying scents which filled the cabin.

 “My father took me here a couple times. . . Long time ago.”

  ”Cool.”

 “I’m not interrupting your day or anything am I? If you got stuff to do.”

 “Nope. I got all day.”
 “Cool. Before we started, let’s get something to eat. I’m starving.”

 Jon smiled wide as he sunk into the cloth seat. “I know just the place.”

 Men and women moved through the small cafe. Various big rigs and large vans filling up the expansive parking lot that surrounded the single story building. Despite it's cramped interior the air danced alive with the smells of food and warm conversation pale to the pair in a booth at the back of the room.
 “So, how long have you lived here?” Kathrine’s soft tone brought with it a flicker from green depths.

 “About three years now.” Jon managed around a mouth full.

 “Neat.” 
 “How about you? You said you lived here before?”
 Dagger sharp emeralds looked over a half empty cup, accenting her  shrugging shoulders. “Kind of. When mom died my father didn’t want anything to do with this place.” 
 ”I’m sor-”

 “Please don’t.”

 Jonathan nodded slightly before brining another fork load of potatoes too his mouth. 
 “Sorry.” Kathrine turned her head, an expression without words took over her features. “People always say they're sorry. Even more so when they don’t understand something.”

 “Yeah.” A weighted sigh left the young man’s lungs as a voice several times older spoke for him. “I know what you mean.”

 Time passed as the two finished their breakfast in silence, an air of understanding gave way to the uncertainty of emotions. The woman's lips moved as if to say something, the words never taking root.

 “Kathrine, I’m sorry.” Jon exhaled. 

 The woman tilted her head, vibrant green absorbing the man before her. “It’s alright. Hey. I seem to remember some tour company that was offering their services.”
 Jon grinned. “Yeah, I heard about that. Gotta watch it though, the owner is kindda. . . Weird.”

 “Uh oh. I’ll be sure to keep that in mind.” Kathrine smiled when she withdrew her wallet, placing a couple bills on the table. “Won’t forget it this time.”
 “Aw.”

 Wood creaked underfoot as Jon slipped in to the apartment. Scents of coffee and microwaved noodles filled the living room, drawing attention to Samantha's form and the patchwork couch she sat in. She looked up over the bowl with a fork full. “You're home late.”

 “Yeah, had to show someone something.”
 “Someone and something huh?” She offered a lopsided grin. “Sounds fun.”
 Jon flashed a grin, the words almost bursting from his lips. “You were right.”
 “Naturally.” Sam nodded as she took a big bite. “About what?”
 “She needed some company.”

 The woman's puzzled expression changed slightly while she chewed, echoing the confusion thick in her voice. “You didn't.”

 “Yeah, showed her around town, went to the arcade, skate park, even stopped by Millers'. Had a great time.”
 Samantha exhaled sharply. “So you didn't like, I mean you aren't gonna come home and be like 'Sam, we need to talk' are you?”
 Jon stared for a minute. “I don't get it.”

 “You're not going to get her pregnant are you?”
 Jon laughed after a moment, the forced smile giving way to a worn tone. “No, no Sam, I don't think so. Like I said, I showed her around town, she's only been here for a couple weeks.” 
 The woman relaxed visibly, probing her noodles before she sighed. “Okay, cool. . . So whats she like?”

 “She's. Well, it's like. . . She's cool.”
 “I see.” Samantha prodded the air with her fork, a grin crossing her  drawn features. “I'm glad to hear it bro. It's good for ya.”
 “Yeah, yeah.” Jon let out a sigh as he started toward his bedroom. “We'll talk later, I need some sleep.”

 “Alright bro, sleep well.”
 “Night.”

 “Hello?”

 “Good morning.”
 “Do you ever sleep?”

 “Of course.”

 “So. . . Whats up?”
 “Are you busy?” 
 Jonathan glanced at the small clock, his eyes slowly coming into focus. “Uh. . . It’s four in the morning. . .” 
 “Hey, you’re the one who told me to call you after I got off work.”

 “Doesn’t matter when- I’ll be up.” 
 “Regretting it?”
 A bitter chuckle filled the dark room. “I regret nothing.”

 “That’s the spirit. So where do you wanna meet?”

 Chapter 2

 “So where have you been?” Samantha's flat tone bit into Jon's ear as he closed the door behind him.

 “Uh. Out?”
 “Jon-”
 “I was having dinner with Kat.” He sighed. 

 The woman tensed slightly, her posture changing to reflect her carefully spoken words. “So now that you're here, have you got everything you need?”
 “Huh?”
 Samantha exhaled. “Jon, we've got two days until school and we haven't got so much as a pencil.”
 “Oh, I got it taken care of.” The young man searched through the fridge, withdrawing a can of soda marked '3x the Caffeine!' 
 “Jon, we have to get supplies. Remember what happened last year.”

 “Hey, relax.” Jon yawned as be propped himself up against the fridge. “I got some stuff last week, all I need is a binder and I think I got one somewhere-”
 “Where did you get the money?” Sam's eyes narrowed slightly as she sat forward. 
 “Mel paid me for that sketch.” He tensed when his sister's lip curled. “Really.”
 “Jon.”
 “I swear. You taught me better then that-” 

 Samantha stood up, crossing the room before she looked him up and down. “Did Kat-”
 “No, I told you.”
 “Okay bro.” She nodded slowly, a smile tugging at the edges of her mouth. “Just, don't be afraid to ask if you need anything, okay?”

 “Yeah, no problem.”
 “So ah. . . You've been spending a lot of time with you're new friend lately.” Sam glanced down at the can of soda for a moment, the words almost marching across her face. “Um, I was wondering if you would mind if I met her.”
 “Huh?”
 “Like go to a movie or something.”

 “Just the three of us?”
 “I'd like to take Mel, but- You know.” She itched at her wrist. 
 “I'll ask her. It should be cool though- Tonight?”
 “We're going to that new club downtown. Um, Ace I think it was.” 
 “Cool.” Jon nodded as he slipped the soda into his pocket, meeting his sisters eyes after a moment. “Have fun.”
 “How about you? Anything exciting planned?”

 “Sleep. lots of it.”

 “That bad, huh?” She smiled, the caution in her voice more than apparent.

 “I think she's an insomniac. Today was the first time I've ever seen her just completely exhausted. She's been pretty much 'on' for the past week.”

 “Holy shit.” Sam's voice cracked slightly. 

 “Yeah, it's nuts.” The young man shrugged. “I suppose it balances out, she eats quite a bit. But still, it can't be healthy.”
 “Sounds like stress.”

 “She seems pretty normal though.”

 “Maybe thats normal for her.”

 “Could be.” He yawned, a deep pull of air tugging at the exhaustion still in his body. “I'm gonna take a nap- Wake me up if she calls, please?”
 “Yeah. Um- Whats with the soda?”
 “Wake up call.” Jon shrugged.

 “Just don't make it a habit, okay? You've still got some growing to do.” 

 “I know sis. I got it covered. . . Don't worry.” 
 Sam tensed. “Just. Well. . . Take it easy, okay?”
 “Yeah.” Another yawn took him. “I'll see you tomorrow, okay?”
 “You going out tonight?”
 “Yeah, probably. Kat has the day off so-”
 “Leave a note, okay?” 
 “Will do.” The young man yawned as he all but dragged himself to his bedroom. 
 “Sleep well Jon, I love you.”

 Sleep clung to Jon's mind, all but erasing the whispers of the Wagoneer's radio. Occasionally the sound of paper being turned over or rustled changed with a murmur of curiosity from the woman in the driver's seat. The faint remnants of memory drew the picture out behind closed eyes, Kathrine's form combing over the stack of want ads and employment papers. 
 “Goodbye Allied.” She whispered though a muffled filter, the memory not entirely planting itself until she tapped him on the shoulder. “Hey Jon. Time to wake up.”
 The young man sighed, suppressing a yawn before rolling over to face the door. “Who says?”
 “Don't question my authority mortal.” She snickered. 
 “Two more hours.”
 The metallic sound of the engine turning over taunted him an instant before she snickered again. “Have it your way.”

 The Wagoneer lurched forward, all but exploding into motion as the engine revved. Smells of gasoline and melting rubber assaulted Jon's senses a moment later. Screeching tires dragged him back into the empty parking lot when the truck tilted into a turn, picking up a new pitch as it drove over the large cracks and weeds. 
 “Holy-” His voice cut off when Kat guided the truck around a string of parking spaces, picking up speed toward the open chain link fence. “Jesus, I'm awake!”

 The vehicle slowed as it approached the curb, matching Jon's heart only when Kathrine glanced over at him. “Theres no need for blasphemy.” 

 “I'm- What the hell was that all about?” 

 “Just making sure you were up.” She smiled bright, exposing a pair of long, sharp looking canines. “Sleeping too much is bad for you.”

 “How 'bout next time you shake me or something.” He exhaled sharply when the truck dropped off the sidewalk, coming into a shallow crunch of metal when it met the blacktop. Jon scanned the empty streets, the various abandoned industrial buildings silently reflecting the overpass on the other side with the same unified answer. No one could have seen. “You're weird.” He glanced back. 

 Kathrine's smile faded slightly into an almost drawn frown. “I hear driving on the sidewalk is all the rage in Paris. Or was it walking? I know it had to do with sidewalks.” She slowed the vehicle at a stop sign before meeting his gaze. “Are you hungry?” 
 “Ah, no- I'm good. . . She wants to meet you.”
 “Who?” Kat tilted her head slightly. 

 “My sister.”
 “Oh cool, tonight?”
 “She went somewhere. Soon though.” Jon yawned. 
 “You don't sound too thrilled.”
 A moment stretched across the barren industrial complexes and red-orange sky which painted them. “I'm not sure what to think actually. I guess we'll see.”

 Shadows laid thick over the sand and concrete which dominated the area around the old swing set. Chipped paint and rusted chains harbored the careful tones and muted laughter of genuine conversation as it played out. Jon pushed against the chilled sand when Kat took a lick of her ice cream cone, his voice faltering when she chuckled. 

 “What?”
 A sip of moonlight reflected from her sunglasses as she let out a slow laugh. “Thats for me to know.”

 “Thats not fair.” Jon leaned forward, supporting his elbows on his knees. 
 “Well. . . I was thinking about work. They had called some of us in for a random drug screening- Well this man went up there with a pack of cigarettes and threw them down on the table.”
 “So?”
 She lapped at her ice cream again. “Thats it! Fine! I give up, I did it!”
 Jon shook his head. “I don't get it.”

 “Neither do I honestly.” Her shoulders sagged before she cocked her head. “But it was funny.”

 “Alright- Sure.” The young man shrugged. 

 “So can I ask you something?”
 “Yeah.”
 “What happened to your parents.”
 The young man stuttered, the rehearsed lie unwilling to meet his lips when he tried to meet her eyes. Minutes burned into one another under the heavy breath he swallowed, biting back his voice until finally letting out a sigh. 

 “Sorry.”
 “No, um. I'd kindda rather not talk about it.”
 “Sorry, Jon I didn't-”
 “No its cool.” He forced a grin. “I'm just kind of- I dunno.”
 “I understand.” She leaned forward before offering her cone, a faint smile ghosting her mouth. “Peace offering?”
 “Who's fighting?”
 “No one, lets keep it that way.” She smiled. 

 Jon shrugged, wrapping his hand around hers for a moment. A steady breath faltered slightly when he traced the warmth under his finger tips, each heart beat pushing against him almost physically. 
 “Um, Jon?” Kat's voice pulled him back to the cone in their hands, small trails of vanilla snaking down either side.

 “Ah- Sorry.”
 She snickered. “So are you always this mysterious or is it just with your friends?”
 “Huh?”
 “Every question I've asked, you always come up with a way to turn it back on me.” She wiped her hand on her jeans. “Thats not very fair.”
 “If you say so.” The young man shrugged. “I hadn't noticed.”
 “Really? Thats interesting. . . So can I ask you another question?”
 “Yeah?” Jon changed hands, trying to wipe away the errant stickiness that clung to his skin. 
 “Whats it like to be you?”
 “I dunno.” 
 “Oh come on, thats not an answer.”
 “Yeah it is.”
 “You're hopeless.” She shook her head, the grin on her face betraying her tone. 
 “Maybe.”
 “Maybe what?” 
 “Maybe I am.”
 “I don't believe that. Not for a minute.”
 “Really?”
 She looked up, suddenly more serious. “No.”

 A warmth pulled at Jon's mouth when he smiled. “Thanks.” 

 Sunlight crept over the dew soaked trees at the furthest edges of the park. The same red-orange tones reflected from the multitude of skyscrapers that bordered the outstretched city around the microscopic piece of land. Among the metal and plastic play equipment a pair of forms ducked in and out between the slides and tic tac toe equipment. Around and around they chased and surprised one another, stopping only when Kathrine slid up behind Jon, tapping him on the back of the neck before she leaned in to whisper.

 “Tag. No tag backs.”
 Jon shuttered as the woman's warm breath caught the edge of his ear, almost immediately followed by something resembling a- sniff?

 “Damnit.” He smiled, stepping from behind the large slide. “No fair.” 
 “That was skill.” She snickered.
 “Cheater.” Jon chuckled when he met the woman's sunglasses, almost following the breath of air that took form in the frigid air. “Okay, you win- So thats what? Two to one?”
 “Four to one.” She grinned. Removing her sunglasses to expose  brilliant emeralds mere inches from his. Emotions played out in the deep corners of the woman's eyes only intensifying when an orange tint reflected within them, playing across her eyes as she grinned. 
 “Woah.”
 “What?” She tilted her head before exhaling, looking him up and down. Another breath took root in the air when she stepped back, crossing her arms over her chest. 
 “How'd you do that?”
 “What?” 
 “The eyes, your eyes.” 
 She bit her lower lip as she tightened her grip on the elbows of her jacket. “Right. Hey, we better go.”
 Jonathan pursed his lips before shrugging. “Sure, where?”
 “Um, Jon?”
 “Yeah?” He stretched his arms out as they walked to the black truck at the edge of the parking lot, each step ingraining itself in his memory as he re-played the events of the night. Conversations and childhood games fought one another for meanings only found between shallow desires and completely unknown reasons.

 “Would you like to go to church with me?”

 The memories crashed into one another as he glanced over at the woman, her sharp features and almost naive expression lost to the orange tint that played across her eyes again. “Huh?”
 “Um, church. It's Sunday. . . Theres this-”
 “Ah- Kat. I, um. . .” He bit his lip before letting out a slow breath. 

 “Oh. Alright.”

 “I'm sor-” 
 “What did I tell you about that?” Kat smiled, betraying the disappointment thick in her voice. “I understand totally. No need to apologize.”
 Minutes fell into silence as they traveled, the gentle thrum of the Wagoneer's engine doing little to comfort the weary nerves and shallow breaths Jon managed to take in. “What about after?”
 “I kindda have some laundry to do, cleaning, all that stuff. My place is a wreck.”
 “I could help out?” He tensed when Kat pulled up in front of his apartment building, the visage of heavy brick looming far into the red sky. 

 “Thanks Jon, I really appreciate it, but I have to take care of some stuff. And I- I'll call you Tuesday, okay?”
 “Yeah. . . Alright.” 
 The woman smiled slightly, meeting his eyes with a warmth only faint compared to her voice. “I might have a new job by then, we'll go out somewhere and celebrate. Sound good?”
 “Cool.” Jon nodded. 

 Another moment stalled when Kat exhaled. “Sure I can't convince you to come?”
 “Uh, it's not my thing. . .”
 She sighed. “Alright, I'll talk to you later then?” 

 The young man nodded again as he opened the door to get out, exhaling when he found his footing. 

 “Take care my friend.” Kathrine's warm voice almost melted into the thrum of the engine as it picked up, pulling the truck into the street.

 “You too Kat.” Jon stood watching as the Wagoneer trailed off down the road. Alone once again as he had been for years. The silence of the heavy concrete embraced him, his true friend. Reminding him of the peace he had been neglecting. She was a diversion, fleeting yet strong in her impact. She would be gone soon and it would be waiting for him. . . It was a patient friend, no matter how long he was a way it would be there for him and nothing would replace it. . . No matter how hard he tried.

 The heavy clapping of boots and wood floor boards resounded though the tight confines of the hallway as Jon climbed the stairs, each step bringing with it a hollow memory of the night. Slowly the memories faded into one another as he unlocked his door, barely catching sight of his sister as she walked toward their bedrooms. 
 “Yeah, I know.” Her voice trailed off as he slipped in, locking the door behind him. “But its not like-” Her voice cut short instantly when she stepped into the living room, shoes in hand. “Hold on, he just walked in.” Her voice faltered slightly when she let her shoulders sag, her jacket almost sliding from her body when she put her hand over the cordless phone. “Are you okay?”
 “Yeah.”
 “Okay, well, thanks Mike.” Sam swallowed. “No, that won't be necessary, I'll handle it. Yeah, yeah okay. Bye.” A minute stretched out as she tossed the phone on the couch, her shoes following suit after a moment. “Why didn't you leave a note?”

 “Sorry, I forgot.” 

 Sam's face reddened slightly before she turned to the window, her voice lowering slightly as she ran a hand through her hair. “Jon.”
 “I'm sorry, I didn't expect to be out that long. We we're talking and-”
 “Did you screw h-”
 “I told you, shes not like that.” 
 She turned to face him, her gaze tempered by something resembling hope. “Okay bro. . . Are you sure you're okay?”
 “Yeah, I'm fine. We were at the park. Um- talking, actually.” He sighed. “Sorry, I didn't-”
 “No, its okay. As long as you're safe.” A faint twinge of a grin painted her lips, underlining the shake in her otherwise calm tone. “So, did you have fun?” 

 “You aren't gonna try and ground me are you?” Jon let his voice sink.

 “No, no. I'm- I'm happy for you Jon, I really am. . .” She slipped out of her coat, almost stuttering when she glanced up at him. “You just had me worried, thats all.”
 “Sorry.” 
 “Just, please don't do it again, okay?”
 “I won't.”
 The silence lingered for an eternity before Sam rocked back on her heels. “So um. . .”
 “Whats wrong?”
 “I wanted to talk to you. . .” 
 “Okay.” 

 She rocked back again, a deep sigh changing her voice as she put on a placid smile. “Jon, um- How would you feel about Mel moving in with us?” Her voice faltered entirely, coming out as a squeak. 
 Jon's body tensed as the words became physical, the consequences fighting one another for understanding. Arguments followed instantly, the bitter truth silencing his own objections.  “Would it make you happy?”
 “Thats not what I asked you.”
 “What do you want me to say? You pay the bills-”
 “Jon. I'm serious.”
 “So am I, It's your call-”
 “Damnit, please don't do this to me.” Samantha's eyes narrowed, a distinct edge creeping across her voice. “We've been together for a long time, but you come first. If it makes you uncomfortable, I wanna know. . . You're a big part of my life Jon, the most important part.”

 Jon swallowed, preparing his words carefully. “Sam, I don't care one way or the other, okay? I want you to be happy, if that means another person living here, fine. Don't worry about me, I'm grown up enough to know how these things work. . .”
 The woman tensed slightly as she rocked back, farther then before. “Jon.”
 “Sam, if it makes you happy. Do it.” 
 “But what about-”
 “I'll be fine. Okay? Just cause we don't get along all that well doesn't mean I can't be nice. . .” 
 “Thats just it-”
 “Sam, it's okay.”
 A faint tint of red slid across Sam's features when she exhaled, her lip shaking slightly when she exhaled. “You sure?”
 “Yeah.”


 Shadows played over the sky scrapers and streets that wound between them, an infinite pattern of asphalt and steel that only gave way to the small buildings which lined the street Jon walked down. Several single story buildings stuck out against the violet backdrop, each one adding their own character to the warmed expanse of ambient light. 
 At the end of the street an old sign stared back at him, offering the last glimmer of hope in the words it spoke. “Crest Line Coin 'op Laundry” 

 The errant glow of yellow light bathed the front of the building in alternating shadows occasionally interrupted by the empty push carts that filled the otherwise vacant store. 

 “Well, look who it is.” A cool feminine voice crashed through the biting silence. Names attached themselves to the voice slowly as Jon turned to face the young woman. 

 “What the hell do you want?” 
 She backed up slightly, her black skirt and tank top contrasting sharply to her otherwise pallor skin. “Tsk, Tsk. Thats no way to talk to a lady.”
 “Suppose that means something, huh?” He crossed his arms. 
 The young woman scowled. “You're just as pathetic as you always have been. You can't fool me. . . I know things. I-”
 Jon closed the distance, fighting the shake in his knees as he searched for a voice. “You know what? You don't know a damn thing about me. And if it wasn't for that bunch of losers you run with, you'd be every bit as 'pathetic'. 

 Her eyes narrowed, the faint remnants of warmth washed over by the icy chill of her voice. “What the hell do you know about it? You always liked to wallow in your own shit. . . Always about you, always-”
 “If you'd shut your head for a second and think about what you're saying, maybe you'd remember who was bitching about what.” Jon tensed slightly. “You're still pissed, thats great- I don't care. But keep your 'friends' out of it. They might get hurt.”

 She buckled slightly, dragging her foot as she stepped back. “Alright Jon. . . You're right. I mean, who knows. We could be friends, right?”
 “Get the hell out of here Liz.”
 “You know. I still miss you. I lay awake at night, thinking about the times we had. . .”
 Jonathan clenched a hand, a coarse grin lining his mouth as the woman recoiled.

 “Okay, Okay. I'm going. . .”

 Jonathan slipped in to the empty apartment, sighing as he threw his book bag on to the old couch. Another moment gave way to a shallow sigh, falling flat into a groan when he spotted a note taped to the fridge. “Mel's, moving. Thanks.”

 “Get a life.” He sighed, withdrawing a soda and slamming the door shut. Minutes and hours clashed against one another while Jon downed the soda, finally taking a breath to examine the tattered bag. Mud and gashes traded off between the re-enforced leather bottom only to give way to the newest addition someone had thought funny to brand. A large swastika. He sighed again, yanking the bag to the floor with a grunt before he dumped it out. Pencils and books clattered against the carpet with muted thumps almost lost to one another before a familiar book jumped from the bag, topping the pile.

 Deep black leather stared at him from under the ambient light, several cracks and tears marring the otherwise pristine surface with remnants of a history all too real, all too- Hated?

 The young man sat back against the fabric, feeling the weight of the volume as it tugged at him, begging almost. After a moment he grabbed it, sighing again before he cracked it open to reveal the heavy grain paper and careful pencil markings which had been ingrained into it's pages.

 Jon flipped the pages slowly, images of people he had once known passed silently, memories captured on paper; photographed in pencil and ink. Men and women of varying sizes and shapes, faces and hair, smiles and frowns went about their lives on the pages as he went through them. Slowly the memories found names, little notes stenciled in the far corners of the drawings, words like 'fear' and 'hope' seemingly carved into the page by something sharper then the pencil Jon picked up a moment later.

 On one page a smiling visage of Samantha dominated the small living room, errant streaks of light carving over the over turned furniture and mass of papers that had been spread around. A police warrant stood out on the door only to be forgotten by the warm hug that had followed instantly after. Victory the words spelled, though there was no memory of ever having seen them. 

 Another page stared back at him, a young woman frowning with her lip curled. Below the high cheek bones and hardened eyes slumped shoulders spelled it out clearly. Among the names 'Liz' stood out, surrounded entirely by several others, almost all composed of names ringing of the hatred with which they were carved in.

 Several more pages slipped by in silence, several strung together weeks of actual- at least partial- content. Smoky pool halls and bars rounded out the billiards halls and arcades, each one weaving into another while Samantha's form lined up a shot or slipped off a random machine. Jon almost let out a laugh. The memories, real or imagined they were his and no one could have them. -Or hide them.

 Finally he let out a weighted sigh before peeling back another page. A woman sat between rusted chains, silhouetted by the dense ivy that had come together to spell words, warm and true. “I'm sorry.” A faint smile ghosted his lips when he started a new page, new inspiration taking hold from the previous 'date' even before he had touched pencil to paper.

 Circles and lines came together slowly, taking on familiar proportions, a design that had found a place deep within his mind. Emotions followed experience and memory, a tightly woven blanket that warmed the air around him as he fleshed out the details and folds. 
 Loosely bound hair draped on either side of the woman's sharp features, drawing shadows across the innocent smile she wore. Small rings of gold glinted in the imaginary light, their reflections pale to the large cross that sat at the end of the chain only to be forgotten as delicate folds and creases came together to form a flowing dress that tightened just around her waist. Slowly the woman's smile took on another tone, her eyes alight with the innocence of youth, unharmed by the reality somewhere, anywhere, that wasn't there. 

 A thick black book took up residence in her hand as the pencil continued, seemingly oblivious to the mind driving it. Thick gold letters embossed across the book only to be forced away when Jon took to filling in a sketched outline of the massive bow at the small of her back. 

 Shes a distraction though. A voice called from somewhere inside; bitter truth and proven fact that would be repeated again. It won't be long now; a month, two, tops. Shes just like the others. You know better. The voice continued, almost flowing over familiar foot holds. 

 “Shut up.” He whispered. 

 Silence responded.

 Among the small cinder block buildings marked as class rooms young men and women bustled past one another in search for their next period or friend. Rain filtered through the dense cloud cover only to  thump against the thin roofed halls, drowning out the vague whispered conversations and meaningless chatter of the students.

 “Excuse me.” A cracked voice almost whispered next to Jon.

 “Huh?” He glanced down at the slightly shorter kid that stood beside him, his glasses and offset book bag contrasting sharply with the soaked red and white sweater he wore.

 “Can you tell me where room two thirty four is?” The young man held up a white paper with various classes printed on it, the ink almost bled across the page.

 “Yeah, have you got the time?”

 “Uh, yeah- Ten fifty.”
 “We got five minutes yet.” He sighed before kneeling down. 

 “Oh, Okay.” He fidgeted slightly, almost mimicking Jon's movement only to lean against the brick wall behind them. 

 “How old are you man?”
 “Eh. Thirteen.” He fidgeted again.

 “Your taking seniors' math? Not bad.” Jon grinned as the teen relaxed. “We got a new teacher I guess. McKay took a spill on his bike.”
 “Oh. Well that sucks.”
 “Nah. He was an asshole. . .”
 “Was?”
 “Yeah, if he wasn't tryn to sneak a drink he was coming up with the most off the wall bullshit tests he could. Stuff wasn't even in the book.”

 “Really? Wow.”

 Jon looked up, slinging his bag across his shoulder. “Lets go.”


 Desks and errant papers filled the small class room, the heavily worn flooring and chipped teachers desk standing as silent testimate to the ages of recycling and penniless funding that had originally installed them. 

 The distinctly 'modern' chalk board lit up the room with a cursive name penned with a careful attention to its' flowing lines. 'Ms. Rikes.'

 The blaring period alarm jarred Jon's pen even as he finished writing the name next to his math binder. Several students poured into the room a moment later, their damp hair and heavy breathing offset only by the warm voice that filled the room a moment later.

 “Good morning class.” 

 Minutes traded off in aching recognition as Jon's hand went stiff, his body following suit when he looked up. Sharp features and tea colored hair met his eyes even before she had removed her sunglasses, the oversized bomber jacket and baggy pants she wore only served to accentuate the well carved curves of her t-shirt. “Holy shit.” Jon whispered.

 Kathrine stuttered, her foot fall stopping in mid stride before she surveyed the room, stopping at Jon's eyes. A muscle tensed in her jaw even before she cleared her throat. “Um. My name is Kathrine; Ms. Rikes if you absolutely must. I'll be taking over for Mr. McKay, at least for the next week or so. . .” Kathrine blinked forcibly, staring at Jon for another moment before she slipped out of her jacket. “If you could please stand and introduce yourselves I promise I'll try to to butcher your names too badly. “Starting with you miss.”
 “Stephannie White.”
 Names followed one another in a chain that seemed to stretch forever, before long the teen stood up. “Brad Crenshaw ma'am.”

 “Please don't call me that.” Kat smiled. “And you sir?” She nodded at Jon.
 The young man sighed, running his hand over his face. “Jon.”

 “Jon. . .?” 
 “Just Jon.”
 “Fair enough. . .” Her voice trailed off. “Alright, it was a pleasure to meet all of you. If you have any questions, please don't hesitate to ask. Now if I could get everyone to turn to page one twenty six-”
 Jonathan swallowed sharply, his bare throat forcing a whisper even before he could silence it. “How the hell.”

 “Hey Jon, wait up.” A familiar voice called from behind. 
 Jon looked over his shoulder for a moment, taking in the young woman as she jogged toward him, her black skirt and tall boots catching his attention a split second before he met her eyes. 

 “Hows it going?” She smiled softly, errant streaks of sunlight reflecting in her dark hair.

 A moment slipped by as he turned. “Get lost kid.”

 “Come on, just five minutes.”

 Jon kept walking, exhaling slowly while Liz's voice faded into obscurity, lost all together when a tall man stepped from behind a car in front of him. Jon stared for a second, the man grinned slightly even as a faint sound of gravel or concrete moving echoed from behind. “Who the fu-”

 “I heard you like talkn shit you can't back up.” He stepped closer, easily several inches taller then Jon, and making full use of it. “Tom told me a lot about your mouth.”
 Jon braced his foot behind him, digging in while the barest outline of traffic ghosted the edge of his vision. “Who the hell is Tom.”
 “Yeah, told me all about how you love talkn about Liz, tell people what a good f-”
 “Check your facts and step off.” Jon clenched his fist, taking a shallow sip of air. “I don't know shit. You can have that stupid c-” 
 “Mister Prower, may I have a word with you?” Kathrine's voice tore through his mind in an instant, drawing his attention only after he saw the large man turn.
 “Tell you what. You come to Scores tonight. Eight. We'll settle it.” The man turned back to Jon, his grin more than genuine. “You ain't there- I'll find you. Got it?” 
 The young man inhaled slowly, fighting every urge to punch the big guy in the stomach and run. “I'll see you there, you bring you're friend and I'll bring six of mine. Get me?” He turned to look at the scrawny kid behind him, grinning ever so slightly when the kid backed away. Jon swallowed, pushing past the large man. His boots clapped nearly as loud as his heart before he leaned against the door of the Wagoneer. “What?”
 “Well hello to you too.” Kat smiled. “Want a ride?”

 “No, thanks-”
 “Get in.” A moment trailed off while Kathrine searched his eyes, flickers of some unknown emotion making themselves apparent when she tilted her head down slightly. “Please?”

 “Fine.” 
 “So, ah.” Kat leaned over to open the door. “You feel like getting something to eat later?” 
 Jon slipped into the truck, wiping the last fragments of adrenaline from his mind as the vehicle started forward. “I got some stuff to do.” 
 “You sure? I was kindda hopping we could all go out, your sister too I mean.” Kathrine's tone sank as they approached Jon's apartment building. “We could go watch a movie or something. That new Runaway movie maybe? You seemed kindda interested-”
 “Kat.”
 “Jon. . .” Her tone flattened out when she turned off the truck. 
 He stared for a moment before taking a deep breath, trying to find the words he didn't want to speak. “Maybe tomorrow?” 
 “I gotta work tomorrow, the only reason I got off so early today is so I could get my license renewed. Jon, please?” 
 Jon let his shoulders slump, opening the door a moment later. “Fine.”

 “You okay?”
 “Yeah.” 

 “Sam? You here?”
 Silence responded from around the various boxes that lay sprinkled about the living room, some open to reveal clothes and books. “Ah shit, thats right.”
 “Hmm?” 
 “Mel- Sam's-” He cleared his throat, dropping his book bag. “You want something to drink?”
 “Ah, sure- Water please.” Kat smiled as she approached the open window. “Wow, nice view.”
 “Yeah, it is.” Jon grinned slightly to her back, tracing the curves of her body to the loose jeans she wore. “So, when did you become a teacher?”
 “About three years ago, well- I got my certificate anyway.” She turned to face him, accepting the glass with a warm smile that betrayed her cautious tone. “Jon, can I ask you something and get a straight answer?”

 “Maybe.”
 “How old are you?” 
 “You first.” 
 “A woman never reveals her true age.” She poked playfully. 
 He sighed. “Seventeen.” 
 Her eyes widened slightly as she bit her lip. “Really?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Wow, I-” She exhaled, the faint pink tint of her cheeks lending a soft whisper to her lips. “I was thinking twenties.” 
 “Um, so your turn.” Jon swallowed. 
 “Ah, twenty five.” 
 “Cool.” He trailed off, staring at the tattered green chair, almost willing a voice from somewhere inside. “So you wanna wait for Sam or?”
 “Yeah, lets.”
 “Okay.”
 After a few moments Kathrine cleared her throat. “Um, if you have homework, maybe I can help you with it- She might be a while.”
 “Good idea.”
 

 Several books lay across the old coffee table, scraps of notes and dog-eared note books re-used time and again highlighted by the soft orange light at the opposite end of the room. 
 “Yeah, so the average would be five hundred and three.”
 “You sure?” Jon poked the sheet with his pen. “I got six twenty.”
 “Lemmie see.” Kathrine pulled his hand slightly, her warmth almost as soothing as her voice when she penned in her figures next to his. “You forgot the third step. See?”
 “Ah- Yeah.” Natural scents mixed carefully under his nose when he leaned in to find his new formula. “So what about-”
 Kat looked up at the door an instant before it opened. Two large paper bags stared back over a pair of jeans and tennis shoes. A soft curse ended when Samantha kicked the door to the side. 

 “Need help?” Jon rose slowly. 
 “Get the two in the hall.”
 The faint rustling of paper soon gave way to the clattering of boxes and cans, fading instantly when Sam's voice filled the room. “Shit.”
 “Here, let me-”
 “No- Who- Oh.” Various tones played out in an instant when Jon brought the bags of groceries in. 
 “Ah, Sam, this is Kathrine. Kathrine- My sister Samantha.” The young man trailed off when he saw Kathrine poke her head over the counter only to disappear back under it, recovering several boxes of noodles and cans of vegetables.

 “Sorry you had to see the place in such a mess.” Sam swallowed, glancing back before she looked over the counter. “Really, I can get it.” 
 “Nonsense.” She smiled softly, offering her hand a moment later. “A pleasure to meet you Samantha. Jon told me so much about you.”
 “Uh oh.” She looked back at Jon again. “What lies have you been spreading now?”
 “Lies? Me?” He shrugged. “That hurts. . . So you busy tonight?”
 “Ah, no- Whats up?”


 “Man, what a rip.” Jon let out a yawn, the cool night air absorbing it as the crowds thinned out around them.

 “Yeah, that was pretty, um.” Kat shrugged, withdrawing her sunglasses a moment later. “I didn't expect Kim to do that though.” The lights from the theater overhang drowned out the thick darkness only to give way slowly during the minutes it took Kat to lead them back to the Wagoneer. 
 “I guess I could see it, she believed she could do it.” Sam shrugged. “But still, laws and all that.”
 Jon coughed. “Waste of time.” 
 “Oh shush, who asked you.” Kat chuckled, starting up the truck a moment later. “Are you guys hungry?” 
 “Kindda.”
 “Yeah.” 
 The truck lurched forward into the shadows, the occasional thrum of the motor drowning out the near silence of the streets. “So what about Jen, I mean she could have taken him and ran- Sister and all.”
 “I think she was just scared, I would be.”
 “Who cares.” Jon shrugged as he leaned against the rear seat. “Think of it this way. If Jan takes the kids, the guy- Um.”
 “Max.”
 “Yeah, he wins, the courts say screw you, have a nice day. But if-”
 “Hey Jon.” Sam looked in the rear view mirror. 
 “Yeah?”

 The woman's voice trailed off into a slow shake of her head. “Don't ruin it for me.”
 “Ruin what?”
 “The fantasy.”
 “Whatever.” 

 Kathrine's snicker cut short when she glanced over at Sam. “You sound like you're married.”
 Sam glanced back. “Thats nothing. This time on Orchard Hill-”
 “Hey!”
 “We were walking through the trail out-”

 Jon reached over the seat, pulling his hands around her mouth before she could finish. “No you don't.” Pain shot through his hand a moment later when Sam's teeth sunk into his palm. “Hey! Shit- Ah!”
 “You okay?” Kat snickered. 

 “Damnit sis.” The young man drew his hand back, several pink marks betraying the calm tone he used. “Jesu- Sorry.”
 “Thats what you get.” She glanced back. “So anyway. We were walking along and hes like-”
 “Please don't do this.”
 “Hey Sam! Look at me!” Sam stretched her hands out. “He jumps on this log, it had rained the night before, everything was all slimy and stuff. So hes standing there trying to walk the log back and forth, slips.” She chuckled. “He falls on his ass so hard I can almost hear the wood crack. But then I get to where he is, turns out there was a hole underneath it. I get to the edge and see him looking up at me, holding himself. The only thing he says was 'that sucked'.”
 Jon hid his face with his hand as Sam's chuckle died off. 

 “Oh wow, did he get hurt?”
 “Not really, just landed wrong. . . Damn lucky.” She glanced back. 
 “Sounds like it. How'd he get out?”
 “I dug.” He sighed before bringing his hand up to Sam's right ear. “Hey sis.”
 “Ye- Ah! Fucker.”
 Kathrine's head shot over, her pursed lips accenting the careful tone she used. “Are you alright?”
 “Yeah.” She rubbed at her ear. “Sorry, I didn't mean to-”
 “Liar.” Jon leaned in. 
 “You wanna take this outside?” Her soft features hardened a little when she narrowed her eyes. Her tone almost serious. 
 “Guys?”
 “Sure, you first.” 

 “What did I tell you about-”
 “And what did I ask you nicely to-”
 “Guys.” Kathrine's almost level tone edged near panic as the truck slowed to a stop in front of a familiar truck stop. 'Ole Henry's' “Relax. Okay?”
 “Yeah, we're just messn around- Um, sorry.” Jon's cautious tone flattened out when Sam looked at the woman. “We do that from time to time, have for years.”
 “You started it.” 
 “Did not.” 
 “See?” Sam grinned. 

 Seconds fell into minutes while the three slid into the cafe, finding a booth near the rear next to the kitchen. Smells of cooking food and cigarettes traded off among the empty seats, all leading to the kitchen and the three people that moved through it. Kathrine slid out of her heavy jacket even as the waitress rounded the corner, a menu in hand.

 Jon glanced at the window, keeping his eyes on the reflection of the single rig outside. Pure white cotton pulled his attention back to the well defined curves of the woman's body- Kathrine's body. After a moment he exhaled, picking up the menu when she took off her sunglasses, looking directly at him. “So ah, whats for dinner.”
 “Oh, hey hon.” The older waitress smiled softly. “There was an officer looking for you last night, big guy- Said he needed to talk to you.”
 “Ah, yeah. Thanks.” Jon sighed, leaning back in the booth only to be kicked when he managed to sink too low. 

 “Who might that be, Jon?” Sam leaned forward, her voice slightly above a razored edge.

 “Mike probably.”
 “Jon?” Kathrine tilted her head.

 “Um. Hes. . .”
 “Something of a friend.” Sam looked over at her. “Hes my eyes when I'm at work.” 
 “Oh.” Kat nodded. 
 “Hes a pain in the ass.”
 “To you maybe.” She leaned back slightly, letting out a sigh. “So um, Kathrine. How long have you been living here?”
 Kathrine pursed her lips. “Ah, little over a month. We, my father and I, used to live here a long time ago, but we moved to San Diego.” Her voice trailed off when the waitress returned.

 “Are you ready?” 
 A moment trailed off in silence, the three searching one another for the first words. Finally a foot nudged Jon's. “After you Kat.” Jon exhaled.
 “Ah-” She bit her lip. “Milk and chicken tenders-”
 Sam looked over the menu, glancing up before Kat eyed Jon. Words crossed the distance, a plea? “Hamburger please.” 
 Jon tensed. “Same thing.” 
 “Any drinks tonight?” 
 “Soda.”
 “Water for him.” Sam exhaled. 
 “Si-”
 “Make that a chocolate milk.”
 The older woman stared for a moment before nodding. 

 Kathrine stared for a moment, her voice barely auditable when Sam crossed her hands on the table. “So how about you? Live here long?”
 “Yeah, quite a while. We used to live in San Diego too.” 
 “Oh?” 
 “Yeah. Near the Conrado Bridge.”

 “Cool.” Kathrine tensed slightly when Sam took a long breath. 

 “I remember when you said you were gonna swim the bay.” Jon offered a forced grin.        

 “Oh god, yeah-”
 Kathrine tensed again.
 “Hey sis?”
 “Yeah?” 
 Jon inhaled slowly, picking his words. “Um, do you remember Mom's thing- about, you know.”
 She shook her head.
 “You know, the thing about-” Jon exhaled. “Remember the one thing she didn't want us to do-”
 “Oh shit.” The woman cupped her mouth with her hand. “Kat?”
 “Yeah.”
 “Oh- I'm sorry. I didn't know.”
 Kathrine looked down at the table, her cheeks redder then the strands of hair that hung from her bangs. “Um. No problem. Don't make a special effort on my part.”
 “Hey, no, really I'm sorry.”
 “It's okay. . .”

 Minutes pulled through the thick silence, only to be interrupted when the waitress returned with their food. Scents of chicken and beef drew smiles across the faces that ate, serving to accent the warm voice Sam used. “So, do you live with your father right now?”
 “N- No. He's in San Diego I think.” 
 “Oh. How bout your mom?”
 “Ah. She, she passed away when I was younger.”
 “I'm so-” 
 “Please-” 
 “So I was thinking.” Jon bit his tongue. “How about we go to the Breaking Point after this, they're running a deal where you get six games for two dollars.” He trailed off when the two women looked up at him, caution and curiosity more then apparent on their faces.

 “Man, I want a rematch.” Kathrine slapped the steering wheel, her mock serious tone melting into a smile as they rounded a corner. “The table was rigged. Had to have been.”
 “Oh yeah, all three of them.” Sam let out a laugh. “So was the dart board!” 
 “Yeah, well-” Kat let out another laugh. “That was a pretty awesome shot.” 
 “I don't think Elvis will ever be the same.” Jon held up the broken picture, the pin hole in his right eye giving way to a laugh. 
 “Magnets I tell you.” 
 “Skill.” Sam grinned.

 “Prove it, next Friday?” 
 “I'd love too.” The woman's smile widened slightly. “Its so hard to find a good opponent.” 
 “Um, maybe around ten?” Kathrine ran a hand through her hair as the Wagoneer pulled up in front of their apartment. 
 “Sure. Hey, it was really nice to finally meet you Kat.” Sam offered her hand.
 “Yeah, same here. If you need anything, just call.” Kathrine took her hand and smiled, a faint glimmer of streetlight reflecting from her sunglasses. 
 “Hey bro, you ready?”
 “Yeah.”
 “Have a good night Sam.” 

 “Yeah, you too.” She looked over her shoulder. 
 “Have a good night Kat.” Jon all but whispered through a yawn as he got out. 

 “Night Jon, see ya tomorrow.

 “Uh? Oh. Yeah- Yeah, night.”
 
 “So watchya think.” Jon spoke softly, turning on the overhead light as Sam closed the door. 
 “Shes cool, I can see why you two get along.” Sam grinned. “Something I'm curious about though.”
 “Whats that?”
 “Well, a couple things actually. The way she talks and stuff- she seems older then-”
 “She's twenty five.”

 “Oh? Thats. . . That explains that I guess. Okay, so what about the sunglasses? Does she always wear them?”
 “Only at night. . .” The young man shrugged. “I think it has something to do with her contacts. “Like the light messes with her eyes or something.”
 “She wears contacts?”
 “Yeah, I think so.”
 “That might explain it. Samantha shrugged. “Well- I need some sleep. Mel is supposed to be moving the last box of books over tomorrow, if you could give a hand-”
 “Yeah, I got it. Night Sam.”
 “Night bro.” 
 His boots thumped against the carpet as Jon pulled himself toward to his room. Kicking his boots off, he wrapped himself in the ancient wool blanket. Minutes passed into hours, giving way to a shudder when familiar graves came into view.

 Chapter 3

 Rain hammered down against the marble grave markers in front of him. Slowly the names changed to match the acidic torrent that only gave way to Jon's heavy trench coat. Robert and Mary Prower devoted and loving parents.

 Jon stared for a moment, rage biting back against his body even when he kicked the suddenly blank marker. “Why here? Why always here?”
 “Because you want it to be.” A cool feminine voice crossed the rolling hill as an animal stepped from behind his mother's grave. Grey fur moved flawlessly over the canine's frame, exposing the equally powerful muscles of her jaw as she looked up at him. Glacial blue eyes fixed him in place with a transparent warmth only to flicker and fade when Jon stepped forward.

 “Get the fuck outta here. You don't belong-”
 “You're the one with no place here pup.” She sat down, her muzzle pointed directly at him. “You insist on that which will poison you. It doesn't have to be this way. . . It can't be.”

 “I said go away.” Jonathan narrowed his eyes as he approached. The wolf just stared at him, a warmth underling her almost urgent tone.

 “This can't remain.”
 Jon stopped. “So, what? You gonna fix it? Make it all 'okay'?”
 Her ears shot forward, the muscles in her jaw pulling tight to mimic some feral grin. “Why would I want to do that?”
 “Then what? What should I do?”
 The animal exposed her teeth again, her voice a mirror of his. “What should I do?”
 A moment slipped by, eternity under the intense rain and struggle for understanding. “So- So how do I help myself? No, lemmie guess. Try and forget. Accept responsibility?” Jon snorted. “How bout I just get drunk and not give two shits, huh?”
 Her ear twitched forward as the words left the young man's mouth. “What do you think, Man? Look around you. You see what you are, what you've become. There is more, yet you're unwilling to look for it.”
 “So. How? Help me?”
 “Help goes to those who want it. Those who can respect it.” The animal's eyes lowered slightly. “Yet you know neither.”
 “I don't know how.” Jon ran his hands through his hair, fighting back the fury that poured from above. “I can't!”
 “If you can't. Who will?”

 Frigid air crept into Jon's lungs, tearing away at the tattered wool blanket and sweaty sheets that held him. Memories and images replayed silently behind closed eyes, giving way all at once to another sip of bitter air. 
 “S- Shit.” The young man shivered, glancing up to find the window above his mattress wide open. Fog tendrils of the early morning moisture snaked around the apartment building, wrapping tight around the city and the parked cars below. 

 “So what the hell was that all about.” He sighed, slamming the window shut before grabbing a pair of jeans. Fragments of the dream came together one at a time, forming the surreal conversation only to disappear into a shallow sigh. 
 The young man grabbed a jacket on his way to the living room. “Whatever.”

 Boxes sat around the room in stacks and rows, organized by their labeled contents, some crowded around each other while others lay spilled across the floor. “Good morning Jon.”
 All at once his heart jumped into his chest, straining his breath even before he managed to glance at the silhouette sitting on the couch. “Oh. Morning Mel.”
 She leaned forward, offering a large, leather bound book. “I hope you don't mind.”   

 “Actually I do.” Jon grabbed the book, slipping it into his bag before shouldering it a moment later. 
 “Sorry.” 
 A moment trailed off into a carefully forced breath. Jon exhaled, turning to face the woman. “Sorry. I didn't mean to snap. Ah- Bad dream, thats all.”
 “Oh, I see. Everything okay?”
 “Ah, yeah. Just a little shaken.” The young man sighed, tracing the faded outline of her features, the sharp contours of her cheeks and almond skin trading off into a careful voice. “Have you got a key?”
 “Yeah, Sam gave it to me the other day. Hey, I-” she exhaled. “I know we don't get along all that well, but I think we should try- You know?”
 Jon nodded. “The only reason you're here is because I want her to be happy. Its got nothing to do with me.”
 “Jon.”
 “No. Here it is. Don't mother me, don't pretend to be any kind of parent to me, got it?” 
 “Please don't do this.” Melissa stood, her palms up. “I know you want whats best for Sam every bit as much as I do. But she needs your support. You know?”
 “Look. I know she cares about you. I got no problem with that. But you- You're. . .” He exhaled sharply. “You remember when you stopped talking to her?”
 “There was nothing I could have done about that.” The woman's Asian features contorted slightly. “My mother died for Christ's sake Jon.”
 “Whatever, I gotta go.” 
 “Hey!”
 Jon looked over his shoulder. 
 “Be careful.”
 “Yeah.” 

 “Ah, no- I'm not allowed to keep gaming systems. It detracts from my studies.” Brad shrugged, his voice almost lost to the shuffle of chairs and desks.

 “That sucks.” Jon grinned. “Well hey, how about after school we go to the arcade? A friend and I were gonna go but I'm sure she wouldn't mind.”

 “Really? That'd be great. I'll have to call home.” The teen shrugged again, his forced calm stuttering when Kathrine walked in, taking a bite of the massive apple she had. 

 “Morning everyone.”
 “Morning.” Various tones replied. 

 She took another bite before reaching behind the large desk at the front of the room. She withdrew a massive paper bag, placing it on top as her voice leveled off. “Okay, before we get started I need to see the following students after school.” The woman looked down at a small note pad. “Alice B. Charles D. Jonathan P. and Robin M.”
 Murmurs went through the classroom, dying out when Kathrine dug into the bag, pulling out a fist sized ball made of glass. “So who can tell me what this is?”
 

 Jon jogged through the empty halls, each class room he passed weighing down on his feet more as he tried to figure out what need Kathrine would have of him. Wishes drew a smile across his face, fading when he came to the open door.

 “Nice of you to stop by Mister Prower.” Kathrine grinned. “We were just about to start, have a seat.”
 Jon found a seat among the empty chairs.
 “Alright, first off. Thank you for coming; I'll try not to take too much of your time. I called you here because of your grades. . . I'm not here to place blame or tell you what you should do or anything like that. But what I am going to do is offer to tutor you after school.” The woman scanned the room for a moment. “This is strictly a volunteer thing, however if you're going to participate, I have a waiver that has to be sighed. I realize the last thing any of us wants to do is sit around school all day. . .” She swallowed. “So these sessions would take place off school grounds. Libraries, parks maybe if its nice out. If you need transportation I can provide it.”
 “How much would it cost?” A young woman asked.

 “Nothing. This is all free; if you want something to eat or whatever, thats up to you.” Kathrine pulled a small stack of papers from her desk, setting them neatly at the corner. “If you're interested, just bring these back to me by Monday. If you have any questions in the meantime, please don't hesitate to ask.” A moment slipped by in silence. “Other then that, you're free to leave.”

 Jon leaned back in his chair, watching the room empty out, noting the three students who took waivers. “That bad?” He exhaled as he walked toward the desk.
 “Jon.” Kathrine's voice softened instantly. “There's been talk about having you guys transferred to Central. Unless you 'shape up'. Attendance, grades. . . Attitude. It's all leading to this.” Kathrine looked up, her eyes sparking gently against the overhead light. “They say by the end of the month-”
 “Yeah well. Screw them.”
 “Jon, this is serious. Do you really wanna be put in with the delinquents?” 
 The young man kneeled down slowly, memorizing the genuine concern at the edge of Kathrine's jaw. Fair skin tones and brilliant emeralds offset the distance with a tenderness almost lost when the woman spoke.
 “Jon.”
 “Ah- Don't worry, its just a little slump.”
 “A three year slump?” 
 “Yeah. . .”
 “I see. . . Anything you wanna talk about?”
 “I don't think so.”
 “You sure?” 
 “Yeah, I'm sure.” Jon bit his tongue.

 “Alright Jon. I won't push you. But if you ever need someone to talk to, I'm here for you- Okay?” She laid her hand out.
 “I'll keep that in mind. . .” He glanced down, fighting the ready urges and desperate cries that begged to warm his body with hers- “Thanks Kat, I gotta go.”
 She nodded an instant before Jon started toward the door. “Take care, my friend.”

 “Evening.” Sam smiled, back lit by fading sun that poured through the apartment. “Have a good day?”
 “Yeah, I suppose. How about you?” Jon dropped his book bag next to the door. “Not bad at all. Mel and I are gonna get something to eat, you wanna come?”
 “Ah, no, thanks. I um- I got homework to do.”
 “Oh, okay. Want me to get you something?”
 “No, thanks.” 
 “Okay bro, have a good night.” She adjusted her jacket, stopping just long enough to glance over her shoulder. “Thanks again Jon, I really appreciate this.”
 “Have a good time sis.”

 Something flickered against her eyes, reflecting a somehow sharper tone. “Night bro.”

 The door clapped heavily in the still air, a faint remnant of some life now long forgotten. Jonathan stared for almost a minute, trying to find the hidden meanings that seemed so prevalent in his sister's actions. Finally he shrugged, instead turning to the large sketch book and empty fridge. A small note stared back at him. Sorry bro, not this time.

 “Fuck that!” Jon slammed the door shut, another moment gave way to a deeper sensation buried somewhere. Again the sensation crept through his body shattering across the air when he punched the fridge. Jon stared at it for a moment, needles of pain gouged his knuckles drawing the same sensation- rage. “I paid for that shit.” He argued with the freezer, rubbing his hand. “I paid for it!” 
 Hours dragged on as he searched the apartment, managing to find several dollars in change but no sign of the newly purchased twelve pack he had put in the day before.

 A faint sigh slipped from his lips when he found Melissa's diary. The small book weighed heavy against his wrapped hand, small blue speckled dots traded off against the deep blue surface, a red satin bookmark held the latest entry back while Jon glanced at the door. 
 August 19 2006

 Sam said Jon found a new friend, I guess he said shes older then him. Sounds kindda like us but they're only friends I guess. Still, what if?

 Started a new job down at Allied Plywood too. I wish I could convince Sam to get her GED. Then I wouldn't be stuck doing this-

 “Oh shit-” Jon closed the book, tossing it back in the night stand. Even after ten minutes of useless math equations and prepared text book answers Jon hadn't been able to recognize the sleep that set in until Samantha shook his shoulder.

 “Come on bro, lets get you to bed.”

 “Hey!” Jon approached the tall man, Tony he had been told. “I don't know what Liz told you but-” His voice cut short when the man closed his locker, a muscle in his jaw tensing. 

 “I don't have to do shit.”
 “No, man, listen to me. Shes using you like she used me. Shes gonna-” Jon's voice died off completely when something impacted his jaw. Pain shot through this mouth in an instant, the large man's fist  still pressed against his flesh as he recounted the events. Slowly he managed a voice, fighting back the urges that crept into his body. “I'm not here to fight-” 
 Tony went to take another swing, Jon ducked before uppercutting him in the stomach. Another moment stalled when he looked down at Jon, a blank expression giving way almost instantly to a grunt. Jon looked up. “You ready to listen-”
 The man punched him in the head, sending daggers of pain through his temple and back. The man's second swing cut short when Jon found his footing. In the eternity it took to find his target Jon managed to catch a glance of Tony's fist as it sailed toward his head again. 
 After a moment Jon collected himself, nailing the taller man in the throat before delivering a set of jabs to his stomach. The man staggered back, crashing against the lockers with a meaty thump and crash. Tony grabbed his throat, gagging and coughing. 
 Jon kneeled down, holding the man's jaw straight to meet the brown eyes that shook just slightly. “Now listen to me you stupid bastard. She’s going to wear you down, then when you won’t do what she wants, you’ll wind up just like me. Is that what your really want?” 

 The man tensed. 
 “Answer me!” Jon dug his fingers into the man's jaw, tasting the faint rust of blood as it seeped into his own mouth. “Answer me, right now, or so help me-”
 “Jonathan. . .” A frail, distinctly feminine, tone balanced on disbelief and something resembling horror.

 “Aw shit.” Jon hung his head slightly, taking his eyes off the large man even as someone approached from behind.

 A swift burst of pain cut through the recognition when Tony punched him in the jaw. “Ass hole.” He managed to gag out an instant before attempting a second swing with his left arm.
 Jon tensed, grabbing the man's arm in mid stride. “Stupid mother-” An instant later a warm hand wrapped around his chest, followed by another, tugging hard as he tried to raise his other hand.

 “Jon, let him go.” Kathrine's whisper touched his ear an instant before she dragged him off the taller man. “Are you okay?”
 “He- He tried to.” Tony doubled over when Jon kicked him in the stomach. 
 “Jon!” Kat pulled him farther. “Get outta here, right now!” 
 In the minutes it took the man to get to his feet and stumble down the hall Jon took to his feet, looking over his shoulder to meet Kathrine's shaking gaze. “You can let me go.” 
 Kat tensed, her arms falling to his waist. “Jon, tell me right now, what was that about.”
 He pursed his lips, taking a deep breath to steady himself against the new tilt of the hallway. 

 “Answer me Jon.”

 Seconds slid into minutes when Kathrine released him, her eyes narrowing even as one her pant legs twitched. She swallowed, a deep set spark flying off against the near flawless emeralds of her eyes. “You don't wanna lie to me do you?”
 “N- I'm sorry.”
 “What did I tell you about that?” She tensed, her features softening slightly when she took a breath. “So-” She took another breath, glancing both ways down the hall. “Lets get you cleaned up. . .”

 Kathrine and Jon stood outside the apartment door, surrounded by the thick grime and grunge of years of neglect. The once white walls and ceiling mixed colors against the heavy oak doors, the entire hall smelling of urine and beer.

 “Wow, Jon-” Kat swallowed, her face covered by the t-shirt she wore. Again she knocked on the door, perhaps the third time in half as many minutes.

 Jon ran his tongue over the now familiar cuts and places where he had somehow managed to bite the inside of his cheek. He hadn't noticed the door open until Sam's voice cut through the air.

 “Hey Kat, Jon- Something the matter?”
 “No.” Jon glanced at Kat, starting toward the bathroom. Tones of conversation and something resembling approval edged toward him during the minutes it took for him to wash his mouth out. Even as he approached the living room Kat stuck her head around the corner, mouthing a silent question to match the genuine concern on her sharp features. “You okay?”

 He nodded.

 “There was something I was hopping I could discuss with the both of you.” She exhaled when Sam started toward the old couch. “Um, theres been talk about students with problems. . .” Kat looked up as she took a seat on the lime green chair, her nose crinkling just slightly. “The faculty think-”
 “Wait, faculty?

  “Yeah.” Kathrine tilted her head slightly. “The board of education is going to start transferring students with low grades and bad attendance to Central starting next month.”

 “How’d you find this out?”

 “She’s my math teacher.” Jon said flatly. 

 “Ah, now you tell me.” A light edge cut into the woman’s voice.

 Kathrine looked up an instant before the heavy deadbolt slid free, the resounding clack drawing Sam's attention. A moment later Melissa slipped in, her San Diego University sweatshirt and tight jeans giving way to surprise when she turned around. 
 “Hey you.” Sam smiled. 
 Jon glanced over at Kat, watching her eyes flicker between Sam and Mel, somewhere the connection not quite coming together. 

 “Who's this?” Mel smiled softly, taking up a seat next to Sam.

 “Jon's math teacher. . . Mel, Kathrine. Kat, Melissa.”
 Kat smiled, offering her hand. “A pleasure to meet you. Did you go to SDSU?”
 “Yeah, got my associates' in English.” 
 “Oh really? Thats awesome. I grew up there.” She trailed off, her voice giving way to a trembling hand and deep red tints that crossed her cheeks. 
 Jon exhaled, a touch of laughter begging for a voice. Think she got it?

 “So um.” Kat cleared her throat. “Uh-” she repeated the action before digging in her pocket. “I, I'm putting together a tutoring program. For- Anyone who wants to go.” The woman gave Jon a sidelong glance, a silent apology mirrored in her voice. 
 “This should be his choice then, don't you think?” Sam looked over the waiver. “He's not a baby.”
 “I realize that, and I've told him- I don't think he believes me.”
 Sam glanced over at Mel, handing her the paper. 

 “Its not that.” The young man sighed. “I appreciate what your doing Kat. Really I do. But I can take care of myself.”  

 “I don’t wanna see you wind up at Central; there’s nothing wrong with getting a little help. . .”

 “Jon,” Melissa started, “She’s trying to help you.”
  “I know that.” The young man replied flatly. “How ‘bout you give me a week to do this on my own? I have a biology exam coming up next Friday.”
 “By then its going to be to late.” Kathrine’s voice pleaded over her words. “Do you really want to be left out there without something to fall back on?” Minutes raked across the heavy air as Jon forced a breath, weathering the almost physical tension that played across the womens' faces. 

 Melissa leaned back slightly. “Jon?”

 The incessant buzz of the period alarm almost drowned out the shuffling of the students as they made their way from Kathrine's class, various fragments of conversation and complaints trading off into the alarms' drone.

  “Have a good weekend everyone, see you Monday.” Kathrine waved to their backs.

 Jon approached the desk slowly, his heavy jeans and work shirt reflecting from the small mirror on her desk, the light etching reading Your future. “We still on for tonight?”
 “Yeah, I gotta finish up some stuff though- I can give you a ride home if you want.”
 “Alright.” Jon glanced out the door for a second. “Sam isn't gonna make it, she's gotta pull a double shift.” He grinned slightly, recalling her reaction. “She wasn't happy.”
 “That sucks. . . Hey- I'm sorry about yesterday. Don't take it the wrong way Jon, but I worry about you.” She let her shoulders slump just slightly, tilting her head down to look up at him. “You're ah- too young to throw it away like this, you know?”
 “Hey, since Sam isn't coming tonight. Theres a place I'd like to show you. . .”
 She exhaled. “Hmm?”

 “Have you ever been up by Mount Hope?”
 “Can't say that I have.” Kathrine studied him.

 “It’s cool, you can see the whole city from up there. They have awesome sunsets. We used to go up there every other Friday, stay up there till like two.. . Just talking.” The young man trailed off when he found Kathrine’s eyes. 

 “Sounds great.” A tender smile lit the woman’s face. “I hope we can make it in time. Where is it?”
 “Its past the quarry, like ten minutes north. I’ll show ya.”

 “Alright sure, but I gotta get gas pretty soon. Just about empty.” The woman grinned as Jon started toward the door. 
 “We should be able to make it. I’ll see you later Kat.”
 “Yeah, you too. Oh, Jon?”
 “Yeah?” 
 “Try not to get into trouble, alright?”

 Pens scratched together in the still air of the classroom, the paper slowly filling words that would be important to someone. 

 “Done.”
 “There.”

 Kat and Jon looked up, their faces a mirrored grin even before Jon stuffed his math book in his bag. A moment later they started toward the parking lot, stopping in front of the old Wagoneer. 

 “So how was your day?” Jon grinned, tossing his book bag into the rear seat.

 “Pretty good, went too quick though. How bout you?” The truck started forward, crossing the parking lot into the streets.

 “Not bad at all. I think they got the message.” Jon grinned, letting a touch of satisfaction slip into  his voice. 
 “Um-” Kat inhaled when they pulled up to a stop light. “Jon. . . Mister Kriter asked me about that today.”
 Jon glanced over.
 “I can't lie for you Jon.”
 “I didn't ask you too.” 
 “If you tell me what it was about, I'll stick up for you- But I can't just-”
 “Green light.” The young man looked out the window, counting the people as they walked down the street. Minutes passed in silence, the occasional sigh or errant flicker of truth pushing to meet his lips. Finally it came, slow against the shallow breathing he managed. “Someone I knew a long time ago. I thought I did. . . I didn't know anything about her, found that out when I wouldn't do what she wanted.” Jon caught a side long glance. “She found some people who would.”
 Kathrine exhaled slowly. “So, I mean- Does that stuff happen often?”
 “Not really. Picked up this year. Probably cause there won't be a next.”
 The woman looked over, her features bordering on calm and uneasy. “You don't sound too happy about it.”
 Jon shrugged, letting the wind carry his hand. “I don’t really care, she’s gonna be there for a couple more years yet. It’s kindda funny, in a twisted way. I’ll be gone and she’s gonna be twenty when she graduates.”
 “Well. That balances things out I guess. . . Your gonna miss her though aren’t you? I can hear it in your voice.”
 “Take a left up here.”


 “Were getting close” Jon looked out the window, trying to identify the area through the thick darkness.
 “I know where we are.” Kathrine grinned.
 “Huh?”
 “I live nearby, on the other side of the hill.” The woman motioned with her head as the truck climbed. “There’s a place where we can fill up. Maybe grab something to eat.”

 “Yeah, sounds good.” Jon traced the sky, making guesses at the number of stars. “Too bad we missed the sunset. . .”
 “Yeah, traffic really sucked.”

 Large white letters came into view over the crest of the hill, tendrils of wet paint and patchy spots making the sign look as if it had been spray painted. Athens' Gas and Go. Several pumps followed the same color scheme, lit by large halogen lamps that painted the small store in shades of blue and white. 
 The Wagoneer rolled to a stop in front of the pumps, just in reach of the hose.
 “Nice.” Jonathan grinned. “Want something from inside?”
 “Yeah.” The woman dug in her pocket. “Twenty on three, and a couple hot dogs or something.”
 “Got it.”
 
 “Anything else?”
 “Yeah, twenty on three.”
 “That'll be twenty six even.”
 Jon handed the older man the money, glancing at the dark Wagoneer as Kathrine put the gas cap back on. A slight grin crossed his features as he accepted the change. “Thanks.”
 The glass door gave way, exposing the young man to the chilly night air and the smell of petrol. A bright red car sat at the other pump,  it's sleek frame and wide body coming to recognition even before he found the markings Monte Carlo SS. A short woman leaned against the car’s door, her arms crossed over a tight black t-shirt. Her raven black hair followed the color pattern, leading into a pair of baggy pants that hung limp over her boots, matched easily by the mirrored sunglasses which covered her sharp cheek bones. The woman’s head turned just slightly as he left the door but returned to the patch of darkness that had interested her before.

 “Here ya go.” Jon handed off the foil wrapped food before digging in the plastic bag.
 “Thanks.” Kathrine managed around a bite.
 “Yeah.” The young man smiled as he pulled a bottle of soda to his mouth. Motion caught in his peripheral vision, a door opening and closing on a truck that had been parked along side of the building. “Want some?”
 She took another, larger bite. “No thanks.”
 “Good?” Jon chuckled softly.

 “Lunch.” Kathrine finished off the hot dog before grabbing the other. “Dinner.”
 Another soft laugh filled the cabin, cut off an instant later when Jon looked up. The older man right outside the window grinned softly, his almost gentle features bringing faint remnants of Jon's father; at some point it had occurred to him to smile back, right before he looked down at the boxy handgun the man was aiming directly at him.

 Chapter 4

 A sliver of light glinted from the man's wide grin, his finger tightening against the trigger of his weapon. Every muscle followed the shallow breath Jon forced into his body as he watched the finger. Questions ran rampant through the breathless eternity, crashing into one another all at once when something crashed through the air. Something loud. 
 The sound registered an instant later when the large man buckled, the side of his neck all but erupting into the night. Jon stared, watching the man fall to the ground. Various pieces of something resembling bone chips fragmented across the concrete below, washed over by a thick layer of crimson.

 Thunder clapped again in the frozen air when a form slipped from behind the white pickup next to the building. The man leveled his rifle at the Wagoneer an instant before Jon managed to catch a glimpse of him.

 “Go!” Jon ducked down even as the first shots tore through the vehicle, muted thumps of metal accenting his point as he tried to wrap his mind around what was happening. “Kat! Go!”
 The woman sat silent, her mouth open just slightly. She continued to stare off into the blank night ahead of them, her sunglasses hiding her eyes, probably protecting her from the cries Jon could barely manage.

 “Kat!” Jon shook her shoulder. A silhouette caught his attention in the rear view mirror. The raven haired woman approached the Wagoneer, a large rifle in her left hand. Her mirrored sunglasses reflected the light perfectly when she brought her weapon up, discharging several rounds at the man by the pickup. 

 Eternity wound down as Jon clawed for the ignition, jerking Kathrine back against the seat to make room for himself. The woman's rifle discharged again from behind, the deafening crash of a powerful round being answered by the man's sharper crack. 

 All at once Kathrine jumped forward, ratcheting the key and mashing the gas. The Wagoneer shot up, the tires crying their protest when the engine revved, dragging them into the infinite stretch of highway  before them. 

 Rifles continued to trade back and forth from behind. Jon glanced back in time to see the short woman duck behind one of the support beams to reload. Her movements flowed together with an ethereal grace, topped off by a surreal calm that ended entirely when she rounded the beam, firing a shot and disappearing into the shadow. 

 The same air poured over Jon when he glanced out the now missing passenger's side windows. “Hey Kat-” He turned back to Kathrine, swallowing when the truck rolled to a stop in front of the cabin, the engine dying off an instant later. “Hey Kathrine. . . You okay?”

 The woman leaned back, forcing herself into the seat.

 “Kathrine.” Jon looked over to the driver’s seat, his eyes roving over the woman, noting a ragged hole in the side of the headrest. “Speak to me. . . ”

 Several seconds passed by, her head focused on the darkness ahead of them.

 He reached over, his fingers shaking. After a moment he removed her sunglasses, exposing the woman's sharp features, and uncovering the  bright green eyes that had been washed with tears. “Kathrine. Look at me.”  The young man pulled her chin toward him as gently as he could. “You’re alright.” Soft air passed between them. “We’re both alright.”
 Slowly her eyes came into focus, moving over his face as if searching for a reason, something to justify what had just happened. Light passed over her watery eyes, reflecting shades of orange and green. “Oh my god. . . You’re bleeding!” 

 Jon went to wipe at his head, cut off when Kathrine grabbed his arm. The motion didn't register until she had pulled him through the driver's side door. “I'm fine, really-” He managed, trying to keep up as Kathrine all but dragged him over the cobblestone walkway to the natural wood deck. 
 The woman dug in her pocket, withdrawing her key with a practiced ease. The calm shattered an instant later when she glanced back at him. 
 “It's nothing.” Jon almost whispered, becoming aware of the cool tendril of moisture that slid down the side of his temple. “I'm fine.”

 The door swung inward to reveal an expansive living room highlighted by the natural blue tints of the evening sky. A fireplace stood out at one side of the room, painted with light from the three massive windows that lined the front of the room. 
 “Sit down.” The woman guided him to a large couch, the stained wood frame and cloth seats accenting the semi-luminous walls with their own reflections of light. Her voice tensed when he pulled his hand away from the wound.

 Jon laid back, the cool fabric embracing him like an old friend, or the lining of a coffin. Only then did he notice the loft style architecture of the room and the second 'story' that had been built into the living room. Somewhere from beyond the loft the sound of running water had caught his attention, finding form when Kathrine emerged from a door on the left. Her shoes pattered against the natural wood flooring, almost crashing against one another as she bounded down the stairs, a white rag in hand.

 “Jon.”  She sighed, pressing the rag to his wound.
 “Hey.” Jon winced. “What about you? You alright?”
 Kathrine continued to pat the wound, her voice shaking nearly as much as her hand. “I'm- Why?” Minutes passed in deafening silence, reasons and possibilities changing nearly as much as the blood soaked rag. 

 Eventually the bleeding slowed, replaced by a biting voice that could only echo some kind of strength not entirely believed. “You have a really nice place.”
 Kathrine tilted her head, glancing out the windows to the view of the empty highway. Orange and green danced together in the brilliant orbs when the light caught her eyes. “It's- It's peaceful.”
 “Looks like it.” Jon swallowed back a heavy sigh. “Is this where you used to live?” 
 “N- No.” Her eyes locked on him, probing gently for something only she could possibly understand. “We- We lived in the city.”
 “Oh, cool-” He winced again when the rag touched the seemingly ragged patch of skin at his temple. “Did you go to North View?”
 She stared for almost a minute. “Home schooled.”
 “How was that?” Kat took a deep breath, slowly she searched Jon's face. Questions and concerns hid behind the calm facade Jon forced while the minutes ticked by. 

 Slowly she formed a voice that could only attempt to emulate some kind of strength. “We- We need to call the police. We need to get you to a doctor. We- Man, what was? Guns Jon! They were shooting at us!”

 “I know Kat. . . I was there.” The young man shrugged, his voice leveling out.
 “This- This doesn’t bother you?” 
 “It's over. We’re alright. Life goes on.” A bitter tone overtook Jonathan’s voice as she pressed the rag to his head.

 Kathrine stared at him, her eyes narrowing slightly. “Did you know them? Are they- Were they trying to?”
 “I’ve never seen them before.” Jon returned the intent look, replying as softly as he could. “Hey- We made it, that’s what counts right now.”
 The woman relaxed visibly, several deep breaths helping to bring her into focus. “Yeah. . . I guess so.” 

 “Yeah. . . We tried really hard. Cut corners wherever we could, the church helped us a lot. They had found a place that would let us pay rent when we could, it wasn’t a big place and you had to watch out for exposed wires and leaky pipes. But it was home.” Kathrine leaned back against the shingles. “Sometimes I dream about it. Just down Mollison avenue, across from Veteran’s park. And Dad is there. Hes always smiling.” The woman shrugged, turning to face Jon. “Corny huh?”

 The young man turned his head, tracing the well drawn light that played across the woman's features, highlighting her eyes with an ethereal warmth. “Nah. I still dream about coming home and seeing mom cooking dinner or something. . .” A soft sigh passed through his lips. “I’m lucky to have Sam though. If it wasn’t for her I’d have given up a long time ago. I suppose that’s kindda weak, but-” 

 “That’s not weak, not at all. We all need help at some point, it takes courage to ask. . .  I think that’s where you learn the most about yourself. We usually keep our emotions hidden, locked up. If for no other reason, its simply not acceptable to be emotional. Especially if you’re a guy. But when you let yourself open up, even a little. You find all this other stuff. . . Some of it you didn’t even know was there. Its almost beautiful.”
 “I guess. . .” Jonathan shrugged.” Ah-  Not to changed the subject but, are you hungry?” 
 A moment slipped by, confusion disappearing into a hollow sigh. “Yeah.”

 “Is Sam up yet?”
 “Yeah, just a sec.” Melissa’s voice mixed with the sound of rustling cloth as it came through the receiver. 

 “Hello?”
 “Morning.”
 “Hey, you okay?”
 Jon paused for a second as the question registered. “Yeah, I’m gonna stay with Kat for a little while. She isn’t feeling good.” Kathrine’s sleeping form twitched as the words left his mouth. 

 “You don’t sound so hot yourself. . . You sure you’re okay?”
 “Yeah, I’m fine.” 
 “About what time are you gonna be back?” Samantha said around a yawn.

 “I dunno. Maybe Sunday, depends on how she’s feeling.”
 Seconds ticked off in near silence, as if the words were being weighed out against some fear, the same fear that slipped into her voice when Sam exhaled. “Alright bro. . . Tell her I hope she gets feeling better.”
 “I will. Talk to ya later.”
 “See ya.”

 Jonathan hung up the phone, glancing at the large couch. Kathrine’s cheek twitched again as it had several times before. Her baggy jeans and flowing t-shirt moved together as she curled up, all but disappearing into the massive cushions. The young man stood up from the chair, finding his way to the kitchen and the stack of dishes that had been used to serve breakfast. Water and soap filled the sink slowly, each passing second playing out like the evening before, all that was missing were people with automatic weapons.

 Film strips of the man with the handgun pushed for attention. Neither subtle or passive they played out, a frame by frame detailing of what had happened. Jonathan submerged the memory in along with the dishes, only to have it return, even the rag he scrubbed with couldn’t pacify the man. Who was he? What did he want?

 Doesn’t matter now does it?
 Emotions and rational thought blended together to form the theater in which the movie replayed; Jon’s panicked voice drowned out by the roar of weapons that belonged in war movies. Glass breaking and metal being penetrated rounded out the special effects while dishes clacked against one another just outside of his mind.

 After a few minutes he had finished the dishes, trying to find where to put them he opened a drawer. A stack of letters slid out with it, almost all of them marked  with a red stamp. Return to sender, not at this address. No forwarding address. Jon glanced up for a moment before lifting one of the envelopes. Leon Rikes, 2504 Mollison Ave- He slipped the envelope back into the drawer.  Jonathan sighed, finding places for  the dishes as he continued to work out what had happened. Even the walk to the truck strained reasons. “Damn.” The young man stood at the door, looking over the left side of the vehicle that had been peppered with holes, matched easily by the broken windows. One by one Jon explored the marks, theorizing where each bullet had gone. A familiar book bag interrupted one of the trails as was evident by the exposed history book. 

 Jon exhaled relief as his sketch book peeked from behind several others. The young man slid the bag over his shoulder, turning away from the physical memory before re-entering the house. “Could have been worse. . .” He whispered.

 Kathrine stirred as Jon took up residence in the chair across from her. Light poured through large windows, sliding gently over cloth and hair, hugging the woman’s body as she slept.

 Jon smiled gently as he traced her outline, his hand carefully filled in features that played across his vision. Her shirt slid up her frame as she rolled over, exposing fair skin that offset a thick black stripe that ran horizontally across her lower back, stopping half way on either side. Details were filled in, inch by inch folds and wrinkles filled the page as Jon worked with the page. Jon stifled a yawn as he filled in the background, a table and some books occupied the space next to the couch while the loft hinted at doors just out of sight. Time slipped by while the image developed, trailing off when Jon’s eyelids gained weight until they couldn’t support themselves. 

 “Hey.” A whisper ticked the young man’s ears, soft but persistent. “Rise and shine.”
 Jonathan exhaled sharply as his eyes shot open. “What?” Features came to light, over stuffed cushions and stained wood surrounded him, Kathrine stood just out of his peripheral vision. “I’m up.”

 “Sorry.” She sighed. “Sleep well?”
 “I guess. Whats up?”
 “Its five.” 
 “Huh?”
 “You told me to wake you up at five.” 

 “What the hell for?” Jon sat up, wiping his eyes. Slowly his vision cleared; Kathrine walked toward the kitchen, her loose jeans wrapped around her hips. Several black stripes climbed up the woman’s back, disappearing under a grey tank top that started just below her rib cage. Wet hair hung from her head, drying in cool air that crept in through an  open window. “Nice.”
 “Hmm?”
 “Your, ah- Tattoos.”

 Kathrine stopped in mid stride, glancing over her shoulder. “Huh?”
 The young man pointed, a soft grin crossing his face as her eyes followed.

 “Oh. Right. . . “ Kat’s voice sank slowly. “Hope your hungry.” Without another word she disappeared into the kitchen. 

 Seconds ticked by as tired senses returned, Jonathan sighed the last bit of sleep from his body before searching for his sketchbook.  “Where the hell is it?” He whispered. 
 “What?” Kathrine's voice came from the kitchen.

 “Have you seen a black book?”
 “Your art book? Its sitting on the table.”
 “Not seeing it. . .”
 “In here.”

 Jon walked into the dining room, finding the thick book sitting among neatly set silverware. “Thanks.”
 “Have you ever thought about selling some of those? They’re really good.” 
 A moment slipped by in silence as Jon thumbed to the latest picture. “Ah. No.” 
 “That’s a shame. If you change your mind, let me know.” 
 “Will do.” The young man yawned. 

 “Jon.” Kathrine turned her attention away from the stove. Her eyes sparkled softly despite the razor in her voice. “We need to call the police.”
 “And do what?”
 “File a report, maybe they can find out whats going on.  Maybe they can.”
 “Happened. It happened, its over- We’re-”
 “Jon.” The woman stared, her voice sharpening. “We were almost killed out there. What for? We have a right to know, not to mention. What happens if it happens to someone else? Only they aren’t so lucky.”
 Jonathan searched her eyes as seconds ticked by. “Alright- Alright, fine.” Jonathan returned to the living room, slipping his book into  the nylon bag. A moment later the clattering of dishes filled the air, followed closely by the smells of ham and chicken. 

 “After dinner. Lets take a trip to town, we’ll file a report, maybe play some pool or something.  Hows that sound?” The woman’s voice returned, emotions laid thick over her carefully chosen words.

 “What about tomorrow. First thing.”
 Kathrine laid a large plate on the table, next to it a bowl of mashed potatoes. After a moment she glanced at him. “Yeah, alright.”

 “Where’d you learn to cook like that?” Jon ran his tongue over his lips for the hundredth time. A faint reflection of light caught the picture frame at the back end of the kitchen in the same instant. The small photo almost smiled back at him when he leaned forward. “And who's that?”

 A warm smile graced Kathrine’s features as she finished the last piece of ham. “Trial and error. Lots of it.” She looked over her shoulder. “Um- Thats-” She exhaled. “Thats me.” 
 “Oh?” 

 The woman tensed slightly, nodding even as Jon got up to look at it. “Yeah um- Don't laugh too hard.”
 A faint smile ghosted his lips when two adults smiled at the camera, the taller man's sharp cheek bones and well defined arms only hinting at the camouflage pants and green beret he wore. Next to him a young woman stood grinning softly, the faint edge of her smile somehow looked faked, forced despite the natural posture of her body. A girl stood in between them, stopping just short of the man- Leon's knee. Her deep tea colored hair and pallor skin offset by the brilliant multi colored coat she wore. Several patches of material came together to form the jacket slightly longer then her arms, disappearing into one another under the bright smile she wore. Something twinged at her mouth, a faint touch of blood maybe. “What happened to your lip?”
 “I bit it.” Kathrine's whisper slid over his ear, her cautious tone underlined by something resembling fear.
 “Thats really cool, is that your dad?” 
 “Yeah, this was after he got back from Korea.” 
 “Oh.” Jon nodded, swallowing despite every emotion and desire that told him to look back. “So um-”

 An instant slipped by as another kind of whisper played across his ear. “And don’t think your gonna get away with doing the dishes this time either. You’re my guest.”
 Jon raised an eyebrow, studying the woman’s playful tone. “I’d really rather work for it.”
 “I was hoping you’d say something like that.” Another tone touched the air. “I have a request.”
 “Alright. . . ” Jon managed around the lump in his throat.

 “I want a picture of us.”
 “Us?” He managed to meet her gaze.
 “Yeah. . . You and I.” Kathrine’s eyes flickered brightly.

 “Uh. Alright.” The young man pursed his lips. “What did you have in mind?” 
 The woman smiled wide, drawing a finger in the air. “Just a minute.” Kathrine left the kitchen, the soft patter of flesh on wood carrying her through the house. 

 Jonathan rummaged through his book bag, withdrawing a familiar book and several pencils. 

 Kathrine emerged from the loft after a couple minutes, a large guitar case occupied her hand, swaying gently as she walked. 
 “Whats that?”
 Kat laid the case on the chair, tracing it with her fingers and undoing latches. “After mom passed away I kindda lost it. . .  Nothing mattered, friends, school. Nothing. Then I met this guy. Michael Brown. He was playing at this little coffee house, after he was done we talked for a while. When I asked him how he got so good, he told me that he imagined his grandfather there with him, Mike was playing just for him.” Kathrine slid the case open to reveal a highly polished acoustic guitar. “Just the thought of having someone you care about in the room with you. There’s no fear of failure. No need to impress anyone.” The woman trailed off as her eyes met with Jon’s. “Sorry. Just rambling.”
 “No, Kat. That’s really cool.”

 She withdrew the guitar, a soft rustling the only sound in the dense air. Kathrine smiled softly. “Let’s go outside.”

 Fading sunlight danced across the light blue sky, painting the world below in vibrant shades of orange and yellow. As the sun sank behind the large trees, the chirping of crickets gave way to soft guitar rifts and a gentle voice. 
 Kathrine pulled her fingers over the guitar in her hands, her attention focused on the setting sun. “I know its going to happen sooner or later. But why does it have to be you?” The woman glanced over, a slight grin playing across her jaw. 

 Jonathan returned the smile, filling in detail on the page. “That was cool.”

 “Thanks. . .” She looked down at the guitar as if noticing it for the first time. “I’m not used to playing my own stuff. Its kindda, weird.”
  “I like it.” Jon grinned, searching the woman’s eyes. “Its really, um- Cool” The young man fidgeted with a pencil, trying to hold her gaze. 

 “Thanks Jon. That means a lot.” A warm smile graced the Kat’s features as she drew her fingers over the guitar. 
 Jon struggled to find the words that he couldn’t bring himself to say. “Ah. I’m done.” He offered the book with a shaking hand.

 Kathrine smiled as she traced lines that came to form her face, haloed by natural wood and reflected moonlight. The woman on the page strummed a guitar gently, passion followed her fingers without motion as she played. Next to her Jon sat, heavy work boots and loose denim connected to a thick button up T-shirt that gave way to his features. Outside moonlight bathed the porch in an ethereal glow, lending a surreal quality to the image. “Oh Jon. . . Thanks so much.” Kathrine’s smile widened as she wrapped her arms around the young man. “It's perfect.”

 Jonathan stared for a second, his muscles tensing under the woman’s warmth. “Glad you like it.” Another moment passed before he brought his arms around Kathrine. 
 “Thanks Jon.” She hugged him tighter as if something pushed against her.

 “You're welcome.” The young man grinned slightly as he returned the hug. “Any time.”


  Stars twinkled in the velvet sky, the light filtered through thick clouds to illuminating the old log cabin and the two forms that sat on it’s porch. Kathrine looked up, her eyes awake and alive watching as time flowed across the sky, clouds and stars slowly gave way to shades of blue and orange. The pair watched the sun coming from it’s resting place; their warmth fighting off the morning chill with worn stories of lives past.

 “Beautiful.” Kathrine nodded at the horizon as rays of light danced across dew soaked grass.

 Jonathan glanced over in her direction for a moment. “Yeah.”
 “Jon. . .”
 “Yeah?”
 “I don’t wanna get up-” A tone of genuine apology filled Kathrine’s voice. “But we gotta get ready.”
 “Ready? Oh. . . Right.”
 “Um. Will you please go to church with me?” Kat looked up, her eyes pleading.

 Seconds dragged into minutes as Jon struggled to find words. “Ah, Kat.”
 “Please Jon.”
 “I can’t.” 
 Sorrow replaced hope in green depths, fading soon after into something only she could understand. “Alright, well, I better get ready.” The woman stood, scooping up her guitar on the way to the door. 
 “I’m sorry Kat.” Jon managed.

 “No, It’s okay, I think I understand.” Kathrine responded immediately, if a little cold. “Its alright Jon.”
 Jon watched the woman disappear behind the thick door, a sigh filled the space in front of him, the air chilling his breath an instant later.

 He forced his school books into the old nylon bag as he waited for Kat. Several pencils rolled across the floor, stopping long enough to gather the spilled pencils he had lost earlier. “Damnit.”

 “You okay?” Kathrine’s voice carried through the house as she moved down stairs.

 “Yeah.” Jon looked up, drawing a breath as he took in the woman’s silhouette. A long purple skirt hung loose from her body, coming to meet the flawless white blouse that covered her torso, it’s collar giving way to an equally flawless jaw line. “Wow-”
 Kathrine glanced over at Jon, a soft grin leading to a voice not entirely her own. “You want to stay here or go with me?” 
 “I’ll go. How about we get some breakfast afterward.” 
 “I suppose we can do that.” The woman tugged at the small bow that held her ponytail, pulling it into place. 

 Jon grabbed his sketchbook, following Kat out the door. “You look really nice.”

 “Oh man.” The woman followed the passenger’s side of her truck, her hands sliding over the holes that peppered it’s side. “Jon. . . You didn’t tell me it was this bad.”
 “It could have been worse.” A touch of contempt laced the young man’s words. “It could have been a whole lot worse.” 
 Kathrine slid into the driver’s seat after wiping away glass fragments. “Man.”

 “Relax.” A little duct tape and some spray paint- Will be good as new.” 
 The woman turned to face him, staring for almost a minute before a faded chuckle underlined the engine as it turned over.

 “What?” Jon smiled as the truck began the journey to the city.

 Across from the First Congregational Catholic Church an old Wagoneer sat between several parked cars. Inside it a young man slept next to the missing window, his light snore disappearing into the low thrum of Sunday morning traffic. 

 “Rise and Shine.” Kathrine whispered. 

 “If I say no, are you gonna peel out?”
 “Maybe.” She chuckled as the truck came to life. 

 “Well good morning Kat, how are you?” Jon forced himself awake.

 “Much better.” The woman smiled. “Sorry it took so long. . .”
 Jon yawned as the truck started down a vaguely familiar path, coming to a stop in front of a dingy brick building labeled Tina's. Something struck Jon as he glanced over. 

 Kathrine pulled into one of several empty spaces that attested to the time of day. “I love this place.” She smiled as they crossed the blacktop. 

“Yeah. . . Looks cool.” Jon smiled, holding the door open and savoring the scents of breakfast to come. 

 The waitress took their order, a woman that looked like she could pass for Jonathan’s age. A spring in her step and cheerfulness reminded Jon of so many cheerleaders, annoying and fake. 

 “Best ham in California, right here.” Kathrine smiled as she cut a piece from the thick steak.

 Jon grinned around a tall glass of soda. “After this, lets stop by my place. I need a shower.”
 “You smell fine-” The woman locked eyes, her face suddenly taking on several shades of red. “Ah. Yeah. Okay.”

 A lopsided grin crossed Jon's features. “You okay?” The smile faded slowly when a black and white police cruiser pulled into the parking lot. The police car slid into the space next to Kat’s truck, the tall officer got out a moment later, his blonde hair and tanned complexion offset by the sunglasses he wore. “Aw shit.” Jon sighed when Avery looked over Kat's truck, whistling after a moment.

 “What?”

 “It's Avery. That cop Sam told you about. He used to get me a lot of violating curfew and stuff.” Jon trailed off as the man slipped into the diner.

 “Hey Jon, long time no see bud.” The man smiled as he crossed the tile next to their booth. 
The young man looked up, his eyes narrowed.  

  “And whose this?” Avery looked Kathrine up and down, a carnivorous grin plastered across his smug features.

  “Keep walking.” Jonathan’s voice came, level and emotionless.

 “Watch it kid, I’m in a good mood today but I’d have no problem busting your ass.”  

 “You aren’t gonna do a damn thing. Why don’t you get a doughnut and get off my case. 
 “I’m sorry officer. He had a long night, he’s just tired.” Kathrine could do little to blunt the razor that cut through her voice. 

 “It’s okay, I’ve always got my eye on him. He knows it too, Right Jon?” 

 “Go.” Jonathan replied flatly.

 “I’ll see you later kid.” The man smiled as he went to the cash register. 
 “Jonathan. . . What the. . . What are you thinking?”
 “Hes a punk.” Jon grinned as he took a sip from the glass. “Working the same job for twelve years, Its sad really.”

 “Hes a cop Jon. You can’t just-”
 “Did.”
 The woman stared for a second, her eyes betraying her shallow sigh. “Whatever.” 

 Jon smiled. A bright red car caught his attention a moment later. The vehicle ripped through the traffic,  only to lock on it's breaks and cut a complete U turn just slightly ahead of the diner, it’s driver hidden behind tinted glass. 

 Jon shuddered as the Monte Carlo slid into an empty spot opposite the building. The young man watched the door open in slow motion. The small woman that got out froze his hand in an instant, her glacial demeanor and reflective sunglasses all but erasing any movement he could have managed. Her heavy 'duster' trench coat matched the sleek black hair that had been bound into a pony tail. The woman searched the windows of the dinner, picking out details only she cared about.

 “It’s her.”  Jon stared as the woman crossed the parking lot.

 “Huh?” Kathrine followed the young man’s gaze. “Her?”
 “The gas station-” Jon slid from the booth as the woman opened the diner's rear door. “We gotta get outta here.” 

 Kat set money down on the table, the same instant the door swung open, the woman sliding in a moment later.
 The woman moved through the isle slowly covering the distance with an unnerving confidence that echoed from behind glacial plastic. The thick duster moved with her body, exposing a carrying harness and the carbine rifle attached to it. 

 Jonathan looked over his shoulder as he slipped through the front door, trying to estimate the distance between them.

 Kathrine took a glance back, fishing keys from her pocket. “What does she want?” She whispered, picking up a pace that could have been mistaken for a sprint. In the instant it had taken for the two to get to the truck the woman had crossed the lot to her Monte Carlo,  the same calm demeanor weathering the roar of the Wagoneer

 Jonathan registered the information as the truck pulled back, the sound of metal grinding against metal replaced his attention. The cruiser next to them was etched with a new pattern to expose the steel underneath as Kathrine hammered the accelerator. 

 “Sorry!” Kat shouted at Avery who had exited the building a moment earlier.

 Jonathan scanned the lot for any sign of the woman, finding it when the Monte Carlo’s rear light glowed crimson, pulling back from her parking space. 

 Avery dropped his coffee, brown liquid flowed freely over the pavement as he rushed to his squad car, an expression of shock mixed with readiness filling his thirty something face.

 Tires cried out in protest, the Wagoneer shifting into drive and chewing up pavement. Jon glanced over at Kat, taking in the determination and fear that played across her face.  
 An instant later the screeching of tires was replaced by the loud thump of heavy steel impacting against itself. The police cruiser sat in the middle of the lot, a red Monte Carlo pushed against the passenger’s side. Several people could be seen in the windows of the diner as the truck rounded the building and entered the streets. 
 Cars passed, colors blurring from one to another their frames melting into a stream of multi-colored crayons fused end to end. Street signs and intersections broke up the pattern occasionally as the truck traveled through crowded streets.

 “Lets go to my place.” Jon scanned the road behind them, his voice tight.

 The Cherokee turned sharply, narrowly avoiding an old station wagon and it’s elderly driver. “Ye- Yeah.” Kathrine almost whispered.  “Why us?” 

 The seemingly endless trip finally came to an end when they rounded a parking structure, the large sign marked. Pay ‘n Park

 Jonathan looked over, a slight pressure applied to his voice. “Good idea.”

 Light reflected in the woman’s eyes, penetrating the darkness. “Why- What did we do?” Her eyes searched the concrete expanse for a moment. “It doesn’t make sense.”

 Jon opened the door, a loud creak echoing harsh in the dense air. “Lets get going.”

* * * *

 Samantha Prower leaned back against the well worn couch, her voice just slightly above a yawn. “I'm sorry.”
 “Don't worry about it.” Melissa turned the page of her book, her ice wrapped foot twitched slightly atop the box when she shrugged. “I figured I shouldn't have done it- It's my fault really.”
 Sam tightened her grip on Mel before kissing the back of her head. “I shouldn't have-”
 “Lets call it a learning experience.” She shrugged again, her voice slightly tempered. 
 “But-” The sound of the deadbolt being unlocked silenced her. Jon panted as he slid in. Kathrine followed close behind, her breathing a perfectly level mirror of her dress. The woman tensed before shutting the door and locking it. Samantha swallowed when Kat looked at her, trying to find any lies that would be believable, anything that would-” 

 A heavy knock pounded against the door.

 “Get it Jon.” Sam tensed as Melissa set her book down. 

 The young man shook his head before all but sprinting behind the kitchen divider, pulling Kat with him. 

 The heavy knock came again.

 Melissa glanced up, moving to allow Sam to get up. In the eternity it took her to reach the door she recognized the knock and the man it was attached too. Even before she propped her foot against the door to stop it from opening all the way. “This had better be good Mike.”
 The man's expression softened just slightly. “Have you seen Jon in the last twenty minutes or so?”

 Samantha cocked her eyebrow. “Just got up, why whats wrong?”
 “He and some woman totally fucked up my car. Damn near hit me too.”
 “Woman?” She forced her voice.
 “Two of them.” Avery ran a hand over his sweaty brow. “Red headed girl, maybe five, five. And another one- Black hair. . .”
 “I dunno.”

 “You mind if I come in?”
 “Not without a warrant.” Samantha’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve got company, and I don’t need them waking up to one of your Gestapo raids.” 

 The man's expression dissolved into something faintly resembling disappointment. “Well. . .  if you see him, you’ll be sure to let me know right?” He dipped into his pocket to withdraw a card.

 “I've got your number.” Sam shut the door, watching through the peephole as the officer wandered down the hall. When he turned down the intersection Samantha followed suit, spinning to face the apartment, her voice thundering through the room like a gunshot. “Jonathan Mathew Prower!” 

 “Calm down sis.”

 “Ca- Calm down?” Sam stared at the two in front of her. “Start explaining. Now.”

  Jonathan inhaled deeply, stealing a glance at Kat. “Friday night-”
 “No. Today.” 

  “I’m getting to it.” The young man’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Friday night, we were attacked by someone.”

 Kathrine looked over. “A couple 'someone's.”

 “Right. . . Anyway, we got away and hid out at her place.”
 “Are you guys okay?” Sam's voice melted against her suddenly frayed nerves, she inhaled as Kathrine eyed him. 
 “Yeah, fine. There was this woman there, she helped us get away and-”
 “So wait.” Melissa sat up. “You're telling me, you, big bad Jon prower needed help. . . A woman's-”
 “Hey fu-” Jon bit his lip before glancing at Kathrine. “Point is; we're going to the cops later. . .”
 Sam ran her hand through her hair, fighting every urge to lock him in his room. The only other alternative would probably involve bars and heavy concrete. “Jon.” She began slowly. “Why didn't you tell me about this?”
 “What for? So you can worry about nothing?”
 Kathrine's brow furrowed, her fair cheeks taking on several pink tones.

 “Nothing? You could've been killed. . .”
 “We weren't though.” Jon shrugged. 

 “Why don't we call the cops and-”
 “Let you try to explain Mel to your lover boy?” Jon laughed as a warm smile crossed his lips. The facade cracked slightly when Kat poked his arm. “No, really, we'll be okay. . .”
 “Jonathan.” Melissa leaned forward, her voice almost as warm as her words. “Would you like me to give you a ride downtown? I could-”
 “No, thanks.” 
 Kat poked his arm again. Her lips pursed. 

 “What is it Kat.” Sam narrowed her eyes.

 “Trust me.” Jon whispered. “Hey sis, I'm gonna get a shower. Would you mind not embarrassing me?” The young man's tone carried a confidence both worn and hollow in the face of the conflicting emotions that crossed his eyes. 

 “Hey Jon, seriously. Are you okay?” 
 “Yeah, we're both fine.”

 Minutes almost fell into the turning of pages, long forgotten when Jon disappeared down the hall. Kathrine fidgeted occasionally while she shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “So what happened.”
 “Um.” 
 Sam leaned against the arm of the couch. “Kat. . . What happened.”
 “We were up at Mount Hope, Jon said he was gonna show me where you guys used to go when he was younger.” 
 “Which part? Lovers Peak-” Mel started, cut off when Sam backhanded her arm softly.

 “Um, he didn't- He didn't mention anything like that.”
 “Nah. There is no such thing.” Sam nodded. “So go on, what happened.”
 “There's this gas station close by, we went in to get- and. . . Well, he could probably explain it better. Um.” She cleared her throat.
 “Do you dance?” Mel set down her book.
 “I'm sorry?”
 “Do you dance, like go to clubs and stuff.”
 “Uh, n- Not really.”
 “Maybe you'd like to learn?”
 Kathrine's cheeks reddened even more. “I'm- I don't understand.”
 “Sam needs another partner.” She glanced up with a grin. “She broke her other one.”

 Seconds crashed into endless hours while Kathrine shifted against the wall, biting her lip before glancing down the hall. After repeating the process a few times she started toward Jon's room, the sound of a door being opened and closed crashed through the air almost instantly.

 “Hey.” Sam shook her head.

 “What?” 
 “You know. . .”
 Melissa chuckled softly, her thick voice betraying her smile. “I'm not afraid of who I am.”
 

 Chapter 5

 Jon grabbed a pair of jeans before running the bath towel over his still wet hair. One by one lies and panicked half truths fought for his attention. Time slowed to a crawl as he tried to convince himself of the words that would sedate his sister, all it would take was one well thought out lie- Any well thought out lie.

 A shallow feminine voice cut off the possibilities with a veiled concern. “Jon? Can I come in?”
 “Free country.” He managed, digging through a box of shirts.
 “You okay?” 

 Jon glanced over his shoulder while Kathrine closed the door, her attention apparently focused on leveling her cracked voice. “Fine, you?”

 “Shes worried about you- You know?” The woman turned the same instant Jon grabbed a T-shirt. “Jon! Are you alright?”
 “Yeah, fine. Why?” A particular stretch of skin under his shoulder tightened when he reached out. “Oh, yeah. Fine.”
 Kathrine approached slowly, her voice walking a line between pity and concern. “Oh Jon. . .” 
 “Really, I'm fine.”
 A faint graze of warm flesh trailed along the fringes of his back. Jon tensed when he felt another finger follow the outlines of various scars and almost forgotten pains. The woman's hand faltered when Jon stood up, her arm jerking back when he turned around. 

 Kathrine pulled back with a missed step. For a moment her cheeks paled, the blood draining from her as her eyes roamed. All at once her mouth opened just slightly, the blood rushing to paint her cheeks in a vibrant shade of crimson.
 Jon swallowed carefully, trying to find an escape as Kathrine's gaze took on a slightly more intent gleam. The desires and wishes that had been stopped paled instantly to the light light knock at his door, Samantha's voice in tow.

 “Hey bro?”
 “Yeah?” Jon slipped his shirt on even as Kathrine spun on her heel, burying her her face in her hands.

 “You okay?”
 “Yeah. . .” He started for the door. Kathrine grabbed his arm half way through the room.

 “I'm sorry.” She whispered, her voice a haggard mix of emotions. 
 “It's cool, come on.” He cracked the door open, taking in the varied emotions that played over Samantha's face, each one calling for action and understanding.

  “Can we talk? I don’t mean yell at each other, but talk.” The young man spoke softly. “In the living room. . .” Jon lead them to the room, drawing curtains as the women took a seat. “Friday. After we left school.” he began calmly.

 
 “I don’t know who she is. . .” Jonathan pursed his lips as he finished detailing the encounter.
 “Oh man. Jon, I had no idea.” Kathrine looked him over, her jaw flexing slightly.

 Samantha glanced at Kat, then returned her gaze to her brother. “Are you sure you’re alright? Both of you.” 
 The two nodded in unison. Kathrine’s voice came in forced cheerful tones a moment later. “Though my insurance is gonna hit the roof when they find out.”

 “Duct tape, I’m telling you.”

 Melissa sat forward slowly, her vaulted expression only hinting at the annoyance and fear that chipped away at her brown eyes. Jon let out a breath when she sat back silently. Last thing I need is your shit. The young man sighed.
 Sam looked at the two, her features a mirror of the confusion in her voice. “So what are you gonna do?”
 “Go to the police. Fill out a report,” Kat looked over at Jon as if expecting something.

 “Yeah.” He nodded.

 The heavy skyscrapers of downtown stood watch over the endless crowds that moved between them, blocking the warm sunlight from the bittersweet chill winds that swept over the Lake Falls Municipal Plaza. 

 Among the faces and shells of human existence Jon and Kat snaked through with a careful determination. The three mile walk it had taken to get here seemed all together meaningless when they finally neared the old building. 
 Several uniformed officers walked in and out of the three story building, the built in police station and court rooms had at one time or another been part of a public works project supposedly. Fragments of the old commercial building echoed through the ages, advertising crock pots at 25% off where the city had been too lazy to paint over. 

 Jon exhaled, searching the various benches and car lots that surrounded the building. His heart all but stopped when the raven haired woman leaned forward, tossing a half eaten sandwich at the group of pigeons that had gathered. “Oh shit.”
 The woman looked up, her mirror sunglasses as emotionless as her expression. The same heavy coat wrapped around her body more tight then before, the faint outline of her rifle still partly visible. 
 “Come on.” Jon started forward, stalling when a police officer with a file in his hand looked up at them. “Hey!” Jon grabbed Kathrine’s hand, running for the building that suddenly looked miles away. “We got-”

 Four uniformed officers came through the thick glass door, their expressions resembling business men who had just won a contract. The one with the file pointed at the pair as they approached. Life slowed as the men drew their weapons, bringing them to bear against the two. “Stop where you are!” The largest of the men spoke, his voice laced with practiced authority. 

 Jon couldn't help but stutter as he watched the men. He swore he had heard the metallic click of a safety being released, all at once his boots skidded against the unforgiving concrete.

 “Someone’s following us. Please, you’ve gotta. . .” Kat began.

 “Get on the ground, Now!” The man barked, accenting the order with his pistol. 

 Jon looked over his shoulder, catching a glimpse of the raven haired woman, her masked features bordering on something resembling- disappointment?

 “On the ground.” The man repeated.

 Kathrine raised her hands, slowly sinking to the ground. Disbelief and fear mixed on her face  as she watched the men. “Someone.” 

 Jon looked back at the woman who had started to walk toward them, then to the police and the small crowd that was gathering. “Go!” Jonathan pulled Kathrine into the first shaky steps that would lead them to the safety between buildings.

 “What-” Kat stammered as she followed, her shoes falling into step with the young man.

 Two of the men took after them while the others moved toward a beat up looking truck. Boots thumped quickly, followed by the patter of tennis shoes, quicker than the officers which had fallen behind. Concrete and bricks gave way to broken asphalt and trash cans, as the two slipped through a narrow alley. 

 Odors of urine and decaying garbage filled hard working lungs, boots slid as Jon faltered over loose rocks, slamming into a grime covered dumpster.

 Kathrine helped him up, desperation surrounding her in a physical form. “You okay?”
”Go!” Jon shouted as he got back to his feet. 

 Two forms slipped from the mouth of the alley, a blur that moved as they made their way through various parked cars.  Jon managed to stop before a large meat truck slipped through the air in front of him. “Shit.” He hissed, picking up a sprint after it passed. 

 The police emerged just as Jon entered the opposite alley, their breath nearly as hard as his.

 Kathrine looked over her shoulder, staring. “Jon, we gotta go-”
 “Yeah.” The young man scanned the street before turning. “Did, did you see the truck?”
 “No,” She jogged slower, trying to keep pace with Jon.

 “Don’t. Go.” Jonathan pushed her forward. “Don’t stop.” 
 Several more buildings slipped by, the young man fighting to keep oxygen in his body. Chain link fences and graffiti covered brick crawled to the sky. An old fire escape hung haphazardly from the building’s side. The rust pitted metal shook slightly as Jon jumped at the last rung, falling just short. “Help.” He managed, his breath ragged. 

 Kathrine looked down the alley then back at Jon who had gotten to his hands and knees. Fear mixed with her voice. “What?”  Kat climbed the young man’s back, working the release as quickly as she could. “Almost. . .” The woman let out a yelp as the hook was released, the ladder slamming down in front of Jon. 
 “Good.” Jonathan gasped to the woman who was half way up the groaning platform. 
 “Come on.” Kat leaned over the side, offering a hand. 

 The young man pulled himself up, adrenaline and rancid air carrying his body where muscles had failed. A moment slipped by as he crawled over the edge and onto the deck, slamming hard against the rusty grating. “Pull- Pull it up.”

 Kathrine nodded, pulling the ladder just out of reach, locking it in place a moment later. She pulled Jon’s shirt, keeping her attention focused the way they had come. “We can’t stop. . .  Come on.” The woman slipped Jon’s arm over her shoulder before taking a step up the stairwell. 

 Steps passed slow under unbalanced feet, the pair reached the third floor before stopping. The police officers came walking into view below, their sweat soaked uniforms and uneven breath a match of Jonathan’s. 

 The men explored the alley with almost casual grace, shattered as they checked doors and kicked over garbage cans. Above them two forms pushed against dark brick, in an effort to meld with the building.

 “Any sign of them?” One of the cops thumbed his radio.

 “Negative.” The response came instantly. “They might have gone down Oakland.” 
 “Meet us at Lexington and Olympic.”
 “Copy.”
 The officers exchanged glances, an air of annoyance passed between them as they holstered their weapons. “Hayden is gonna be pissed-”
 “Yeah.” The older looking man unbuttoned his uniform, exposing a white T-shirt to the breeze that followed through the alley.  
 The police continued their walk, finally stepping into the streets seemingly hours later.

 “Good thinking.” Kathrine patted Jon’s shoulder, the relief in her voice genuine. 

 The young man swallowed harshly, his breath leveling out. “Th- Thanks.” A grin crossed his features as he sat down. “You run track don’t you.” 
 Kathrine tilted her head. “No.” She took another glance down the alley. “What just happened back there?” 
 “Um-” Jon shrugged. “We got- Good guys.” The young man huffed and shrugged again. “It sucked, whatever it was.” The haggard voice ended in tones of relief and emotion bordering on satisfaction.

 The two sat in the shaded overhang of the building, waiting for endless hours for the police to return. Finally Jon tapped Kat on the shoulder before leading them down the escape. Even in the dim lighting Jon managed to catch a glimpse of the empty mouth of the alley, allowing a deep sigh of relief to wash away the events when he spotted a pay phone. “You got fifty cents?”

 “What?” Kathrine shifted her weight before rubbing her bare arms. “What for?”
 “Come on.” Jon jumped half way down the ladder, leading her to the lip of the alley. Searching both ways he made a quick motion for the phone. In the fading sunlight several street lamps took over the shallow illumination of the heavy brick and dull concrete, providing shadows and red-orange light that washed over the city with a careful movement.

 “Sam?” Jonathan glanced over the phone booth, watching closely as a tired looking man crossed the street. 

 “Oh, hi-” The woman’s voice tensed as she spoke. “How are you?”
 “Alive. Sam, there’s something going on-”
 “I understand.” Voices mixed over her hushed tones. “I really hate to do this. But I have company.” 
 Jonathan stared for a moment. “Are you okay?”
 “Oh yeah, that’d be just fine.” Samantha’s voice wavered slightly as something crashed in the background. “Well, I’ll see you maybe Wednesday. We’ll go shopping or something? I heard they have a shoe sale going on at Parkway.” Somewhere Jon heard Melissa cursing in Japanese- At least it sounded like cursing.
 Jon looked over to the alley, Kathrine’s eyes flickered bright orange in the shadows, drawing his attention. “What about Kat?”
 “We’ll make it a double date.” The woman forced a cheer that she had used to weather many bad situations in the past. “I’ll talk to you later.” 

 “Thanks sis. . .  I love you.”
 “Love you.” The woman whispered. “Be careful.” The receiver clicked softly when he swallowed. Abruptly ending all traces of her voice.

 Jon stepped into the shadows, a cold chill running up his spine. “Someone’s over there. I think it’s the cops.” 
 “Oh no.” Kat’s voice came in a whisper that disappeared between them. “Jon-”
 “Kat. We’re gonna meet up with her soon. Wednesday. We gotta lay low till then.”
 Kathrine searched his eyes. “My place-?”
 “Lets go.” 
 

 The Wagoneer sputtered slightly as it changed gears. Mile markers slipped by in the reflected moonlight. Bathed in the soft blue tint of the natural lighting the vehicle made its way down the long stretch of forgotten highway flanked on either side by a seemingly endless line of trees and shadows. 
 A weighted silence carried between the two in the front as the radio spoke for them in near silent tones that matched the blank headlights. “-Municipal building today. Police chased them on foot for almost twenty blocks. The suspects however eluded officers and are considered to be at large. Now, I’ve gotta ask. If you have that many unpaid parking tickets.” The radio died as Jon turned the knob. 
 “You alright?” Kat glanced at the young man.

 “Tired.” His voice all but disappeared into the rustling wind that buffeted through the missing passenger's side window. “Didn't feel like twenty blocks. . .”
 The woman tensed visibly as she slowed the truck. 
 Jon looked over, trying to find some fragment of reason. The news and radio broadcasts kept playing in his mind while he followed Kathrine's near flawless features. The only sense to anything had been a momentary slip from an eyewitness that had seen them running, something about Kat begging them to help- Everything else was lost to the frantic police chase that ensued. . . “Bullshit.”
 “What?” Kathrine slowed the truck, bringing it into a well worn trail that lined the highway, branching off into a tight dirt road. Minutes passed quickly as the truck navigated the tightly packed trees and dirt, eventually coming to the clearing behind the cabin. She turned the truck to face the path they had just taken, parking behind the house.“You still awake?”
 “Yeah.” Jon yawned.

 The back door stood silent, giving way easily to the soft white tiles and linoleum flooring. Ash cabinets and matching floorboards greeted them like old friends, an embrace of lightly warmed, sweet scented, air completed the illusion as it washed away the icy hold the night left on them.

 “Home never felt so good.” Kathrine slipped by, climbing steps to the loft. “I’ll be right back.”

 Jon nodded absently, filling a cup with tap water and downing it. After another glass he allowed himself a breath.

 Strips of light painted the house in varying shades of blue and white, playing over the large couch and it's fabric with vague remnants of warmth, an invitation to lay down and forget the day's events. Just a few steps. . .

 Jon looked through one of the large windows, trying to follow the outline of the hills. Something pulled his attention, a yellow beam of light that silhouetted several trees as it moved up a path. The same path they had taken Friday night. The young man’s heart sank as he turned to the stairs. “Kat! Kat, someone’s coming!”

 Jon started up the stairs, stopping when the woman emerged from the bathroom. A large pair of pants hung from her waist, drooping over bare feet, while a t-shirt hugged her slightly damp skin. “By the road- Friday-” He swallowed.

 Kat nodded before jogging to her room. After grabbing her shoes and socks she tried to slip into her jacket as she made her way down the steps. “Oh man.” She spoke softly, her bare feet clapping through the house.

 Thick yellow beams cut through the living room to back light the entire house in a tainted glow of the brilliant headlights of a vehicle that crested the hill, immediately speeding up. The vehicle was joined by another from the main highway soon after, it’s lights bathing the front of the cabin in white and blue, reaching back to the kitchen and through the rear windows.

 Jon stopped in the kitchen long enough to grab a couple bags of frozen ham from the freezer. Absently he noticed Kathrine as she was sliding her old picture from it's protective glass. Another moment trailed off while he searched for any other kinds of food, vaguely aware of the light drone of a diesel engine as it stopped just outside. 
 “Come on-” Kat whispered, opening the back door. She looked over her shoulder as they got in to the Wagoneer. A tension underlined her voice and face when they slipped into the wood line. “What- What do they want?”
 “Tree!” Jon shouted.

 The truck jumped as it’s tire slammed into a rock, the tree removed the rear view mirror in the same instant. Kathrine exhaled sharply as she continued down the trail. Hours passed in minutes as the vehicle carried it’s passengers through the darkness, bucking and kicking as her shaky hands guided it. The highway came and went as the Wagoneer moved into another trail. 

 “Kat?”
 Light reflected in the woman’s eyes as the truck bounced over a dirt mound. “Theres an area up here.” The Wagoneer bucked again. “We should be safe-” Kathrine’s voice tensed as she pushed the accelerator to the floor. “I wanted to show you eventually.” 

 Trees and leaves blurred into one another as the truck tore through the trail, errant moon light filtered through the trees, accenting the path that disappeared into the horizon. A sharp turn caught dirt and rocks, propelling them as the truck bounced again. 

 Jonathan looked back, sighing his relief when he was sure no one was behind them. “Alright. So whats the plan?” The young man glanced over, his voice shaking slightly.

“Ah- Um. Do you like camping?”

 A biting gust of wind ripped through the Wagoneer, tearing through the thin cloth of Jon's T-shirt only to wrap around him with an equally sharp sting. Pin pricks of chilled air grated across his skin as he stared out over the horizon at the massive sprawl which almost seemed to be laughing, each individual that turned off meant something- Somewhere, someone was going to bed in a warm apartment or house. But here, here there were wet leaves, trees and air. Plenty of cold air. . .

 “Oh man.” Kathrine shuddered, rubbing her hands together. “Jon, are you okay?”
 The young man clenched his jaw to stop his chattering teeth. “Yeah, f-fine.” 
 “Here.” The woman slipped out of her jacket before offering it with a shaking hand. 

 “Keep it.”
 Kat's sharp features contorted slightly. An instant later the faint rustling of cloth gave way to warmth when she pushed Jon against the chilled seat with her hand. Jon swallowed when the woman wrapped the heavy coat around his chest, tucking it in around him. “Don't question m- my authority mortal. . .” Her breath formed in the frigid air between them, the mere inches giving life to a brilliant spark of energy and warmth that paled only to the shudder and sigh she let out.

 “Kat.”
 “Take it, okay?” She nodded her dismissal before sliding back into the driver's seat. “No s- sense in both. . .” 

 Below the various cars played under the watchful eye of a crescent moon, the rural areas that lined the outskirts of the vacant highway drew attention slowly. Memories of lives gone past crept by as Jon tried to pick out a familiar house. The cracked white shutters and mismatched wood siding called out from the rolling hills. However that particular house wasn't here, it never had been- no matter how much he wished, no matter how 'good' he was. It didn't belong here any more than they did. . .
 Kathrine exhaled sharply.

 Jon glanced at the woman, an instant ticking by as he pulled the coat off.  “Here.” 

 Kathrine looked at him, emotions without words flowing from her eyes as she accepted it. A moment passed while the jacket slipped over her front, a light breath followed as she closed the distance between them. “Here.” She whispered, moving the young man’s arms before she leaned against his chest.

 “Huh?” Jon watched as she tucked the arms of the jacket between him and the seat.

 “Body heat.” Kathrine pushed against him gently, crossing her arms under the coat. 

 The young man pulled his arms around her, crossing them over hers. “Good idea. . .” 
 Sleep crept over his mind even before he had realized it, Kathrine's shallow breathing and pounding heart could do little to blunt the edge of exhaustion that still clung to his body. Questions begged for answers as he scanned the horizon again, but for now nothing mattered except tomorrow. Not this again. No, not for her or anyone else. A silent voice whispered in his ear even as he drifted off. Not for her.

 “So what now Man?”
 Jon started with a jump, the warmth in his arms remained still as he searched the suddenly foggy clearing that surrounded the truck. A familiar visage sat on a tree stump. The wolf seemed to be smiling at him, her lip curled just slightly to reveal exceptionally sharp looking teeth. “What the hell do you want?”
 The animal exposed more of her teeth, her grey fur bristled as she stretched. “The question is; what are you willing to do?”
 Jon stared for a moment. “What?”
 “Lets go for a walk.” She stretched again, longer this time.

 “What about her?” Jon nodded down at Kathrine.

 “Who?”

 An instant slipped by, the warmth fading into the chilling solitude that had been waiting for him- Patiently biding it's time the same way Beth- “Alright, fine.” The young man got out, slamming the door behind him.

 The animal flashed another grin before stepping into the fog. “Come on pup.”

 Trees passed in the thick haze, matched by the leaves that crunched softly underfoot as they moved. “Notice anything?” She looked up at the young man.

 “Yeah, it’s different.” Jon looked around. “Why?”
 “You tell me.”
 Possibilities ran through one another behind brown eyes, a catalog of reasons none of which seemed to fit. “Dunno.” 
 Slowly the trees opened to reveal a barren clearing, a strip of highway ran through it. Flanked on either side by endless expanses of desert sand and rocks. The fog all but vanished as they moved into the large opening. 

  Jon scanned the road, catching sigh of a large red tanker barreling down length of the asphalt. “Oh shit.” He whispered as a familiar white Taurus moved into view from the other side. The young man sprinted toward the black strip, the vehicles only sped up as he approached. Each step brought with it a sluggish draw as his boots tried to free themselves from the muddy tar feeling of the sand. Even before he could get close enough to make out the image of the people in the front seat. Thunder crashed across the sky, echoing on the ground the instant metal touched metal. A deafening sound propelled the young man through the clearing backhanding him into a tree that brought him to a stop with a resounding thump. “What the hell was that?” Jon clenched his jaw as the wreckage burned. “You brought me out there for this?” He turned toward the animal, curling his fist. “What the fuck-”
 The fog pulled into the tree line, exposing a blanket of trees. Eventually the haze disappeared, giving way to a familiar black Wagoneer. A woman sat in the passenger’s seat, her arms crossed over the door. Her intense green eyes looked out over the clearing, but the sharp features of her face remained emotionless.

 “What now pup?” 
 Jon looked up at the woman tracing the contours of her silent warmth. Then back to the highway and it’s bitter stench of burning skin and diesel. “Yeah, what now.”

 Sensations crept through a tired mind, warmth pushed against Jon's chest during the eternity it took him to realize what had happened. The dream-like quality of the day's events played out again and again as he tried to keep his eyes shut. No, it didn't happen. There's no cops and no-

 Something moved in his arms.
 Jon bit his tongue when he looked down. Flawless features and rich tea colored hair greeted him instantly. The oversized bomber jacket framed her head and neck in a soft sheen of reflected light that cast shadows over her cheeks, making even her pale skin take on a healthy tan. A smile graced her lips to expose perfect teeth that reflected the woman in so many shades of white. Jonathan returned the smile, listening to the light snore that slipped from deep within the woman’s throat. 
 A pair of emeralds met brown eyes, softening as moments passed. After a minute her smile softened to match. A warm whisper laced with wordless emotions came from her voice, the same voice that sounded nothing like her. “Good morning.”
 “Morning.” Jon grinned. “Sleep well?” 
 The woman stretched slowly, making an effort to keep her torso still. A warm sigh slipped between them as Kat’s body stiffened and released the tension of the night. “You should apply for a job as a space heater.” She grinned.

 Minutes passed slowly as the sun came to warm the truck, inside the two searched the city over a leather coat. Cars and trucks moved through the crowded streets and densely packed buildings like ants returning to the colony after a long night’s hunt.

 Jon glanced at the woman’s face in the mirror that hung from his door. Watching her eyes pass over the city. Innocence hid behind the sharp gems of green, held captive by something only she would be able to understand. Kathrine’s eyes caught the mirror image, holding the young man’s eyes in place. 

 “Jon. . .”
 “Hmm?”
 “What are we gonna do? If the police won’t help us.” A shudder ran down the woman’s spine as the words left her mouth.

 “We’ll figure something out.” Jon spoke softly, his voice a strength that sounded little like him. “We’ll straighten this out. Just need some time. . .”

 Jon stepped back from his handiwork with a shallow grin. The small rock lined circle sat piled with leaves and a small wood A frame that held several pieces of ham. “Hey Kat?”
 “Hmm?” The woman turned from her tree stump forward of the truck. 
 “Have you got a lighter?” 
 “No. . . Whats this?”
 Jon dipped into the truck, sifting through his backpack after checking the empty cigarette lighter socket. “Fuck.”
 “Where'd you get those?” She nodded at the pair of ham steaks sitting in the passenger's seat as she approached. A shallow caution underlined her tones even as the radio sputtered out some old Metallica song.

 “I got 'em from your freezer. . . Hope you don't mind.”
 The woman tilted her head down just slightly. “Why would I mind?”
 “Damnit.” Jon tossed his bag further into the back seat. “And this has to go too.” He leaned forward to change the radio station. “We need some fire, the leaves are too wet to-”
 “Local drug dealer this morning-” The radio sputtered as he turned the nob. “Rikes- Once again; last seen driving a nineteen eighty two Jeep Wagoneer, license plate-” 
 Jon tensed slightly, almost unwilling to turn the dial back.

 “Was nearly apprehended yesterday in front of Lake Falls Municipal building. However she and an unknown male accomplice evaded and eventually lost officers in perhaps one of the longest foot chases in recent history- Twenty blocks, almost five miles. Police are asking anyone with information to contact their special hot line at one eight hundred-” 

 Jon turned the radio off, staring at the suddenly ghost white woman still leaning on the door. He tried to force a breath of the chilled air- Mistake. Has to be. Somewhere, deeper than the stabbing bite of betrayal and lies a familiar voice cut through his mind. I told you so. 

 Kathrine recounted the information aloud, desperation seeping into her voice. “Local drug dealer- Drug dealer? I can’t believe-” Kat buckled slightly, almost slamming into the damp earth.

 The young man let out a sharp breath, trying to drown out the questions and possibilities with a calm facade. After a second he stood up over the woman in front of him. Accenting the difference in height somehow blunted the edge when he managed to speak. “So?”
 The woman looked up, still shaking while a brilliant orange reflected from her eyes. “Jon, I never- Please believe me. I'm- Never!” A thin glaze of tears washed her eyes with several emotions both real and, more likely, well rehearsed. 

 Jon exhaled again before taking a step toward the wood line. A haze of choices rounded his vision as he searched the maze of trees and blanket of leaves that lead in all directions. Taking a few steps toward the woods bit into his mind slowly, shattering his resolve when he glanced over his shoulder to see Kathrine curled up against the wheel well, her knees pressed to her chest and face buried. 
 Watching for nearly a minute his mind ran over the possibilities, the two weeks they had been friends and things they had done- Nothing added to- Except maybe the house and the truck, on factory pay? Oh please. . . 

 More then that, where had she gone after church? And what-

 “Please don't, please. . .” Kathrine was looking up at him, her hands wrapped tight around her legs. “Please, Jon-”

 The young man bit his tongue hard, drawing a faint taste of blood.

 “I'll drop you off somewhere if thats what you want.” She took a deep sniffle.

 Oh she is good. . . 

 “But please, don't go-”
 Jon stepped closer, leaning down. Even before he could wrap his mind around the words the spilled out. “I'm only going to ask you this once. Did you do it?”  “Please Jon. I swear to you.” Somewhere through the fear a flicker of truth flashed in her eyes, offering a tender warmth that betrayed Jon's questions. “I- I never, I-”

 “Kat.” The young man wiped a tear from her sharp features, his voice level. “I know.”
 Tears found their way down Kathrine’s face, the voice she found barely auditable in the heavy air that separated them. “It doesn’t- How? Where’d they get? Jon. . .” She searched the young man’s face. “Why?”
 Jonathan held her eyes in place, a calm facade that he somehow managed to keep together. “I don’t know. But we’re gonna find out.” 
 Kathrine blinked. “No. Jon, I don’t want you to get involved. . .” 
 The young man searched her face, warming as he searched her eyes. “You’re my friend Kat. My best friend. I can’t let you do this alone. . .”
 “But.”
 Jon placed a finger on her lips, a soft grin crossing his face at the same time. “No.”
 Emeralds warmed as tears slowed, Kathrine’s face followed in a mix of emotions. Words formed without breath as she continued to search the young man’s eyes. A moment passed between them, light erupted in green depths, speaking words that no voice could translate. After nearly an eternity she wrapped her arms around him. “Thank you. Thank you so much. . .” Kathrine held the young man tightly, relaxing only when he brought his arms around her.

 Even through the heavy tree cover, across the two lane highway and around the massive sink holes that dotted the damp hills the distinct bite of gasoline and smoldering wood could be smelled. Though Jon could barely pick out the direction Kathrine lead them through the tight packed trees with only the occasional redirection or missed step.
 Silently they crept up to the west side of the log cabin, the trees could do little to mask the light haze of charred wood and petrol that still clung to the grey air. Kathrine started toward the wood line, pausing for a moment before bringing her hand to her mouth, the expression on her face paled instantly to the lax muscles that held her jaw.

 Jon slid up beside her with a careful step. Even from their angle he could see the massive gouges of black soot that had climbed out the windows and up the sides of the house. Several parts of the house stood exposed to the open air, various pipes and support beams jutted out from the hollow areas as if frozen during their escape from the blaze that had left only sparse areas of the two story untouched. 
 Jonathan swallowed hard as he tried not to look at Kathrine. The emotions, questions, denials and uncertainty cascaded into one another until finally taking form in a thought. A possibility that still existed despite the barren nature of the clearing. “Lets look around.” He leaned in to whisper, catching her arm when she took another step forward. “They might be here. . .”
 She started to turn her head but Jon turned his first, leading her through a particularly large patch of foliage. After a slow circle of the clearing they stopped near the mouth of the road that would lead them to the highway. Jon backed up a step when he saw a brilliant red Monte Carlo SS tucked in between a pair of trees, covered with a thin layer of broken branches and large leaves. Kathrine bumped into him just as he scanned the front of the house only to come back to the car. It looked empty, the angle was slightly off and light only seemed to reflect from the tinted windows.

 “What- Oh.” Kat whispered. 

 “Stay here, tell me if you see anyone-”
 Kat's hand tensed on his shoulder. “What are you gonna do?” 
 “Just trust me, okay?” Jon glanced over his shoulder, keeping his eyes fixed on the car. 

 “Jon.”
 “Stay put.” He whispered before pulling himself lower to the ground. The curve of the clearing helped to reflect the sun off the deep purple tint of the glass, more then enough to obscure the cabin. Inch by inch Jon tried to pick out the details of the interior. Somewhere along the line a plan had formed- but before it could be figured out entirely he had scrapped it to Kathrine's hurried whisper. 
 “Jon, Jon, Jon.” She threw a rock at his foot. When he finally managed to turn over he could see her pointing at the house. 
 The short woman stood in front of one of the large windows that looked in on the living room. Instead of her trench coat she wore a tight fitting black T-shirt and a pair of off latex gloves. She kept picking at something while Jon watched from around a tree, his vision partially obscured by the rustling leaves.

 After a moment she went deeper into the living room, her gloves and light skin standing out against the deep shadows that seemed to only compliment the deep layers of soot and burned wood that made up the house.

 Jon exhaled slowly, crawling toward the Monte with the quickest pace he could manage. The sharp sticks and jagged stones disappeared into a memory when he finally reached the driver's side, panting just slightly. With a light metallic click the door released and a wash of smells filtered through the air. Most notable was the absolute chill of the interior, as if the air conditioner had been left on while she was inside. The cool air continued to pump in over the leather seats and over the control panel that made up the arm rest. Several switches and a small LED readout stood out over the leather wrapped plastic, each marked with a small metallic plate engraved with a flowing script he couldn't make out. 

 A faint scent of lubricating oil touched the air from time to time as he searched through the cabin for any sign of an answer, even among the empty food wrappers that had been stuffed in a plastic bag in the back seat the smell continued to wash the edge of his nose. 

After nearly a minute he manged to find the glove box release and was rewarded with a flutter of newspaper clippings that swam down over the passenger's seat. Most carried headlines that read similar to a disturbingly vague Woman Found Dead in Love Motel. Each of them had been marked with a red X, while others were marked with a black check mark. One story caught Jon's attention as he tried to shovel the clippings back. 

 Though the suspect escaped, several men reportedly tied to the Japanese mafia have been found slain execution style in the wherehouse where the standoff occurred. It is unknown weather this woman had anything to do with their deaths but police are urging anyone with information- 

 A rock hit the window.
 Jon looked back around the side of the door to see Kathrine shaking her hands franticly, her body almost pressed against the low lying cover that the bushes provided. He glanced up slowly as the raven haired woman opened the door, a small gym bag hanging from her shoulder. Her icy demeanor and cool confidence easily matched the completely reflective mirror sunglasses she wore but almost paled to the death black baggy pants, t-shirt and rifle slung across her back. 

 The young man stalled when she stopped in mid stride. Another second had her turning on her heel before heading back into the house. During witch time Jon crammed the clippings back into the glove compartment. Just as he was about to back out he caught a faint whiff of the gun oil, this time stronger. The light chill of metal sent a shiver down his spine when he slid his hand under the passenger's seat. His heart jumped when he found his hand wrapped around a heavy pistol, even withdrawing it from under the seat could do little to still his quickened pulse.

 After an instant he exhaled. This gun- a boxy 'Glock 26' according to the pitch black slide- looked little like anything he had ever seen, and was definitely a far cry to the .22s he had shot in camp. Just as the thoughts registered he began sliding the weapon under his shirt, at some point it might be useful as an intimidation tool. . . Yeah, thats it. 

 He silenced himself from recounting the times Samantha had used a toy lighter to make someone think twice about causing them trouble, the realistic looking 'gun' had even stopped Avery once or twice. It was a measure of control. Just what we need. . . Yeah, just-

 Jon shut the door, sliding out of the small clearing before a small rock struck him in the temple. “Fuck-” He whispered as he started crawling toward Kathrine. Getting to her had taken less then ten seconds, but aged fifty years while the short woman started from Kathrine's porch to the red Monte.

 Her deliberate stride and achingly slow scanning movements completely betrayed her relaxed posture, the slump of her shoulders and set of her jaw made it clear; she was in charge. She was the predator. . .

 Jon hunched down as the woman walked by their hiding spot. A faint gust of wind blew over them, no doubt carrying their scent into the hill behind them. He could almost imagine the woman turning and pouncing on them as they writhed and screamed like gazelle. He couldn't help but snicker.

 Then the woman stopped, a slight crackling of rocks and grass pounded his ears while she unclipped the plastic harness that held her rifle.

 The short woman turned her head just slightly, scanning the hills that surrounded the clearing. The impenetrable steel colored sunglasses reflected each individual leaf and branch, with crystal clarity and horrid realization Jon found the bush next to him reflected in her gaze.

 Kathrine pushed herself to the ground, looking as if she tried to melt into the dirt when the woman's scan continued to edge toward them. Jon dared a breath when Kat twitched. He felt her emotions, the instincts that were screaming, demanding, pleading for action. Ever single one of them shot through his body when the woman's rifle groaned. 
 The plastic fore grip and handle creaked as one, the marble cut of her muscles followed the same pattern, tension and readiness chased one another across her jaw the same way it was flowing through Jon's body. All three of them knew something was going to happen, it was just a question of which parts would be played and by whom. 

 Jon dragged a sip of air into his mouth, his attention continually faltered from her gaze to the weapon in her hands. He had seen the rifles soldiers used on the news and even the recruiters that had come to the school. . . M13, M14? M something like that. The features of the woman's rifle followed the same pattern, bringing back memories of the recruiter's boasts about how efficient, how lethal. He tensed again when the woman spun on her heel, scanning the house. At that moment he realized just how big the bore of her gun was. Easily larger than a .30-06, easily more dangerous-

 The raven haired woman, Kathrine, and Jon all jumped when a sharp electronic chime erupted in the air. After an instant the woman reached into her pocket, withdrawing a large grey cell phone. The dull plastic shined gently in the muted light, taking on an almost toy-like quality. 

 “Kasa-Sai?” Her voice flowed velvet smooth through the distance. After a moment she clipped her rifle into it's harness. “Seta, tai. Veta lesk treal, dead sempa. Seten lal, veta?” She trailed off into a sigh when she started toward her car. “Lena fai, seten vele.”

 Jon caught a glance from Kathrine as they watched the short woman get into her car, an instant later a low pitched whine filled the area around the clearing. The whine gradually built up into a muffled shriek of metal on metal until the Monte started forward. Various branches and foliage spilled off to expose the fire red vehicle that took to the highway an instant later.

 They laid silent for almost a full minute before Kathrine's faint whimper grabbed Jon's ear. He looked over to find her pushing herself up slowly. 
 “Hey.” Jon whispered.

 Kat started toward the house without a word or sound, even the bushes she passed through seemed oblivious to her presence. Reaching the creaking wood slats of her porch seemed to ease her somewhat; she slumped her shoulders and sighed before pulling her t-shirt over her mouth. 
 Jon stepped in right behind her only to recoil when the sharp bite of burned gas tore through his nose. Eyes watering and breath short he tried to climb the steps with Kat only to falter and practically fall through a small patch of embers still orange in the otherwise black room. He exhaled sharply. Kathrine didn't turn or even flinch when she reached the top of the steps, instead disappearing into her room. 
 The black 'padded' look of the walls and floor followed the over turned furniture and several drawers that had been dumped over the middle of the living room. The floor sat covered with skeletons of metal and wood, fused together in several places and still silently writhing in agony. Jon reached the top of the steps with a forced breath. 

 Kathrine's gentle sobs echoed silently through the blackness when he rounded the door frame to find the woman framed by a brilliant wash of warm light from the now missing back wall and window that had probably been in it's sloped ceiling. A small bed sat against the wall, it's deep green comforter now fused to the body length pillow that had since melted into the charred remains. Across from it a dresser sat empty, the piles of clothes and drawers that had housed them now splayed across the room Clothes laid about in heaps, several pair of jeans and cotton shirts wrestled with one another, black stains attesting to the fight.

 Kathrine dug through the heaps, separating clean clothes from those with out hope, salvaging three pairs of pants and a T-shirt. After some digging she breathed a sigh as her hands withdrew a small purple book bound in velvet. 

 Jonathan glanced over at the woman trying to read the expression she wore. Hope and fear melted into one another as she moved through the bedroom, sifting through memories that had been her life, stepping over the case that had contained her guitar, now a large blob of melted plastic and wood.

 Slowly ideas of baggies and scales balanced themselves out against the heated light in the woman's eyes. No way. . . Couldn't be drugs, could it?

 “Lets go. . .” Kat spoke, her words accented by a tear.

 Jon pushed the ideas away as they climbed down the stairs.

 Kathrine looked over the city, her eyes reddened from the tears that had been flowing freely. Jonathan sat next to her, watching as the sun began it’s decent, the hum of the truck’s radio the only sound that could be heard.

 The woman turned to face Jon, her voice coming in sips. “It’s gone. . . ” Another shallow breath passed her lips. “All of it. . . ”

 Jon picked up Kat’s hand, cupping it gently. “Kathrine.” He searched for the words, asking the woman’s eyes for some kind of clue. “I- You’re.” He sighed, squeezing her hand and recalling words he had heard at some point, though he couldn't remember when. “Nothings gone. . . You’re alive, there’s time to rebuild.” Funny how they sounded so hollow. . .

 “I know.” Kathrine searched his eyes carefully, returning the pressure with her hand. “Its hard though. I don’t know if I can do it again. . .”

 “Kat. We can do it. Whatever it takes, we can make it work.” The young man watched her reaction, his voice lowering as she began to speak. “I promise I won’t abandon you.”
 Kathrine stared, her mouth hanging slightly, after a moment she swallowed. “I- I wish. . .” She trailed off, her gaze coming to rest on their hands. “Theres so much I want. . . To tell you, but I’m terrified. What would it mean to us- To you? 

 Jon closed his hands around Kat’s, a soft echo of his voice passed between them, bringing warmth to the chilly air. “I’m willing to listen.”
 Tears dripped on their hands, each one a thunder clap that echoed the small whimpers that left the woman’s body. “I- I can’t, Jon- I’m so sorry.” Kathrine looked up as fresh tears reflected in the dwindling light. “Please forgive-”
 The young man wiped several tears from Kathrine’s face, slowly tracing the ridges of her cheeks. “Don’t worry about it.” A whisper replaced his voice. “I’ll be ready if you ever want too-”
 Eyes locked, carefully probing each other for the words they would never be able to utter. Two bodies wrapped around each other tightly as the sun disappeared into the horizon.

 Chapter 6

 Kathrine Rikes turned off the Wagoneer after a shallow sigh. The deep wet chill of the vacant field continued to churn against the sides of her truck as a gust of wind tore through the open windows. Jonathan sat in the passenger's seat silently going through his backpack. “Jon?”
 “Yeah?” He withdrew a large black book with an obvious sigh of relief. 

 “What now?” 
 He glanced up then opened the door.

 “No, no-” Kathrine pleaded almost silently, her voice lost to the questions still begging to be answered. After an instant she found her real voice. “Jon, no.”
 “Kat. The cops, that. . . Woman- God knows who else, they're looking for this.” He propped himself up on the side of the truck before his voice lowered slightly. “I know it's hard, but think about it-”
 “No!” Kat grabbed the steering wheel, feeling the engine's still warmth press against her body while she shuttered against the wind. “Not this too. . .”
 “Kat. . . There's a hotel up the road, we can stay there for the night I think. I got a little-”
 Kathrine reached her hand down to the key, stopped when a large, firm, hand grabbed her. “No. I can drive us there and we can-”
 “Get picked out. You saw what happened at the diner. You know by now the cops got a fix on-”
 Kat cringed. “Jon.”
 “Come on, we need to get out of here. . .” He tugged at her again. 

 “Jon-”
 “Kathrine?”
 She swallowed. “What?”
 “We can get another truck, okay? Trust me on this.”
 Shattered nerves collapsed entirely under the weight of the nights' breath as Kathrine leaned back in the seat, closing her eyes to the world, to the responsibility and questions that would, in all likeliness, never find answers. A faint warmth continued to hold her shoulder for the minutes it took her to go over the situation. Slowly the warmth began to shake just slightly. Even through the plush leather jacket Kathrine could feel it's movement and almost smell the uncertainty before it became physical. 

 “Kathrine, lets go.”
 “I don't wanna.”
 The young man tugged at her arm again. “Neither do I.”
 Kat sighed as she climbed out, the thin swath of knee high grass bit into her jeans almost as much as the deep bone chill that settled into her body. “As long as we're in agreement. . .”

 The trip to the hotel had taken almost twenty minutes but nothing mattered the instant the large, well lit sign advertised warmth for the night at thirty-five dollars. 
 Jon touched her shoulder carefully, drawing her attention to the shaking man behind her. Though nearly a foot taller the man somehow seemed shorter, slumped at the shoulders and clenching his art book with an almost feral spark that offset the warm brown eyes she kept coming back to. “H- Here-” He dug in his pocket before withdrawing a couple of bills. 

 “I can pay for it-” She bit her lip. After checking her wallet she allowed herself to breathe, just enough for a night. . . coming up to the counter she found an older man sitting back on his stool as a TV droned on behind the counter. The thick layer of fat that stuck out from under his 'muscle' shirt hung well with the stench of cigars and alcohol. “Excuse me?”
 The man continued to watch the TV as a breeze swept through the parking lot.

 Jon pounded on the window an instant later. “Hey.”

 The man jumped slightly, looking over his shoulder. “Yeah?”

 “We- We’d like a room please.” Kathrine shuttered as another gust bit into her jacket.

  The man glanced up, tapping a button behind the counter. “One bed or two, smoking or non?”
 Kat glanced up at the sign, re-reading it. “The special, thirty-five dollar. . .”
 “Okay. Fill this out. He slid a small white card through the hole under the window, not taking his eyes off Jon. “Theres a five dollar deposit on the key.”
 “Right.” Kat began filling out her name- All at once the card was gone, the pen followed when Jon grabbed them both.

 “Like this.” He looked at her, scratching the name out and carving an X in it’s place.

 “Hey.” The man started.

 “She can’t read.”
 Kathrine pulled her wallet out, placing forty dollars and the card in the slot. 
 “Room twenty-seven.” The man handed Kat the key. “Checkout by eleven.”

  “Thanks.” She glanced at Jon before searching for their room.

 The stained white door gave way to a room that could have easily been mistaken for a doll house. A lacquered press board 'dresser' supported a small television that fit perfectly with the table and chairs set in front of the window. A flimsy brown blanket stitched across the small bed that occupied the rear corner of the rectangular room. Across from the door faces met duplicates of themselves in a mirror.

 Jon shut the door behind them, sealing out the biting cold of the early morning. The gentle thrum of the heater soothed Kat's nerves just slightly as she laid her clothes out on the table, finally taking in the distinct smell of burned wood and the memories that followed. She leaned forward on the table to steady herself against the waves of weakness and nausea that had struck her when she saw the house and again when she had been crying. . . All of it. There's nothing-

 “And now for your five day forecast.” A cheerful woman spoke softly.

 Kat spun to see Jon's hand still on the TV. His other was busy untying his heavy work boots. He glanced up with something that resembled a grin. “How-” Kat bit her tongue so hard she could feel the blood wash over her teeth. 

 “Take off your shoes and get changed if you can-” He rolled the wet edges of his pants up just over his knee. The lightly tanned flesh of his calves and defined muscles underneath had been reddened to match the same color on his arms and face- No doubt the same stinging sensations were needling his skin as they were hers.

 “Jon-” 
 “You'll reg- regret it if you don't.” He turned back to the TV with a touch of something resembling unease.

 Kat sank herself into the small chair with a light sigh. “So how can you keep calm after all this? We could have frozen to death and, and-”
 “We didn't though did we?” 

 “So what-”
 “Kat.” He got up, placing his boots under the heater. “We're fine, we can worry about the what ifs and shit later- Okay? Right now we need to-”
 “Jon! Cops! We have-”
 “Shh. Look, we'll be okay for now. All we gotta do is keep quiet for a couple days.”
 Kat couldn't help but let the fear pinch her voice. “Then what?” 
 He shrugged. “We'll be okay-”
 “No we won't-”
 The man stepped just a little closer, sitting in the chair directly across from Kat. “Gimmie your foot.”
 “No.” Kathrine exhaled sharply. Pin pricks and warmth traded off with desires somehow being allowed a voice, a very familiar and soothing voice. Let him, might be fun. . . She exhaled and leaned down to untie her shoes.

 “Okay, look. Would you rather be out there? And have nothing? At least for now we can keep warm-”

 “You made your point.” Kathrine looked up. After a moment she allowed her mind to wander, the warm gaze of the man's eyes dug into the chill that had settled into her somewhere between the field and hotel. It wasn't him that made her give up the truck, it wasn't him that burned down her home- It wasn't him that-

 “Fine.” He shrugged, leaning back.
 “I'm sorry Jon- I just. . . What? You know? I don't know whats going on-”
 “Lets worry about that later.” He slid his socks off and laid them on top of the heater. 

 “Right.” Kat nodded numbly before handing him her socks and rolling up her pant leg- Kathrine glanced up to find the young man's back to her. Panic shot through her mind before she rolled her pants back down, fighting the numb sense that wrapped around her ankle and calf. “So um-” She breathed in to look at the TV which continued to carry on about escalating gang violence or something. “What are we gonna do now.”
 “Get a shower, warm up. . . You should probably change clothes.” His features reddened just slightly, followed instantly by the faintest bittersweet scent of- Arousal?
 Kat nodded. “You first.” She climbed on to the bed a moment later, trying as hard as she could to dispel the questions and fears still clinging to her mind. The who's and whys were largely trivial compared to the uncertainty of the future, the very real possibility of- of what? Starving? Freezing? Dying? Why-
 “After the news.” Jon sat on the corner of the bed before taking a breath.

 Through the half hour broadcast nothing had been mentioned of them, of the reasons or even the possibility that they had been hiding out in some run down motel. Absolutely no mention, absolutely nothing to hold on to- Just real criminals and real crimes. . . Murder, rape, hopeless souls without a future and even less of a chance. . . 

 Kathrine leaned against the wall, a soft sigh escaping from her lips as she placed a pillow behind her back. 

 “No news is good news. . .” Jon shrugged, his body sliding down.

 “I suppose. . .  Kat crossed her legs, supporting her head with her hands. “I hope so. . .”

 The young man sat up.  “I’m sure it is- Usually that’s all you’d hear about if it was a big deal. . .”
 “Having police point guns at you and chase you for five miles isn’t a ‘big deal’?”
 “Not to them.” Jon nodded at the TV.

  “What about us?”

  “Yeah.” Jon made his way to the bathroom, stopping to look around the corner just before he entered. “But if we let it eat at us. We’ll never get anywhere. . .”
 “Easy for you to say.”
 Jonathan stared at the woman, a soft bite in his voice. “I’ll be right back.”
 Kathrine stretched out slowly, allowing her body the moment's peace it had been denied since they had entered the room, even the mild hunger pains had subsided for now. Time passed slowly behind closed eyes, fading into sleep as her muscles continued to relaxed themselves. 

 Thick white trees tangled into clumps over the outstretched mud below. Reeds and brambles fought over the small pools that interrupted the black soil, each one seeming to struggle in the gentle acrid wind that settled over the otherwise foggy mire.

Kathrine stood atop an overturned log, it’s thick bark supporting tight fighting boots that disappeared under her loose white pants, a matching T-shirt snugged her body under a purple denim vest. She looked down again only to find a white baseball cap on her head.

 Scents of decaying plant matter and dead wood filled the woman’s lungs as she searched through the mass of tangled air that surrounded her. Sounds called from beyond the haze, voices without form and words without meaning, mere whispers inside her head.

 “Hello?” Kat called softly.

 The whispers turned into silence as breath finished forming the word. The fog rolled gently bringing with it a distinct chill, damp and thick it passed over the woman. Shivers moved through her body at the speed of thought as she caught sight of a silhouette moving through the haze. 

 “Hello?” 
 The silhouette stopped, fog thickening around it as Kat tried to reach out. “Hello? Someone?” A form slipped into her peripheral vision, his soft features and blue eyes regarding her with compassion. Water sloshed as he moved, small steps that pulled him deeper into the liquid carpet. “Dad, stop.” Kat managed weakly, watching from her log as the man descended into the muck. “Dad?” She called, searching the dark water for signs of hope. 

 “Kathrine.” A warm voice cut through the air, reassuring in it’s familiarity. “Kat?” The tone echoed from invisible barriers, reflecting at the woman and encompassing her. 

 “Jon? Over here!” She shouted, her voice fading into the thick blanket of white. 
 An instant stretched into forever as a form slid from the blanket, brining with it light that dissolved the fog around it. A smiled lit up tired looking features as boots slogged through the thick mud that separated them. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” Jonathan offered his hand as he closed the distance.

 “Dad- he went under.” Kat slid from the log, splashing into the icy water that pooled around her ankle. “Will you help me find him?”
 “He's over there.” Jon pointed to a thick patch of fog. “He said he’d meet you at your favorite spot.” 
 Kathrine walked cautiously through the water, making her way to a particularly thick patch of fog that separated them from her father. “Will you go with me Jon?”
 The young man’s boots moved sloshed through the water, his voice an instant contrast to the icy puddles. “I’ll go wherever you do.”
  Hours passed as they wandered through the fog, dried wood and water slowly gave way to bleached animal bones and cracked earth. The haze burned away to reveal jagged mountains that stood watch over the valley below, sentries of the unforgiving plains. 

 Kathrine stopped when the flaking dirt opened to a long trench, reaching from one side to the other and sinking into depth she could find no end to. 

 “Kat.” Jon’s voice called from the other side. “Come on. We have to go.” 

 The gap widened slowly as murky fog crept up behind her. “I can’t, I’ll never make it!”
 Jonathan reached his arms out, his voice warming even as the fog touched the woman. “I’ll catch you.”
 “Jon-”
 “I promise.”
 Kathrine searched the man’s eyes, as the distance widened. Somewhere behind him she could see a figure, almost a perfect mirror of her save for the shimmering purple and gold cloak she wore, or the blonde highlights that had been woven into her braided hair. The form, the thing smiled as it lifted it's own arms, a mockery of Jon's promises- A denial of truth. Finally she forced herself to move as the gap widened even more. She slipped into the fog, her boots carrying her deep into the chill, a breath left her body as she turned to the trench and began to run. 

 Kathrine's eyes shot open, taking in the off-white walls that left little room for air, let alone movement. She sat up, glancing at Jon, his body supported across the two chairs that had been part of the room’s ‘decor’.

 “Hey.” Kat laid her hand on the young man’s shoulder, squeezing as she repeated the whisper. “Jon.”

 “Hmm?” His tired voice carried with it a maturity she hadn't quite noticed before- Somehow aged in the span of an instant.

 “Why don’t you take the bed.” Kathrine squeezed again. “This cant be comfortable.”
 “I’ll be okay.”

 “Please. . .”

 The young man looked up, his weary voice cracking. “You sure?”
 “Yeah.”
 Jonathan stretched out, his bones popping in various locations around his body. “Thanks.” He grinned as he slid over the thin comforter, he shivered slightly in the lightly chilled air as Kathrine dug her almost hot shoes out from under the silent heater.
 Shampoo and sweat mixed in the air, faint traces of musty fabric coming together to fill the room with a scent that was unique and somehow inviting, another distinct tang edged just under the warmth she had noticed. The smell brought with it memories of her father's work bench and the weapons he had been cleaning for people before- Light reflected shades of vibrant orange and green as Kathrine moved through the room, the mirror grabbing her attention. A woman stared back at her, features familiar yet alien. Patters of orange danced across the mirror Kat's eyes as she disregarded the woman, instead reaching for her jacket.

 A soft grunt emanated from the bed, the young man stirred against unseen forces. A moment passed before he grunted again, leading to a soft whisper “Fuck you.” His breath died as he moved again. 

 Kathrine watched the fight play out, curiosity and fear holding her in place. “Whats wrong Jon?” Several minutes passed before the man settled into a lull, tension and fear crept through the air almost physically despite his more relaxed position. The woman hung her head slightly, sliding her jacket on a moment later. “Sleep well.” Kat opened the door, glancing back before stepping into the frigid morning.

 The gentle patter of cushioned soles carried Kathrine over the unforgiving concrete that composed a path which twisted and turned into shadows formed by carefully placed brick buildings and metal street lamps. Thoughts strung together, a long chain of events that lead to the history that was being created with each step taken. Emotions followed slowly, coating the rusty links in obscurity which gave way to reason and perspective.

 Kathrine carefully picked apart memories from events gone passed, re-arranging them and viewing them from different angles looking for answers to questions that had followed her since birth. Those questions would eventually yield answers, after enough searching, enough directing; she had always liked to tell herself that- But the truth never made sense, nothing did.

 Instead her thoughts turned to the young man and the impact the last few days had incurred on them. Angles blurred, views and memories merging to form a layout of their relationship, from the night in the truck stop to the morning she had woken up in his arms. The events played out slowly, each one finding a special meaning as different views were considered and conversations relived. 

 Questions ebbed away at the emotions generated, each one more important then the last. Finally the string of questions began to unravel as Kat found answers she was content with, answers that wouldn’t fit if she thought about it hard enough. We're friends, the police made a mistake, we'll get this sorted out. . . 

 Only three remained, forcing new thoughts as she worked on them. Who was the woman in the coat? What did the police want with her? What about Jon? 
 Kathrine sighed inwardly as a gust of air bit into the insulated leather jacket. The questions remained, deliberately open to anyone who could provide some insight where she had failed. Kat rolled three questions through her mind carefully hoping  new answers would follow. What will happen? Can we trust? What if we- She had to force herself silent before she could let the last word come. That was impossible.

 Miles disappeared under her sneakers, eventually coming to a head in front of a white brick building, the large letters spelling out ‘MRS. T’s’. A sign advertised it as an all night dinner, it’s atmosphere warmed the woman as muted light was cast from the large windows that made up it’s side. Kathrine scanned the parking lot from the shadow of a large apartment building. The light refracted from the various panes of glass in a prismatic display, almost eliminating the shadows entirely but causing her a major strain to look at it. The same had always happened when looking through conflicting light sources, but somehow seemed so much worse where glass was concerned. Confident no one was around she crossed the blacktop, entering the building with a shallow sigh.

 “Morning.” An older man smiled, his bright teeth a striking contrast to his dark skin. 

 “Good morning.” Kat returned the smile. “How are you?”
 “Just fine thanks, anything I can get you?”
 She looked over a menu, checking prices. “Ah. . . Yeah. I’d like two chicken platters, the ah, six piece ones. And a double quarter pound combo. . . And two hot cocas please.” She smiled as she replaced the menu. “To go..”
 “Anything while your waiting?”
 “No thanks.”
 The woman sat, carefully watching the street as the room filled with the smells of cooking food. Time slipped by, the clock ticking it off one second after the other.
 “Miss?”
 “Hmm?” Kathrine looked over her shoulder, her eyes beholding a plastic bag and cardboard cup carrier. “Ah.”
 “Total comes to sixteen thirty five.”
 “Thanks.” She grinned as she handed him the money. 

 Brilliant white light swept across the interior of the café, reflecting from metal and wood as it moved. A car caught Kat's attention, a black and white police cruiser that took up residence just outside the door. 

 “Just keep the change.” Kat smiled, her voice weakening when the car’s engine died. 
 “Well thank you miss, you have a good day.”
 “Thanks, you too.” She scooped up the food and started for the door, her eyes following the uniformed officers that exited the Crown Victoria. Panic shot down her spine, as the officers approached slowly, talking between themselves.

 The larger of the two pulled the door open, holding it for Kathrine.

 “Ah- Thanks.” She forced a smile, her heart pounding against her rib cage even as she disappeared around the apartment. All thoughts of the police dissolved as she picked up a sprint. 

 Kathrine crept up to the motel, scanning the parking lot and empty streets under the careful watch of the slowly rising sun. Red and yellow light poured around the heavy curtains to bathe the small room in a soft orange glow that could have easily been mistaken for someone shining a light through a container of dish soap.

 The soft click of the door being locked could do little to erase the sheer terror that had followed her back from the diner, the panic had given up half way back but the possibility of the police following her back was too much. 
 After a moment she exhaled the last breath from her body, the streets were still silent and empty. They hadn't recognized her. . . They would have been here by now. A sharp sting bit into her stomach as she caught a whiff of the warm food containers still in her hands. Despite, or because of, the inviting smells something tugged at her nose with a sharper, far more potent realization. The oil smell still lingered in the air.

 Searching the room had yielded nothing, even trying to turn Jon over had only found faint traces of it. . . Whatever it was he had been in contact with it- A gun? He has a gun? No, no, he isn't like that- He. Kathrine glanced down at his boots. 
 She tried to calm herself before she lifted up the steel toed things, tried to think back to when he might have found one- To when he might have lied to her. . . But nothing prepared her for the overwhelming stench of the well lubricated and obviously well maintained Glock she had found under his socks.

 Her father had told her enough about the weapon to be able to tell it from it's boxy slide and polymer frame. Even recalling some of the features he had gloated about on a number of occasions. I tell ya Kathy, they made it right. 

 What wasn't right, or even sane, was the fact that a young man. Her friend. Had it, or what he might possibly do with it. . . She sat staring at the thing for almost half an hour trying to figure out what to do when a warm voice interrupted her. 

 “Morning.”
 “What the hell is this?” She shot up before she had even recognized what she was doing.

 “Woah, hey. Chill out-”
 “A gun!”
 “Kat!” The man stood up slowly. “Calm down.”
 “So is this what they want us for? Because-”
 “I found it in that bitch's car.” He replied calmly. “I thought we might be able to use it. . .”
 Kat stopped in mid breath. His eyes tensed as if something sour had been forced into his mouth, just enough to keep the sharp scent of raw fear in the air between them. “Jon, those things hurt people. They're designed to take lives-”

 “I know, but-”
 “We don't need it. I don't want-”
 “Look. My dad showed me-”
 “So did mine! I could tell you anything about this- this- Killing machine. But we don't need it.”
 “Kathrine. . . We can use it to get through some shit, it might-”
 “Get us killed.”

 The young man stepped aside her, picking up the weapon before ejecting the clip- magazine and pulling the slide back to eject the round. “Listen to me.” He said as he laid the round on the table. “People don't listen to someone without a reason to. Especially cops-” 
 “No, no.” She grabbed for the weapon, not at all surprised when the man put it behind his back. “Don't you-”
 “Look, trust me. Okay? I know what I'm doing.”
 “Oh? Is that right mister Prower?” She clenched her jaw a split second before making a grab for the gun. Jon stepped aside and pushed her shoulder with his left hand, the sound she made when she hit the bed jarred her voice only slightly. “Give it to me-”
 “No.”
 “Jonathan-”
 “Look, much as you might not like it. Much as you might not believe me, I know what the fuck I'm doing, alright? Probably a lot better then you do.” 
 Kathrine lay silently on the bed looking up at him. She traced the warmth she found in his eyes for even a shred of doubt, a foot hold she could use to argue her point. “Jon. . .”
 “Trust me, have some faith that maybe I'm not a fuck up, huh?”
 “I never said you were- This is a lot more serious than anything like a bad grade Jon. This is your-”
 “Our.” He sat down in the chair, loading the spare round into the magazine and the magazine into the gun. “Trust me, okay? We'll be okay. . .”

 The silent hour that passed afterward gave way to another silent invitation of food that took on a somewhat bitter taste as Kat continued to force her point without so much as a breath.

 Finally Kathrine looked up from her meal. “You okay?” She nodded at the bed which had been dampened with sweat. “You were really restless.” 
 A yawn took over Jon’s voice. “Just dreams.” He shrugged casually as he sat up. 
 “Pretty rough dreams. . .” 
 “No big deal.” Jon trailed off into a forced grin as he caught her gaze. “I could tell you about another dream I had, but I don't think you'd like it. . .” His grin faded slightly into a scent of bittersweet certainty. 

 “Thats okay. . . So.  I was thinking.” Kathrine took a sip from her coca. “What are we going to do? I mean we can’t go to the police. . . But how long can we go?”
 Jonathan took a bite of his hamburger, chewing slowly as he searched the tabletop for answers. Seconds passed in silence as unease took the young man’s body. “Dunno, but.” He finished swallowing. “We need a plan.”
 “Plan, huh?”
 “Yeah- Figure out what we need, what we have- All that.”
 Kathrine tilted her head as she searched the young man’s face. “Makes sense.” The woman continued her search for a moment, the question begging for a voice.

 “What?”
 “Ah- Um.” A few seconds passed before the Kat forced the question she had been silently asking herself. “Where do you come up with this stuff?”
 Jonathan stared blankly for a moment. “Boy scouts.”

 “You?” Kathrine smiled. “That’s cool. . .”  A few seconds passed in silence as she allowed her mind to wander to the image of the well built man in a uniform of her own design. Crisp edges and polished shoes all around. . .

 “Yeah. . .Tell me about it.”
 “No, no. I bet you looked. . . Sharp.” Kat grinned slightly.

 “Like a spoon.” The young man replied flatly before taking another bite of his burger. 
 “And whats wrong with spoons?” 

 Jon watched the woman’s eyes as seconds ticked by. Finally he shrugged. 
 A warm smile graced Kathrine’s features mirrored by her voice a second later. “Remind me to get you a uniform for your birthday. . .” 
 “So that’s how it is?” He raised an eyebrow.

 Kat chuckled softly as her voice backed up in her throat. “That’s for me to know.”
 Jon searched her eyes for a moment that seemed to stretch out into hours, finally his cracked voice spoke. “Right.”  The young man nodded solemnly, his voice changing to one marred by time. “Like I was saying- We need a plan, take an objective look at the situation and what we have.”
 Kathrine watched his eyes closely, reflecting the man’s tone after managing to control the words she wanted to speak. “Alright.”

 
 “Thirty-eight dollars, sixteen cents, an art book, six pencils, three pairs of jeans, a t-shirt. . . And some pocket lint.” Kathrine flicked the small wad of fuzz off the table. 
 Jon searched through his wallet, pulling out cards and scraps of paper he had probably forgotten judging by the look on his face. “Seventeen cents.” He frowned as a penny slid free.

 Kat looked over the table top, re-counting the neatly laid out items. “Man- This isn’t looking good.”

 “Sure it is.”
 “Run that by me again?”
 “We have enough money for the room, and probably something to eat.” The young man relaxed slightly. “It could be worse.”
 “Yeah. I suppose so.” She forced a smile.
 “I'm sorry about the truck. . .” Jon’s voice tensed. “The cops. The woman. who knows who else. They’re probably looking for it. . .”

  Kat took a long sip of coca, noting the different choice of words from last night.

  “I’m sorry.” Jonathan managed to hold the woman’s gaze, his voice warming slightly as he spoke. “When we get this all sorted out I’ll see if I can find another one. I know this guy in-”
 “That’s okay.” She forced a smile. “I was getting tired of it anyway. Thing was a gas hog. Always needed work. Probably better that its gone.” Kathrine watched the young man’s eyes carefully, a soft breath left her mouth as something that might have been her voice took her voice took over. “Material possessions don’t mean anything. As long as we’re okay.”
 Jon nodded, his eyes warmed as the words registered. “Yeah.” 

 The natural scent of musk and sweat mixed together somewhere outside of Kathrine's senses. Bare strands of sleep dulled the ache of hunger still gnawing at her sides, more than the questions still spinning through her mind or the dreams that seemed to follow her no matter where she went.

 She understood the difference usually, enjoying her ability to mold the landscape and even the content of them on several occasions. Unfortunately now wasn't one of them.

 The asphalt stretched out into the infinite horizon, unhindered by mountains or the massive sky scrapers that surrounded her. People and cars moved through the tangle of concrete and steel almost completely oblivious to the little red headed girl standing on the corner. The city was familiar, easily recognizable by the heavy train tracks that made a path through the asphalt right under the suspended power lines that supplied the San Diego trolley's power. As if reading her thoughts a bright red trolley zoomed by, carrying several passengers who's faces were contorted in various masks of horror and disbelief- All of them were staring at her. . .

 Though exadurated and somehow fake, as if they were cut from cardboard and set up inside the train, the people all seemed to follow her with their eyes as the trolley slowed to a stop just up the street. A particularly familiar passenger caught her attention even as it came around the back of the last car. 

 The shimmering robe it wore stood out against the refracted lights of the trolley and overcast sky, an almost ethereal reflection displayed the horizon against her purple robe. Even the gold accents along her arm seemed to sparkle with different versions of the dingy brick buildings and glass towers. The features that stood out the most were the ones that should have been Kathrine's', the slightly raised cheek bones and sharp cut jaw that had always seemed to get a man's attention, wanted or not. . . Even the green eyes seemed to be staring at her through the mass of cardboard people that scurried about. What was different was the blonde streaks that had been interwoven between it's braids, the contours of the things jaw were slightly harder and then there was the rough voice, almost guttural compared to Kathrine's own. The same voice spoke when the thing kneeled down in front of Kat. 

 “Fancy meeting you here.” The thing offered a smile to expose a pair of canines almost half as long as her pinky finger. It always seemed to add a long S sound to it's already rolling Rs and now was no different- Almost like Kathrine had when she was younger. . . “Been a while huh cutie?”
 Kathrine backed away when it reached out a hand. 
 “Come now, that's not very nice.” It's voice sank slightly. “How about some ice cream?”

 Kat shut her eyes, concentrating as hard as she could on familiar features and the memories that had contained them. Slowly the bustle of the city melted away, taking with it the stench of burning gasoline and cigarettes into the soft, sweet scent of wet grass and slowly decaying leaves. Every detail was rendered in her mind's eye- including the years it had taken to finally realize her dreams.

 When she opened her eyes she smiled when she found rolling hills and multi colored leaves laid out under her like a blanket. Even the massive oak tree next to her seemed to stretch off into infinity with promises of the future as yet unchallenged. . . Even her body had changed, now almost an adult she wore the same trappings she had when she first visited the place- A simple long sleeve shirt and oversized sweats. 
 “This is nice. . .” A rough hewn voice whispered in her ear. 
 Kat jumped and spun on her bare heel. “Go away.” She tried to hide the disbelief in her voice. 
 “I like it here though.” It smiled again.
 “I don't- No, leave.” Kathrine slammed her eyes shut, mentally erasing the thing from her vision, unraveling the thread of it's robe to reveal the complete nothingness underneath before she wiped away the thing's features with her hand. When she opened her eyes the thing cocked it's eyebrow and curled it's lip slightly the way it always seemed to do when it was annoyed at her. “Leave!”
 After a moment it rolled it's eyes. “How many times have you tried that? Even in the last month. . . It didn't work when you were six and it won't work when you're twenty six. Deal with it-”
 “I have enough going on right now, I don't need you too!” Kathrine exhaled her frustration as she tried to shield her eyes from the visage. “Not you, not now- Not ever!”

 Sensations became physical as the landscape washed away into the void that lay behind her eyes. The light scent of arousal mixed with shallow sweat and barely noticeable scents of cut wood or pencil lead. 

 Kathrine let out a slow breath, allowing her eyes to open slowly. Familiar pains gouged at her side while a faint glow played across the room, highlighting a man's features and the thick book he cradled in his lap. Slowly recognition came through the haze when he looked up at her again apparently not aware that she was awake. She let out a little smile. “Having fun?”
 The book slammed shut with a loud crash that only partly covered up the sound of the pencil snapping off in his hand. Jon tossed the book down as though it had been red hot an instant before he jumped back in the chair, almost causing it to tip. 

 They stared at each other for a moment that stretched off into eternity, the warmth and uncertainty that welled up in the young man's eyes was only offset by the sharp red tint that painted his features almost pale. He cleared his throat.
 “Just- Let me know when you're done. . .” Kathrine exhaled her laughter as she laid her head back down into the warm pillow. 

 Minutes fell into deep silence while she watched the young man recover his book and a new pencil. The tremor in his hands had almost faded when he leaned back into his seat and began sketching.
 Light flickered occasionally against the warm brown eyes that watched her over the book. Even the dagger of hunger seemed to dull while she lost herself in the possibilities that were so near yet so very distant. No chance, you know better. She let out a sigh when Jon's pencil quickened a little. The faint scent of bittersweet arousal brushed the air from time to time during the minutes and seeming hours that followed his careful attention to his work. Only once did he actually look down to the page, stopping just long enough to apparently check some detail. 
 Emotions slid into the vague hue of the TV's glow as it played against his eyes repeatedly, something sparked again when he leaned forward and glanced down at the book then back at Kat. “Um- I'm done. . .” His voice shook more than his hands, but only slightly less than the visible question in his eyes. Something resembling good enough?

 Kathrine sat up slowly, feeling a fresh wave of exhaustion erase her resolve when she leaned forward on her elbows. “May I?”
 Jon tensed slightly before closing the book.
 “Hey- No fair. . .” Kat tried to force her voice, even the words seemed strained until she found a new tone buried behind her headache. “Come on, lemmie see.”
 “You sure you want to?”
 “Yeah.”

 The young man shrugged casually, completely betraying the shake in his hands as he offered up the thick book. “It's not very-”
 “Shh.” Kat flipped through the familiar images, almost studdering when she found the image. “I'm sure it looks great-” Soft wrinkles of cloth flowed over the heavy grain paper only to subside to the middle where a valley formed around a sleeping woman. Hair flowed out from around the her sharp features with an almost child like innocence that seemed to betray the slightly exadurated curves of her body. The tight draw of her exposed stomach seemed to be barely enough to cover the muscles underneath before it dissappeared into her pants- The same pants that had been slid up her ankle and part way up her calf. Several thick stripes stared back at her from the page, each one climbing up the side of her leg to dissappear under the otherwise loose fitting denim. “I- Jon-” Kat sharpened her breath when she brought her feet over the side of the bed to face him. “That's beautiful. . .” She half exhaled before stealing a glance down at her now completely covered legs. 

 “Yeah. . . She is.” The young man grinned just slightly as a red tint completely destroyed his casual tone. The same emotion flickered against his eyes when he turned his nose down just a little as if he was following her lead. The effect somehow made him seem older even before he swallowed his barely auditable whisper. “So are you.”
 Kathrine's body tensed from the inside out when she heard the words ring through out her mind again. Even listening to it for a third time didn't help add reasoning but somehow seemed to sooth the pains still eating at her sides. “Jon?”
 His head shot up. “Are you hungry?”


 Concrete and asphalt exposed themselves under the dark sky lined on either side by buildings that offered shelter from the breeze which seemed to flow through the streets like a river. Kathrine and Jon moved through the tight confines of the street with only the faint clap of rubber meeting concrete between them. 

 Kat glanced over for perhaps the millionth time, trying to silence the words she wanted to hear, the true feelings buried somewhere along the road now long forgotten. Even if only to find she had heard right. . . She sighed- If only she could ask.

 “Ah. . . One of us should probably stay out here, just in case. . .”

 Kat started with a jump, barely able to discern the King Street Market until she looked around. The stench of urine encrusted cinder blocks drew her back into their surroundings, the harsh glow of halogen lights raining down from the enclosed area bathed the yellow stained white paint in a blue tint almost as calming as the nerves that were shaking under her voice. “Alright. . . I’ll stay here.”
 “ Watchya  want?”

 “I don’t care. Something with some meat-” She looked through the window, scanning the shelves. “Whatever’s cheap. . .”

 “Right.” He took a look down the road on either side. “If something happens, go around back down Brinks and then go to the hotel-”
 “Jon . . .” Kat exhaled. “Don't talk like that.”
 “Trust me, okay?”
 “But-”
 “Brinks, Bailey and Palm.” He glanced over his shoulder as he started toward the door. “Don't forget.” With that he disappeared into the well lit store.

 Kathrine watched him for a moment as he slid in between the shelves, kneeling down occasionally to look over some of the other goods- Her perception caught the difference an instant later when he pocketed one. “No!” Kat tapped on the glass when she saw him do it again. Betrayal and anger flushed against her cheeks until finally she gave in to a shout. “Don't you dare!”

 Light shattered the darkness a moment later and red light tones took turns painting the surrounding buildings in their glow but a brilliant cone of light seemed to be searing through her in that same instant. Kathrine brought an arm up to shield her eyes, an effort made futile by the harsh, male, voice from inside the car.

 “Keep your hands where I can see them.” The strong voice cut through the heavy air that separated them. a tall man exited the car a moment later his pressed uniform giving way to a defined jaw and brown hair. “Do you know what time it is?” The man spoke as he approached. 
 “Ah-” Kathrine tried to look under her jacket's arm to see the man's face and name but failed repeatedly.  “No sir.”

 “It’s way past curfew.” The voice softened slightly as the officer’s features came to block the light. The wrinkles and age lines drawn across his marked skin hinted at an age that sounded nothing like his voice. “Hop in, I’ll take you home-”
 A soft chuckle left the woman’s mouth ending in a smile. “Its okay. I’m-” Kat's voice studdered to a stop when she caught herself. She ran her mind over the possibilities in an instant, searching desperately for the right answer that would keep her- The right lie that would set her free. “I'm okay- I- Uh. . .”
 “Whats the matter?” 
 “Just a little hard to see thats all. . .” A form moved just outside her vision, Jon's visage crossed the door only to stop and glance her way. She almost looked over to meet him but managed to hold the man's gaze. “Um, I'm fine really. . . Thank you though-”
 “If someone catches you out here you know you could be arrested. . .” The man, Officer Williams, trailed off with a draw of genuine concern that almost warmed when Jon crossed the street, around the car and into the mouth of the alley where he waved at her, signaling to hurry up.

 “I know, I'm gonna get- inside, real soon. . . Promise.” She tried to shut her voice down before she would be able to actually tell the man a lie. “I'm real close- Thanks though. . .” 
 The man's features wrinkled just slightly as if he was considering it. Finally he smiled. “You be sure and stay warm okay? And be careful, theres been a lot of gangs  up in the Crestline area-” 
 “I will sir, thanks-” Kathrine started off at a dead sprint toward the alley.

 “And I suppose you got all that for three dollars right?” Kathrine slammed the small pack of jerky down on the table, the static still radiating through the room edged her voice to a near shout when it sparked against her finger tip.
 Jon looked up, taking a small candy bar before he offered a sidelong grin. “Nope. The hot dog and water took care of that- I was just getting the most for our money.”
 “Learn that in the Boy Scouts did ya?” Kathrine’s words bit into her voice while she eyed the large hot dog, probably still warm- Certainly smelled editable. . . 
 “Kat, look. We got nothing, what the hell did you want me to do? Blow the last of our money on some shit we'd be-”
 “A thief? My friend is a thief? What am I supposed to think-”
 “Whatever you want.” He leaned back. “Do what you want but don't say I didn't try.” The man took a big bite as if he could somehow justify the crime without a word. 

 “Jonathan-” Kat took a deep breath. “Why? We're trying to make things better. . .”
 “I did. We got food now, at least for tomorrow.”
 “But you stole it from-”
 “You don't have to eat it you know.” 
 Minutes and hours dragged on while Kat tried to focus on the nightly news. The scent of cooked meat and even the semi-sweet tinge of jerky continued to tear at her already frayed reserve. Listening to Jon chew on the small strips of cow didn't help any- each bite seemed to be a little taunt he threw her way until finally she caved in and grabbed the hot dog. She noticed the young man's satisfied grin an instant before she walked to the bathroom and slammed the door shut.

  Clouds hung heavy against a dull grey background. Errant drops of rain fell to the earth, a perfect match for the chilled winds that had taken the concrete valley. Brightly painted metal and lush planter boxes ringed the old tan building, acting as a buffer to the large parking lot. Westview Plaza stood as a reminder of a life that had since faded into obscurity, the dream that couldn’t quite be recalled.  Cars and trucks dotted the blacktop, huddled together for warmth in the face of quickly sinking temperature.

 “You sure this is the right place?” Kathrine took a breath as she peeked over the thick hedge. 
 “Yeah. We used to come here a lot when I was younger.” 
 “There.” Kat nodded at a pair as they moved through a cluster of tightly packed vehicles. A taller blonde woman walked in front of a shorter Asian, both of them carrying sizable duffel bags that seemed to be swiveling with their bodies.
 Jon moved slowly in the mulch they had been sitting in, his heavy boots kicking up several of the wood chips. A heavy breath left his mouth as he took another look around. “Lets go.”

 The soft clapping of boots and shoes followed them over the dense blacktop, thick traffic guidelines and the occasional piece of trash to a shallow stop when they caught up with the women. Soft green eyes met cool brown, emotions mirrored one another in the same instant. The dark circles under Sam's watery eyes gave way to relief and a warm smile when the two closed the distance. Sam wrapped her hands wrapped around the taller man, the warmth they radiated blunting the fangs of air that bit into Kat's jacket without so much as an ounce of concern.

 “Hi sis.” Jon spoke softly, tightening his hold.

 Her hands slowly fell from the young man’s back, coming to rest around his lower back and the polymer frame that resided there. “Jon?” The hands slipped under the loose T-shirt, tracing over the bulky pistol that hugged his spine. “Oh Jon. . .”

 Chapter 7

 Hayden stared at the name plate sitting on his desk, barely listening to the small headset through witch his daughter's voice continued to recite her day's events. And even less to the tall, barrel chested officer in front of him. Neither mattered nearly as much as they should have today- Even listening to officer Drake's account of how a known drug dealer and felon had escaped with the help of 'an as yet unknown male acomplace'. . . A kid- It was a kid.

 “So tell me Drake.” He looked up to silence the man in mid sentence. 
 “Ah- Sir?”
 “Tell me exactly why you couldn't get her. In as few words as possible.” 
 The man shifted his weight on to one foot, the motion barely noticeable through his sharp 'parade rest' stance. With his short brown hair and physical build he could have easily passed for a Marine, however Hayden knew better- He had chosen him personally for the assignment. He hand delivered his paychecks and now he had the nerve to try to weasel his way out of-

 “Sir, there was a third party.”
 “Yes, the child-”
 Aleaf's voice chimed into his headset when he released the 'mute' button. “So, what would you do father? I think he loves me but-”
 “Tell him the truth, if he can't accept it. . . Deal with it your own way.” 

 Drake looked at him funny, cocking his eyebrow just slightly.
 “Is that what you did with mom?”
 “Lets meet for lunch, Dens Field Plaza?”
 “I have class. . .”
 “Dinner?”
 “Going out with Sarah.” 
 Hayden bit back a growl, leaning into the overstuffed leather of his chair before letting out a short sigh. “I'll call you again tomorrow, I need to take care of some stuff at work-”
 “That doesn't answer my question.”
 “About oh three hundred?”
 “Father-”
 “Until Then.” He killed the connection, standing up to meet the man in front of him. “Please, continue.”
 “Sir.” He cleared his throat.
 “You'd have me believe a child separated you from your objective? A child that, for all we know, could be in league with her?”
 “I don't think so, sir.” 

 “Oh?” Hayden stepped behind his chair, listening carefully to the man's breathing even as a barely noticeable tinge of fear erased the certain facade he presented. Through their years Hayden had always encouraged free thinking and questioning 'the powers that be'. Rarely had those powers ever actually been him. He was beginning to understand why Lieutenant Moore looked like he was gonna have a coronary every time Hayden bucked. It was damned annoying. . . 

 “He- The kid, he didn't take off right away. Someone got him to do it. . .”
 “And you didn't see this 'someone' I take it?”
 “No sir. We we're busy trying to apprehend the target.”

 Hayden nodded. “No fault for doing your job. . . Did you recover the closed circuit footage?”
 “Sir? Oh, shit- Yeah. We did.”
 “And?”
 “Um. . . It looks like that one you told us about.”
 Hayden had to shoot the man a stupid look. “Which one might that be, Drake? We've had sixteen cases in the past- Oh, say, five days?”
 “The um, the short one. . .” He pursed his lips.

 A voice studdered deep in Hayden's throat when he tried to silence the man's insecurities. “I expect a video on my desk by the time I get back. And while you're at it, dispatch Kestich's team. I wanna know everything about this 'kid' by next week. . .”
 “Can do sir.”
 “Go.”
 Hayden propped himself up against the wall of the microscopic office. The small pictures that sat atop the desk grinned back at him with his daughter's forlorn smiles which could have easily been confused for pained grimaces, like the one he wore right now. The 'short one' had been a thorn in his side for almost a decade, he could have, and had, filled filing cabinets and computer drives with records of their encounters. To date there had been almost two hundred of them with a good ninety percent of them ending in 'her' being victorious- The other ten percent could have been called a draw save for the obscene slaughter that had been wrought. 

 Though the exact name wasn't entirely known, the thing had identified itself as a Leandrea. There had been records scattered about to substantiate the claim but the overwhelming evidence said that the entire Leandrea line had been destroyed almost two hundred years ago. Something apparently brought on by a confrontation between Union soldiers and the natives or some such. Regardless of why the implications were- Unnerving to say the least. 
 If Leandrea had been involved in their escape, the felon and the kid could easily be gone by now, not that it was of any consequence but there were things beyond a simple apprehension at stake. The very idea of such a thing going unannounced was. . . terrifying. 
 Hayden reached for his trench coat on the way out the door, past the crowded booking area and through the busy streets down to the food court where he managed to grab a couple ham sandwiches and some chips before they were picked over by the steadily increasing traffic. 
 Leaning back and closing his eyes didn't help to ease the tension in his stomach, even less to blunt the sharp bite of the questions still ringing through his mind one after another. According to the 'drug test' results he had gotten back, Kathrine Rikes was almost eighty nine percent positive. Which brought another question, why the hell would someone like that seek employment at a business owned by their superiors? It wasn't a secret, from the information he had garnered almost everyone knew who ran Allied Plywood. . . So how did-
 “Heya boss.” A soft feminine voice rolled through his mind, followed instantly by a plastic clink as the woman took a seat with her tray. 

 “Jackie.” He tried not to open his eyes.
 “Yep.” 
 “Are you one hundred percent sure it didn't come from the 'Diego facility?”
 “Positive.” Her chipper tone cracked slightly. “I had the numbers checked six times before I did it myself.”

 Hayden took a deep breath. “So you're saying that we have a true neutral?” After a second he managed to sit up and open his eyes. The woman before him smiled softly with a slight tint of red that always seemed to cling to her high cheek bones. Despite being almost forty she looked as though she had just graduated high school, the tight fitting clothes and ponytail she kept almost always made Hayden feel slightly uncomfortable. Regardless of her outward appearance she could easily keep up with the best of them, and had on several occasions. “Thank you.”
 “No problem. If it is, Leandrea is gonna be on it in a hot minute, you know?”
 “I wish you would have told me earlier. . .” 
 “I know boss, but I figured we had it- You need to spend some time with Aleaf. . . I didn't want you to worry about a neutral when we could have gotten it.” 
 “Just don't do it again, okay?” 
 “Sorry.”
 “Don't be. Relationships can wait-”
 “Careful boss.” Jackie's face took on an almost hollow quality while she stirred her fork in her potato salad. “She needs her dad.”
 “So what happened to Leandrea, I haven't seen the CCTV tape yet.”
 “Not much really, she was sitting there feeding the birds or something- About ten minutes later the kid shows up with our suspect, he looks at her, she looks at him, he wigs out and bolts for the door. Our guys show up and spook them- But she got the kid good I guess, he grabbed Kathrine and ran.”
 “Thats it?”
 “Pretty much. When the guys took off after them, Leandrea leaned back until the birds finished, then she got in her car and drove away.” 
 Hayden crossed his hands on the table, resting his bare fists on the cool stainless steel. “Just, drove away?”
 “Yep.”
 “And the pair-”
 “Gone, they couldn't find them. By the time we figured out what was up it was too late, some jerk off had already posted the notice and charges- Nothing I could do.”

 “Do you think they're allies?”
 “Not likely. From what I hear he was her student though.”
 “She was a teacher?”
 “Wow, you are behind boss.” Jackie smiled softly. “Yeah, from what I found on the kid, he's like one step above going to juvy. He's got a lot of charges, mostly truancy and loitering but theres some 'serious' stuff here and there. Two counts of assault and a breaking and entering.  As for the suspect. Nothing- Not so much as a parking ticket.” 
 “Who's idea was the dealer-”
 “Charles.”
 “Remind me to fire him.” Hayden got up to leave. 
 “Hey, thats not funny. You owe me a lunch, remember?”
 “Maybe later. . . I need to find out-”
 “It's already on it's way.” She flashed a knowing grin. “I got the info this morning, you should be getting it this afternoon.”

 Hayden glanced at her for a moment, tracing the barely aged lines of her eyes and cheeks for the slightest hint of a lie or joke. Finally he brushed her shoulder, making a deliberate pull with his finger from across one shoulder to the other. She didn't glance up, instead shuttering just slightly. “Thanks kiddo.” 
 “See you later boss. . .” The woman's voice sank into a sultry tone to accent the bittersweet scent that poured freely from around her. 
 In the six years since he had met her she always seemed more than interested, though unwilling to show it- As if some code of ethics or law governed her choice of company. Probably the same code that kept her so diligent in her duties and methodical about her reports. . . Though there was no genuine interest it was always fun to see how much he could get her to squirm, if only to see what she would do next. . . There would be a time that she would pull a 'put up or shut up' as she had done to so many others, but it had taken this long and she was just as content to play the giggling school girl as she was to actually help eliminate the problems that stood in their way. 

 Problems like lack of communication and information. 

 When Hayden returned to his office he found the thick manila envelope and mini-dvd disk sitting together in his chair with a sticky note that read You owe me dinner and dancing. -Jackie He stopped just long enough to toss the note before he tore into the envelope.

 Among the groups of photographs and various copies of ID cards a set of reports slid free, each paper clipped with bold titles labeling them to their corresponding person. 

Jonathan Prower 

Samantha Prower

Kathrine Rikes 

Melissa Li
 He leaned back slowly, flipping over the first leaflet while the gentle drum of the air conditioner drowned out the questions and thoughts in his mind. 

 Jonathan Prower

 Next of Kin: Samantha Prower

 Address: 456 Lexington Ave, Apt. 8B

 Age: 17

 Blood Type: Unknown 

* * * *

 “No fucking way!” Sam pulled at Jon's collar, drawing him near enough to smell the trace amounts of menthol which snaked around the chewing gum just barely hanging in her mouth. “I refuse-”
 “What the fuck are you gonna do to stop me?” Jon batted her hands away before grabbing the duffel bag at his feet. “I'm going and there isn't fuck shit you can do-” His voice ended in a sharp sting of pain when she slapped him. The reaction paled almost instantly to the metallic taste that washed over his lips a moment later. Little needles of pain ran lucid over his cheek and mouth, revealing a small cut brought on by the ring she wore. “Thats real cute. . .” He turned to leave, Kathrine's almost pure white expression stalled him just long enough to give Sam the chance to grab his shoulder.

 “You aren't going any fucking where-”
 “Hey. . . Easy guys.” Melissa's near whisper cut short when Sam's head jerked up to meet her. “We're drawing a crowd.” 

 Jon tensed. “Off, now.”
 “I can't let you leave with her Jon. She's dangerous-”
 “So am I, now get your motherfucking hand off me.” 
 “No.”
 Kathrine shook her head as Jon turned to meet his sister's gaze. The soft green orbs he had once known stared at him from over the thick rings of black running around them. Even the taut pull of her jaw muscles seemed to ache with the very real wear that had worn her body to the disheveled state it was in now. Her once bright hair now strapped back in a pony tail that seemed to snake out over the sides of her head and the obviously slept in sweatshirt and barely tied shoes. The only thing that was missing was the pack of cigarettes she tried to draw from her back pocket for the fourth time in ten minutes. 
 “So what then? You got something to say?”
 “Jon-”
 “Didn't think so.”
 “Listen to her goddammit, she's your sister- she has a point, you don't know her from-” 
 “And tell you what.” Jon narrowed his eyes as he approached the short woman, easily making the difference apparent when he squared off his shoulders. “When I want your opinion about anything. I'll let you know. You got her, you got your place, now stay the fuck out of my-”
 “Jonathan!” Kat grabbed his shoulder, digging her fingers in before she yanked him with a force he didn't completely recognize until he was staring up at the sky, trying to understand why his head hurt. “Sorry-”
 “No, let him be.” Sam leaned in close. “Listen bro. . . Please, just hear me out-”
 “F-” Kat put her hand on his mouth. 

 “Listen to her. . .” The woman's sharp features contorted slightly when Sam looked up at her, the bite in her expression more than apparent through the faux grimace she wore.

 “You don't know her from shit Jon, I know you care. . . But if you're gonna help her you gotta keep your ass outta the thick of it. . . Remember what happened with Dryer? If I had gone with you we'd still be running through hoops for that cocksucker. . . Or maybe starving to death somewhere-”
 “Your point?” Jon's voice came out muffled through Kat's hand.

 “My point is you aren't gonna do her any good by getting yourself in trouble, we can call the lawyer and get some advice. . . But to do that we're gonna need to be rational about this.” She took a breath. “Jon, please. Come home with me and we'll give mister Warner a call, then we can start preparing for it. . . It'll take-”
 “And what the f-” His voice cut short when Kat dug her nails into his mouth. “Supposed to do in the meantime?”

 “Kat can. . .” Samantha took a deep breath before looking at the woman, for the first time without a sour expression. “You can hide out in your truck up by Mount Hope. Theres a place I know-”
 “We- ah- We had to abandon the truck.” 
 “Oh. Well. . . Still- You can hide out up there and it'll be okay for a few days.”

 “Not a chance.” Jon tried to bite Kat's hand when it tightened over his mouth. The two women stared at him with conflicting emotions that seemed to lay themselves out against the contrasted backdrop of tension visible along either of their features. Finally Kathrine exhaled sharply before releasing her grip. 
 “Jon, go with them, okay? I can take care of myself.”
 “No.” Jon tried to get up, forcing himself past Samantha's hand. “Look, it might only take a little bit to get this straightened out- but what do you know about out there?” He motioned toward the streets around them. “What are you gonna do-”
 “Jon, please. . . I know she means a lot to you but-”
 “No, okay? We'll be fine.”

 “The cops, Jon.” Melissa stepped past Sam with a careful step, placing her hand on Jon's arm. “We got searched because they thought we we're involved with her Jon, if that happens again it might not be a simple-”
 “I don't care-”
 “So you want your sister to be sitting in jail for something you did?”
 Jon clenched his jaw.
 “She's right.” Kat stepped back slowly. “I don't want anyone to get hurt. . .”
 “Look, everything is gonna be fine. All we gotta do is prove this shit wrong. Right?”
 “Prove what? We don't even know-”
 “Then we gotta find out.” Jonathan stepped back just far enough to be out of his sister's arm length. “Find out exactly what's being charged, we'll keep away for a little while and figure out what happened since we got here. . .”
 “No! Absolutely not-”
 “It's either this or we” He motioned at Kat. “Are gonna be totally f- Screwed. You'd rather-”
 “I'd rather you come home with us. We can talk to Avery-”
 “Get him in on this too. . . Shake your ass the way he likes or something- Just get-”
 “Jonathan!” 
 “Just do it, okay?” He turned to walk away, almost silently begging someone to stop him. Anyone to give him a good enough reason to turn back and sit by the radiator for maybe the rest of his life. But Kathrine's hand caught his arm with a warmth he hadn't remembered until he saw it playing out again in her eyes. The questions, the confusion, the pain. Everything she had been to him as a friend seemed to be begging for him to go and everything he knew was right demanding he stay. It was only a question of which voice would speak for her, which side of the coin her morals would flip too.

 “Jon. . .” Sam's voice cut him off, followed immediately by the rustle of paper from under her jacket. “You aren't leaving without this.”
 The young man turned to find his sister holding out an envelope and pen. Taking the envelope he could feel the slim weight of bills, quite a few judging from the thickness. “What about the rent?”
 “I'll work something out-”
 “Sam. . .” 
 “Take it, don't argue with me Jon. You make damn sure this is what you want. . . And so help me god if you come back with a pregnant-”
 “Shut up already, Jesus. I told you-”
 Melissa shifted her weight against the suddenly bitter wind that swept through the parking lot, carrying with it a touch of diesel fumes. “Okay, guys. . . Can we please not argue? It's not helping anything. . .”

 “Just be careful Jon.” She wrapped her arms around him with a vise grip that wouldn't release. A moment slipped by, confusion and other emotions met soft features, a voice crept through, hollow and alone. “I don’t wanna see you throw your life away Jon. . .”

 “Sam. I know what I’m doing.” A soft whisper passed through his lips, confidence that had been buried under the weight of the words. “She’s my friend Sam. I can’t let her just. You did the same for me, you’re doing it again. When I needed you, you were there. Now when I try to do the same thing it's wrong?”

 “This isn’t the same thing Jon. This is your life. . .”
 “Exactly. My life.” The young man glanced over at Kathrine, her eyes betraying the calm exterior she presented. “I can’t leave her.”

 Samantha watched him, obviously gaging her tones. “Alright Jon- I understand.” Her gaze sank to the pavement as if searching for words that would give her the strength to speak. 

 “Sam.” Jon started. “Don’t worry ‘bout me. We’ll be okay.” Jonathan took in the faces around him, memorizing the expressions and emotions that had hidden behind them. “All we need is a plan. I think Kat is right, we find out whats up. Gather evidence, find someone who’ll listen.” 

 “We can do this.” Kat grinned just slightly, her voice focusing to match her eyes. “We need some newspapers. And- Maybe some- Uh?”
 “Internet. The library has some computers, we could probably find something there.” Jon nodded as he finished the thought, a soft smile mirroring Kat’s.

  Samantha watched the two carefully, a sigh passed through her tightly drawn lips, tension faded into fear as the woman exhaled. “Ye. . . Yeah, Mel and I could go there. Maybe I could get hold of mister Blanche.  He might be able to make a few suggestions. . .”
 “Blanche?” Kat tilted her head slightly. “Sounds familiar.”
 “He handled our case. Really nice guy, he helped us even when the money ran dry.” 
 “That’s cool.” The woman's smile brightened, the voice she used lightened almost as much when the information came together behind vibrant emeralds. “Thank you Samantha, thanks so much.”
 Green eyes locked, two women stood as polar opposites, soft flowing features met sharp sleek ones. Attitudes hid behind green orbs, slipping through in glances, fear and hope met desperation and loathing slowly mixing in the space between them. Tension flared as Kat flashed a warm genuine smile that stood as a sharp contrast to Sam’s scowl. 
 “Just.” A bitter tone filled Sam’s mouth. “You take care of him Kat. If he gets hurt, I’ll find you.”

 Kathrine’s smile faded quickly, replaced by a grim seriousness that followed the carefully spoken words she used. “I promise.”

 Jonathan locked eyes with his sister, tearing off a piece of the envelope. “This is the number of the hotel we’re gonna be at. If you find anything, let us know. In the meantime you really should get some sleep.” A calm, focused voice spoke for him, reassuring in it’s strength and disturbing in it’s unfamiliarity.

 Her green eyes locked on him, focused and clear they probed his.“Alright.” Sam croaked, her voice rusty and uneven. “I’ll call you in a couple days, unless I find something.” Her attention fell upon Kat who’s expression registered a surprise that blended with reverence, slowly changing into a dire thoughtfulness as something registered.

 “Cool.” Jon hugged his sister tightly, a soft whisper left his mouth, the words meant only for them. “I love you.”
 “Love you too.” The woman returned the attention, the tear that slid down her cheek betraying the warm confidence in her voice.
 “I’m sorry.” Kathrine whispered from behind him.
 “Kat.” Sam spoke softly as she released her brother. “You be careful too. Okay?”
 The woman nodded solemnly, unable to speak as Jonathan scanned the parking lot, gently taking her hand before leading them through the huddled masses of cars and traffic that was slowly building around them. By the time he finally managed to look back the women had disappointed into the building, leaving them to the icy chill of the wind and the gray overcast from above. The same grey curtain parted just enough to allow a small drizzle to pick up while they crossed the road into the deep shadows of an alley.

 The rain continued to hammer down from the near black sky, drowning out the features of the brick buildings that lined the streets. The Fleet Way Motel stood out through the haze, blue and white trim accenting the warmth that was marginally better than the now soaked sweatshirt Jon was wearing. The five block trip had taken almost half an hour as they weaved in an out of the alleys and parked cars that separated them from the hotel. But even now it seemed that they hadn't any real progress, just a few more steps and the haze would clear. Just a few more and we'll be warm.

 Kathrine's duffel bag shifted when they got to the window as she dropped the heavy looking thing into a puddle of water. “Crap-”
 “We need a room.” Jon tapped on the glass, catching the younger man's attention. “How much for a week?”
 “Hundred and forty.” The man replied flatly, the glass barrier reflecting his hollow tone. 

 Jon thumbed through the envelope, producing the amount after a moment. “Is there a laundromat around here?”

 “Yeah, down the street. Left on Hess, next to the taco place.” He nodded as he slipped a key through the slot. “Room thirty five.”
 “Thanks”
 The two moved under the wood awning that sheltered them from the heavy rain, counting down numbers until they finally reached their room at the end of the lot. The thin door gave way to features Jon had remembered from the other room, the only difference being a larger television. 

 “Man. . .” Kathrine dropped her duffel bag on the other side of the bed, unzipping her jacket before she started taking off her shoes.

 “Yeah.” Jon nodded, setting his cargo on the bed. A moment passed in silence as he slid his water logged boots off. “That sucked, hard.” The young man trailed off as he traced the muscles on Kathrine’s back with his eyes, the soaked t-shirt doing little to cover the thick stripes that stopped just below her neck. “Those are so cool.” 

 Kat looked over her shoulder as she dug through the bag, her voice warm despite the shivering in her body. “What is?” 
 “Those.” The young man nodded at her back, slipping a wet sock to the carpet. 
 “Oh.” The woman glanced before turning back to the duffel, her voice barely above a whisper. “You don’t have to look at them every day. . .”
 Jon frowned slightly, burying several questions he had considered in the same instant. “Sorry.” He whispered as he began to rummage through the care package. Neatly folded shirts and pants mixed in the nylon carrier, ending in socks and small resalable bags filled with hygiene items.

 “Crap.” Kat sighed.

 “Whats up?” 

 “Um. . . These aren’t gonna fit. . .” The woman sighed again as she rechecked the clothes. “The shirts will. . . But- Um- Jon?” She looked over her shoulder, with a sheepish expression mirrored by her shaky voice. 

 “Hmm?” 
 “Can I borrow a pair of pants?” A shred of uncertainty crept into her voice as the words formed, her eyes following suit. “Something loose-” 
 Jonathan stared for a moment, searching the woman’s eyes for something he had yet to identify. “Uh, sure.”  He handed off a dark pair of jeans, the slight fade in them hinting at their age.

 “Thanks.” Kathrine’s voice cracked as she held them to her chest and started for the bathroom, a towel and shirt draped over her arm.

 The young man watched as Kat shut the door, a sigh leaving his mouth as he reached under his shirt and pulled the heavy gun, the Glock, from it’s hiding place. The plastic feel and cool metal slide had plenty of the boxy features he had seen in cop movies at some point or another, but the way the weight of the thing was balanced toward the muzzle was cause for concern. . .  Jon shrugged, memories of the twenty-twos he had fired at camp brought a touch of familiarity to the new weapon, though he had never fired a- He checked the slide- forty caliber. How hard could it be?

 Another shrug carried his shoulders as he stuffed the weapon in his bag. 
 After changing his shirt he went to lay it over the heater. Biting back the sting of the cool air that seemed to be pouring through the damn thing he started messing with the thermostat until finally it sputtered to life.

 “Much better.” Kathrine slipped from the misty bathroom as Jon finished getting his clothes. Fair skin peeked from under the baggy T-shirt that ended half way down the woman’s fore arms, the large collar gave way to the gently sloped neck and sharp features on it. The same features that warmed as she regarded the man. “Thanks again.”
  “Yeah, no problem.” Jon chuckled as Kat held the pant legs above her feet, several inches of fabric in each hand. Warmth passed through weary eyes as they met, reflecting in the tones he spoke. “You look. . . Sharp.”
 “Like a spoon.” Kathrine smiled.

  “Okay, here.” Jon laid a small stack of bills on the table, sliding a similar stack into his wallet. “Hundred and sixty even. Just in case. . .” The young man looked down at the woman as she watched the money, her face a cocktail of emotions he couldn’t read. 
 Kathrine looked up finally, her voice laced with regret. “Please don’t say that.” Green eyes flickered with an unsteady warmth as she spoke. “Nothing will happen, we’ll get this all sorted out. Then- Well. . .” She trailed off, searching Jon’s eyes. “Who knows. . .”
 “Hey.” The young man kneeled down in front of the chair, his voice carefully neutral. “If something does happen, we’ll both have some cash. Hole up somewhere, get some food. Whatever.” A light smile played across his features as he found the woman’s eyes again. “Worst comes to worst, we could practice origami or something.”

 A wisp of a laugh passed through the woman’s lips, changing into a smile that lit up the dreary room in an instant. “Yeah, I guess so huh?”
 Jon returned the smile, watching as Kat grinned and laughed again, a sharp contrast to the chill that permeated the room. “Ah, you said those pants wouldn’t fit you?”
 The smile faded as she registered the question, her voice taken over by something resembling unease. “Yeah, Ah- Too small.” Kat shrugged, making a visible effort to hold his gaze.

 “Alright. I’ve got five pairs. . . I can give you one and we can go wash- but then we’d have to. . .” Youthful features contorted for a second as Jon grabbed for the phone book that had been holding the TV level. “How ‘bout this- The fewer trips we have to make the better. . .”  
 “Right.” Kat nodded. “So what have you got in mind?”
 Jon whispered letters as he flipped through the directory, finally stopping at a page in the T section. “Here.” He spoke, his fingers stopping below a name. “Second Chance Thrift Store. . . Its on Brinkman, six blocks from here maybe. . .” 

  Kathrine crossed her legs in the chair, her voice a warm reflection of her eyes. “Jon, shopping. Shopping, Jon.” The words rolled off her tongue slowly, accenting the playful nature of her tone. “This should be interesting. . .”

 Stars peeked through the thin grey veil of clouds that blanketed the earth. Damp brick and concrete reflected street light, casting shadows as cars and people moved through the streets. Odors of exhaust and traces of rain hung thick in the air, stirred by the occasional gust of wind that swept through the area. 

 A small store sat nestled among the taller apartment buildings, a single level building covered in off white paint that had long changed to match the sky. Large windows offered glimpses of tightly packed carousels and the multicolored fabrics called for attention behind the thin glass. 

 Two forms stood outside the shop, ill fitting clothes covering their bodies. Pants rolled up over damp shoes, large cuffs that did little to offset the long shirt that ended above the woman’s knees.

 Jon held the door for Kat, stealing a look over the emptying streets before entering. Soft light fell from recessed light fixtures in the ceiling, casting shadows of yellow and orange over the multitude of clothes that filled the racks. 
 “Hi.” A soft voice called from the end of the room, the older woman smiled warmly as she looked up at the two. “Anything I can help you find?”
 “No thanks.”
 Kathrine slipped through the isles, finally coming to a small rack lined with what looked like raver's clothing. Something Samantha might have worn clubbing or maybe just to look 'with the times'. 

 Jon snickered at the thought, carefully scanning the wall racks and the long coats they held. Shifting through the trench coats and worn out jackets had finally yielded an old black trench coat that didn't smell so much of sweat or the random musk of the store.

 “Hey Jon.” Kathrine’s voice came from behind, a cheerful tone that made her sound younger. “Check this out.”
 The young man turned, adjusting the trench coat as he moved. Brown eyes fell upon a smiling woman and the hanger that lead to a familiar tan shirt, the red tabs that sat on the shoulders marked it as a boy scout’s uniform, the troop number a forgotten memory by now. “Oh no.” He grinned as Kat put it over her chest.

 “Watchya think?” 
 A moment passed as the mental image played out with just the shirt and her smile. “Actually .” Another decidedly different kind of smile crossed Jon’s face. “I’d like to see that.” 
 Hints of red crept over the woman’s face slowly tinting her fair skin and softening her eyes. A light grin played across her face as she slung the shirt over her arm when she turned back to the rack, her  voice echoing an emotion without a name. “So ah- Speaking of which, when is your birthday anyway?”
  “October, twenty third. . .” Jon shrugged, digging through a bin filled with backpacks. “Yours?”
 “Soon.” A light twinge cut her voice short, ending in a sharp exhale of air. “Next month. The fourth.” Hangers scraped across the polished metal bar, taking various styles of dress with them. 

 “Cool. We’ll have to celebrate.” Jon pulled a large book bag from the box and looked it over. “If we do, I’ll have to introduce you to some family traditions.” He flashed a mischievous grin as their eyes met.

 “Like?” Kat tilted her head slightly, sliding a pair of jeans over her arm. Green eyes appraised him, curious and echoing a genuine warmth.

 Jon smiled. “That’s for me to know.” The young man handed her a large backpack, the old nylon and canvas marked with writing. “You’ll see.”

 The two moved through the shop, picking through the neatly laid out isles. After about an hour the owner drew their attention, her light voice a contrast to the star filled sky outside. “We’ll be closing soon- If you’re ready?”

 “Sure.”
 “Yeah.”
 Various tags were run through the register, tallying up as the woman worked. Kathrine scanned the shop a final time before disappearing into the isle, returning a moment later with a bleach white baseball cap in hand. 

 Jon shot her a curious expression. 
 “You’ll see. . .” 

 
 “Bur.” Kat shuttered as she set her bags down on the floor and began digging.

 Jon started the TV up, flickering images of men and women played across the screen as he flipped through the channels, finally stopping when he came to the program listings and more importantly the time that was displayed in the right corner. “Eight Sixteen. . .” Jon mused, turning his attention to Kathrine’s back. “Ah- You hungry?” 
 “Starving.” The plastic bags rustled in the darkness, a light hiss that seemed to match the TV. 

 “Cool. I know of this place down town.” A tense voice spoke for the young man, strands of doubt threading through his tone as the words formed. “It’s called Hazels'.”
 Kat looked over her shoulder, pulling some clothes out of the bag. “Sounds like fun, gimmie a minute. . .” 

 “Sure.” Jon nodded to the woman as she disappeared into the bathroom. Several minutes slipped by, programs changing into one another though none advertised news of the situation. 
 “Alright.” Kathrine’s voice came with a tentative whisper. 
 Jon glanced up at the woman that looked vaguely like someone he knew. A white baseball cap released a tea colored ponytail from behind, sliding down into raised cheekbones and vibrant green eyes that reflected strips of light from the room. Slowly he found the woman's other features, especially the grin that danced across her sharp jaw line, the neck that supported which disappearing into a pure white turtleneck sweater covered by a dark purple denim vest that tightened just under her rib cage. White pants hung loose from the woman’s hips, held in place by a belt that matched some of the loops sewn into the fabric. 
 A fragile smile changed the woman’s features, her eyes warming as they found Jon’s. “You okay?”
 Words formed, barely auditable in the still air. “Yeah-” Brown eyes looked her up and down one more time before locking with the warm eyes that watched him carefully. “You look- Ah-” Jon shrugged. “You ah- Yeah.”

 Kathrine smiled as light flickered orange in green depths. “Thanks.” Her sharp features warmed slightly, tints of red playing across them, mirrored in the wisp of a voice she used. “You ready?” 
 “Yeah.” Jon nodded after a moment, grabbing his trench coat on the way to the door, trying to clear the lump in his throat. 

 Candle light danced against the muted hardwood and deep red wall paper with shadows and memories of the two that sat opposite in a booth at the far corner of the small restaurant. The warm red cushions sank slightly whenever their occupant would make a motion to recite an experience or memory. The lightly trimmed table sat empty save for the small stack of plates resting on the edge, long forgotten among the hours of conversation and utter reality that was slowly becoming apparent. The same conversations played out under the glow of the old candle that sepperated them, broken occasionally by a smile or laugh. 

 “So then dad looks at me and holds up the fishing pole. . . Just totally drenched. 'got it!' Then the fish, the fish comes up and smacks him in the face. . .” Kat leaned back slightly, the skin at either side of her smile still furrowed to expose  the slightly lengthened canines that helped make up her grin. “Oh it was so funny-” She let out a deep throated laugh.

 Jon had to smile as he watched the woman compose herself. Through the night and whatever might now be morning he had heard stories about growing up in San Diego and even some small bits of how she had come to Lake Falls, but nothing compared to the warmth that somehow seemed to reflect her voice- in her voice. It was always there, no matter if it was the story where she had been climbing a tree and couldn't find her way down or the disturbingly vague story about how her mother had been killed in a car accident. . . It was all so. . . Warm.

 “Excuse me.” A vaguely familiar voice cut through his thoughts, distinctly feminine and somehow more agitated then he had ever remembered it being.

 Jon looked up, a smile playing across his features as he acknowledged her. “Heya.”
 “Jon?” woman recoiled slightly before offering a smile of her own. “Jon Prower, is that really you? Where the hell have you been hiding?” 

 “Ah- Long story. How have you been?”
 “Good I guess, hows Sam?”
 “Pretty good.” A tight voice held the young man’s tones as he caught a glimpse of Kathrine. “Ah, this is Kathrine. Kat, this is Hazel, an old friend of my sister’s.”

  “Who are you calling old?” Hazel smiled before shaking Kat’s hand. “Wow. . . Jon. . . I’m impressed.” The woman's gaze ran over Kat, a joking tone underlined by seriousness. “I didn’t even know you had a girlfriend.”

 Two sets of eyes locked, energy and warmth taking form in between them as they waited for the other to say something, tints of red spoke louder than the expressions they wore, the silence speaking loudest of all. 

 “I hate to do this, but I really would like to get some sleep tonight.” Hazel grinned a weary facade. “And I’m sure Sam wouldn’t approve of you being out at all hours of the night.” 
 Jon nodded, a cautious smile changing his features a moment later. “I suppose not huh. Well I guess we better be going.” The young man slipped from the booth, grabbing his coat in turn. “It was nice to see you again.”
 “Same here, don’t be afraid to stop by.” A warm smile lit up her features as she shook Jon’s hand. “Bring your friend, we’ll make it a date.” 
 “Ah, how ‘bout the check?” Kathrine’s youthful tone drew attention as she stood to meet the others, her eyes roving over Jon’s.

 “Oh come now, I wouldn’t feel right.”
 “Neither would I.” Kat held the woman’s gaze, her voice a mock seriousness that wasn’t quite so fake. 
 “Well, if you insist. Do me a favor and we’ll call it even.” The short woman looked up with a careful smile tempered with something resembling genuine concern.
 “Uh oh.” Jon snickered. “You did it now.”

 Hazel shot him a glance before taking Kat’s arm in her hand, a warm whisper passed between them, the words a contrast to the light tones of minutes ago. “You take good care of him. Hes been through a lot. He has a lot to give. . . Whatever you do, don’t hurt him.”

 Jon found Kat’s eyes over the woman’s shoulder, a slight wince contorted his face as Hazel finished, the speech finding recognition. Strikingly familiar when he remembered just where he had heard it- Though he doubted Kat could mirror Beth's voice he somehow expected it, if only a little. The young man searched vibrant green for a response, one he himself would be unable to articulate.

 “I promise.”
 Hazel’s features lit up as a breath faded between them, a mischievous expression changed into one of hope and gratitude. “Well alright then. How ‘bout you two stop in tomorrow, today, whatever it is. I’ll make some lasagna and we’ll catch up. Hows that sound?” 

 “Great.”
 “We’ll see.”
 Two sets of eyes locked on Jon, differences mirrored in understanding and confusion. A short time passed as Hazel lead them to the door, offering a hug and a warm smile that erased the calm chill of the night, if only for an instant.

 “You two take care now.”
 “You too.” They replied in unison as the door closed. Minutes slipped into the quiet patter of boots and shoes moving in sync, their owners watching nothing as they traveled. Silence guided the pair through back streets and the low hanging shadows that veiled most of the city. Eventually the silhouettes of play equipment and climbing trees came into view, an instantly recognizable location that was cemented in place when an old swing set found them.
 Patterns of orange reflected in curious eyes as they scanned the park, a touch of doubt crept into Kathrine’s otherwise warm tone. “You did this on purpose didn’t you?”

 “Maybe.” Jon grinned as he moved into the shadows of a tree. “Right here.” He nodded at the swing set. “This is where it all began.” 
 Kat nodded before slipping her hands in her pockets. “Regretting it?”
 A warm voice carried through the distance between them, emotions speaking louder than the voice. “I regret nothing.”

 “I’m glad one of us doesn’t.” 

 Jon stepped out from the shade, placing his hands on the woman’s shoulders as gently as he could. A voice spoke for him, soothing tones that betrayed the energy built up behind his mind. “Kat. . . I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to be.”

 “Its not just that.” The woman looked up, making a physical effort to meet his eyes. “I’ll probably never be able to tell you how much. . .” A sigh passed through parted lips, hollow in the cooled air. “I just-” Seconds passed without a breath, each one stretching into years as the two searched for answers. “I’m sorry. . .” The whisper came after an eternity. “I’m so sorry.”
 Jon stared for a second, searching Kathrine’s eyes for light that would help him navigate the suddenly alien territory. “Please don’t say that. You’ve got nothing to be sorry for.” An instant slipped by as his mind forced his body to motion, a gentle embrace that warmed as it was returned by shaky hands. “Its gonna be alright Kat. One way or another.”  

 The two sat cloaked in the shadows of a large oak tree. Soft tones surrounded them in the light haze of moisture, fragments of the conversations from long ago still clinging to the air with promises of new ones yet to come.

 “I was thinking about trying to find my dad. . . Maybe go to San Diego, it'd be nice to at least say hi.” Kathrine glanced over, her uncertain expression matched by the shallow tint of red that reflected almost orange in the muted light.

 “Sounds cool. Would you mind if I came?” Jon bit his tongue before he realized what was said. “I understand it's a family moment and everything. . .”
 “I'd like that.”
 Jon allowed himself to smile when a touch of orange crossed the woman's otherwise brilliant green eyes. Despite the time it wouldn't be long before they had to settle down into a specific place, when traveling would be too dangerous and when trying to get food would be a fight unto itself. But right now the only thing that mattered was the possibility of a life after everything. . . Just like before, only now there were more reasons to hide, more reasons to spend every spare ounce of energy to keep ideals and beliefs alive. . . Though they all seemed to come back to the bright green eyes that continued to watch him, waiting patiently for something to be said. “We should probably get going. . .” Jon nodded at the sky before he stood up, offering his hand to the woman.

 Kathrine stalled, something changed her features the same instant. Even the barely noticeable pause served to accent the very real understanding and pain that crossed her voice physically when she took his hand, holding it gently. “I guess. . .”  Seconds passed in silence as the two looked at one another, then their hands. After another moment Kat's hand tightened around his. Jon had to smile. . . This is gonna work, we can hide as long as we need. . .

 Soothing heat radiated from old bricks and worn concrete, an invisible barrier against the chill of the early morning air. Shadows crept between buildings and cars, sheltering the two as they made their way through the streets. 

 Jonathan smiled lightly as he watched Kathrine cover her mouth with her free hand, a yawn slipping out despite the shield. Green gems glanced back at him, suddenly more than exhausted. Questions passed between them in an instant, requests for compassion and patience changed slowly into a call for the presence of the other. An answer came when their hands separated for the first time in hours. Jon brought his hand over her shoulder to pull her closer. There was a voice willing to break the silence, something that would tell both of them how 'okay' it would be. . . But he just couldn't bring it out.

 Kat looked up, her face a mix of gentle emotions that had names, forgotten as eyes met. A smile graced her features, her hand sliding over the young man’s back, pulling them closer still. A soft pulse of energy that passed between them warmed as smiles mirrored one another, a shining contrast to the shadows that hung from the buildings around them. Strands of orange reflected in the woman’s eyes, a calm reminder of the fire that seeped through her eyes as they walked. 

 A low metallic whine echoed from between the buildings ahead of them, streetlight reflected from a highly polished Buick, followed immediately by a dark blue Monte Carlo and another Buick. 
 The whine dulled as the vehicle slowed, their headlights as dark and empty as the tinted windows that separated the drivers from the outside world. The first car came to a stop ahead of Jon and Kat. The low whine that seemed to follow the other vehicles all but died out as dark glass dropped into the door, replaced by a young woman wearing sunglasses and black baseball cap. Her voice carried through the distance like a growl, despite the cheerful tones she used. “Hey. Know how I can get to Lexington and Mayer?” 

 Kathrine looked over, her face holding traces of thoughts that had been Jon's center of attention moments ago. A curious expression changed her features as she looked to Jon, voicing her concerns without a spoken word.

 Jon nodded before turning to face the woman in the car. “Sure don’t. Sorry.”
 “Alright. Thanks.”
 Kat pulled tighter on the young man, her eyes reflecting errant light in patterns of orange as they followed the contours of the cars. “Lets go. . .” She whispered.

 Jon took a quick glance, catching the driver's features which had since changed to something resembling surprise. The young man nodded absently as they continued their journey, a wave of relief passing between them as the whine of engines slipped into the darkness.

 Hints of blue slowly changed the night's sky as two forms moved through the jungle of brick and concrete that surrounded them. Warmth emanated from the two, fueled by words without a voice and emotions without names. Slowly they crossed a parking lot, worn paint and cracked blacktop laid out before them, a sharp contrast to the youthful glow that seemed to intensify as fragments of moonlight painted the old hotel in shades of orange and yellow.

 Jon scanned the dim room, tensing just slightly when he found their duffel bags perched on the 'dresser'. Tired muscles called out to be stretched under his heavy overcoat, tightening each time they were denied. He managed a grin as Kathrine took a seat at the end of the bed and began unlacing her shoes, her expression a gentle mix of emotions that formed something he had never seen before, hope and understanding maybe.

 The young man took up residence in one of the chairs, unlacing his boots as Kat dipped into one of the plastic bags, a grin crossed his features as she withdrew a t-shirt and pair of sweat pants. 

 An instant slipped by, eyes meeting to exchange thoughts and ideas, emotions laid thick over them. Kathrine returned the grin before stepping off into the bathroom. Jon rolled up his coat to form a pillow, a thump signaling it’s decent on the floor, placing his boots under the table seemed to help stem the advance of the light chill seeping in through the heater. Laying out an old shirt barely comforted his muscles from the unforgiving stiffness of the floor and cool air that seemed to be burrowing into him.

 Minutes passed as Jon stared at the ceiling, his mind a blackboard of thoughts with labels attached to them. Words were written in steady strokes of chalk with an uneven hand. More often then not questions were given to his slowly drifting conciounce. Perhaps more important was the needs that had to be taken care of. Newspapers, food. . .
 Kathrine peeked over the side of the bed to look down at him, her face alight with the soft glow that radiated from her eyes. The same eyes that watched the young man cautiously appraising him. A bright flicker filled green depths as he met her gaze, air passed between them as Kathrine sighed. The voice that spoke for her rang of playful uncertainty.  “You can’t be comfortable. . .” 

 Jon shrugged, the motion emphasizing the difference between their accommodations.

 Kat searched for a moment, hints of red crept across her light skin, more than a match for the timid tones she managed to whisper. “Jon- Why don’t you ah. . .” The whisper trailed off into silence as she took a breath. “Why don’t you come up here. We’re both going to need the rest.”
 Jon tensed slightly as underlying concerns faded under a thick blanket of nameless desires and half hearted restraints. Several minutes passed in silence as options were weighed and considerations gone over, eyes roamed over one another slowly finding acceptance and the respect that had followed them through countless thoughts.

 “Or not. . .” A failing grin emptied out into hushed tones as the woman closed her eyes, her expression slowly melting into a lax shadow of itself.

 Seconds passed slowly as Jon watched the woman’s peaceful face, following the sleek contours of the thoughtful expression she wore. Another instant slipped by as a rough voice filled the air, just above a whisper. “Um- You sure?” 

 Kathrine nodded, her eyes slowly peeking open. The air between them warmed as she adjusted the pillow to her position. “Yeah.”
 Another second passed as Jon rose from his makeshift bed, watching the woman carefully. “Ah- Thanks.” A yawn left the young man’s body cutting off a voice that knew better. Soft cotton embraced dark denim and tense muscles as warmth radiated from the form behind him, pulsing against his back only to tighten his body and mind. Jon searched for words that had yet to appear on the off-white wall he stared at, stringing them together with a tone that sounded nothing like the joke he reached for. “Ah, if I should try something, just kick me-”
 A whisper spoke, barely auditable under the blanket of emotions in her voice.  “I trust you. . .” Fabric rustled as the woman adjusted under the covers, her words lingering in the chilled air. 

  He searched the wall for something else to say, minutes stretching into hours as lines were traced over off-white paint, each an indistinct reminder of the situation. The search later continued behind closed eyelids and came to an end when a white Ford Taurus came into view, the occupants smiling as they traveled over a vacant stretch of road. Slowly familiar features were recognized from a rear view mirror, brown eyes met bright green topped by slightly greyed blonde hair. A smile reflected in the mirror, the voice that spoke all but drowned out by the sound that poured from an open window.

 Words slipped from Jon’s mouth, immediately lost to the wind that whipped around in the cabin. An older man smiled in the driver’s side, his brown hair reflecting light as the vehicle sped up, the empty sand that followed the road flowed into a rushing stream of bright tan broken by the occasional patch of dead vegetation. Jon smiled softly as a small figure moved across the Game Boy in his hands, a new high score changing as he thumbed around the buttons.

 Liquid splashed against the older man's leg -Father, it had to be dad-  drawing a curse. His attention  dived straight to the overturned cup that continued to spill it's contents over his leg and inner thigh. Words exchanged in different voices only to be  muffled under the fierce wind. Clips of conversation found the young man’s ears as he turned off the small game. The man wiped at the large stain on his pants, still completely oblivious to the road.

 Matte steel glinted in the bright sun, casting a brilliant ray of light through the car, an instant before the grill of a truck came into view. Thoughts slipped around waves of adrenaline to make themselves known, echoing emotions that had been his life. Fear ended the list of names as the front of the car vanished in a spray of crumpled steel and broken glass, flecks of blood an debris passed through the air, each offering their own versions of what had just happened. Time slowed to a halt as Jon impacted against the headrest in front of him, sending sharp pain through fractured nerves and re-defining tense muscles. Force and adrenaline wound together, tightly woven strands of pressure that frayed as momentum eventually tapered off into an overwhelming silence. A faint twinge of diesel cut through the flaccid air an instant later, dragging his mind back to his body.

 Jonathan slowly opened his eyes, taking in the shattered windshield that had been spotted with blood and the limp forms that still clung to it, haloed by webs of shattered glass. Life returned in swallows of rancid air that burned as they filled his lungs with chemicals. A voice tried to speak but died as soon as it formed, strangled by a mouth full of liquid that tasted faintly of rust. Senses returned to the young man’s body, weakened versions of themselves that brought with them pieces of a world that resembled nothing he knew. Petrol fumes replaced oxygen and blood, sunlight. Throbs and aches tugged back and forth through the young man’s body as he forced it to move.

 He grabbed for the contorted door, creaking and groaning in the thick air that surrounded the car. Red paint came into view, stretched over a large truck, trimmed with steel and labeled by various license plates. Shoes moved over hot asphalt, slowing as they tried to get to the front of the vehicle. His gaze traveled over the windshield of the Taurus, a thick haze of emotion and shock numbing the visage of contorted bodies made faceless by the splintered glass. A moment passed as a wave of dizziness overtook the young man, stopping his hand from reaching for the door.

 Another wave followed, stronger and more insistent, pointing him to a rock that called from the side of the road, offering comfort, control for forsaken limbs. Voices formed behind brown eyes, each screaming to failing ears, pleading to turn back. Shaking feet moved slowly despite the deafening cries. Willing them away as the rock drew closer.

 Heat and pressure followed a blinding flash that silhouetted the man in shades of orange and yellow, motion followed unwilled and unwanted, carrying him forward over sand that moved quickly under weary eyes. Traces of pain and heat throbbed harshly in the young man’s shoulder, pounding against nerves that barely registered the patch of vegetation that brought him to a stop.

 Smells filled the air, mixing into a cocktail from which there was no escape. Diesel and flesh followed rubber and molten steel, forming a thick blanket of smoke that veiled the world in suffocating darkness.

Thoughts carried through the thick haze of sleep that had settled in Jonathan’s mind, each one a neutral voice that reassured him of innocence long since faded. A shutter rippled through tense muscles, restoring feeling and awareness as the last of the experience was washed from his memory. Warmth wrapped around his body in gentle waves that offered protection from the emotions, the guilt and solace for the tired mind that had conjured them. 
 Slowly the warmth found a physical form that flowed over his legs, coming to rest in front of them, followed by another, thinner band over his arms. Jon probed at the feeling with his mind, reaching for clarity in the face of doubt. Sliding his hand down something interupted him, a soft fabric that felt nothing like his jeans. Jon searched the fabric for a moment, tracing the muscles that tensed just underneath it.

 A wisp of air filled the young man's ears when his had slid up, the thing- Kathrine's thigh tensed in the same instant. Jon stopped before he forced his eyes open, taking in the natural light that reflected from the wall in front of him. A shadow found his eyes, flowing into a visage that faintly resembled his outline, the same outline that released the woman's leg a moment later.

 Jon slowly looked down, watching as his jeans dissapeared into a loose grey cotton thing that wrapped around him. The young man followed the contours of the hand that was wrapped around his chest and arms, a gentle grip that soothed his body only slightly.

 A moment passed as the young man turned his head, peeking over his shoulder to find a bright set of emeralds looking back at him with emotions he couldn’t begin to understand. Thoughts and questions filled the space between them as the instant stretched into forever, mirrors of uncertain acceptance reflected off one another holding back words that desperately clawed for a voice.

 Kathrine’s face softened slightly as her muscles tightened, pulling her closer. Sharing the warmth that filled the room. A whisper passed through soft lips, tightly held tones hinting at a faltering hope that masked the woman’s features. “Jon. . . What do you dream about?” Another, warmer hug ended the voice, a silent reminder of the emotions that mixed in her eyes. 

 The young man searched Kat’s eyes, offering an answer that refused to come to his mouth. Slowly movement answered for him as he took her hand, cupping it softly and holding it to his chest. Minutes slowly melted in the pulsing heat that filled the room, each serving to answer the questions neither had spoken and bind emotions in threads of forgiveness sewn by careful hands.   

 Minutes and hours followed emotions and breath, stilled by words without form that exchanged between weary eyes. Small movements stirred air, interlacing fingers and leveling out as breathing fell into sync. Shallow breaths passed slower then the heartfelt conversations that could not, would not be spoken. “You almost kicked me outta the bed. . .”
  Jon's whisper of a voice seeped into the air, regret and other emotions coming together to form words that he could barely force. “Kat. . . We need to get started. We- News papers- Breakfast maybe?” A gentle squeeze of his hand echoed a warmth that replaced the uncertainty in his voice.

  Green eyes followed carefully spoken words as they left the young man’s mouth, adding their own emotions to the voice used to speak them. Kathrine's hand tightened it's grip, followed by her leg an instant before she pulled it back  Tea colored hair inched over the pillow, closing the distance between them with faint tones of nameless sounds. Words slipped from the woman’s lips, each slightly softer then the last. “Do we have to. . .?” Warmth passed between them, taking physical form when Kathrine rubbed the young man’s fingers with her own. 

 “Yeah. . .” Jon swallowed hard, erasing the whisper that had spoken for him with something less. “I probably should anyway. . . The cops. . .”He tensed under the tender gaze of the emeralds that watched him. Several minutes passed between them, neither moving as questions and requests were abandoned one after the other.

 A touch of breath flowed over him, sliding down to rest in Jon’s ear as Kathrine's voice formed. “You. . . Alone?”
 “The police aren’t looking for- well Avery is probably but.” Jon trailed off as he found Kathrine’s eyes and the emotions they held. “It’ll be okay.”
 A tight whisper followed unspoken concerns as Kat pulled the younger man closer, wrapping her fingers around his. “Please don’t. . .”
 “I’m sorry. . .” Jon winced as emeralds pleaded silently. “But we don’t have much time. . .” The young man continued, sliding his legs off the bed. 
 “Jon. No. . .” A frail cry filled the distance between them, shrouded by emotions that followed hushed tones. 

 The young man watched Kathrine’s eyes carefully tracing the contours of her face.  Soft lips called out, emotions resembling desperation driving them closer to his own. A voice interrupted them, shaky but level. “Shouldn’t take too long. . .” Jon forced himself up, tearing away from the embrace of cotton and fair skin. Strands of sleep and warmth frayed under the cool air of the room. Somehow the voice he managed seemed to wear the strands thinner. “Want anything while I’m out?”

 Kat stared, her face a mix of feelings that projected in her whisper. “Tea maybe.”

 The young man nodded, crossing the room and recovering his boots as Kat's gaze followed him. Seconds passed in hours, emotions carrying the words that refused to be spoken. “If I don’t get back in a couple hours. . .”

  The woman shot up, her legs swinging off the bed in a smooth motion that resembled nothing in her features. “Don’t even-”

 “Relax.” A cool voice filled the air, tension replacing the forced ease. “If I don’t get back right away, don’t worry. Give Sam a call and tell her whats going on. . . Whatever happens, stay here okay?” Jon finished lacing his boots up before meeting her eyes. “Please.”

 Words formed, falling from the woman’s mouth without a breath. “Jon. . .” The whisper slipped through finally, cracked and weary. “Please be careful. . .”
 The young man grinned slightly as he pulled the backpack off the table, slinging it over his shoulder a moment later. “No problem. Shouldn’t be too long. . .” Time passed slowly as positions were made and held, unyielding despite the barrage of pleas that were traded silently. Several more seconds ticked by, wearing heavy on youthful features, settling in as Jon unzipped his duffle bag and withdrew the large pistol. 
 An expression mirrored his own, an unidentifiable pain that interlaced with surprised and the threads of grim acceptance that eventually wrapped around green eyes. “Ah- J-” 
 “I’ll be careful. Don’t worry.” Jon whispered, locking gazes with the woman as he slid the weapon under his T-shirt.

 Kathrine wrapped her arms around the young man, her body shaking nearly as much as her voice. “You don’t have to go. We could watch the news, ah. Maybe call Sam. Ah, go to. . .” 

 Hands clasped the woman’s shoulders, a gentle pressure pushing her away slowly. “Kat, relax. It’s okay. This won’t take long.” Warmth passed through calm eyes, accenting the even tones he spoke with. “While I’m gone see if you can find something on TV.”

 Another embrace warmed the air, soothing nerves as it went unbroken. Lips touched gingerly, exchanging feelings that remained clear and alive for the eternity they held each other. Energy pulsed through the dense air, slowly finding form that changed when hands tightened around loose muscles. Another change echoed through the room as lips parted, differing tastes and expressions a faint reminder of the events of seconds ago. 
 Eyes searched carefully, the quest ending when they shared tender hug that brought with it acceptance and appreciation. “I’ll be back soon.” Jon whispered, tightening his grip.

 “Alright.” An uneven response came after a moment, forced by a voice that lacked conviction and driven by the hands that separated them. 
 Jonathan smiled softly as he opened the door, looking back long enough to memorize the woman’s features before mouthing something that was immediately lost to the emotions in her eyes. The same eyes that vanished behind the door that separated them an instant later.

 Sunlight fell from the featureless blue sky, casting shadows over the buildings below and reflecting the soft heat that could be felt underfoot. Cars and people moved over blacktop and concrete, vacant hints of work tapering off into the night that was quickly approaching. Among them a young man traveled carefully, the backpack he wore presenting him as a student. Boots carried him through the crowds and over the stretches of road that had lead to a run down hotel, it’s dingy paint cracked and marred by years of neglect.

 Jon crossed the parking lot slowly, surveying the streets before moving to the shaded corner and into the room it sheltered. Images played across the television, reflecting off neatly made covers and the form that was curled upon them. Loose grey hung from legs that balanced themselves on the edge of the bed, flowing into a loose white T-shirt that offset the woman’s skin. A purple book laid quietly next to the sleeping form, it’s velvet cover complimenting the strands of hair that covered it. 

 A soft smile played across Jon's features, changing as he slipped the weapon from his belt, giving it a home in his duffle bag. Withdrawing small fast food containers and laying them out carefully Jon sharpened his breath when he dumped the rest of the bag's contents out over the floor. 

 Moments passed in silence while he made up places on the pressboard table, attentive hands copying layouts that had been seen at restraints, burgers and fries a forlorn replacement for the steak dinners they had surrounded. 

 Jonathan sat on the bed, a whisper leaving his lips to rest on the form that stirred only for an instant. “Kathrine. . .” Another moment passed, as he cupped her shoulder. “Kathrine.”
 Green eyes shot open, scanning the room with an uneven speed that faltered and stopped when they met with Jon’s. A sigh left the woman’s mouth, relief and tension mixing in the same breath. “Hi. . .”
 “Morning.” Jon grinned. “Hungry?”

 Sheets of newspaper blanketed the musty brown carpet in layers of text and pictures circled in red ink. Two forms worked in the dark room, the TV offering light and noise, different from the scratching of pens on notepads. 
 Images traded across the screen slowly, reports and meaningless text, variations of the articles that lay strewn about the room. A soft voice filled the room after a commercial began. “That didn’t help much. . .”  Touches of relief moved over the thick uncertainty that filled Kat’s voice.

 Jon shrugged, glancing at the small notepad in front of him. The sequence of events that had brought them to the hotel stared back at him, each summarized into phrases consisting of two words or less. “Yeah. ” he nodded after a moment, stretching out in the small chair as reports were replayed mentally. “Guess that takes care of-” His voice fell flat when a familiar face came into view, soft features and blonde hair brining with them an undeniable regret that was mirrored in the woman’s, Samantha's, face. Lips moved on the screen, the voice replaced by that of the male anchor. 

 “An unusual twist in the search for a drug dealer points to one of her students. . . We’ll have more on this after the break.”

 Kathrine looked over, her mouth bearing the weight of the words that had been spoken. Shades of orange replaced inquisitive green eyes for a second as she silently questioned the young man.

 Jon blinked forcibly, a shaking hand tracing over the page as seconds ticked by like years in the suddenly ice cold air.

 An older man occupied the television, arranging papers against a cool marble cover that topped the faceless news desk. “What would you do if you found out you’re teacher, you’re friend was one of the most sought after women in California? Jonathan Prower was faced with such a choice one lonely Sunday afternoon when. . .”

 “Oh get to the damn point already. . .” Jon spat as the man droned on about the choices facing youth and the chase that followed.

 Slowly Samantha’s face replaced the man and his desk, clouded green eyes struggling to maintain composure despite the dark circles under them. Her features contorted slightly, forming carefully spoken words that fought the tense voice she used. “I just want him to know that no matter what, I love him. . . Regardless of what hes' done.” 
 “So he hasn’t tried to contact you?” A woman asked just off camera.

 “Nothing.” Sam shook her head, her voice level even as a camera flashed off screen.

 “How would you describe him? His Personality?”
 “Hes a smart man. . .” A slight edge crept across the heavy dread in her voice. “He just made a bad choice that’s all. . .”
 Another voice spoke, probing the woman for information. “Police are citing multiple charges of trafficking and possession against Rikes and now your brother may be facing the same charges, including aiding and abiding a fugitive. . . How does that make you feel? What was going through your mind when you found out?”
 Samantha closed her eyes for a second, her face reflecting the thoughts that gathered behind her eyelids. “What I think doesn’t matter right now. . . Jon. . . If you’re watching this, do what you have to do. Make things right. . . No matter what happens, I love you. . .” Her hand replaced the lens of the camera as she turned down the street, bricks and reporters forming a trail that followed close behind. The words ‘recorded earlier’ presenting a constant reminder of a fate unknown.
 Colors faded across the screen, replaced by a police officer marked at high rank by the title printed across the screen. A voice followed a woman dressed just as sharply, her light red blazer an instant contrast to the navy blue of the uniformed man. “I’m here with Lieutenant Moore from the Lake Falls Sheriff’s Department where the calls have been flowing in. . . Lieutenant, could you give us some idea of what you’re department has been able to learn?”

 “Well. . .” The man began, his brown hair reflecting light from the camera. “From the tips we’ve received and eyewitness statements its becoming apparent, to myself at least, that we are dealing with an expert in camouflage and evasion. . . However experts make mistakes too, and when she does we’ll be waiting for her. . . Odiously due to the sensitive nature of this case I can’t divulge exactly what we have, but rest assured we are close to uncovering the hole she’s hiding in.”
 “What about her friend? One of your officers said that they had been seen together last Sunday right before some kind of accident?”
 “Officer Avery briefed me on the encounter, the young man that was seen with Rikes has been positively identified and it’s been confirmed that he is actively helping Rikes. . . At this point it is unclear weather he was coerced or he acting on his own, however we are looking into every avenue. His sister has been a big help in understanding him and the possible motivations he might have for being associated with this woman. . .”

 Jon and Kat stared at each other for a moment, the silent questions and nameless aches vanishing entirely when the glowing box grabbed them again.

 “Once again, Kathrine Rikes now thought to be aided by one of her former students, Jonathan Prower. . .” The woman continued methodically as a picture filled the screen, sharp features and red hair standing next to a physical description. Another picture followed, youthful features lax in the presence of a school flag that was pinned behind. “They were both seen together, driving a nineteen eighty-two Jeep Cherokee, solid black with marks on the passenger’s side, presumably bullet holes. . .” The woman trailed off, images of the pair filling the screen. “If you have any information, you are urged to call your local sheriff’s station. . . This is Tessa Hartford, channel seven news.” 

 Kathrine swallowed, her legs folding under her a moment later. Tones slipped from her mouth, mere whispers in the overwhelming emotion that spoke for her. “Jon. . .”
 “Yeah?” The young man looked over, a calm expression mirroring his words.

 “Jon. . .” The whisper came again. “Why?” Emeralds pleaded softly for resolution that evaded the woman with practiced ease. “What are we gonna do?” 

 Jonathan swallowed harshly, taking a seat on the bed before he spoke. “We’re gonna go with it. Now we know whats up, we can work on fixing it. . .” Calm eyes found a shattered confidence that clawed desperately for something to lend strength where emotions had failed. “Relax. . . It’s not bad at all, we’ll figure out where this stuff took place and go from there. . .” 

 Kat wrapped her arms around him with a cool warmth that shook more than her breathing. Pressure followed closely behind while energy wrapped around the two bodies in a warmth unique and soothing, the same warmth found it’s way into the voice that spoke. “Its gonna be alright. . .” 
 “Don’t let me go. Please. . .” A tear crept down the woman’s face, cooling against Jon's a moment later. 
 Warmth passed through the room in slower pulses that wrapped the two tighter then their arms could. Finally the young man spoke, a whisper that only served to disappear into green eyes. “I’ll be here Kat. . . No matter what. I-” Muscles tightened in an instant, the words unable to be vocalized. “I promise-”

* * * *

 Machines ran under the glow of halogen lights that hung from the rafters of the expansive concrete room. Mechanical rollers fed strips of plywood into large machines that processed it, filling the air with smells of lacquer and heated lumber. Light crept through vents in the high ceiling, allowing a glimpse of the moon that shone down on the factory. People moved over concrete, carrying on tasks and preparing for the shift bell only minutes away. 

 Samantha followed the dead grey wall, pushing a wheeled trash can filled with papers and disposable gloves. Her blonde hair hung frayed at every angle, a perfect match for the vacant green eyes that guided the woman to a brightly lit office. An older man smiled as she approached, offering a small trash can as he finished signing a document.

 “How you hold'n up?” The man regarded her with a friendly smile. 

 “I’ll be okay.” A yawn cut her off as she emptied the container into the larger one. “Just need some sleep. . .”
 The man nodded, slipping from the office into the hall, his polite visage replaced by something resembling concern. “If you need a couple days off. . .”
 “I’ll be okay. Sam shrugged.

 “Alright, but don’t be afraid to ask. . .”
 “Thanks”
 The man nodded, his jeans and flannel shirt moving as he crossed the building, disappearing behind a cluster of binding machines.
 Samantha stared for a second, her body unable to move. Though she hadn't been looking through the papers, something caught her attention, through the reports and outdated request forms that made up the bulk of the trash. Another word, a name, stuck out among them. Kathrine Rikes reached from the page, offering an explanation in an unspoken voice of black and white. Other words followed, lost to the haze of sleep that was quickly enveloping her mind despite the mention of the woman. Days of restless sleep had worn away the woman’s ability to focus but not her ability to worry, as had been evident by the shaking in her hands which only intensified at the mention of Kathrine.

 Taking a split second, which could have been eternity, she grabbed the paper, cramming it into her pocket as best she could. A sharp noise filled the building, an electronic screech signaling the end of the shift. Minutes passed slowly, people filled the room, emptying out into the chill of the early morning air. 
 Melissa slipped from behind her, features marked by the same exhaustion on Samantha’s face. “Hey. . .”
 “Hi. . .”
 “Tired?” The voice echoed a mock question that needed no answer.
 “I’ll let you know when we get home. . .”

 White light slid over furniture and the newspaper that covered it, boxes filled with shredded newspapers  filled the available empty space, standing as a reminder of the countless hours that had been spent in the living room searching, making calls and theorizing  Scraps of paper sat in neat stacks on the coffee table, next to the coffee maker that had been running long before the door opened. 
 Samantha sighed heavily as she closed the cupboard. “Damnit. Theres gotta be something to eat in this fu-” 
 “Hey.” Melissa’s voice filled the room, an edge dulled by concern. “Its okay. I’ll go get something.” The woman forced a tone as she wiped the sleep from her face.

 Sam stared, trying to copy the words that appeared behind green eyes. “Sorry. . .”
 “Its okay, tell ya what. How bout you grab a shower and I’ll get us some dinner. When I get back we’ll start on this morning’s batch.” She motioned to the stack of newspapers, suppressing a yawn. 

 “Ye. . . Yeah, Okay.” She nodded absently, almost unsure she had spoken until a pair of lips met hers. Over them almond shaped eyes sat closed, looking almost peaceful save for the warm grip Mel had on her. “Be careful.” Sam managed when the shorter woman released her.
 “You know it.” Mel smiled before she stepped back. “See you soon love.” With that, as so many times before giving Sam no chance to respond, she stepped out of the apartment, leaving a dull ache in her trail. 
 Moments passed slowly while Sam scoured the apartment for some clean clothes, placing them on the toilet as the bathtub filled up with warm water. Samantha stood in the cramped hall, Jon’s room calling out from behind the closed door, begging for company to go through everything again. Six times wasn’t enough, just one more. Always one more. Samantha sighed, a wisp in the face of a hurricane.

 Questions crept across a tired mind demanding recognition, a demand that paled to the need for answers. Several more followed as water wrapped around her, relaxing tired muscles that begged for relief. Tension filled the tub in waves of clear liquid that seemed to flow from within the woman. Seconds ticked by, the tension fading into a calm that eventually lead to the peace of sleep.

 Samantha started with a jerk forcing her way out of the cold water. Fog cleared as adrenaline was introduced to a run down body and mind, tapering off slightly as she dried off and slipped into the jeans and sweater that had been waiting for her.

 Soft features passed by a mirror, tanned skin a contrast to the light blonde hair that wrapped around her skin, sticking in clumps and trails. Eyes looked back at her, hollow and uncertain they asked of that which couldn’t be named. A tear slid from probing eyes, blame slowly finding a place, the name attached, her own.

 Questions continued to chase formless answers as Samantha stepped into the dark living room. Strands of moonlight crept over windowsills, casting luminescence over the old couch and the papers that littered the floor.

 “Mel?” Sam whispered as she moved to the door, checking the locks. A second ticked by in silence, searching the room revealed nothing but the thick shadows that seemed to deepen around the middle of the room. Samantha sighed softly, allowing the last bit of adrenaline to fizzle out when she looked for the lamp. Cheap dollar store crap. . .

 A soft click filled the room, followed immediately by blinding light. Sam rubbed her eyes, a soft curse leaving her mouth, lost to the hatred of the lamp. A shadow moved in a blur, bare flesh connecting and wrapping around Samantha’s throat as she struggled to make out the silhouette. Something hard stopped the motion with another jerk. Behind her the wall thumped hollow.

 “Where are they?” A feminine tone found Samantha’s ears, calm but hinting at an urgency. 
 Features slowly came into view, jet black hair draped over light skin and a well defined jaw line. Mirrored plastic hid a fire that flowed from the woman’s gaze, the bulky duster she wore open to reveal a compact frame that betrayed the strength of her grip. “Where are they?” The woman repeated, her hand tightening with each spoken word.

 Sam wrapped her hands around the woman's arm, twisting and wrenching to no avail. “Let go!” Samantha forced her voice around the hand, sounding more like a whisper then the shout it was meant to be.

 “Tell me where they are and this ends.”

 The tight whine of a motorcycle started a moment later, ending the woman's voice with a sharp grunt  that reminded Sam of the street races she used to enjoy growing up. The woman’s voice brought her back to reality, the situation playing out like a movie she was the star of. 
 The black haired woman turned her attention to the window, holding Sam in place.

 “Bitch.” Sam managed tried to gather her strength in the instant it took her to bring an arm up, by the time she had punched the woman in the temple she was half way to the door. Somewhere it had occurred to her that the door was locked, but it didn't matter when she stumbled out into the stain covered hall way and it’s promise of safety. 
 Her bare feet slapped wood as Samantha sprinted through the halls, stairs passed in a blur, doors moved into view a moment later as she descended the staircase that would lead her to the front door, to freedom. 

 The first thing she noticed when she reached the last step was the overly massive bulk of a pair of boots that jutted out from loose hanging jeans. Looking up she noticed the thick looking trench coat that draped the distinctly male frame in shadows as sharp as his brown flat top. The man stopped suddenly under the halo of an overhead light. The shadows played over his sharp features with an ethereal strength mirrored easily by his warm, almost inviting voice  

 “Hello Samantha. . .” 

 Sam turned back to see the woman's stoic gaze leveled at her from atop the stair case, her own heavy boots clattered against the hardwood floorboards only now she was carrying a bulky rifle that seemed almost cartoonish in her small hands. Closer, she's getting closer!  Do something! Sam jerked her head back to see the man reaching behind him, toward the small of his back. . . The scene played out infinitely slow with unbridled terror when he produced a small boxy pistol with a clip extending almost twice the length of the grip. 

 The pounding of rubber and wood stopped suddenly when the woman's voice filled Sam's ear with surprise. “Shit.”

 Before she had registered the motion or even the voice entirely, her world blurred into pain when the short woman pushed her into a stain on the wall that reeked of beer. The smell and every sound in the hallway, the breathing, the buzz of the lights, and her hammering heart vanished into an unbelievable crash of thunder and gun powder. Sam tried to move, to run, to do anything but was held firmly in place by the woman's right hand as she continued to fire off down the hall.

 The man stumbled back slightly as a spray of crimson painted the door just behind him and causing him to drop his gun. Although stunned by the obvious  trauma he showed no outward signs of slowing down. Instead he ducked down to retrieve his pistol with his left hand and before the woman could fire again he squeezed the trigger. Brilliant flashes of light seemed to paint the corridor with searing heat which ended only when something grazed Sam's neck. Plaster and wood exploded over her cheek as the woman grunted again. 

 Another deafening clap filled the confines of the building as the woman forced Sam harder into the wall. The muzzle of her rifle came into view again, aimed at the door just ahead of them. Even as the man continued to fire a short burst she unloaded two deafening rounds that sent fragments of metal and splintered wood in every direction. Sam registered the booted foot kicking the door in but never saw how she actually wound up in the room, mere inches from a horrified old man.

 “Go.” The woman said as she forced Sam into the shadows, filling the hall with several more ear splitting shots.

 Samantha exhaled sharply, the scene playing out again when the woman grabbed her shoulder, her booted feet thumped through the room with a light sigh being her only objection. A faint trace of blood caught Sam's attention as the woman loaded a fresh clip into her weapon before using her elbow to break out the small window.  “Go.” 
 Sam searched the reflective sunglasses, comprehension following action that lead her through the open window to the sidewalk below. Thoughts ran through her mind, muffled by adrenaline and exhaustion they cried for her to move, to run.

 “Follow me.” A whisper came, calm and level as the woman guided Sam to a patch of shadows between the apartment buildings. Errant street light reflected from the high gloss paint of a red Monte Carlo as the two moved. A soft click released the locks, Samantha moved along side of the vehicle, forced by a strong hand. “Get in.”
 A plain interior surrounded her, the radio and other controls replaced by black panels marked with various numbers somehow resembling frequencies or something she had seen in an old radio show, a small panel of buttons and switches replaced the armrest accented by dials that had nothing to do with temperatures. Samantha scanned the car trying to think, only to be denied by the emotions and fatigue that tore through her. 

  The woman slipped in before thumping a switch in the arm rest. A soft whine filled the cabin of the vehicle, slowly intensifying as she pulled a slim pistol from under the seat. An instant ticked by, the safety being released at the same time she pulled the car into gear. Rubber and steel jumped from the shadows, slipping into the streets with a pitched whine that increased in intensity as the car picked up speed.

 Another sound filled the street after seconds passed, followed by the visage of a street bike speeding through the dark, it’s driver’s coat flapping in the wind it created. The form moved quickly, covering the distance before a weapon discharged, a multitude of sharp cracks splintering the silence of the night and signaling their contact with the car in a series of dull thumps that seemed to explode somewhere in Sam's mind.

 Several more rounds impacted against the vehicle, each bringing their own unique sounds to the melody that was played out between the buildings. Air whipped around the cabin when the woman hit the automatic window, her face remained almost completely impassive despite the clatter of automatic fire from behind them.

 Samantha gasped as the dashboard changed in front of her, the car sliding into a wide turn. The woman tightened her grip on the steering wheel, firing several shots with her right hand that never seemed to connect with the bike nor it's rider.
 “What the hell is going on?” A fragile plea filled the car, cut off by gun fire as the woman continued her retort.

 “What the fuck is going on?” Samantha trailed off as the car jerked to the side, a whine changing when the vehicle slowed. The woman tossed her pistol under the seat before the car bucked into a forced acceleration that propelled the vehicle through densely packed buildings at speeds that were better suited to race tracks. At some point Sam glanced at the speedometer but hadn't had a chance to read the numbers before the man on the bike fired again.
 “What the hell are-” Pain registered before motion, a fist struck her jaw, a pain made pale when her head struck something hard. Shadows followed bright red paint and watery eyes, slowly the shadows turned into a darkness that enveloped Samantha completely.

 Slowly feeling found weary muscles. Pain slipped in between breaths of chilled air, scents of old fabric and trace amounts of gunpowder mixed in the small room, it’s cinder block walls offering no clues to her location. Samantha scanned the room, taking in the dimensions that could have been her bedroom, save for the chair that sat across from her and the stained cherry end table that separated them.

 A lock clicked in the still air, releasing the metal door to a shadow filled room, beyond the darkness a form moved, boots disappearing under heavy denim that hung loose from under a black tank top. A strip of gauze drew attention immediately, the thick spot of red covering her forearm that lead to defined upper arms. A metal tray called for consideration, forcing the green eyes back when sharp instruments and plastic syringes came into view.

 “No.- No, no, no.” Samantha whimpered, trying to move as rope tightened around her arms.

 “Lets talk about your brother. . .” The woman spoke softly, the tray clacking in the dark air before she picked up a large scalpel the glint of steel reflected from her sunglasses, suddenly colder then her voice. “Tell me all about your brother. . .”

 Chapter 8

 Kathrine stared at the barely open curtains as she had been for the past few hours. Small tendrils of fading sunlight crept around the crack that opened to reveal the moving cars and people which carried on their lives just outside. Even at a distance she could make out the smiling faces of the kids, the busy worry of housewives that had to pick up their children or run some, probably meaningless, errand. Somehow it didn't matter to them that she had been cast aside, but then- Why should it? She was just some freak that happened to get put on the 'books' as being a drug dealer. . . There was no going back, there was no being normal. . . Not that there had ever been a 'normal' for her.

 But the who, what, and why still clawed through her mind as she lay back to back with a man who's scent still hung in her nose when she felt the faint wash of tears slip over her cheeks. It wasn't just her, she wasn't alone. . . That's all that mattered, right?

 “Yeah, until you get him killed. For what? Huh? I can see it now; teacher gets friend and student killed because she just happened to be different-“

 “Enough.”

 Kat cringed when she heard the man move. Though he had been nearly silent for the entire day he still stirred occasionally, muttering something in between soft snores. She had asked him a few times if he was okay, more out of habit than anything but had gotten no reply. . . He looks so peaceful. 

 “I bet he'd make a good-“

 “Shut up.” 

 Kathrine dug her hands into the pillow before grinding her teeth against the soft fabric. She was still tired enough to let herself fall asleep but there had been too much sleeping already. . . There was still a need for food but where? There was nothing in the hotel and-

 Her mind went completely flat when something large and warm slid over her shoulder, draping down the front of her chest before sliding up just enough to cup her shoulder. Kat tensed as she glanced down to see the man's bicep and fore arm wrapped around her. New sensations crossed her cheek when she tried to roll over, almost ready to push him away until she found him, eyes closed and breathing slow. He was still asleep.

 After a couple minutes she rolled back over on her side. The warmth pushed against her shoulder and back didn't flinch as Kat searched her window to the world for answers. The most important one still bit her when the man's grip tightened. What do I do?

 She lay silent for nearly an hour, just listening to the man's breathing. Occasionally she would push against him, looking for a gentle reassurance of his presence, even sampling the trace amounts of his sent masked by soap and shampoo that seemed to draw her closer. Slowly she closed her eyes, allowing ideas and sensations to stir, each one a new experience that brought with them emotions, healthy, real, emotions. 
 Kathrine pushed against him, a light sigh passing through grinning lips as she rubbed his arm with her cheek. She let herself smile again when Jon’s arm tightened around her, the emotions returning in soothing whispers that offered sensations to match, but existed no where but in her mind. Maybe a little close, but. . . I think maybe I care- too much, I. . . The faintest whisper spoke for her, touches of a life she had never known allowing the voice a breath. “I think. . . I. . .”
 A moment passed in the silence that seemed to form waves which traveled through the room, slowly washing away the fragile resolve surrounding the bed. An island from which there was no escape, or desire to. Questions slipped behind green eyes, forming the trees and features that would be turned to shelter by the answers. She felt her heart all but dissolve when the man's breathing changed just as she ran her cheek along his arm for perhaps the umpteenth time.

 Another instant died off in her mind when a very deep smell of fear erupted in the air. The man's hand began to shake just slightly against her shoulder when he started to pull it back ever so slowly.

 Kathrine opened her eyes to watch his deliberate movements. Fighting the entire time with her hand as it clawed the underside of the pillow to reach out and grab him. How could he do that? Give her something then take it away like it was- Friend. Friend. Friend- She bit into her lip when she brought her own shaking hand around his and held it in place.

 After a moment she stalled, waiting for something, anything to change one way or another. Almost an eternity passed before she tugged gently, still unsure of what was happening when he brought his arm around her again. 

 “Sleep well?” She forced her whisper through the coarse sandpaper feeling in her throat. “You didn't dream last night.”
 The man wrapped his fingers around her shoulder, a light shake sneaking into the otherwise strong grip. “I did. About you.”
 Kat continued to gnaw on her tongue and lip. “Me?”
 “Yeah. . .” Something flickered in between words of the silent voice. “It was nice. . .” Jon rubbed Kathrine’s collar bone with his thumb, the shake in his finger reflecting the uncertainty in his tone. 

 What about me? What about? Come on, say it. Some exotic cruise with a handsome -kid- and a little- 

 Shut up!

 Kat bit deep into her tongue to silence her body. The tension in her mouth erupted along the rest of her body in the same instant.

 Apparently Jon had noticed, he withdrew his hand and had almost completely slid off the bed in a motion so smooth Kathrine couldn't quite remember it happening. 

“Its that time isn’t it?” She rolled over to see him watching her with an almost readable emotion.

 “Yeah. . . I guess so. . .” A calm tone carried the words she had been silently praying for but didn’t want to hear, the brown eyes that looked back at her telling a different story as he started toward the bathroom.

 Kathrine sat up slowly, her body refusing to cooperate until the man had disappeared into the bathroom. Straightening her sweat pants and shirt had taken only an instant, but still clung to her as she silently cursed and kicked herself for not doing something immediately. It had gotten out of hand and she was the cause, she always was. . . This time however, she couldn't bring herself to care.

 The sticky sweet smell of the soapy steam wrapped around Kathrine while she stared at her mirror image, trying not to punch and kick the stupid glazed look in her eyes as it reflected orange in the dim light. Even the small travel toothbrush hanging from her lower lip seemed to be reminding her of. . . him. Had it been his finger though she probably wouldn't have bit it in half. 

 Tossing the toothbrush in the trash on her way out the door she exhaled a fresh wave of adrenaline and stupidity when she saw him standing over the press board table, thumbing through a stack of news papers while two, extremely large and slightly over cooked hamburgers sat in foam containers on either side. Kat took a breath when she snuck up behind him, allowing it to form only when she forced her arms around his stomach. “Hi. . .”

 “Heya.” He smiled. Soap and shampoo drowned the breakfast with a scent that wouldn’t be denied, even as the young man laid a pair of newspapers down atop either container.

 “Where’d you get those?”
 “Machine out front. . .” Jon shrugged before turning to face her. Kat sighed when something flickered bright against the man's eyes. The same emotion she had seen at some point -the park maybe?- stared back at her with a vivid smile, the tender lips were almost begging for something she couldn't- Wouldn't give them. . . Friend, kid, friend- Kid!

 “We’re gonna have to pack. . .”
 “Pack?” Kat's voice barely managed, clouded by uncertainty and emotion.

 “Yeah, these bags are nice, but if something comes up. . .”
 “Jon. . .”
 He pushed a finger against her lips before he continued. “We’ll have to be quick. . .” A light grin crept across youthful features, erasing the caution of a moment ago. “Besides, they’re stylish.”
 Hours slipped by in an instant, regret and other emotions searching for comfort, sinking the tones that flowed between them. “Jon, please don’t talk like that. . . This is serious, I don’t want either of us to get hurt. . . I don’t want to loose you. . .” She bit her tongue. Real smooth.

 “We’ll be fine Kat, but we’re going to need to be quick. . .” 
 “Boy scouts. . .?” Kathrine looked up, a fragile grin betraying the words that passed between them just above the voice.

 A moment passed in silence, stretching into the eternity it took his mouth to move. “Ah. . . Long time ago. . . After our parents. . .” Another second passed, when his eyes softened. Kat tried to support the man's back while he tensed, her own hands shaking even more than his voice. “They tried to put me in a foster home... Sam fought them, but she got slammed. . . ‘Not a suitable environment’ they said. . .” Touches of spite seeped into his quiet voice.  “Ah- So I left. . . Sam fought them, we begged, borrowed, scrimped. . . Stole. . . Eventually they gave her custody, it took almost six months. . . But we had them beaten. . .” Another emotion ended the man’s tone, bordering on the accomplishment that was all too evident in his eyes.. 

 “How. . .” Kat searched his eyes, questions slowly changing into something she couldn’t identify. “I’m so sorry. . .”
 “Please don’t. . .”
 She nodded, her voice disappearing between them. Hours passed slowly, strength and courage sinking into the warmth that they shared. Understanding and acceptance followed unspoken conversations that carried back and forth as they ate breakfast. 


 Watching the local news had yielded only slightly more information then the stack of now useless papers sitting balled up in the trash can. The variety was definitely more broad- A man was selling a chow mix puppy for only three hundred dollars, while someone else was complaining, to no surprise, about taxes. Meanwhile 'Rikes Watch' stations had been set up all over the city and the police had thousands upon thousands of leads just flowing through their call centers. . . Kathrine leaned back against the bed. The police, everywhere, everyone looking for her- them. Why were they still even alive? Let alone so. . . Say it. . . Come on, you know you want to.

 She had to admit, as much as she hated it. . . She wanted to say something to the man across from her, the what or even how didn't matter. Just something to explain the 'morning'. 

 He stretched out slowly, a ripple of energy sliding along his muscles an instant before he threw his pen across the room. “I need a break. . .” Jon grinned with a guarded curiosity.

 “That’d be nice. . .” Kat sipped her tea, a sheaf of paper sliding from the bed, a moment later a notepad followed as she stretched out, meeting the young man’s eyes with a smile. “What have you got in mind?”
 Jon grinned slightly, a response defeated by obligation. “Grab your duffle bag. . .”
 “Just like that. Make sure its tight. . .” The young man nodded as Kat rolled a pair of pants and stuffed them into the old backpack. Several sets of clothes followed, slowly filling the pack with memories and warmth that followed carefully spoken instructions.

 “Make sure you put the stuff you’re going to use in the front pocket, and on top.” Jon handed off a number of nameless meat snacks, each a small meal in it’s own right. “Food. Ah. Here. . .” A moment passed as he emptied a plastic bag onto the bed. First aid kits, flashlights, batteries and a pair of radios? 
 “Radios?” 
 “Yeah. Like I said, Just in case-” Kathrine wrapped her hand around his mouth. Picking up the cheap looking toys suddenly carried the weight of experience and a hurt that couldn't be identified even as it poured through his gaze.  Seconds slipped by,a shrug finally spoke for him. Warm and decisive but lacking any real conviction.

 Kat teetered on the edge of the bed watching the early morning news come to a close with a weighted sigh. Nothing, absolutely nothing. Even the 'teasers' of the mid day news held no clues to their situation. Just more real criminals. . . At some level, in some small way she almost had to feel insulted. More of obligation than actual hurt. Just another face in the crowd.

 She looked over he shoulder to see Jon balancing his art book on his knees, sketching against the thick paper with some kind of barely readable emotion along his jaw. 

 “I thought you went to bed an hour ago.”

  “Ah.” The young man shrugged, shadows played out over his face despite the wall mounted lamp. “Just thinking.”
 “What about. . .?”
 Jon sighed softly, filling in details as time passed. “Someone. . .” 

 Kat slid up the bed after turning the TV off. When Jon didn't draw back or slam his book shut she leaned up against the backboard. Seconds passed, as she followed the picture. Four faces smiled back at her with some forced happiness that seemed awkward considering the angle. Two of them she recognized instantly, Jon and Sam. Standing just behind them an older man and woman had their arms around one another. Despite the bold look of the man there was a warmth underlined in every little wrinkle and crease of his skin. The woman was no different and seemed to personify the man's weary grin- almost the way her mother had her father's. . . Eventually she noticed the faint outline of her own features next to Jon's, however a decidedly empty space behind her ended the picture with only possibilities. “Looks empty. . .”
 The young man turned his head slightly, offering his pencil.

 Kathrine stared for a moment, her face softening as she ran her eyes over the picture and back to the man. Slowly words formed, a shadow of her tone slipping between them. “I can’t draw Jon.”
 “We can do it together. . .” A soft smile warmed youthful features, a match for the emotions that filled his eyes.

 “It doesn't take two to draw a stick figure.” Kat forced a grin. 
 “You sure?”
 Kathrine bit her tongue again just before her voice slipped out. Staring at the small pencil he held seemed to take the edge off, if only for a little bit. The possibility of taking the 'edge' off of anything seemed more inviting than the reflected light that poured over her shoulder as she took up the small instrument and began trying to fill in what should have been her father's features. 
 Unfortunately they came out more like a mass of pencil markings with no form. ”I told you so. . .” She whispered, trying to define what could have easily been globs of paint. “I'm no good at this kindda stuff.”
 “That’s good Kat.” He slid a finger over the page, following the man’s chin and tracing an invisible line. “Try like this. . .” Suggestions and ideas flowed between them, rough shapes taking on more defined forms as time passed. 
 Kathrine looked over, following the hand that guided her own at an awkward angle. “Um, Jon?”

 “Yeah?”
 “Would you mind if we changed positions? I can’t see what you’re doing. . . And I know you can’t be comfortable. . .” Kathrine swallowed her tentative tone when the man looked down at her with a curious grin.

 “Yeah alright.” Jon nodded as he rolled his pillow. Neither of them moved for almost a full minute when Kathrine swallowed and climbed over his leg to a seat between them, using his chest to support her back. Kat hadn't realized completely what she was doing until she slammed her eyes shut and clenched her teeth hard enough to dig into her lower lip and probably gums. 
 “Damnit.” She ran her tongue over her lip before she took up the book. “Um. . . So. . .” Kathy getting brave. . . With the kid-

 “Here.” Jon erased the man's face before edging around the frame with a careful pull. Slowly lines came to form features, carefully drawn images followed energy that guided a small pencil. A tightly pulled smile lead to a strong jaw and sharp cheek bones that hinted at the warmth in wide eyes, offering faint reminders in the face that watched the picture develop. Hands traced over them, offering suggestions in silent touches of air that slipped between them. Emotions followed a carefully drawn woman as small drops of water slid off Kathrine's own. At some point she was sure she had heard them impacting with soft patters against Jon's arm. All of it gave way to the insistent pull of graphite over paper, to progress.

 Jonathan smiled softly, cupping Kat's free hand before a voice to slipped over her shoulder. “You’re doing great Kat. . . Don’t stop now. . .” Another kind of grin found youthful features as her shaking hand continued to define the woman. Long hair flowed from raised cheeks that harbored crystalline eyes, curious yet hollow when compared to the man next to her. A rounded jaw and sloped posture brought her into full view, offering trace reminders of a life that looked only slightly less inviting then the warmth wrapped around her.

 Kathrine stared at the picture, fully developed and surrounded by a frame drawn with gentle strokes and careful attention. Seconds slipped by without a breath, two pairs of eyes tracing over contours from their past that smiled back at them with the kindness and acceptance they had both enjoyed, now lost to the harsh chill surrounding the hotel room and even the bed they sat in.

 Energy cracked softly as Jon wrapped his arms around Kathrine. She brought her fingers to rest on his,  rubbing gently at the weary aches of nameless pains. Clips of conversation fought one another as she turned to meet the warm brown eyes that watched her with a slightly damp warmth. Questions and doubts ran rampant through the distance between them without so much as a breath, giving life to a hard won voice as Kat wrapped her arms around the man's back. “I'm sorry Jon.” Pressing her temple to his chest she could hear the deep hammering of his heart that seemed to be betraying his calm breathing. 
 There was warmth, understanding and shelter before all of it vanished into some hidden emotion that would probably never be spoken let alone actually expressed. But before it had gone it had been memorized physically and emotionally. Maybe, just maybe there would be a tomorrow to talk about it. Kathrine shook her head silently, instead closing her eyes and letting the tears clinging to her cheeks roll off into the warm t-shirt just under her. Warmth passed between them, filling the room slowly. Life stories recounted in quiet tears and gentle embraces that no voice could translate. 
 Emotions mixed in silence, energy following understanding and warmth into the strands of possibility that weaved behind green eyes.  Several more strands followed as time passed, forming a blanket that wrapped around them with promises of shelter from the cold and rain, the hate and spite, the lies and half truths. . . From the world.

 After eternity had wound down she faintly heard the man's voice, barely above a whisper. “Kathrine. . .”
 Muscles tensed as a mechanical ring tore through the air, demanding attention and recognition while shattering any hope of denial. Jon clenched his jaw as Kat looked up, the regret almost physical in it’s presence. Another ring filled the air, drawing tension from both bodies as they pulled tighter, willing the angry voice away. Defeat followed another ring, calling them back to a world of hopeless deficits to nameless forces. 

 “Hello?” A cracked voice spoke for the young man, a shadow of itself that blended with the darkened room.

 Melissa’s voice filled the receiver, tense and marked with strips of panic. Words followed, interrupted by sniffs of the biting silence that filled the air around them. Finally they came together, sending shards of resolve and hope in all directions. “She’s gone. . . Jon, she’s gone. . .”

* * * *

 Samantha took another drag of air, forcing it through the haze of painkillers and blood still fresh on her lips. Just out of the corner of her eyes she could see the cinder blocks that had been painted the same tones of red as the floor in front of her and even her pants. The door in front of her barely creaked when the woman opened it slowly. Just around her Sam could see a shaft of muted sunlight that seemed to be painted across the off-white walls and dull concrete floor that matched her cell's. Somewhere just beyond that, right next to the six dead bolt locked door a bar similar to the one in her apartment sat loaded with a basket filled to the brim with bread and bottled water. 

 After a moment the tension running along her neck gave way and she had to let her head drop. Staring at the wood chair offered no clues to the location of the woman who's boots seemed to be padded with cloth. Not the slightest hint of sound until she set the basket down between them. 

 “Are you hungry?” The woman’s voice came calm and relaxed, a sharp contrast to the quivering muscles that pulled Sam’s head up by invisible strings. Tension followed the smell of freshly baked bread as it slipped from the basket, immediately joined by a bottle of water. The endless hours of questioning and violence wore physically on the woman's body, her pale skin and mirrored sunglasses had been spotted with blood in several places, but none of it seemed to bother her. The blood on her hands was dry by now but she didn't. . . She didn't care, she just didn't care. 

 Samantha stared for almost a minute, trying to penetrate the sunglasses that reflected her image without a scratch, bruise or even a blemish. If they could see through her clothes she'd probably vomit. . . She had never known how many pressure points were on the human body, nor the infinitely more painful ways one could be punched but she was beginning to learn. . .

 “You're brother is in a very dangerous position. . .” The short woman began again as she slid a massive pistol from the basket. Even before she had gotten it out entirely Samantha had recognized it, seen in movies and games where men could shoot them with one hand or even off handed. But she knew better than believe anything on TV. . . Somehow she found a way to laugh through the pain, the massive weapon looked so out of place in the woman's small hands. Desert Eagle .50 AE She managed to make out the inscription on the slide as the raven haired woman slid the clip out of the weapon. “He's alone without a clue Samantha.”

 The woman's features changed just slightly into a mask with emotions not quite readable, one of them had to be respect, maybe. . . “I've been tracking them for little over a week. I can't get close enough.” She began disassembling the weapon without so much as a flinch when the massive thing released it's slide. “With Jonathan out there things are only going to get worse. Kathrine might be using him to escape. . . They're ill prepared for the battles ahead.”
 “S-” Sam's voice died off when the woman began wiping the parts with a rag.

 “I need your help Samantha. I need to know where they are. . . I need you to tell me everything about them.” She took a small bottle of oil and began dotting the various parts before running her fingers over them. “I need to know about their relationship to one another. Anything he might have told you.” She began reassembling the gun, the hollow click of steel against steel serving to accent her suddenly worn voice. “If I can get to them in time, I'll make sure your brother comes back to you safe. You have my word. . .”

 “Who-”
 “They're going to die soon Samantha, if you don't help me. These people aren't usually so lenient with neutrals. It's a borderline miracle that they've made it this far. . . Assuming they're still alive.” Her sunglasses reflected the errant streaks of light that crept through the small light bulb just above them, even more so than the clip she slid into the weapon an instant later. “If you tell me where they are Samantha, I can get them out of this. The two of you can leave. You'll never have to worry about looking over your shoulder. It isn't you they want. . . All you have to do is tell me where Kathrine is.”
 Samantha looked up, her head barely supported by the muscles that screamed for release from the unbreakable nylon binds. A stare replaced her eyes, reflected easily in the woman's sunglasses. The hours it took to form a voice ground through her throat in a barely auditable whisper when she heard the soft click of a safety being released. “How. . . Do I know you won’t kill him?”

 “You don’t. . .” The woman slid the frame back without the slightest hint of effort, a sharp metallic clink filling the space between them as a round chambered, the barrel leveled at Samantha’s chest. 

 “Alright. . . Alright. . .”

* * * *

 Bricks and glass stood tall over vacant concrete, casting shadows over the sidewalks that reflected biting winds while absorbing the occasional strips of moonlight which crept through the cloud cover. Silhouettes slipped between buildings, the soft patter of shoes mingling with the hollow thumping of boots as the two traveled just fast enough to be considered a run. 
 “Shit.” Jon hissed, tightening the straps of the backpack that hung over his long coat.

 “Ye- Yeah. . .” A soft voice filled the space behind him, the woman’s jacket buffeting from another gust.

 Blocks passed into the deep chill of the early morning fog that had settled over the densely packed buildings of downtown, glimpses of the vehicles poked out occasionally through the moisture but offered no sign of Sam. Sunlight slowly crept over the brick towers, painting dead black top in differing shades of yellow and orange, warming the air just barely with trace amounts of reflected light.

  Cars and trucks filled the road, moving to the rhythm of a waking city too concerned with itself to notice the two forms that chased misshapen visages through the polluted haze. Jon and Kat slid into an alley, Jon trying to warm himself while another deep shred of chilled air ripped through the tight confines a shake rippled through frayed nerves and frosted muscles when he kneeled down. Slowly he managed to look up for perhaps the first time in an hour. “Kat, you okay?”
 The woman nodded, her white pants a match for the pale skin that peeked out from a leather jacket and turtle neck. Seconds passed as clouded emeralds searched for the relief tension held hostage. “Fi- Fine. . .”
 Jon sighed, scanning the tight alley that stared back at him with a gaze of cold brick and errant litter. “Lets-” A moment slipped as he watched the shaking woman next to him. “Lets head back. . .”

 Eyes met, an unspoken apology melting into a grateful embrace of shared body heat. “No- Jon, we should keep looking. She could be at the library, maybe the bus station, ah- the. . .”

 “Yeah. . . She could be.” Shaking tones slipped into an uncertain voice, chilled by the hours of fruitless searching that had numbed every nerve ending in the young man’s body. “She- Could be anywhere. . . We’ll go back, grab something to eat. . . Warm up a little bit. . .” Seconds followed the beat of a heart not his own as Jon searched Kathrine’s eyes, taking in the regret and concern that mimicked his own. 

 “Jon, we-”
 “Kat, we’re not gonna get anything like done like this. . .” Pangs spoke for the man, hopeless tones lost to the unflinching chill of reason. “Soon the streets are going to be filled with people. . . Not to mention cops. . .”

 “J-”
 “Come on.” A large hand slipped over the woman’s shoulder, resting on the pack she carried. A confident stride carried them from the stone enclave to the empty field of metal and blacktop, changing in an instant to the hollow walk that spoke of the uncertain future they shared.

 Soft hues of blue and white hung over the city, warming concrete and asphalt with the promise of mild temperatures yet to come, promises that broke easily under the constant bite of chilled air. People and cars moved through the busy streets, trading off colors and clothing that contrasted with the two 'students' who made their way through the crowds.

 Getting back to the hotel had taken little less than an hour but might has well have been a year, the adrenaline and questions that fuled him were dying off into exhaustion and hopelessness even as Jon scanned over the parking lot, counting vehicles and rooms. Stepping off the sidewalk and into the street somehow seemed to warm him just slightly. Short break, maybe some soup and a warm shower. . . And maybe just a little nap-

 “Jon, there- Its her.” A light voice filled the young man’s ear, concern bordering on the edge of panic.
 Seconds slipped by as Jon scanned the traffic. The Monte Carlo sat next to a parking meter, the woman inside exchanging glances with Jon behind the same reflective sunglasses that seemed to make her look like an alien. A tight smile changed her features, lighting up the road as recognition followed her from the opening door. 

 “Shit, shit. Go.” Fresh adrenaline poured into his body when he turned toward the alley.

 Jon and Kat slipped between buildings, tension and fear lending speed to shaky feet that traveled over cracked concrete as swallows of cold air filled their lungs. Several blocks, turns and twists drained resolve and energy, only to be repeated when a the woman and her, by now, familiar duster peeked from around the buildings they had just come from.

 Breath found lungs in daggers of ice and moisture, made worse by the droning of cars that filled the streets, each adding their own touch of spite to the chemical air. They came to a stop at an intersection, Jon stared at the road markers, trying to make out what any of them said, where they lead. It didn't matter by now, no matter what, no matter where. They'd never get away- “Sh. . . Damnit.” A hiss left his mouth as the woman rounded the alley they had just come out of, her expression as emotionless as the heavy duster she wore. 
 “Come on.” Kathrine’s voice cut through his ear even as she tugged on his arm. “This way.”

 Noise filled the streets, diesel engines and cars trading off through the densely packed vehicles. A large bus sat ahead of them. An older man looked down at them, his face a mix of suspicion and hospitality.

 “How much do you charge?” Kat’s voice forced calm tones that betrayed the tension in her jaw.

 “Dollar fifty per person.”
 The two slipped into the otherwise vacant bus, Jon’s breath ragged as he dug for the money. “Go. . . Just Go.”
 “I have a schedule..” The reply came flat in the still air.

 “So do we. . .” Jonathan started, his hand sliding under the plain shirt only to be held by a tight grip and sharp eyes.

 “Sorry. . .” Kathrine glared at the young man as she slipped money into the meter, questions an emotions speaking the volumes her clenched hand only hinted at.

 The woman made her way through the thinning crowd occasionally peeking in either direction. Even stopping long enough to glance back at the bus from almost a parking meeter away. Jon pressed himself closer to the side wall, hunching down into the seat as best he could and still breathe. He couldn't help but let out a deep grunt of a breath when the woman crossed the street and turned down an alley.

 “Jon. What the hell were you thinking. . .” A whisper slipped between them, the edge sharper then the stare that cut through desperate resolve.

 Jon sat up slowly, focusing on the front windows and the nameless faces that passed by.

 The heavy bus started forward, slowly traveling through the dense jungle of cars and buildings. Two forms sat, scanning the cars that disappeared into the multitude of colors and styles of a busy city. Buildings and turns passed in silence, the only tangible sound being a dull roar from the engine.

 Slowly the bus came to a stop, pulled by a sign and the elderly couple that stood under it. Jon flexed his jaw, trying to guess at the unfamiliar features of the area. “Come on, lets go.” He whispered, slipping through the back door and into the light breeze that flowed over evenly spaced houses and cracked asphalt. 
 “Where are we?” Kathrine’s voice disappeared into the exhaust that marked the vehicle’s departure.

 Jon shrugged, scanning the houses for any signs of recognition. “I think Crestline area. . .”
”Oh great.” A sharp edge followed the instant of silence that ended the woman’s tone. “What was that, were you going too? What were you gonna do?”
 Youthful features changed, reflecting the concentration that had been broken by the sudden attack. “Huh? Oh.”

 “Yeah. ‘oh.’ What was-”
 “Calm down Kat.”
 An instant slipped between them, carefully spoken words betraying the emotions that mixed in green eyes. “Jon, what would have happened if you had pulled that out?”
 “I don’t know. . .” An equally cautious voice filled the young man’s mouth, hinting at the agitation in his stance. “Sorry.”
 Kathrine tilted her head, sharp features softening in turn as seconds ticked by. “We need to come up with a plan.”
 “Lets get off the street first.”

 Run down houses and chipped paint flowed over the hills and through valleys, occasionally separated by cars dotted with rust or others with broken windows. Finally the two came to an old park, the overgrown grass a match for the debris and broken play equipment that filled the small area. An oak tree stood far in the back, various posters and graffiti replacing the once proud visage with shadows of a reality neither welcome nor escapable.

 “Man. Kat sighed, taking in a handful of preserved meat.

 Jon watched the street carefully, a muscle in his jaw flexing as a car drove by. Images slid behind brown eyes, each one coming to form a possibility, catalogued neatly before being tossed into the furnace of emotions that set fire to reason. “Lets go.” He spoke harshly, rising to his feet. 

 “Uh- where?” Kathrine followed slowly, adjusting her backpack.

 “I’ve gotta find Sam.”
 “Jon- What about.”
 Boots cracked over grass and rocks as the young man re-traced the path they had made coming in, his voice carrying through the area with touches of anger. “Screw her, screw the cops. I’m gonna find Sam, then we’re gonna get outta here.”
 “And go where Jon?” Kat’s voice bit into the air, concern and hope mixing in her tones as she caught up. “They’re all over the place, we’d never make it.”
 “Better then sitting here waiting. . .”
 A soft hand gripped his shoulder, tightening as he tried to step away. “Jon. . .”
 “What?” He stopped, muscles flexing and releasing as the young man turned to face sharp features and warm eyes.
 “If we go out there, the police and the wom-”
 “I don’t care.”
 “Hear me out.” Her hand tightened as a whisper begged for attention. “Besides them. . . Our pictures are on TV. Someone is bound to notice sooner or later. . .” Desperation crept over Kathrine’s voice slowly, the words formed in sips of air. “What if we call Melissa? We could find out if she heard anything. . .” Seconds ticked by, silent pleas and apologies welling up in green depths that searched the young man. “I’m sure she would want to know. . .”

 “Know what Kat? Know that I haven’t done a damn thing to find her? Know that I put Sam’s life in danger, put her in danger? I’m sure she’d love to-”
 Kathrine recoiled as the words formed between them, her own voice failing despite the tightened grip. “This is all my fault. . . Jon. . .”
 “No. Stop right there. . .” Jon’s edge tapered off slowly, his eyes closing before his voice took over. “This isn’t your fault. I’ve made my choice, and I’d do it.” A breath stopped him suddenly, all together different tones replacing the silence after a moment. “Yeah. You're right. She deserves to know.”

 Standing outside of an old convince store seemed somehow unnatural in the light of the past few days. No small closed in room and TV, just open parking lot and cars and no place to hide. Huddling around the pay phone seemed to slightly comfort Jon until it became clear that the static clicking through the line would probably make hearing nearly impossible.

 “He- Hello?” A familiar voice slipped through the receiver a moment later. 
 “It's me. You okay?”
 “Thank God, are you alright?”
 “Yeah, you hear anything? News?”
 “I- I called the police. They’re looking for her, but they think you guys had something to do with it.”
 “What kind of bullshit. . .”
 “Jon. She left something here, it looks important. It’s about Kathrine.”
 The young man glanced at Kat, a curious expression mirroring in her eyes before he glanced back at the receiver. “What?”
 “Yeah. It has a description of her, it looks like it might be a warrant or something.”
 Jonathan stared for a moment, his glare freezing Kat in place, he could almost see the objections walking across her jaw and silent pleas for understanding. Mistake, it has to be. It better be. . . “Did you tell the cops?”
 “N- No.”

 “Alright. I dunno where we are but. Can you meet us somewhere?”
 “Uh. Yeah- where?”
 “Do you know where the Forum is?”
 “No.”
 “Grab a pen.” A slight edge crept into Jon’s calm tone as he traced Kathrine's features with the faintest hint of recognition. Pray she's wrong. . .

 Starlight peeked through clouds, painting the world below in pale tones of blue and white that reflected from broken windows. The two moved through the twisted alleys and brick buildings seeming to line every street big and small with minor offers of salvation. Through the hours of travel no one had spoken since Jon had hung up the phone and started down the road. Even Kat's fragile 'everything okay?' seemed completely fake. . . Just like Beth. He knew it wouldn't be different, somehow he had known and now he knew for sure. He'd get to Mel and find out it was a warrant. . . Then what? Sam was still gone, Kat was a friend, right? 

 He shrugged as he rounded the corner to find the small Asian woman huddled in the corner of the building's shadow. The large panes of glass behind her had been shattered over the wood floor, now merely offering glimpses of the vacant depths interrupted by cobwebs and debris, a sharp contrast to the once thriving business. 

 Orange reflected in the pitched glow of ambient light as Kathrine scanned the building across from them.

 Jonathan followed her eyes carefully, a question forming before Melissa slipped from behind a thick support beam. An instant passed as he searched the area, watching carefully as the woman rubbed her hands together.
 “H- Here.” She dug into her pocket before offering a small folded piece of paper. “Jon. . .”  Kathrine turned when Melissa shot her a glance, something drawing her attention. 

 “We looked all over down town.” Jon sighed as he tried to make out the page in the muted light. Occasionally he manged a glance at Kathrine's name, but the light made things too difficult to read.

 “The- They said you guys- Um. They said you shot a cop.”
 The two looked up at her with the same disbelief changing both their features in an instant. “What?” Kathrine spoke, her voice just below a yell. “Where? When?” Orange reflected in her eyes with the desperation of her tones, forcing Melissa back, her hand over her mouth.

 “What the hell?” She took another step back, her own emotions coming around the words. “What the hell was that?”
 An instant slipped by before Kat turned, a soft sigh escaping her lips. 
 “Mel. We didn’t do anything- Please beli-” Jon began slowly, cut off when a hand grabbed his shoulder. 
 “Jon.” Kathrine’s voice echoed concern and unease, touches of panic changing her tone. 
 “Hang on. Like I said-”

 “Stop where you are!” Brilliant light shattered the darkness, bathing the old bar in hateful white that was projected by search lights. Red and blue light mixed in the heavy darkness, silhouetting uniforms and faces while announcing the presence of two squad cars, one at each corner of the parking lot.

 Jon turned his head slowly, time winding down as steel reflected in the changing light with barely noticed glances of the three officers that were pointing their guns at them. Another slid from the passenger's seat of one with a shotgun. “Oh Fu-”

 “Put your hands behind your head and get on your knees.” A strong voice filled the distance between them, echoing against cold brick and lifeless concrete.

 “You didn’t-” Harsh tones passed between the Jon and Mel. “Please tell me you didn’t.”
 “If you don’t comply, we will open fire.”
 “N- No, Jon I swear.”
 Kathrine swallowed hard, the lump in her throat giving way to a shaking voice. “We, I didn’t do anything! Next thing I know my best friend. . .” 

 “On the ground. Now!”
 Jonathan exhaled sharply trying to identify the street they were on, the distance between the cops and the bar. There was no way they'd get away in time, absolutely none. . . In the instant it would take the cops to pull their trigger, the heartbeat reaction- It'd be over. Too far, way too far.
 “I love you Jon.” Some feminine voice said just out of his sight, he couldn't quite tell who it was but couldn't bring himself to care. 

 Instead he rocked back on his heel just slightly while trying to recall the layout of The Forum. Samantha had brought him out when she was dating Mel but had been content to let him have free run of the bar, much to everyone's dismay no doubt. “Through the window, left at the forth booth. Under the bar to the back door-”
 “What?” Melissa's shaking voice cracked even more.

 “Jon-”
 “Go. . . Now!” He grabbed Mel's arm before all but throwing her through the open window. From behind gun fire erupted, shattering the remaining windows and puncturing a heavy wood booth that Jon ducked behind a moment later. Melissa crawled over the floor with Kat trying to drag her to where Jon hunched down. Kat didn't quite flinch when a round thumped into the heavy wood booth next to her. 

 A second later the distinct thump of a shotgun being discharged broke the continuous fire from the handguns. That shot got a reaction when Kat dived to the side as the stuffing exploded out from the booth next to her. “Jon?” She looked up with a panicked expression to match her voice. Though mere inches away it might as well have been miles, but to get to Melissa could have been light years.

 “Get Mel.” Jon pulled his weapon from his belt, trying to find a safety as Kathrine slid across the floor under the near automatic patter of the rounds that kept digging into the heavy wood around him. After nearly a heartbeat he pointed at the ceiling and started trying to slam the trigger back. The recoil didn't surprise him as much as the fact that it had actually fired, apparently the police noticed too- They ducked behind their cars just long enough to give Mel a chance to get to her feet. 

 Firing off another round into the ceiling Jon motioned toward the back as the women began a dead sprint toward the row of booths in the back. “Fourth one.” Jon looked over his shoulder to see one of the cops, a woman judging by the shadows of her body, bring a rifle from within the car. Aiming it directly at them an instant before he ducked under the bar. The scent of stagnant alcohol and something resembling urine paled in comparison to the sharp metallic clack of the rifle being fired into the room. 
 “Here- Crap!” Kat's voice filtered from around the corner of the kitchen area with a panic skirted by defeat. 
 “Aw shit.” Melissa chimed in an instant later.

 Jon rounded the corner, gun drawn, to find the thick door dead bolted with a small chain running through the handle to one on the wall and padlocked. “Move.” He brushed Kat aside before he brought the Glock up.

 “No!” Kat grabbed his arm. “Not in here! Don't-”
 “Why-”
 “Ricochet.”
 “You got a better idea?” He grabbed the lock.

 Silence.
 Kathrine took Melissa by the hand, leading her back around the corner. “Come here-”
 A gun shot erupted from somewhere in the lobby.
 “Hurry up Jon!” Mel and Kat slid around the corner an instant later, the side of Kat's cheek now painted with a thin line of red.

 “Down.” He held the gun as close to the lock as he could, shut his eyes and waited for the trigger to slide back against his finger. The lock clicked against the floor immediately after the almost deafening crack of the weapon, now reflected in the kitchen. The deadbolt gave way an instant later.

 The errant moonlight that seemed to back light the city somewhere in the distance was brighter than he had remembered, the air more crisp and less polluted. Just right outside and it would be over. . .

 Kat pushed him through after he fully realized they we're still alive. Still free.

* * * *

 Samantha sat against the cold wall, shaking in the equally bitter air wrapped around her. Staring at the long spray of blood that coated the wall opposite her seemed to warm her in some, unnerving, way that almost made her want to throw up. If she had something in her stomach she probably would have.

 The small loaf of bread and bottle of water stared at her from in front of a small pool of blood with promises of sustenance but the uncertainty of poisons or even just intentions. Just behind them the thick ropes had been sprawled out like little snakes intertwined with one another and still searching for something, almost as if they were waiting for her to fall asleep again. . .

 Sam shook her head. Maybe strangle her- She had to smile, the idea had occurred to her several times but the most she could do to act on it was stand up for short amounts of time. Though she had gotten fairly good at trying to walk from one side of the cell to the other, it all seemed useless as her knees wouldn't hold her with any kind of strength. 
 Unfortunately she couldn't actually guage the time she had spent confined. She only remembered the times she had drifted into sleep, waking up with a jump each time, though nothing ever changed and the passage of time seemed dulled. And I gotta pee. She let her head drop between her knees for a moment. More than the unnerving possibilities that she would never escape, or even just find somewhere to relieve herself, was the very sharp bite of the woman's smooth voice as it repeated endlessly somewhere in the back of Sam's mind. Using him to escape. . .

 The cops? Why him? Is she some kind of bounty hunter-

  A metallic click cut off her thoughts in an instant, the heavy door swung out to reveal the raven haired woman wearing a black tank top, serving just barely to cover her breasts but doing nothing to hide her well defined abs, matched easily by  the almost buff look of her arms. Her loose jeans hung over the thick soled boots she wore giving her just another inch or two of height that some how only seemed to bring her to maybe Sam's chest level. Her silver eyes met Samantha’s, their bite as sharp as her voice had been hours ago. “Do you think you can travel?”

 Sam stared for a moment, her voice coming out in something of a haggard growl.

 “They've stepped up patrols. I guess you’re brother is more of a threat to them then we thought.” The woman’s cold tone ended in a shrug as she offered her left hand. “We need to find them before its too late.”

 Samantha tried to get to her feet, the sticky feeling of dried blood that covered her thighs held her firmly in place until the woman pulled her upright, steadying her a moment later. “We? Wh- Where?”

 The woman steadied Sam completely before turning to the door frame. Several small  rosettes formed a trail over her spine, disappearing into the black fabric of her clothes only to re appear over her neck into the slightly unkempt hair she had bound into a pony tail. “We’re going to the industrial district, the police lost them not too long ago.”

 Samantha pushed herself up, willing movement against every ache and pain that seemed to follow her into the slightly larger living room. The same hardwood flooring laid out through the rectangular living room, under the small bed in the right corner and around the walk in closet that sat opposite the small windows overlooking the lower east side, the old industrial sector. “S- So, wh- why me?”
 “I don't like loose ends Samantha.” The woman didn't even turn to recognize her as she went to the closet, getting a pair of jeans and matching tank top. “If that means taking you with me, so be it.” The woman handed off the jeans and shirt with the faintest twinge of curiosity painting her sharp features. Looking down for a split second she nodded. “I suggest you get a shower, it might be a while before you get the chance again.” She took another glance at Sam's feet. “Size six?”
 “Uh- Five.”
 “Be quick about it Samantha.”
 

 Sam sighed, leaning against the small sink, unwilling to look in the mirror as the misty air wrapped around her like a blanket. The relaxing warmth matched the still damp hair clinging to her head but somehow could do little to stop the questions flowing through her mind, now so much more focused and defined.

 One of them kept bringing her back to the pants she was wearing. The denim look of the fabric was a complete fake. The material was thinner, but far more water resistant. One of the pant legs had slid into the toilet but showed absolutely no signs of doing so. Even the velvet lining inside seemed impervious to it. More than those oddities was the thick tube 'sleeve' that ran the length of the outter thigh, inside the pants. As if made to conceal a sword or something it ran from the middle of her thigh to the back of her calf where a heavy steel mesh like material covered her shins and knees, matching padded knee pads had been sewn into the things too.

 Someone had spent a lot of money having these made. Sam sighed out another breath before reaching into the left cargo pocket to withdraw the thick belt she had noticed earlier. Though several times larger around the leg area they were cut like women's jeans for the most part, just slightly larger around the waist, maybe to accommodate the sword that'd go around the thigh? She shrugged, running her finger over the small buckle and the raised symbol that faintly resembled a number two melting into the top of a seven, flanked on either side by two dots as if someone tried to draw a ying, yang sign but had a seizure doing it.

 Sam stared at it again, trying to define its meaning as she opened the door. Smells of smoldering herbs mixed with gun oil and leather, filling the woman’s nostrils in an instant. The short woman caught her attention immediately at the kitchen bar, a pair of boots and massive Katana sword sat next to her backpack while she adjusted her rifle and clipped it just under her heavy duster coat. Other items caught her attention, laid over the naked mattress neatly. A bulky vest sat carefully placed between a pistol and overcoat that matched the woman’s. 
 “There isn't much time.” The woman turned slowly, grabbing the boots before crossing the apartment. The wide rimmed mirror sunglasses she wore once again had been pushed up to almost completely hide her eyes, just below them the woman's sharp cut bone structure took on a somewhat feral tension as she offered up the combat boots.

 Sam took them with a shaking hand, trying not to fall to the bed while she untied them.

 “No.” 
 Sam looked up.

 “Inside, middle of the collar.”
 After a second she found the small zippers covered by a thin layer of leather. Clearly someone had money. . . “Whats all this stuff for?”
 “Do you know how to use one of these?” She picked up the slim pistol from the mattress, unloading the clip. 

 “N- No.”
 “This releases the magazine.” She carefully traced the pistol, indicating the features as she went. “Safety is here. Safe, fire.” The woman's calm tones and almost soothing voice flowed through the distance between them as she guided Samantha into a firing stance. “Level the front sight to you’re target’s chest level, the rear sight should line up on either side of the front, line it up and squeeze the trigger. Ease it back. Don't jerk it. . .” She watched Samantha carefully. Or maybe the tremble in her hands. “Try it.”
 Click.

 “Good.” The woman's voice warmed just slightly. “Load the magazine like this, be quick. Then pull the slide back far enough for the round to be chambered.”
 Samantha followed the instructions, the weapon emitting a light click as she loaded the magazine, pulling the slide back gently. The slide slammed forward causing the gun to slip from her grip and on to the mattress. Sam whipped her head up, fighting the pain in her neck to face the woman who watched her without any readable emotion. 
 “Those are forty caliber hollow points. You shouldn’t have too much trouble unless you try to spray. If your target has armor, aim for the head.” She trailed off, lifting the thick black vest up to reveal smaller squared off pieces that looked something like the sleeves of a T-shirt. “Put this on. The shoulder pads hook in here and here. . .”

 Unfastening the heavy wrap around nylon fasteners took only a second, but getting the armor on took almost a full minute, much to the woman's disappointment which was made known when she took the sides of the vest and pulled them out to allow Sam easier access.

 Sliding into the thick, heavy, duster she suddenly understood the reason behind the half tank she was wearing underneath. She had heard about how soldiers in medieval times would wear chainmail armor that dug into their shoulders during the course of a day. Better then getting killed. She allowed a breath to cross her lips when the realization fully hit her. Oh shit. 

 “Wh- What makes you think I won’t shoot you?” Samantha looked at the woman, watching carefully as she presented the slim pistol with her left hand and three extra magazines with her right.
 “You have other priorities.” The response came instantly, glacially cold if not somewhat bitter. 

 Samantha stared, the words ringing more true then she thought possible. After a moment she pocketed the pistol and started sliding the clips into her coat pocket.

 “No.” The woman pointed to the small row of pockets just below her belt line, each just large enough to fit the loaded magazines. 

 “Wh- Who are you anyway?” 
 The woman looked her up and down, betraying nothing as she crossed the room, scooping up a backpack and Katana on her way to the row of dead bolts that lined the door. “What should concern you more is what Kathrine has done to you’re brother. Or will.”

 Samantha felt her heart drop, adrenaline following fear through her veins in an instant. “What do you mean? What is she gonna do?” Though her steps shook against the thick soles of her boots she managed to keep up with the short woman as she slid into the brilliant wood trimmed plaster hallway.

 The woman stopped just long enough to kneel down opposite the door and open a small compartment. Pushing the button inside caused a heavy metal clack to emanate from the apartment door. At the same instant Sam took in the pleasant smell of the white roses that lined either side of the hall, each single rose stood out against the plaster only by the small leather string that held it in place. At the end of the hall a large gleaming metal door sat next to a small button. She carried me up here? No way-

 “They're not ready for what lies ahead.” The woman pushed a small panel just above the button, keying in a number to the small key pad brought with it another sharp crack of metal on metal that ended when she pushed the button an instant later. “From what I've gathered Kathrine doesn't know them or why-”
 “Them who? Like that guy you shot?” Sam surprised herself with the strength of her voice.
 She glanced over as the door opened to the small wood paneled elevator. The trip down passed in aching silence interrupted only when they got out at the ground level parking structure and she keyed in a similar panel just behind a condemned sign. The stale air that reverberated through the dead grey walls almost stank of the pollution lining the brick buildings which surrounded the small alcove. The industrial section of town had been condemned almost universally when a sewer maintenance worker had discovered a series of ruptured pipes, unfortunately the pipes lead into the ground water and eventually contaminated everything in the city but it had been spotted early enough to prevent a major disaster. Just not soon enough to save what people had come to call 'The Sink' where the ground had actually begun to dip into the marsh like soil underneath.

 “About eight hundred years ago.” The woman cut off Sam's musing as they neared her Monte Carlo, the only vehicle in the structure. “There was a clan that lived on the Hantta Flats. They had a compact with the outlying nations and settlements, free trade and grounds for peace talks among the waring factions.” The woman unlocked her car, dropping her backpack into the back seat before unlocking the passenger door. 

 Sam stared for a minute at the tangle of buildings around her, trying to guage the chances of her getting even beyond the low wall in front of her, let alone somewhere safe.

 “Come on.” She reached to the small panel where the radio should have been, flicking a dial and using the small key pad to set several frequencies for her scanner equipment. The same equipment that jumped to life an instant later. “Car sixteen in pursuit, suspect male, six-three, brown hair-” She turned it down.

 “Hey.” 
 “It's recorded. Starting eight hours ago, they made it to the western industrial sector. . .”
 Sam forced herself into the passenger's seat with a thump that ended when the woman flipped a pair of switches in the arm rest. The low metallic whine of the engine surprised her only slightly more than the questions burning her mind.

 “For almost sixty years the clan prospered, in terms of wealth and numbers they surpassed many of the kingdoms in Europe. And they did it without fear, hatred or greed. . .” The vehicle picked up a sharper whine before the woman pulled it into gear and slid out into the streets with the constant whine of the engine muffled by the cabin.

 “A king heard of this clan, he saw an opportunity unlike anything else. With no standing army nor bastion they looked easy to conquer. He sent two thousand men to the leader's council only to loose them to a visiting mercenary company. When he received word of this he began enlisting the help of neighboring nations, including several of the clan's trade partners.” The woman's smooth voice took on a distinct edge that somehow seemed to match the engine perfectly. “One morning the king returned, backed by an army of almost a hundred thousand. They never stood a chance. . .” She rolled to a stop in front of a now defunct stop light, something in her voice cracked just slightly when she looked over.  
 “When they were finished burning the houses, killing the livestock, the children. . . They took the land for themselves. Those who had survived or escaped lived to be hunted like game. Reducing them to ashes was just the beginning. They sought to eradicate the clan and it's descendants. To completely destroy their memory.”

 “After they had finished, they formed a guild with the sole purpose of finishing what was begun, ‘to preserve the sanctity of man’. . .  They call themselves Ket Caust Nevat, The Order of the Earth Purifiers.” A light sigh passed through drawn lips as the car turned down an alley. “The clan scattered to the winds, some were lucky to form their own bands, however the Order eventually found and destroyed them. As the years wore on, the descendants began to appear, carrying on the name though the mixing of bloodlines that had occurred. Many of them came together to form a powerful clan, Leval Tet. White Rose.” 
 “They have existed for nearly three centuries, hiding in the shadows, biding their time and increasing their numbers. Soon there will be a reckoning, when they rise from the dirt to extinguish the Order and return to the life they have been denied.” 
 Samantha stared, watching the woman’s features change slowly to a self assured grin that matched the fire somewhere behind her sunglasses. Minutes passed as quickly as the streets and cars outside, finally she managed to force her voice. “So whats Kat got to do with this?”
 “Kathrine is a descendant. Most probably a fifth generation.”
 “Huh?”
 “The blood line, its probably a fifth generation. One of Kathrine’s ancestors belonged to the clan.”
 “Thi- This clan, does it have a name?”
 “Not a spoken one.”
 Sam turned her attention out to the rows of buildings and miles of cracked asphalt and overgrown grass that climbed through the shells of a once thriving industrial sector, now forgotten by the engine of progress. “S- So how do the cops fit in?”

 “The Order has agents in all parts of life, government officials are fairly common. Someone found out about Kathrine’s decent, now they’re going to wait for a chance to remove the threat. Something that can be publicly justified.”
 “Like being a drug- What about Jon?”
 “Typically  they aren’t concerned about outsiders, unless they present a threat to their secrecy. If he is a neutral, he will be perused as much as a descendant would be.”
 “Neutral?”
 “Someone that holds no allegiance, either they actively pose a threat to the Order or they are trying to harbor a descendant.”
 “Okay, so what can we do?” Samantha searched for her voice, sighing inwardly as choices slipped by her eyes, buildings and chain link trading off as the car slowed. 

 The woman pulled into an open door, the interior of an old warehouse sliding into the overwhelming darkness that consumed the Monte Carlo in the same instant. “That depends.”
 “On?”
 “Your brother.” The woman opened her door, offering the pair to the lightly chilled air. A soft patter echoed through the concrete enclosure as the woman walked toward the entrance, her demeanor as cold as the mirrored sunglasses she wore. “If he gives them a reason to hunt him. . . Right now they’re after Kathrine, Jonathan is of little consequence.” 
 Samantha swallowed, following the woman around the streets that intersected and curved through the empty husks of factories long since abandoned. “S- So why do you want her- What do you get outta this?” 

 The woman glanced over at the mouth of the wherehouse before she scanned the vacant streets. “Kathrine’s life expectancy is a fraction of the expected lifespan. It would be a waste to see so much potential thrown away. Every recovered neutral brings them a step closer to their destiny.” Her voice softened slightly to echo something only she understood. “The police transmissions indicate that their quarry disappeared in this area. . .”
  Samantha looked around for almost a minute, following the woman as she carefully skirted the lengths of chain link fence and sagging blacktop that made up this particular stretch of road. Questions ebbed away at her resolve with hope and concern. Finally they took a voice as the woman stood to scan the buildings in the distance. “You won't hurt Jon?”
 The woman cocked her head. “I have no interest in him.”
 So much did she want to believe the soothing voice and tones that she almost let it out all at once. Held only in check by the faint twitch at the corner of her eye, the same twitch always seemed to nag her when she was worried, but now even more so that she stood in front of someone who could easily kill her after she got what she wanted. Or save our lives. She tensed under the reflected image of herself before swallowing. “I think I might know where he is.”
 “Go on.”
 “He knows this area, the cops don't come out here too often- He- ah. Theres an old factory about six blocks from here, he hid out when we were going through some stuff. . . He might have gone there-”
 She turned without a voice or even a sound.

 Samantha stared for a moment before withdrawing the slim pistol, she glanced at the slide, a Sig Sauer 226. Tightening her grip on the weapon she followed behind at a distance she hoped she'd be able to measure if the woman turned on her.

* * * *

 The bustle of the mall's food court rallied around the deep tile inset of the floor. At all angles smells of cooking food of different styles mixed together under the reflective shadows of the tinted glass sky light. Pizza and sweet and sour chicken intermingled through the thick haze of questions still ravaging Hayden's mind as he stared at the blank laminate of the table top. 
 Leandrea, of all people- things. Leandrea had to be the one to try and make a grab for the Prower woman. The grinding bone sounds where his shoulder blade had been shattered only served to remind him of the nights encounter. Despite the frustration and absolute rage he suppressed he couldn't help but let himself wonder- Where the hell had she found out about Samantha? 

 “Father?”
 Hayden glanced up. Just over the denim jacket and black shirt Aleaf's soft skin tones wrapped around her sharp jaw line as if somehow softening the contours of her pseudo-Asian features. Somehow the whole effect disappeared into the large, glistening purple eyes that held him in place with a concern more powerful than even the passion stirring from some ages past. Bridget-

 “Are you alright?” Aleaf tilted her head down to regard him, only then did her shimmering black mane edge down over the sides of her face. She stalled for an instant before her nose crinkled up the way it did when she smelled something sour or maybe bitter-

 “You look so much like your mother.” Was all he could say.

 She fidgeted slightly. The conversation had been repeated many times, even more so as the gaps between their meetings widened. The frustration of not being able to see her somehow always seemed to force him out of whatever dreary mood he was in and now was no different. Even if it was just a passing glance and a faint whisper of her memory. . . It was still something to hold on to.

 “I'm sorry.” He exhaled sharply. “It's this case-” 

 “Jackie said something about it. A neutral?”
 And then there was the complete and unembarrassed honesty that they shared. Trying to raise her without anyone knowing exactly what she was had been a struggle filled with nights of frustration intertwined with fleeting moments of joy. The hardest part had to be teaching her the very nature of her- his enemies. Even trying to convince her, lie to her about the body she was stuck in- there was no justification but regardless of the shell, her soul was beautiful. She was his reason for even trying to carry on, to give the Order a reason not to exist any more. Soon as this is over kiddo, we're going on a long trip.

 “Father.”
 “Yeah.” He tried not to shift about too much against the wire mesh chair as the faint click sound of his shoulder was muffled by his back muscles. The bullet had been clean but the hollow point had torn through his armor without a second thought, fortunately is just missed his lung. However the problem presented by the location left him fending for himself, God forbid the doctors need to operate on it. “I think Leandrea might be involved.”
 She glanced up from around her straw. “Oh? So she's-”
 “Doing what she does.”
 “I see. What about you and Jackie though?” Her eyebrow arched up just slightly.

 “What about us?”
 “So there is an 'us'?”

 Damnit. “I don't think so, unless there's something you're not telling me?”

 Aleaf offered a wry smile as she pulled the lid off her soda, taking an ice cube in her mouth before she shrugged. “Maybe.”
 “A Leaf” Hayden grinned when she turned her lip down. 

 “Father. . .”
 “I know I'm sorry, but what did she say?”
 “So you do care.” 
 Damnit. “I hate when you do this to me.” He tried to shrug, catching himself just  quick enough to stop a jolt of pain. “Yet you wouldn't tell me of you're new lover-” 
 “Boyfriend.” Aleaf wagged her finger at him. “Lover implies too much.”
 “Like that's ever been a problem for you.” 
 “I'm still at odds with what to do about. . .” Her cheeks took on a red tint almost as bright as the faint orange reflection that crossed her eyes when she leaned in. “I honestly love him, but- What would mom have done?”
 “Good question.” Hayden almost shrugged again.

 “What would you do?” 
 “See a doctor.” He exhaled a sharp sting of pain, even the small dosage of morphine he had taken helped ease the job of the local anesthetics but life wasn't going to be pleasant. Not for a long while.
 “A doctor?”

 “Sorry. . .”
 “What's with you today?”
 “The case.” 
 “Maybe you need some help. . .”
 “Maybe, I don't have the-”
 “I meant me.”
 “I know.”
 “So why not?”
 “Live, love, learn and grow. You've much too much time to be fighting my ends-”
 “What if I want to? And how am I supposed to love when-”
 “How long have you been together?”

 “Three years now. . . I met his family last Christmas.” Her voice rolled more than it had earlier, instantly Hayden felt the slightest twinge of guilt.

 “Do you love him?”
 “I think so.” She sighed. “We've been through a 'lot' as he put it, but he doesn't understand what I'm doing. He thinks I work for the government.” 
 Hayden cocked his head. “What gives him that idea?”
 “The phone calls. The communications.” A light tint took her features when she stalled. “There was one time, right before I was going to tell him, Jacqueline came over and pulled me away to deal with a minor threat. 
 Hayden chuckled. “Do you love him though?”
 “I believe so.”
 “If he feels the same, he'll accept you. If not, give him time.”
 “Is that what you did with mom?” She tilted her head.
 Hayden shrugged, a long sigh ending when he met her gaze again. “I didn't have to.”

 She chewed her lip for just a moment, every single objection she had crossed her features in the same instant as she furrowed her brow. After a long silence she looked up. “I wish we could spend more time together, you and I, mother would have wanted us to.”
 “Soon, after Rikes is found.” The hollow promise repeated itself the same way it had any number of times, the only thing that ever seemed to change was the name. “I don't understand how they could have just vanished, even Jacky is stumped.” 
 Aleaf's pant leg twitched when she bent her head down to the table with a deep sigh. A pair of markings stared back from under her black hair as it parted, the faintest semblance of a leopard's rosettes dotted either side of her spine only to disappear under her shirt. “Must I work with her again?”
 “She’s a good agent Aleaf. A little pushy at times but she gets results.”
 “But, don't you think I've earned the right to work by myself?” She glanced up just slightly. “You would say; I hate that bitch.”
 A light chuckle met his lips before he could stall it. “If you aren't there to keep her in check, who would?” 
 “I don't care.” She sighed again before leaning back, a barely auditable growl passing the distance between them when she glanced out at a kid running along the side railing. “I can find Rikes, please, give me that chance. I'm tired of sitting on the side, I want to be out there... Making a difference, like you. You know mom would-”
 “No she wouldn't.” Hayden swallowed as he took a second to adjust his coat. “She wanted to take you away, remember? From you're life, mine, all of us. You're special to our cause, you're the single most important-”
 “To you maybe.” She smiled softly.
 “Does it matter?”
 “Not to them.” She nodded at someone behind him, likely the security patrol he was traveling with. ”They'd kill me if they knew.”
 “No, they wouldn't.” Hayden allowed a grin to cross his lips when he brought his hand down to the cool table. “You've made it this far. The only thing they have is numbers. . .”
 “Numbers can be dangerous. . . But-” She stalled for a second as if chizzling the question in stone “What about you? What happens when we win?”
 Hayden stared off, the question reciting itself as it had any number of times before, as it would any number of times well after. “Time will tell.”
 “Father.” 
 “Hmm?” 
 Aleaf's eyes caught a faint reflection of green when she looked up, her smile betraying the worn voice she used to regard him. “David. . . Thinks that maybe- Sometime we'd get married and settle down. . .” She breathed in slightly. “I don't know what to do.”

 “Does he know about your cycles?”
 “Father!” She glanced around before leaning in. A faint tint of orange took her eyes again for an instant, the anticipation and uneasiness in her posture seemed to be intensified when she drew her finger up, beckoning him closer.
 “I can hear you.” Hayden whispered just under his breath. He was sure to anyone else it would sound like a breath, it never seemed to catch Jackie's ear.

 Her features reddened even more. “I usually hide out in the dorm. . .”
 Hayden had to breathe a sigh. The last thing he needed to worry about was children, let alone the possibility that he might actually have to completely cut off the only real family he had, the only one that meant anything to him. “Have you talked to him about it?”
 “He wants kids, and a stay at home wife. . .” 
 “How do you feel-”
 “I want be out there with you. I want to end this war so we can get on with our lives.”
 Hayden had to grin. “Maybe I do have something you can help with. . .”

 Chapter 9

 The dank smell of wet bricks and concrete surrounded the area as Jon jogged toward a familiar three story factory. The place hadn't changed much in almost three years, the same grime covered windows he remembered had since been tinted a light green and now broken out in several spots. The deep red tones of it's bricks had also been burned black along one side of the wall that would lead them to the double doors at the ground level. 

 Melissa's missed steps and heavy breathing were beginning to slow them down more and more, even balanced on Kat's shoulder she couldn't quite catch up to the slow pace they maintained. The cops we're still searching the area as the sun began to rise off on the horizon, the shadows they had been using would soon be gone, now they needed a permenant place to rest. 

 “Come on Mel.” Kathrine pulled the woman's arm up more, the effect almost looked like she was dragging the shorter woman, she almost was.

 “Break- Just- A minute.” 
 “We're almost there.” Jon nodded at the factory before he scanned the vacant parking lot. Picking up a quicker pace he pointed at the front doors, now sealed up by a chained lock. “Back door. The other one should be around here somewhere. He squinted, trying to make out the faint outlines of air conditioning units or something above the caged windows. Finally he found it, closed and locked. “Here!”
 The women rounded the corner almost two minutes later. Kathrine's pale skin stood out sharp against the soft hues of early morning moonlight, granting her an almost ethereal look. Melissa looked just as worn out by the sweat running freely down her face. 

 “It's locked-” Kat's annoyed tone sharpened instantly when Jon didn't look up from the thicket of weeds surrounding the area between the sidewalk and building. At some point it had been asphalt but, like most things in The Sink, the soft soil underneath had swallowed up quite a bit of it. Several buildings along the horizon showed the more drastic effects of the marsh like ground. Even the odd angles somehow seemed to be welcoming, probably the idea that the weird shadows they cast would be able to hide them. “Jon. It's locked.”
 “I know.” He continued to scour the ground, his boots making a shucking sound whenever he'd change positions. 

 “Let- Go.” Melissa slipped into the concrete alcove of the door way, leaning her head against the solid metal door with a thud.

 “Jon. . . We can't stay here.”
 “Help me look for-” A slightly rusted piece of steel caught his attention instantly under the reflected light. The once blue pry bar had been rusted a faint brown in several spots but somehow looked no different than it had three years ago.

 “S- It's true. . .” Mel croaked as Jon forced the bar into the lock. 

 “It's true?” Kat glanced up at him. “What's true?” 
 “Later.” Jon jammed the pry bar into the door, the steady groan of the metal eventually gave way to a sharp crack as the lock stretched and gave out. The musky scent of machines and rust almost immidiately washed over him. The husks of forgotten printing presses and cardboard perferators lined either side of the massive bay that lead to the loading docks at the farthest edges. “Come on.” He searched the room, grabbing a small piece of rope to tie around the door knob before he found a longer string and some cans scattered about.

 “Whats that-”
 “Alarm.” He shrugged. “Upstairs, third floor.” He lead them up the tiny stair well, past the 'offices' of the second story and to the storage area that made up the third floor. Pallets and crates of all sizes and descriptions criss crossed the well marked concrete floor. Most of the wood had been rotted out but it smelled faintly of the rusted machines below and even, oddly enough, the food wrappers nestled against the farthest corner of the room. Right under the multi level blue rack several boxes and even the old grey comforter rotted together next to the stash of plastic and paper wrappers.

 “Someone's here?” Kat looked over.

 “Used to be.”
 She continued to watch him for almost a minute before Mel slid from her shoulder to a seat against the rack. Kathrine slid her backpack off, offering the woman one of her bottled waters with a shaking hand.
 “Okay.” Jon kicked the comforter out of the way, the musty fabric and heavy mold smell almost made him gag. But Kathrine did, even with her covered mouth and nose. “Jesus.” 
 “Jon.”
 “Ah, what the shit!” Mel jumped and scurried to the wall opposite her. “Get away!”
 “What is it?” 
 “Something touched-” She jumped again before she let out a screech. 

 A little blur of motion caught Jon's attention in the same instant, almost quick enough to pass him by. A rat climbed out from behind one of the boxes on the rack before it perched on the edge, watching Melissa like some kind of predator. Or maybe a kid who just played the best joke of his life on one of his parents. Jon had to grin. “Hey Rat Brain.”
 The animal's glance shot toward him as he kneeled down. After almost a full second it, or rather he, started toward Jon, chittering away while his claws scratched against the concrete.

 “You can't be serious.” Kat and Mel started almost at the same time. “Ew.”
 “Hey.” Jon reached in his pack to offer the rat a piece of jerky. “I didn't think he'd even be alive any more.”

 Kathrine kept watching him even as he propped the rat on his shoulder and began moving some of the old garbage. Most of the food had been candy bars that still looked editable, minus a few little teeth marks. But meeting Kathrine's gaze he found something far more paletable. Even before she spoke he could see the smile crossing her face, the genuine warmth and concern that almost completely washed away the past few hours of running. “So are you gonna introduce us to your friend or what?” 
 “Rat Brain, friends, Kat, Mel, Rat.” Jon shrugged one shoulder as the rat chittered something. “Found him one night trying to steal my food. Been around ever since.”

 “Here?” Kathrine paled just slightly.

 “Yeah. Okay look. If it starts raining or something, we'll have to put up some boxes.” He motioned toward the broken window just above them. “This is the warmest spot in the place, there might be a bathroom in the office. The break room has a coffee machine but you can't use it and-”
 “Jon?”
 “Yeah?” 
 “What are we gonna do?”
 “Hide out for a while, need to stay outta the light.”
 “Thats it?” Mel looked up.

 “You got a better idea?”
 She drew her knees to her chest and sighed.
 “Kat, can you spare her some clothes. . .”
 “Yeah.”
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 Jon leaned against the cool brick wall, watching Melissa curl herself tighter under his coat. Though the questions seemed to be marching across her face while she slept he knew he wouldn't be able to answer them. Even glancing over at Kathrine offered no clues until she leaned against his shoulder.

 “Did you work at Allied?”

 “Yeah.” She whispered. “When I first moved here, but I quit when I got the job at West View.”

 “Do you remember when that was?”
 “Uh. . . Maybe like the eighth?” She tensed slightly. “W-”
 Jon shrugged before he folded the paper up.

 “Can I see that?” 
 “Here.” He leaned his head back as Kathrine read over the page for perhaps the thousandth time. Through all the questions and possibilities he tried to muster up a joke about her weight but the words kept dying off in the deep yawns he managed from time to time. “Forty five-”
 “Huh?”
 “Weight.” He yawned again.

 “Oh.” Kat turned away slightly before folding it up and putting it in her velvet book which she slipped into her backpack. “I don't know Jon.” 
 “About?”
 “Any of this, it doesn't make any sense.”
 “Should probably take a nap.” 
 “This is important-”
 “So is being able to think.”

 Kathrine stared at him for a moment, the circles under the burning emeralds that served as her eyes seemed to somehow fade when she turned her head down slightly. The whole effect made her seem younger and maybe a little more cute than the picture of her in her patchwork jacket. Somehow the small strip of gauze on her cheek resembled the faint blush that crossed her face, almost as hollow as her breathing. Finally she let out a sigh. “I'm sorry.”
 “Don't be.” 
 “I mean about all this-”
 “Shh.” 
 The silence lingered for an eternity before she finally swallowed. “So is this where you were? After your parents-”
 “Maybe later. . .”
 The woman recoiled just slightly. The disappointment in her eyes faded slowly into a warmth and support she underlined when she brought her arm around his shoulder. Pulling him a little tighter she brought her other arm to cradle his stomach and press her shoulder to his. She didn't so much as flinch when Jon laid his head on her shoulder. “I'll be here for you. . . If you ever want to.”

 Jon swallowed before he took a slow breath, sampling the natural scents of the woman's hair and skin before he managed a whisper. “Was it you? At The Forum.”
 “Me?”
 “You- Someone said-” Staring at the soft fabric of the woman's shirt and memorizing the various scents he closed his eyes, letting the heated exhaustion of the past hours take him little by little. “Nevermind.”

 Sand stretched out in every direction, interrupted by a double lane highway that joined the light blue sky to wrap around the presentation of twisted metal and shattered glass Two vehicles occupied the otherwise empty road, a small sedan that wrapped itself at odd angles with the large tanker, it’s pain flecked across the area matching the errant blood stains dotting it’s windshield.

 Jon sat next to the Taurus, his body limp against the heated metal of the door. His voice refused to come despite every question that burned through him like the diesel still lighting up the sky. Finally he managed a tone between a growl and a cry. “Maybe I shouldda stayed- Wouldn't have to worry about this shit!” He slammed his fist into the door.

 “Here again?” A feminine voice cooed with a roughness bordering on feral. “You were doing so well.” 
 Jon looked up, allowing a scowl to slip through the steam of tears running down his cheeks. The wolf sat on a rock- the same rock he had tried to get to before. . . “The last thing I need right now is your bullshit.” He threw a rock, biting his tongue as it went wide.

 The defined muscles of the sleek canine carried it closer, over the scorched blacktop and melted pool of metal forming around them. “Had you stayed, do you think the other members of your pack would know your gift? One of them would still be lost. . . You gave them a reason Man, now you wish to take it?”
 “Reason? Reason? What fucking reason did I-” Jon's voice emptied out when something thumped against the window above his head. Familiar features came into view as he rose, Kathrine fair skin and sharp features reflected confusion and pain as she thumped on the window that shouldn't have been there. Just behind her Sam pounded on the driver's side window with the same result. Time slowed down as the scene played out, the doors that refused to open and the glass that refused to give. The only difference this time being the lack of barely conscious efforts to free them, replaced by urgency and focused adrenaline. “No-”
 Heat and pressure flowed from around him, an intense wave of pain that ended in an instant. Heat followed, fire and diesel mixing over the asphalt to melt the misshapen steel and blistering paint. Nerves registered the sensations that surrounded a body driven by emotion, pushing them behind with the same effort he used to punch the unforgiving glass. Another wave of pressure enveloped the world, drowning out everything an instant before plunging existence into a cold void.

 Jon started with a jump, pain erupted in his forehead when something hollow cracked in the air. Grabbing for his pistol he forced his eyes open to see Kathrine rubbing the side of her temple and face. “S- Sorry?” Only then did he recognize the warmth of an arm wrapped around his chest and another wrapped around his shoulder, and then the angle of how he looked up at her. [Work on this a little, in her lap.]

 “Ow.”
 “Sorry.” He bit his tongue before he felt something warm move under his head. 
 “Between you and that rat. . .” She chuckled softly before pulling her hair back over her ear to reveal the well defined features of her face which reflected in the overcast light. The aura of the faint rain pouring through the open window reflected infinitely against the warmth of her voice when she leaned in just slightly. “Bad dreams?”
 “Yeah, I guess. . .” 
 “Wanna talk about it?” Something flickered orange against her eyes.

 “Maybe-” Kat stopped him with her finger. 
 “Just like that, okay?” 
 “What?”
 “Maybe. No later, okay?”

 After a moment he managed to nod, following the contours of her face and adjusting slightly to the warm feeling of her fingers pressed against his skin. The woman smiled softly with a trace amount of tenderness underlining her otherwise shaking lips. “It was about you and Sam.”
 She let her breath out. “Oh?”
 “Yeah. . . Just, stupid dreams-” Kathrine's body tensed in an instant when her eyes widened. 
 “Someone's here.” 
 “What are you talking about?” 
 “Someone just got in-”

 “Kat- You're scaring me.” Jon frowned slightly before the woman released him and grabbed her jacket. “You're serious. . .”
 She nodded.

 “Mel.” Jon tried his best not to grab her and pull her up. “Come on, get up. Kat, get the packs.”
 “W-” Melissa stirred slightly, rolling over just enough to reveal the large rat tucked firmly in the crook of her arm. “What?”
 “Get up, we gotta move.” 
 “Sure. Gimmie ten minutes.”
 Jon grabbed her sweatshirt and yanked her up. “Now.”
 The woman's eyes shot open, in the instant it took her to recognize him and their surroundings she let her shoulders hang before letting out a yawn. “I'm up, I'm up. Shit.” 
 “You gonna be okay?” Kathrine offered Jon his bag when she tried to recover his coat the rat looked up at her. “Sorry, no rats allowed.” She yanked it from under him. 
 “Here, take it.” Jon offered the coat to Melissa. 

 “No. I'm fine.”
 “Lets go guys.” Kathrine looked up at the opposite end of the floor with a shaky expression. 

 Jon picked up a jog, retracing their trail before forming a new path through the endless stream of crates and boxes. At the farthest side of the room he stopped just in front of an old emergency escape. Bricks and chipped concrete slipped by, interrupted by tall glass windows and the rain that occasionally mixed in with the smell of wet dirt. Stopping just in front of the rusted door Jon took a glance back to see Melissa and Kathrine only a step behind him.

 Rain and wind filled the confines of the room, sending shards of cold through his body before he stepped into the open air a moment later. Asphalt and rain cracked as the three sprinted to the fence, Jon offered his back to step on. After he managed to scramble over the fence and get across the sagging road he turned just quick enough to see a pair of forms in trench coats, their features indistinct save for the silhouette of the short woman. Melissa grabbed his arm as they crossed the corner of an old wherehouse. 

 “Damnit.” Melissa grabbed her side. “I'm too old for this shit.”

 “Come on.” Jon pulled her hand, his pace a mirror for the shaky breath that found his lungs. Several buildings passed into the obscurity of increasingly heavy rain, draining energy and resolve as the group traveled. 
 Another sharp turn ended when Kathrine slammed into someone, knocking both of them to the ground. The woman's stained white jeans mingled with the sharp blue of a pressed uniform and the dress shoes the man wore. After an instant the confusion disappeared when Kathrine slid off the man and his short blonde hair and thirty something features opened up in shock.

 “I’m sorry.” Kat began, recoiling when Avery reached for his gun. 

 Jon pushed Kat aside, stepping on the man's arm. Withdrawing his own pistol Jon stared down at him, the seconds ticked off into minutes before Kat and Avery started at once. 

 “Jon-”
 “Don't.” Jon exhaled. “We're in some deep shit, huh?”

 Avery stared for a second, his gaze a near match for his wavering voice. “You’re making it worse- If you turn yourselves in-”

 “We didn’t do anything. We’ve tried telling you, but you don’t listen.” A low whine caught Jon’s attention, filling the space between tightly packed buildings with a pitched metallic cry that faintly resembled an airplane. “Don’t follow us man. Please.” He released his boot before taking up a steady jog down the street, past the familiar '38' police cruiser that tiled slightly into the asphalt.

 “Where are we going?” Melissa tapped Jon on the arm.

  “Off the streets.” He motioned to a row of houses that stood on the top of the hill, rain distorting the facades and shelter they offered. “I heard her back there- We gotta hurry.”  

 Melissa sighed when Jon pulled her hand. Her raspy breathing and shaky footing kept slowing down despite every attempt Jon used to pull her along. “Kat- Gimmie a hand-”

 The deep rumble of several engines cut him off even before a pair of police crusiers stopped just ahead of them. Another pair ran along the side, boxing them in with the old factory. Somewhere from behind he heard another one-

 Shit, shit- Think

 “Stop where you are!” A female officer got out of the cruiser ahead of them, withdrawing her pistol.

 Jon pulled Melissa’s arm, following Kat as she slipped between the tightly packed cars. A voice called from behind, an order lost to the sharp crack of a weapon discharging. The sound echoed through the vacant halls of brick and glass. Something impacted against the young man, a weight that forced him into the concrete as soft sigh filled his ear. 

 “Jon!” Kat turned sharply, her expression sinking while she ran toward him. Her face all but vanished in a sting of pain when a soft voice filled his ear, Melissa's voice-

 “Don't leave me- here.” 

 Kat pulled the weight from the young man’s back, working furiously despite the series of rounds that splintered concrete around them. “Melissa. . .” Another burst of shots cut short when Jon rolled over, barely aware of the thick wash of blood covering Melissa's shoulder and most of the front part of her shirt. Grabbing for his pistol one of the officers ducked while another aimed at them. “Get her!” Jon managed before grabbing his own weapon and firing a shot into one of the doors, the possibility of actually hitting anyone seemed remote but he still pointed toward whatever he could think of that would keep them away-

 “Jon, lets go!” Kat cried out with a voice balanced on both pain and hope.  
 Looking ahead he saw the woman cradling Melissa in her arms as she rounded the corner of an old wherehouse.

 Adrenaline and asphalt mixed around one another as the pair dragged themselves toward the row of houses. The sloppy mud sucked at their every step, even more than the wailing sirens that seemed to be carrying from everywhere around them. The heavy thump of rain battered against Jon's coat despite every attempt to pull himself up the natural hill he kept sliding, even taking Melissa with him regardless of how hard Kathrine tried to pull. Slowly, inch by inch they managed to gain footing and eventually pulled themselves to the top, right in between a pair of houses that had been advertised as for sale. Pulling Melissa across both their shoulders Kat looked over at Jon.

 “Where-”
 Jon started forward into the thick rows of trees just behind the houses without a word. Somewhere just behind the tide of adrenaline he registered a warm, sticky sensation when he tried to adjust Melissa's arm over his shoulder. The fresh wet warmth of blood. Lots of it. “Back here.” He exhaled sharply when they started up a steep incline. “Find an empty spot somewhere, with some logs and shit.”
 “What?”
 “Just do it.” 
 Reaching the top of the slope Kat took off to a steady jog through the haze of moisture, disappearing with a steady slop of her mud soaked shoes. Matched easily by the mud spattered clothing that had, at some point, been white. 
 “Mel-?”
 She tilted her head just slightly to regard him, the endless black of her eyes seemed to reflect the pain in her barely auditable whisper. “Hurts. . .”
 Jon bit his tongue. Of all the times he had heard 'it'll be okay' and 'hang in there' it suddenly occurred to him how often those words meant absolutely nothing to the person that was hearing them. “I'm sorry-” He bit his tongue even harder.

 “Here!”
 Setting Melissa down as carefully as he could he began unzipping his backpack and grabbed for the first aid kit. 

 Ointment, bandaids, gauze, tape and 'how to treat minor cuts.'

 “Fuck.” 
 “Jon-” Kat shook his shoulder. 
 “Get some logs and shit-”
 “Jon. . .” Kathrine's voice tensed slightly before she leaned down, grabbing Melissa's sweater before tearing it along her collar bone to reveal the small dime sized hole just above the top of her breast. And the blood, so much blood. . . 
 Even under the heavy rain the thick wash of bright red blood seemed to be flowing in every direction. Direct pressure- “Uh.” 
 Kathrine swallowed hard before she put her hand on the wound, pressing down on it as her features paled noticably. “She needs a doctor-”
 “I know that!” Jon grabbed for the gauze and began unraveling the small roll as a fresh wave of nausea passed through his body. Looking down at woman he could almost see the faintest of smiles tugging at the side of her mouth- A grimmace that leveled out slightly when she took a deep breath. “Here.”
 “That isn't gonna work-” Kat's head shot up. “Oh crap.”

 “What?”
 “They found us.” She pushed her hands harder against the wound before she looked up at Jon. “Put something under her feet. Hurry.”
 Shock? “Where-”
 “Hurry up!” The woman rolled Melissa over just slightly, checking her back with a bloody hand. “I think it went straight through-”
 “Hurts-”
 Jon grabbed a thick log, propping her feet up before he looked up. “Now what?”
 “We can't wait for the cops-” She bit her lip. “We need to go.”
 Melissa looked up, grabbing Kat's arm. “No-”
 “We aren't leaving her here.”
 Kathrine's features softened instantly as a deep rooted pain took her voice. Even under the heavy rain the tears streaming along the sides of her cheeks stuck out when a deep orange tint reflected in her eyes. “Jon! They'll kill us! They can get her to a doctor-”
 “No-”
 “Melissa. . .”
 “She's going to die if we can't stop the bleeding.” Kat's voice hardened just slightly. “Please, Jon. If they know she's here, they'll get her help. . .”

 “How do you-”
 “Here!” She began calling out at the top of her lungs. “Over here!”
 “Kat!”
 “Trust me!”
 Before he could hear them Jon glanced up to see several police scrambling up the slope, each of them guns drawn. No fucking way. “No, grab her.”
 “No!” Mel called out before she grabbed Kathrine's arm when she tried to pull away. 
 “We have wounded! Don't shoot!”
 “Put your hands on your head and lay flat!” One of the male officer's got near the top of the hill, just enough to see the brown flat top and eyes that seemed to be shifting from Mel to Kat and back.

 “Help her!” Kat grabbed Jon's shoulder. “Now, we have to go right now.” 
 Jon took a slow breath, staring at Melissa and the pain reflected in her eyes. Despite the thick pool of ichor building up around her shoulder the police could stabilize her- He had seen several car accidents where that had happened. . . But would they?
 “Jon. . . Now or never.” Kathrine tugged at him again.

 “Please- Don't.” 
 He never remembered letting out his breath as he rose. “You'll be okay. I promise.”
 

 Jonathan cleared a path through the dense patches of trees that sheltered them from the prying eyes that existed nowhere but consumed his every thought. The dead ashen color trees that surrounded them branched out in every direction with criss crossed shadows and shelter both real and imagined. Unlike the thick tree cover of miles ago the dead wood only served to remind them how glacial the rain was.

 Eyes searched one another, the distance between them growing colder as a gust of air brought the frozen rain on them. Jon let a breath through slightly parted lips, adrenaline giving way  to the bite of memories and hopes that surrounded his shivering body. Words slowly formed behind brown eyes, blame and guilt following the what ifs and could haves into the overwhelming realization of fault and where it belonged.

 Kathrine moved closer, sliding along the overturned log they shared. Her hand touched his arm gently, the tension and shaking giving way to warm emotion mirrored in her voice. “Jon- We need to get out of this- We’ll catch pneumonia. . .”

 Seconds passed in stretches as Jon searched the woman's sharp emeralds, tracing the emotions and questions that spoke for them, his own voice a forgotten plea for attention. The young man slipped out of his trench coat before wrapping it around Kat's shoulders, dropping his backpack an instant later he got to his feet, searching the area carefully and nodding absently when he picked up a slender log.

 Several logs and sticks slowly came together, forming a rough shelter that balanced on the perch the two had been using minutes ago.  Taking a moment to stretch out his coat he covered the make shift lean-to that suddenly seemed much too big for the guilt still wracking his nerves. 

 Warmth wrapped around his arms, holding him in place as a wet cheek pressed against his. Despite the shivering and empty promises of warmth Jon couldn't help but relax just a little- Just enough to let out a breath that impacted against his legs almost physically. “Kat.” 

 The response came after a moment, her arms tightening as her cheek pushed against his. “Jon?”
 The young man pulled his body tighter before returning the attention, pushing gently against the shaking woman after a minute passed. “Tell me its alright- Please.”

* * * *

 “Are you certain?” The woman looked up at the aged factory, her size dwarfed by the massive stain splattered across the front.

 “Yeah. He told me he hid out here a few times. . .” 
 After a moment she started forward toward the double doors, stopping just long enough to examine the rusted padlock that held them shut. “Why would he do that?” She pulled the padlock with a blur of motion that ended in a sharp tink when it gave way.

 “Uh-” Sam watched her for a moment as she threw the padlock to the side and withdrew her rifle. “You said you weren't gonna-”
 “Cover me.” She whispered before pulling the door open. Instantly the smell of rust and decaying paper filtered through the air, when the woman disappeared into the shadows of the building Sam couldn't help but take a short breath. 
 “J-” The woman grabbed her mouth with a vice like grip. 
 “Not a word.” She whispered. 
 After the pain subsided Sam managed a nod. The old rusted hulks of machinery and yellowed glass seemed to play off each other as they moved through the room. The melting shadows and blended colors came together to form a seemingly endless carpet of orange light that slid through the sides of the building with little regard for the trash and rotting boxes that had been strewn about the floor. At the end of the large room a pair of doors looked out over the empty parking lot, their long faded emergency exit signs now covered in a thick layer of brown slime.

 A snapping finger caught her attention a moment later.

 The woman pointed at the stair case on the far left corner of the room, indicating her intentions with a puzzled look. 
 “Yeah I think so.”
 The woman shook her head before starting up the stairs. In the five minutes it took to clear out the small rows of offices that lined either side of the second floor Sam's body wore down despite the fresh adrenaline that kept surging through her veins. Just a little sit. Jon will be okay. Suddenly it occurred to her how tired she actually was, even the moldy chair she had found felt warm and inviting in the cool air. Almost as warm as having Melissa's arms around her. . . She jumped to a start when the woman tapped her on the shoulder.

 “Up.” She mouthed.
 “Just a minute?”
 “Now.” She tugged at Sam's coat. Despite her size and even having seen what she could do Sam found herself stuttering when the woman pulled her up without any visible effort.

 Climbing to the third floor the stench of rotten candy and musty boxes tore through Sam's nose to settle in her stomach with a cold knot that only tightened when they found an overturned blanket and several empty bags of chips and half eaten candy bars. And a rat. A massive, black, diseased rat. 
 “He was here recently.” The woman knelt down in front of the stash of papers and garbage, sifting through it before she came to a full bag of jerky that had been left open. Through the layer of dust and the light that played off on it Sam could barely make out the foot pints that circled the racks. “Three of them.”
 “Huh?”
 “He's with two others who-”
 “Oh Christ.” Sam's stomach dropped into her mouth. “Mel-” She tried to bite her tongue off when the woman looked up at her. 

 “Who?”
 “No one.”
 “Samantha. . . This is important.”
 “It's no one, forget it.”
 Just behind the glasses she could swear she saw the woman's eyes narrow. Perhaps even more so than the deep throated voice she used when she stood up. Sounding like a growl or some movie bad guy she closed the distance between them, the auditable slap of rubber and concrete being the loudest sound Sam heard. “This is extremely important. Tell me now or I'll leave you here.”
 Sam backed up slowly, trying to find her footing despite the tension that wouldn't allow her legs to move. “Hey, hey. Seriously. It's nothing- I- It means that someone else was looking for him- Right?”
 The woman stopped for just an instant before she tilted her head. “He is with two others. They left at the same time. . .”
 “How do you know- They couldda been here at different times.”
 “They all went the same way.” Her voice deepened slightly.

 Sam stared for a moment, almost praying that the woman would take back to her normal voice, something, anything other than this. . . “Doesn't mean he wasn't in a hurry, you know-”
 “Three different sets of shoes.”
 “I-”
 “Answer me, child.”

 Sam swallowed deeply when the woman's rifle groaned against her grip.

 “So what now?” Sam glanced out the window as the eroded visages of buildings slipped by the sharp whine of the Monte Carlo. The Sink laid out in all directions but somehow seemed like a shoe box compared to the possibilities that kept running rampant through her mind. Of all the places he could have gone none seemed to stand out, she didn't know the area nearly as well as he did but she could probably find her way around in the day. . .

 “Square one.”
 “You mean-”
 The woman flipped down an ancient grey cell phone, back lit by the toy like digital read out, her eyes took on a faint orange tint under the thick shadows of a building's overhang. “Nice contacts.” Sam tried to force a grin, a casual tone almost found her lips until the woman glanced at her. 
 “Siempa Tae. Leandrea seta. Rikes missing.” The velvet form of her voice almost seemed to flow over the words more than speak them, even her sharp features softened just enough to ease the tension in Sam's shoulders. “Seta fael, Tae laval-” She glanced over. “What's your brother's middle name.”
 “He doesn't have one.”
 “Net.” 
 The Monte sped up slowly, the metallic whine of it's engine seemingly deeper than before and infinitely more urgent than the woman's voice. “Hey-” Sam glanced at the flickering radio scanner as the bars on it's read out jumped and fell. “Is this thing on?”
 “Sleepers.” The woman nodded almost absently as she rounded a corner. “Not likely. We haven't seen any- I understand.”
 “Hey.” Sam poked her shoulder. 
 The woman's voice changed just slightly, almost to her normal speaking tones but slightly lower. “Meet me at forty third, two twenty six.”
 “Forty third? Thats all the way across town-”

 “Bieta sai.” She clipped the phone shut. “Yes it's on. Yes it is.”

 Sam stared for a second as the woman's grey eyes flickered back and forth from one side of the road to another before the car sped up. “Whats over there?”
 “An old friend.”
 “Is this friend gonna help us find them?”
 “Mayhap.”
 Mayhap? “Alright. . . So how about you leave me here so I can look-”
 “No.”
 “But-”
 “No.”
 “I-”
 “N-”
 “Fine!”  

 The slowly increasing whine of the Monte drown out the shallow breathing Sam managed from time to time as the cityscape rolled by just outside the window. Questions dotted every street corner and window, but cemented themselves firmly when they passed a man and a woman hand in hand outside of a flower shop on Fairway. Please tell me you're okay.
 “Are you hungry?” The woman's smooth voice prickled her ear from across the car when they rolled to a stop outside of a liquor store.

 Phone. Mel. Phone- “Yeah, sure.” Sam managed to swallow against the pain in her jaw. 

 The woman looked over, her sharp eyes reflecting the chill in her voice. “You are or you aren't.”
 “Ah-” Sam squirmed, digging in her pockets before whispering. “Never mind.” Movement caught her attention, the woman held out a pair of twenties with an unreadable emotion. “Um, thanks. Do you want something?” 
 “No.” 

 The old brick building stank of pine cleaner and musty paper but behind the large display counter and over the meats cut under the glass an young man looked up at her with a lopsided grin. “Hi there.”
 “I need to use your phone.” Sam swallowed before grabbing a couple sandwiches from the rack next to her. 
 “I'm sorry but-”
 “Please, it's really important.”
 “I. . .” The young man tilted his head slightly to regard her. “Hmm- How 'bout a trade.”
 Sam squirmed slightly while the man's eyes roamed her body- then it occurred to her that she wasn't wearing the armor. Shit. Looking down she found her midrift exposed to the man's continual gaze.

 “Okay what.”
 “Your phone number for my phone.”
 “Deal. Gimmie.” She threw a twenty down before looking over the man's shoulder to find the Monte sitting just outside. 
 “Your number first. What's-”
 “Here.” She grabbed a pen and scribbled it on the money. “Now gimmie the phone.”
 Pounding in the numbers she was sure she had heard the plastic buttons give way, but knew for a fact that it had groaned against her hand when she called home and got no answer. Ring. Ring. No one's here- Try again!

 Ring.

 Ring.

 She slammed the phone down, trying to remember Michael's number. Even when the man tried to take the phone she was half way through it, almost entirely to a ring when he looked at her. “Easy on the merchandise sweetheart.”
 “Hello?”
 “Mike?”
 “Sam?”
 “Thank god. Look, I got a problem I need you to find Jon-”
 “I did.”
 “Where?” She felt her heart stop beating.

 “Down in the Sink. He's gone though-”
 “Was Mel with him?”
 “Who?”
 “Asian girl.”
 “Yeah.”
 Christ, Jesus Christ. No. “Are they okay?” 

 “I think so yeah, where are you?”
 “I'm with some woman, she's looking for Kat too. Mike, please help me. I-”
 The phone went dead with a resounding clap of plastic. Sam swallowed her tongue as she forced herself to turn.  
 Almost a foot shorter the raven haired woman carried all the muscle power of an ox in her hands when she yanked Sam's coat without the faintest effort. Dragging her to the open passenger door of the Monte she stopped just long enough to toss Sam in. “Who were you calling.” She kneeled down just out of Sam's reach, a smaller sword that resembled her Katana in one clenched hand.

 “He's a cop-”
 “Don't play games with me.”
 “I'm not. He's a friend of mine. . .” Sam righted herself despite the pain in her head brought on by the arm rest of the driver's door. “He's gonna help us-”
 “Did you tell him anything?”
 “Just that we were looking for Kat-”
 “Location?”
 “What?”
 Her voice deepened into a guttural snarl when she leaned in, holding the blade to Sam's throat. Despite the angle she couldn't help but notice the razor sharp canines that were now mere inches from her face, much longer than anything she had ever seen, definitely sharper. . . “Did you tell him where we are?”

 “N- N- No!”
 Her posture eased slightly. “Sit up.” She slammed the door shut, getting into the driver's seat before flipping a switch in the armrest. “That was very stupid Samantha.”
 “I-”
 “You may have just put your life and mine in more danger than-”
 “He'll help us. I know him.”
 “Do you?”
 “Yeah.”
 “Do you know the names of his children? His mother's maternal name- his social security number?” The woman glanced over as the car jumped forward into a sharper whine. “He could be working for the Order. They have field agents. Some take roles in public services, others in private sector security. As long as they have access to information, relaying and collecting.”

 “H- How was I supposed to know?”
 “By living to listen.” Her voice leveled out slowly. “Listen to me very carefully Samantha. If they find your brother, he will be killed. As will Kathrine and your friend. Don't do anything to bring that upon them or you'll find yourself in their  position.”
 “How? How do I know you won't kill me as soon as-”
 “We don't have time for this. If you continue to act this juvinile I'm going to leave you at the apartment.”
 “N-”
 “I know you're worried. I know you're scared. This isn't you're fight.”
 “So get us out of it.” Sam whispered.
 “I'm trying. Help me.”
 “How?”
 “Stay out of my way.”

  
 Samantha stared at the steady flow of traffic that clogged the streets just outside of the second story window. The 'friend' the woman had been referring too sat across the room, cross legged with perhaps the biggest joint she'd ever seen hanging from his lip. In the otherwise empty room his raspy voice seemed to echo a thousand times. 
 “Wolf would not approve of this. . .”
 “I don't care.” The woman kneeled down in front of the black man. “This is vital to my case, please Petra.”

 He let out a deep laugh that caused the small wolf shaped pendant he wore to clap against his bare chest. “That's what I like about you Leandrea. You're a smart ass without meaning to be.” After a second he looked at Sam. “Ms. Prower?”
 “Y- Yeah?”
 “Tell me about your brother, would you?” He offered the cigar sized joint with a shallow grin. 
 “N- No, thanks. He's about six three, maybe a hundred ninety-”
 “About him.” The woman narrowed her eyes.
 “What-”
 “What my friend means to say is; tell us about him as a person. His personality.”

 Samantha stared at the two for a moment before she found her voice. “He's a good man. He's smart but he's. . . He's difficult.”
 “How so?”
 “Our parent's got killed in a car accident. He was there- I guess he feels responsible. . .”
 The man nodded solemnly. “What of your companion?”
 “She's a friend.”
 The man glanced at the woman for a split second before he titled his head. “As you wish.”
 “She's smart- real smart. . . Graduated from college.”
 “And Ms. Rikes. . . Also 'smart'?”
 “Yeah, I guess.”
 After a second he looked to the woman again, taking her arms with a shallow grin. “Come back tomorrow, I might have something for you.”
 “Thank you Petra.” She kissed his forehead before she nuzzled his cheek with hers.
 “Take your time with Ms. Prower. She's a good soul.”
 “One that may be my undoing.” The woman stood up. “So where would he be?”

 “Uh. I don’t-”
 “Think Samantha.”

 Minutes passed slowly while the man leaned back against his corner, hanging his head slightly as the woman lead them out of the apartment and down to the Monte. “He- He might have gone to a shelter. Downtown.”
 An instant ticked by under the gaze of steel eyes, a doubtful expression mirroring her tones. “Would he?”
 “I- I think so. Its too cold to be outside.” 

* * * *

 Moonlight crept through the thin veil of clouds that draped the sky. Soft waves of blue light reflected from the glistening leaves and wood that had been framed into a shelter. Even around the trench coat Kathrine could see the faded moon peeking through the clouds to offer warmth that instantly paled to the tense muscles and large back pressed against her body. 

 The man tensed slightly, his mild shivering giving way to a shallow snore from time to time. Smells of wet leaves and dirt mixed with the fear and desperation she had been hiding from in her mind, only to be warmed by an altogether different scent, one that struggled for comfort in her arms. 

 Images came together behind her eyes as she laid her head on his shoulder. Events played out with a frame by frame commentary on what had happened, how the police officer had told them to stop, when she had fired her gun. When she had hit Melissa. The only detail that didn’t remain constant was the officer’s face, which had come to resemble none other than her own. As time passed different images made their way into the stream of emotions and regrets, replacing them with hope and careful touches of energy that gave way to other powerful emotions she couldn’t name.

 Kathrine sighed before allowing the pictures to develop, her mind wandering in the face of exhaustion yet focused enough to trace the contours of forgiveness that waited in brown eyes, mirrors for the voice that Samantha spoke just outside of her vision. “I’m glad the two of you are safe.” Kat ran over the words, masking the pangs of Sam's voice with hope.
 Another voice spoke clear and strong from a black robe above a desk that harbored the California state seal. “In lieu of evidence to the contrary I see no reason to hold the defendant under these charges. Case dismissed.” A light smile graced her lips, the same lips that wrapped around Jon's a moment later as strong arms held her close. “We did it- Kat, we’re free.” 
 Several more pictures followed, the return to their normal lives, graduation following a final year of careful study and close friendship. Slowly the graduation faded, replaced by a candle lit dinner that they'd share, soft whispers of conversation far more serious then could be vocalized traded between warm eyes as they ate. 

 A deep sigh changed the restaurant to a couch that sat in front of a bright fire, cracking gently into the tones she would use to tell him everything, about her life. . . About her. Slowly words washed away her guilt and fear. “You’ll never be alone again.” Other words came, lost to the emotions they carried. The same emotions that brought Kathrine into a flowing white dress her father helped her with. Hours passed in seconds, the words hanging from her lips as she searched brown eyes for the formless doubt that didn’t exist. Finally they came, a whisper giving them life. “I do.”
 Trust followed emotion through the light haze of candles and incense that filled the room. Life slowed for the eternity the two stood together, inhibition and uncertainty long forgotten by the fair skin and defined muscles that wrapped around her. Warmth followed carefully placed hands and gentle kisses as sips of air left her mouth, slowly transforming into gasps when the attentions traveled over her body. A gentle request left parted lips, lost to the cotton sheets that suddenly wrapped around them. “Make me yours.”

 “Kat.” Jon’s voice filled her ear, dragging her back to the chilled air and insect calls that surrounded them. “Kat.” The voice came, warmed by degrees of emotions she couldn’t identify.

 Slowly she opened her eyes, meeting the man's eyes in an instant of recognition and respect. A voice formed, shaky but warm. “Yes?”
 “Sleep well?” The young man grinned, his posture betraying the relaxed nature of his tone. 

 “Ye- Yeah.” Kathrine stirred, feeling a familiar heat well up on her cheeks. “H- How about you?” 
 Moments slipped by in silence, thickening when large hands wrapped around hers. “We need to get changed. And food. Something warm to drink at least.” 
 Kathrine tightened her hold on the man before pressing her head against his, a reassurance of the outlet that was waiting for them. Minutes passed into the silence that was changed only by soft heartbeats and whispers that formed a plan. “We could go to that dinner.”
 “I was thinking something less public.”
 “Like?” 

 “Theres a bus station a ways from here.”
 Kathrine nodded, thoughts of cups of chicken soup drowning out the biting cold that had stripped away her dreams. Minutes passed between the two, each awaiting the first move. Several more minutes passed by before Jon rose, offering his hand which Kathrine couldn’t release.

 A gust of wind ripped through Kathrine's damp sweater, stopping just long enough to slide between her soaking t-shirt and jacket. The temperature had dropped only a few degrees in the past hour or year they had been traveling. Crossing town had been easy in the sparse lighting of the moon and back roads they had taken, but now approaching a single story Greyhound station everything seemed open. Through the large windows several rows of multicolored plastic chairs and vending machines filled the room under the linoleum flooring. 

 “Y- You su- sure?”
 “Yeah.” Jon held the door open, allowing warm air to slip from inside and a glance at the large coffee machines that promised cups of chicken soup and hot coca for just a few quarters.

 Kathrine stopped under a vent, rubbing feeling back into her body during the minutes that passed between weary eyes. Forcing herself to smile she took another look around before a shaky voice slipped from her mouth. “Wh- Why don’t you get ch- Changed. I’ll get breakfast ready.”
 “Y- You sure?” The man slipped his trench coat off to reveal the t-shirt that followed every muscle of his body with pitched clarity. Brown eyes glanced at her, clouded but aware. “Why don’t-”
 “Don’t question my au- Authority mortal.” Kat smiled wide, forcing the shake from her body as she searched for money to feed the machines.

 “Fine.” Jon’s voice echoed against painted walls with a mock seriousness that made him sound some how older. His boots skidded across the white floor as he dragged himself to the bathroom. 
 Kathrine dug through her bag in silence, sifting through the memories of the past few days that were made physical when rolled clothes gave way to a velvet bound diary. A small sandwich bag peeked out from behind the soft covering, coins clinked together a moment later as she lifted the bag out with a set of clothes.

 The soft whirling of the machine brought scents of chicken and hot water into the stale air, followed closely by meat and crackers that slipped from the snack machine before being carefully laid out by her wavering hands. Another cup of chicken joined the small setting, adding its warmth to the meal that would probably do little against the biter nerves that were stinging all over her body but at the same time seemed to ease the edge.
 Jon slipped from the bathroom, his bare feet pattering lightly against the floor as he crossed the room. “All yours.” Tones filtered through the dense air, regret slowly melting into a calm strength that echoed years of learned focus.

 Kathrine glanced over at the young man, tracing the soft expression that lead to weary eyes made clearer by the warmth that relaxed his body visibly. Slowly other features came into view, a plain white T-shirt slipping under a belt which held up a dark pair of jeans, cuffed over his bare feet. Short brown hair sat in a mock flat top that served only to re-enforce the notion of an age several times his own. 

 “Ah, do you want a sweater? I have an extra.” 

 “I’ll be fine.” An instant slipped by as something flickered in brown depths, following the lopsided grin that crossed his features. “You look like you could use one though. . .”

 Kathrine cocked her head slightly before following Jon’s gaze. A sharp heat crossed her cheeks before she grabbed her clothes bringing them to the her chest, a voice found her lips eventually, though not nearly as playful as his. “You pervert.”
  Jon’s smile widened slightly as his eyes searched for something only he knew. “What?”
 “Typical.” Another mock tone traded between them, changing as Kathrine slipped into the bathroom. “Don’t wait for me. Dig in.”

 Kathrine traced her features with a damp paper towel, wiping away the errant streaks of mud that dotted her face. The black turtleneck she wore tightened around her in places she hadn't realized in the thrift store but somehow didn't bother her when her mirror reflection followed her outline with a soft grin. A contrast to the tight shirt were the baggy jeans that hung from her hips with matching tones of black before ending in the white cotton of dry socks.  

 The door gave way to the brightly lit room and the wet clothes that had been stretched out over multi colored chairs. Backpacks sat under a row of chairs, offering no clues to the location of the young man.

 Panic slowly crept over Kat’s mind, possibilities and images flashed behind green eyes as she threw her clothes into an empty seat. “Jon?” Seconds ticked by in silence that stretched into hours while she moved about the room, scanning the darkness before she stepped into the biting cold. “Jon?”

 “Yeah.” Jonathan’s level tone carried from the phone booth that had been standing next to the building.

 A heavy breath left Kat’s mouth, forming in the frigid air as she wrapped her arms around the man who let go of the yellow pages. Seconds passed slowly, silence giving way to a warm voice that echoed mutual concern. “I should step out more often.”

“You, ah- You scared me.”
 They stood searching each other's eyes, soft questions and appreciation trading off silently. Seconds slipped into minutes that bit into Kat's exposed skin and dry fabric with daggers of cold air. “Um. We should probably go inside.” Jon spoke, the words bringing an unwilling acknowledgment from Kathrine after a moment. 
 “So. Ah, what should we do? I mean- Ah-.” 
 A muscle flexed in the man's jaw as options were considered visibly. Finally his voice spoke around a mouth full of chicken soup. “Well. We need- I need to find Sam.”
 “We.” Kat whispered, cupping his hand gently.

 A moment slipped by as Jon locked eyes, smiling only a little before he continued. “Then I guess we find a nice little place somewhere. . . Mexico maybe? Wait for things to cool off, come back- I guess.”
 “Jon-”
 “Yeah?”
 “What if- I mean.” Kat bit her tongue before trying to force her voice that could do anything but speak.

 “Then I guess its just us.” A calm response came slowly, the pangs of uncertainty apparent despite the facade. 

 “I don’t want it to be ‘just us’ though. I want things to go back to what they were.” Kat looked up, a tear sliding down her cheek before she managed a shadow of a whisper. “I want our lives back.”
 “I don’t.” The response came almost instantly, a touch of emotion begging to be justified.

 “What?” Kathrine looked down, watching carefully as Jon laced his fingers through hers. 

 “Too much I’d miss. . .”

 Words formed without breath, giving way to a soft grin that changed her features before she brought her palm up to interlace her fingers with his. Questions came together in clips of speech that carried the pitch and tones she would use to speak them, immediately lost to the air that wouldn’t stay in her lungs.

 Minutes passed in silence, emotions and questions passing in the still air waiting for a breath to make them real.

 “Jon.”
 “Kat.”

  The two began at once, trailing off into a concerned expression that mirrored their new tones. 
 “Go ahead.” Jon spoke softly.
 “No- You first.”
 A second slipped by as brown eyes searched, deeply buried pains sliding into the words that left the young man’s mouth. “Kathrine. I’ve been thinking.” Another second stretched out while youthful features changed into a mask of emotions that couldn’t be understood. “What do you think would have happened between us. If this hadn’t. . .”

 Kathrine stared, images playing out behind her eyes while possibilities struggled for recognition. Emotions mixed slowly through the pages of snapshots that she had taken over the past several days, bringing a warmth that found her hand after several moments. “I dunno- Um, I’m sure we would have been really good friends?” 
 “And what about this?” Pressure found Kat’s hands as something sparked in the young man’s eyes.

 Words formed slowly as images of forgotten conversation crept across Kat’s mind brining a pained version of her voice to unwilling lips. “I don’t know. I’ve never been good at this kind of thing. People always want more than I can give.”
 Jon nodded after a moment, his own voice a faint whisper that gave under the weight the words he spoke. “They always do. Sometimes I wonder if its all in our minds though. Like, what we think we should share being different from what they want to hear, then when they ask for something else it seems- Awkward I guess, if that makes any sense.” 
 Eyes searched one another for the never ending minute that brought an unspoken question to brown eyes, the same question that warmed Kathrine’s mind with thoughts of relief. Flashes of life passed behind her eyes, conversation reciting in friendly voices that resembled those of her parents, their words ringing truer as she considered them more. Someday you’ll find someone- Who’ll look past. . .
 “Kat?”

 “Sorry. I think your right. . . I think most of that stuff comes from learning each other, how to work together. It comes with time I guess. . .”
 “Still doesn’t make it any easier, you know?”
 “Yeah. It would be really hard for both I would think. You’re supposed to be able to share everything. But what happens when even you aren’t sure what to think?”
 Jon shrugged, his hand tightening it’s grip as he spoke. “I guess the best they could hope for is patience huh? Eventually one of them would ask I suppose. Hopefully the other would be ready.”
 Kathrine traced the words as they left the young man’s lips, following the tones to a relief she hadn’t been aware of until a flicker of energy caught her attention. Slowly breath found her lungs as possibilities gave way to hope and other emotions. “Hopefully. . .”

 “What the hell?” Jon hissed, his eyes pinpoints in the soft glow of candles that surrounded the small couch. “What the f-”
 “J- Please. . .” Kat managed a whisper that died between them. “I don't understand it either. . .”
 “Oh I understand. You're some kind of freak.” An edge cut through the man's words several times sharper than his shifting gaze which traveled the length of her body time and again. “Know what? Keep your shit, I'm gone.”
 His boots thumped hollow against the wood floor, each step resounded an infinite number of times through Kat's mind as his body disappeared into the thick shadows all around her. 

 “Jon! Please-” She tried to get up, crying out against the waves of pain and regret that had become physical when she managed a cry. “Please. . .”
 “I told you.” An instantly familiar voice slipped from over the back of the couch.

 “Shut up!”
 “It hurts doesn't it? But then you knew it would. . .” The thing propped itself on the back of the couch before crossing it's arms. “You did it anyway. . .” Something changed Kathrine's mirrored features when the woman turned the bottom of her lip down. “Poor baby.”
 “I- I had no choice. He deserved to know.” Kat winced, the words forming just beyond her voice.

 “And what did Melissa do? Did she deserve to-” The thing looked up for a second as if in thought. “Die? I bet she's dead. . . Well, maybe that's not so bad- Wages of sin being death and all. . .” It curled its lip before allowing a smile to expose it's finger length canines. “But does Jon deserve to die too?”
 “N- No. God, no. Neither of-”
 “Now doesn't that feel good?” It leaned in closer. “You were better off alone. You didn't have to think about anything then did you? Oh! But wait. . . There was that little itch wasn't there?” 
 Kat recoiled, getting to her feet after nearly an eternity. “I. . .”
 “Far be it for me to tell you who to-”
 “Shut up!”
 “That's what you want isn't it? But Kat. . .” It snickered. “You're gonna kill him too, why?”
 “I didn't ask to be born like this- I-”
 “You didn't fight it either, now did you? You sunk right into his arms like a good little wife. . . Thats it isn't it? You wanna be his-” The thing let out a roar of laughter, it's fingers digging into the heavy cloth cushions as the shimmering purple robe swayed back and forth. “Oh Kathy, you wanna be his lover don't you?”
 “How the hell was I supposed to fight?” Kat stepped back as the answer clawed through her mind. “No- I'm not going to leave him. . . He was there when anyone else would have left. I owe him that much-”
 “Owe him? So you're gonna repay him by getting his family killed?” Something sparked orange against the thing's green eyes when it leaned in again. “I'm not much for- those people. . . But they'll die for you?”
 “Shut the hell up! You don't have the slightest idea!”
 “Don't I?”
 Kathrine stared, tracing the thing's features and noting every line and crease that could have been her own until she finally came to the weary eyes that watched her unblinking but still sharply focused. “I don't care. Not you, not the police, nothing is gonna change my mind- I. . .” She almost bit off her tongue when the words formed.
 “What? You what? Say it. Justify his death Kathrine. . . Tell me why he has to die. . .” Another instant passed as a grin lit the thing's face with emotion. “Say it!”
 Hours slipped by as Kathrine found the words, pulling them from places in her mind that she hadn’t allowed herself to go before. Breath brought life to a faint whisper, alone but certain in the pool of the emotions that surrounded her. “I love him.”

 “Hey.” A soft voice rang through the darkness of Kat's barely concious mind. With it came a flood of questions and hopes, each silently pleading with her to wake up and get going. Slowly she managed to open her eyes to find warm brown eyes searching hers with a heat almost cold compared to the shaking hand that held her stomach. Kathrine adjusted her head to the the man's leg as smells mixed in the air between them, soft hints of natural scent that slowly melted into laundry detergent and dirt. Ideas slipped behind measured doses of courage before disappearing into soft brown eyes a moment later.

 “Good morning.” Jon yawned.

 Kat swallowed her voice before she could speak. A moment passed as eyes searched one another, questions finding hollow answers in the warmth that changed into energy when the man's hand moved over the top of her belt, grazing each muscle of her stomach with a tender warmth. The hard plastic of the chairs softened just slightly while traces of warmth wrapped around her body, inch by inch the man's fingers seemed to be relaxing her muscles but ultimately faded when his eyes sparked alive with a smile.

 “Sleep well?”
 Another faint smile followed tension as Kat stretched out, arching her back while fresh blood flowed into weary muscles. Air slipped from her lips into a gasp when a warm finger that slid under the shirt she wore, tracing energy up the center of her chest before coming to a rest above her belt. “And just what do you think your doing?” Kathrine grinned finally forcing the words despite the silent pleading that begged him to go higher.

 “Just curious. . .” Energy flickered in brown eyes as Jonathan retraced the path with another finger, pulling just high enough to graze the bottom of her breast.

 “Find what your looking for?” Kathrine swallowed before a large hand cradled her back, pulling her from the embrace of plastic a moment later. After just a split second his arms both wrapped around her in an aukward hug that warmed the air around them but cool just enough to allow the man to kiss her ear.

 “I- I think so.” 

 Kathrine pulled the young man tighter, feeling his heart jump when she turned and slipped her leg over his. Seconds passed between sips of air as hands slid up her back, tracing the ridges of her spine with a light touch. “Jon. . .”
 “Hmm?” A reassuring embrace pulled Kathrine tighter against the warmth they shared.

 Words slowly formed behind green eyes, following the tears that joined their cheeks and warming a voice that wouldn’t speak. Breath drew in hard, fighting her lips to bring tones she knew were right. An eternity gave way to a sniffle that resembled nothing she was familiar with, again it called out at the edge of her mind. “J- Jon.”

 Brown eyes came into view, slowly allowing emotion into energy that filled them. Breath filled the space between them, an unwavering hope veiled by concern. “Whats wrong?”
 Fresh tears slid free from closed eyes, absorbed by a soft finger that trembled just beyond Kat’s senses. Weary features collapsed under the weight of words she couldn’t speak, a relief following the emotions that would never be allowed a voice. “Damnit.” The faint taste of sailene washed over her lips as the tears continued to flow, biting reminders of a weakness she had carried, but now carried her. “Why is life so unfair? Why does it have to be like this?”

 “Kathrine- Its okay.”
 “No. Its not.” Air fought her body in the hours of silence that consumed them, bringing physical weight to a fragile resolve that wouldn’t allow her an inch of movement. Finally something spoke for her, a whisper that offered nothing. No help, no resolve, no way to silence her fears. . . Just the words she could barely force through her mouth. “Jon. . . I love you.” Tension erupted in her body an instant before a pair of hands tightened around her back. Minutes passed in the deafening silence broken only by a breath that traded between separate mouths, mere inches apart.

 “I-” Jonathan’s voice touched Kat’s lips, echoing the emotions she couldn’t bring her eyes to see. “I love you too Kat.” Strength and conviction overtook the sight shake that had been used to form the words, a powerful contrast to the pounding heart which mirrored her own. 

 Hours and days carried emotions and silent prayers through the hollow concrete room, pushing heat away from the forms that occupied a chair, drawing them closer as they tried to melt into each other. Daylight slowly filled the room, casting shadows over the joined souls while the world moved to entirely different tones, car engines and horns paling against the soft heart beats and unspoken conversation. 

 “Kathrine.” 
 “Jon?”
  Regret moved before words, a race of willpower and emotion which ended when a whisper that brought obligation to uncertain tones. “We have to go. Theres a bus that comes around three.”
 Kathrine tightened against the man’s body, tracing the voice that didn’t speak.
 “Its two thirty.”
 Realization warmed the perceived seconds that had spoke the words they needed to hear, words no voice could reproduce or would attempt to. Slowly Kathrine slid free, large hands arguing for an instant before they released her to the warm air that tingled with possibility. 
 A voice stirred from inside, calling out softly as she watched the young man collect their possessions. Feels good doesn’t it? Enjoy it while it lasts. . .
 Jonathan smiled, offering her backpack and jacket had been dried by time. Even before Kat had registered the movement she felt an arm around her, pulling her tight before their lips met. She smiled inwardly as a tongue flicked hers before running over it carefully. Despite his hesitation and even the slight draw back he slid his hands around her, following the outline of her frame, drawing a breath when they settled on her lower back, sending energy through her body in an instant and drawing her closer. “I like that.” Kat returned the attention, licking his lips gently, savoring the taste she hadn’t been able to identify.  “I like that a lot. . .”
 Jon smiled warmly before guiding the woman to their waiting shoes. “It is nice.” 
 Sliding into their shoes and boots, the pair prepared to step into the polluted air, now infinitely colder than the bus station. The large glass door gave way to air and noise, a moment of consideration all but forcing them into the bitter torrent of lost dreams and hopeless faces. 

 The heavy clouds hung thick in the light grey sky, allowing trace ammounts of natural sunlight to slip through the soft haze of moisture that had settleded throughout the concrete jungle. The same haze burned away in the large ray of warmth that lit up the West Field park. 

 Though the crowd was small, children seemed to be overwhelming the large sand pits and play equipment that echoed their laugture thousands of times in an instant.
 Kathrine leaned back against the large tree at the farthest side of the park, taking a long swig of her water she glanced up as Jon took in a mouthful of jerky. “Okay- Library, shelters. . . Everything in between- What did we miss?”
 He shrugged. Though not entirely clear he managed a worn voice. “What if she left? I mean, she got away from. . .” His voice tilted slightly toward fear. “Who?” After a second he swallowed and leaned back. “What if she got away, she wouldn't be able to contact us- so she leaves town. . .”
 “Where?”
 “Dunno.”

 Minutes passed between the two, expressions of doubt and thoughts of hope speaking for the voices that wouldn’t come. Kat leaned back before closing her eyes to the endless array of questions that moved back and forth through her mind. Trying to focus brought ideas and solutions to the questions that mattered most, each one offering possible clues to Samantha’s location, other answers found the same question in the eternity of an instant. Airport? Bus Station. . . Trains? 

 “E- Excuse me.” A faint voice called from in front of them, touches of worry bringing uncertainty to her  youthful tones. “Ha- Have you seen my mommy?” 
 “Nope.” Jon’s voice found Kathrine’s ear a moment later, pulling her conscious mind to the little girl that stood in front of them, a flowered dress meeting and brown hair brought her fully into being but only paled to the discolored tennis shoes she wore loose on her feet.

 “Jonathan!” Kat shot him a glance, turning to the little girl. “What's she look like sweetie?” 

 The girl drew a finger to her lips as she considered thee question, glancing at Kathrine. “She looks… Like you… Much prettier though, and she has yellow hair.”

 Kat smiled before scanning the park. “Well, lets find her then.” A moment slipped by as she stood, offering her hand to the girl. “What’s your name sweetheart?”
 “M- Maria.” The girl grinned.

 Jon chuckled before shooting Kat an off handed look that commented the cautious tones in his voice. “Prettier then her? This I have to see.”
 Minutes passed slowly as they walked around the park searching for the woman and getting several variations on “I don’t know”. Boots and shoes mixed quietly over concrete and grass before stopping sharply when a police car drove by. The heavy cruiser seemed to slow while Kat kneeled down in front of Maria to adjust the little bow in her hair. Not once did her eyes leave the female officer until she had turned around the corner. 

 “We need to go.” Jon nodded at Maria before meeting Kat’s gaze again. “Real soon.”

 “Maria?” A voice came from behind, almost distant but near enough to make out the concern.

 “Mommy!” The girl smiled, breaking free from Kathrine’s hand.

 “Oh thank god.” The older woman sighed, taking the girl up in her arms. “I was so worried-” Blonde hair and drawn features spoke for the weary eyes that looked up at Kathrine a moment later. Something flickered as recognition changed her expression into one of near terror. “It’s them! They tried to kidnap my daughter!”

 Kat stared blankly for a split second, words finding her mouth before her mind could silence them. “We didn’t do anything!” Her shaky voice gave way almost instantly to the several people that looked up to regard them. 

 “Oh shit.” Jon grabbed her hand, yanking her into a jog that carried them away from the frantic shouts for police and a half hearted attempt an older man made to catch them. 
 Huddled in a small patch of shadows under an old apartment building Kathrine sighed softly, echoing Jon's heavy breathing through the tight confines of the alley before she leaned her head back. “When is it gonna stop-” 

 The faintest sound of a foot fall reflected carefully taken steps from somewhere down the path, before giving way to the eerie quiet an instant later. Kat tapped Jon’s shoulder, pointing to the mouth of an intersection. 

 He nodded, pointing down the opposite way. The seconds passed painfully slow as they slipped into the grime covered shadows, almost as if trying to melt into the blanket of odd lighting Jon lead them through an intersection before stopping just long enough to check the street and cross. 
 “Still there.” She whispered when they started around another corner.  Kathrine looked up the alley, counting the various trash cans and bags that shared the tight space. “Hey.” She smiled as an idea pushed past the images of the dream like quality of the stained bricks around them. Kat knocked over a plastic trash can which spilled it’s contents with a hollow thump, following the clatter of cans and other debris to the ground. “They'll think we went this way. . .” She pointed to the middle of the alley that branched off in four directions. “Get those.”

 Even listening to the heavy thumping of her own heart paled to the slow, creeping adrenaline as it tapered off in her body. Washing aside her fears and doubts in an instant she grabbed a large trash can and dumped the contents across the alley before grabbing Jon and slinking herself behind an old dumpster.

 Her grin faded instantly when a tall man gave form to the seemingly endless series of steps still repeating in her mind when he stopped at the intersection. His long flowing coat draped over his body with a deep raven black that matched the square shape of a Glock in his hand. Instantly she recognized the tension in his hand as he thumbed the selector switch on the slide. Glock- 12? 14? No- She took a sharp breath when he scanned the paths. 18, its a Glock 18- No, no. Please, no- 

 Another 'marvel' her father had told her about she tried to recall it's use but kept coming back to the most important 'feature'- fully automatic fire.

 “District six, clear.” The man's sharp, decisive tone echoed through the confines when he tightened his grip on his weapon before spinning on his heel. “False alarm.”

 Even behind the man's sunglasses and over his sharp features she could make out the grimace of real pain that only magnified when he craned his neck slightly as if he had slept on his shoulder wrong or something. The man thumbed his weapon before slipping it under his coat an instant later. Eventually the pattering of his thick boots gave way to the scuttling of roaches and other insects that had gathered around the dumpster to accent the stench of urine and rotting trash with their own smell.

 “Lets go.” Jon whispered, pointing to the mouth of the alley.

* * * *

 Wind flowed through the vacant streets, stirring the scraps of newspaper and forgotten garbage that lined the wall outside of an old bar. The shallow orange-yellow glow of the street lamps seemed to reflect infintely against the worn oak door and neon sign in the window of The Den.

 “Are you hungry?” Kat glanced over carefully. The vaulted young man that stared off down the empty street didn't so much as look at her before he nodded. The thick circles under his eyes seemed almost alive but somehow completely gone, as if someone had stolen his soul and replaced it with a pale imitation.

 “Kind of.” 
 Kat inhaled sharply, sampling the scents of cigarettes and alcohol while she started toward the door, even opening the heavy thing she almost gagged when a haze of smoke washed over her.

 The deep stained wood furniture and panneled walls contrasted sharply to the bright red felt of the empty pool tables and even more so to the pair of men sitting at the bar, each one nursing a rather large cigarette. Nearing the rear booths Kat caught sight of a woman sitting in the rear corner, next to the bathroom door. Her light skin and deep black hair almost made Kat jump before she saw the distinctly purple eyes that watched her quietly. Her faux smile resounded under the dim light when she held up a shot glass and tilted her head forward to regard them. 

 Jon slid his backpack into the booth while Kat glanced back at the woman and men at the bar. Suddenly the idea of the two getting off their chairs to block the entrance bit into her mind. Paranoia, just relax. . .

 She had never heard the cook until he stood in front of them. The thick stink of grease and tobacco seemed to cling to his stained apron and even more to his gravely voice.

 “Can I get you somethn?”
 “Jack.” Jon nodded.

 Kat stared for a second, her mouth hanging just low enough to allow a breath. “Water, please. . . Do you have hamburgers?”
 “Yep, sure do.” He glanced at Jon. “I'll have to see your ID.”
 “Coke.” Jon looked up at the ceiling, closing his eyes. “Cheeseburger too.”
 The cook turned without a word, returning to the kitchen after a moment. Even through the thicket of questions that bogged Kat down she managed to smile just a little when Jon flipped him off.

 “That's not very nice.”
 “Yeah well. . .”
 “Hey, hey, hey.” Kat laid her hand on the table before reaching out to grab his. “It'll be okay, I promise.”
 “Thats my line.” He looked down at their hands with a sigh.

 Watching as he searched the vacant table for answers, Kat almost missed her voice when she kissed the back of his hand. “It will.”
 “Yeah?”
 “Yeah.”
 His hand tensed before wrapping around hers completely. “I'm out of places Kat. . .”
 Kathrine swallowed sharply when Jon looked up, the bottomless warmth of his worn expression seemed to wrap around her infinitely before a barely noticeable tear slid from the corner of his eye. “Hey. We'll rest for a little while, we can go check out-” She bit her tongue. Of all the places they had searched, double and even triple checked none of them had turned up clues to Sam's location. Just the overwhelming truth of her being gone, and Kat being the reason. 
 However, just like Jon's faded smile she was bound to return- Kat had been praying ever since they left the bus station, she'd be heard. Sam would be found and Melissa would be- Okay. She'd be okay. Then they'd get it all straightened out.

 Don't you wish.

 It'll turn out, it always does.

 When was the last time you got accused of being a criminal? Huh?

 Kat shook her head only to find Jon staring at her with a puzzled expression, had he just asked her something?
 “I'm sorry?”
 “You said we could check out some place. Where?”
 “Uh- Maybe Hazel's?”
 He looked down at the table, biting his lip. “You know. I never thought about that.” He nodded as a faint wash of color returned to his otherwise pallor cheeks. “Yeah, she might have gone there.”
 Kat smiled when the deep black circles under his eyes lifted just a little. “Yeah, she could be okay-” She bit her tongue.

 “Could be, yeah. I bet she went there. . .” His tone sank just slightly as his eyes widened again with an almost fanatical spark. “She's there.”
 “Hey.” Kat shook his hand, wincing just a little against the man's grip. “Jon.”
 “Sorry.”
 The minutes passed slowly while they watched one another, neither daring to speak out the very real possibility of turning up another dead end. The 'then whats' and new plans cascaded into one another silently, not stopping long enough for the cook to bring their meals or even for Jon's grip to tighten against her hand. Hazel's had to be where she went. There wasn't any choice- There weren't any more places to go. She's there. Please, God, let her be there.

 “Kat?” 
 “Hmm-” She looked down at the food and the tall glass of soda she was knocking against with her shaking hand. “Sorry.”
 The man held her when she tried to pull away, instead guiding her just far enough to keep from knocking over the drinks. “You wanted to say grace?”
 What did he just say? 

 “Sure, um, maybe you should lead?”
 “Nah, it's your thing. . .”
 Thing is right. This thing, that thing-
 Shh.

 Kat bowed her head just slightly, trying to focus her voice against the trembling hands that held hers. Though not exactly tradtional, it warmed her to feel the smooth flesh and warmth wrapped around her hands, almost enough to unfreeze her shaking voice. “Dear Lord we pray for the safe return of Jon's sister and give thanks for the protection you have given us through these hard times-”
 Oh shut up, like even he gives a flying damn about some-

 “We continue to hope for Melissa's continued health and- that some day we'll find reprieve from the misguided-”

 Misguided musings of a freak, a pedophile! She's a-
 Will you shut the hell up?
 “Hatred of those who would take our lives.” Jon's strong voice didn't crack in the least when his grip tightened. “We ask that you bless our meal so we might have the strength to carry on another day. Amen.”
 “Amen.” Kat stared for a second at her food, looking up just quick enough to see Jon curl his lip and look at their hands. The man's expression changed to uncertainty a split second before it washed away entirely when he picked up the massive slab of beef. “Thank you.”
 “Don't thank me.” He managed around a mouthful. “I was hungry.”
 “You-” She tried to get mad but couldn't help but smile. 
 “Dad taught us that one.” He shrugged.

 She nodded before taking a breath and rubbing her foot against his, he didn't seem to mind too much until she brought her other one against it. “I love you.” She heard herself whisper from some far away piece of her mind. The words died at her lips when the man, not young, not old. . . Man, when the man tilted his head down to take a drink. I'll die for you.

 Get off the melodrama, you know just as well as I do that if he finds out what you are, you're gonna be looking for-

 Hey, he'll be there-

 Maybe for a piece of ass. 
 Kat stared for a moment. “Jon?”
 “Yeah?”
 “Why are you doing this?”
 He glanced up. “What?”
 “This, all of this. You don't-”
 “Because you're my friend.”
 “That all?”
 “Thats for me to know.”
 “Seriously. . . Jon, what do you want out of-” She felt her entire body tingle when she smiled the words. “Us?”
 The silence lingered for almost a second before he looked up. “Kat? I told you, nothing changed.”
 “So just because we're friends-”
 “Among other things.” He grinned just a little as a sharp red tint took his cheeks. “I care about you, have since we met.”
 “So it's not just about. . . Is- Do. . .” 
 “Whats the matter?”

 Washing away the burning heat at her cheeks she dipped into her backpack, withdrawing her diary and the paper Melissa had given them. “About this. . . Do you-”
 “That? Here I thought we were gonna talk about your turn ons. . .” The man smiled a little bit wider, erasing the dark circles entirely with a laugh. 
 “Um- I-”
 “Uniform? Check. So what is it? The hair? No, lemmie guess, it's the-”

 “Jonathan.” Kat leaned in with a careful whisper. “Can we talk about this later?”
 “Maybe. . . But you gotta give me something first.”
 Here it comes, bar head.

 Bar head?

 “I'm just kidding, Kat. Come on, laugh a little. . .” His eyes sparked warmer when he leaned in and kissed her forehead. “You know, you're beautiful when you laugh.”
 “Really?”
 “Yeah. Really.”

 Kathrine pushed her head against the man's lips, memorizing the warmth and moisture that seemed so alive with potential, life, love. Something pushed against her legs softly as the man kissed the bridge of her nose and eventually her lips. The tenderness and warmth swam alive when she let herself melt into the soft tongue that didn't stall before it ran the length of her lips. “Thats- I like that. . .” 
 “Yeah?”
 “Yeah.” She returned the attention, watching carefully when Jon tensed as she brought her tongue over his lips slowly. “Whats the matter?”
 “Nothing. Just not used to the roughness. . .” His smile softened slightly. “I like that though. . .”
 “Roughness?” Kat bit her tongue. What have I done.

 Be yourself.

 I'm not asking you.

 “I like it though.” He leaned in and kissed her again. “It's cool. . .”
 Why? Kathrine held her head in her hands as she traced the edge of her plate silently. One by one the reasons and hopes traded off against the spattered grease across her plate. Finally they came out into a warmth that echoed in her mind when Jon pulled his finger under her chin to bring her head up. 

 “You okay?” 
 “You don’t like kids do you?”
 Jon tensed, his voice lost to the sudden change in topic. Finally he shrugged, a cracked whisper finding it’s way to his lips after an eternity. “Why?”
 “That- That girl in the park.”
 “Oh.”
 Kathrine tilted her head slightly, following the fading warmth in his bright brown eyes. Time and again she waited for him to say something.
 ”What?”
 ”Why not?”
 Minutes dragged out in the wake of her tone, a deafening ring that seemed to resound between them. “Sorry- That came out wrong.” She tensed as a wash of heat crossed her face.
 “No, its cool- I dunno. But we have other things to worry about right now.” Jon shrugged, his voice carrying a dull edge.
 “I know- But she might have got hurt.”
 “Yeah. . .” 

 For almost a minute the silence lingered as Jon watched the two men at the bar, never coming to regard Kat until she managed to force her voice through her dry, cracked throat. “So what about under 'normal' circumstances?”

 The young man looked at her, his brow furrowing just slightly before he shrugged. “I dunno. . . Never really thought about it.”
 Tracing over the young man's strong jaw and flickering brown eyes she almost bit her tongue off when it struck her squarely. Closing her eyes and leaning her head on her hand she almost allowed the voice hiding behind the realization. “He's a kid.” Kat grabbed her mouth looking up to see the man's lips tilted into a sneer.

 “Yeah, you said it.” 
 “Jon- I'm-” 
 “Let's go.”
 “I'm sorry, I didn't-”
 The man didn't stop long enough to regard her, instead slipping his backpack on and heading for the register. He did stop when Kat slid her hand around his chest, feeling his body tense against hers. 
 “Please, I'm sorry, it slipped-”
 “So I noticed. Lets get going, we can make it to Hazel's by morning if we leave now. . .”

 “Just please-” Kat winced when he broke free, following him to the bar and the cash register Kat watched carefully while he paid  the bill. Not once did he look directly at her but she could feel the man's scrutiny from the nearly breathless distance.

 “You got a problem?” Jonathan spoke firmly, looking over Kat's shoulder.
 A man chuckled behind her, his graying hair and blue padded vest played off his red flannel shirt and almost empty beer. A moment passed in silence, before the other man flipped him off and went back to his drink. 

 Jon took a step forward, stopped when Kat grabbed his shoulder.  “Lets go Jon.” 

 Their boots and shoes traded back and forth through the room and into the chill of the night, each a soft cry to unseen forces for relief from the fatigue that had settled in their bodies. Miles of buildings and concrete melted into dense shadows and the street lights that struggled to keep light over the asphalt. When Jon slowed the pace a little ways down from an alley and the old pickup that rested outside of it, he sighed deeply, giving a form to the agitation which had been biting into the silence for nearly an hour.

 “I said I was sorry. . .”

 He shrugged before a grin crossed his face. Even in the reflected light the warm smile that tugged at the edges of his mouth seemed alive and willing- warm and caring, sensitive and hopeful. . . The young man stopped, scanning the street before allowing a voice not his own. “I gotta piss.”
 Kat cocked her head, a touch of annoyance giving way instantly to a short laugh. “Why don’t you go up there.”  She nodded at the alley.

 He shrugged before he brought his arm around her shoulder, stealing a hug as he carved a path to a dumpster deep in the alcove. 

 Kathrine looked up and down both sides of the street when she turned on her heel. Maybe he forgave me? The realization of how little she actually knew about him seemed to gnaw at her while a scrap of paper blew over the street, dragging memories of the countless pages of news paper that had been searched, still unable to speak the simple truths of innocence and naive that were Kathrine’s only real crimes. The same crimes that Samantha and Melissa had been brought into, because of his choice. Why had he risked so much just for a 'friend'? Even when he looked at her there was a spark, something always followed their moments. . . Not the love she had hopped but the feral spark of protection. The need to defend, to be 'there'. Maybe it was his nature. . . But watching the scrap of paper flutter about in the soft breeze it occurred that she wasn't any more than a reason to him. Not a lover, not a friend. But a reason.

 A sound from behind brought her mind back to reality, she spun on her heel to the dragging of a foot fall brought with it the hope, the expectation of a large pair of hands that would wrap around her stomach and hold her tight, shelter her from the chilled air. What she found was an old man in a blue padded vest and red flannel shirt, the stench of alcohol and cigarettes clung to him, making her repulse instinctively. Only then did she recognize the smell of gun oil. And then she saw the shotgun.

* * * *

 Jon stared at the grime splattered brick wall, trying to identify the scrawl of graffiti that had been hastily sprayed beside the dumpster. As it had before, reading the 'street talk' seemed to help him relax just a little. Comedic relief in the ignorance of someone named 'King Fasher' who liked to think he ran the block maybe. Jon had to let out a low chuckle.

 The same laugh ended sharply when a feminine cry rang out through the alley. A yelp of surprise and the meaty sound of something hitting the ground played again and again as Jon forced himself away from the dumpster. Coming to the corner of the L shaped alley he took a glance back at the dead end where a large metal door and pipe stared back at him. Had there been someone behind him?

 Taking a quick glance around the corner he saw Kathrine curled up in a ball, her Irish pale skin now streaked with blood that continued to pour freely from her mouth. The large man in front of her paced back and forth a couple times before kicking her in the back, only then did Jon see the man's features. The man from the bar. . .

 Kat bucked against his boot before she got on all fours and spat out a particularly thick stream of blood. The man booted her in the stomach and slammed his shotgun into the back of her head. Do something, move your ass goddamnit! Jon swallowed hard when the man let out a gritty laugh.

 “Hey bitch, you ready to-”
 “Hey!” Jon swallowed his voice when he brought the pistol out. Despite the shaking hand that held it, the slight forward 'tilt' of the Glock seemed hot and soothing all at the same time. It was the measure of control that would keep them alive. “Let her go!”
 The man looked over his shoulder and laughed. He laughed!

 “I got a gun motherfucker, let her go!”
 “Jon- No. . .” Kat doubled over against the asphalt when the man booted her in the head. Fresh blood poured freely despite her tears and the retching she used to empty out her stomach. “Plea-”
 “Drop it!” Jon took a step forward, watching with a pained breath as the man in the blue vest turned, his shotgun still aimed at Kathrine. “Let her go!”
 “You ain't gonna do shit.” He spat on her. “Go on home kid. . .”
 “Let her-” 
 The man kicked her in the ribs, bringing his shotgun to his shoulder before aiming at Kat. In the eternity it took Jon to realize what was going on, the metallic click of the shotgun's safety being released, the sharp scent of urine and garbage and the overwhelming pressure of the polymer weapon in his hand blended together to force him to action. Kat looked up at the man, silently pleading with him even as Jon's world disappeared into the hollow crack of the Glock when it discharged in his hand.

 Chapter 10

 “He's a kid, find him.” Hayden hit the 'end' button on his cell phone before jamming it into his pocket. The acrid stench of blood and decaying flesh wrapped around the mouth of the alley like a disease, almost forcing him to swallow back a load of bile. The man that lay in front of him stared up at the sky with unblinking eyes, once a slate blue color they now took on a faint tint of maybe black. . . The hole in his neck had utterly destroyed the man's ability to speak but in all likeliness he didn't have the time to as several parts of his vertebrae had been flayed out in every direction. “You're certain you hit him?” Hayden looked up to the younger man leaning against the brick wall who had been rubbing his stomach for the past ten minutes.

 “Yes- Yes sir.”
 “Theres a clean up crew on it's way. I suggest you prepare your statement. . .”
 “Sir. . .”
 “Yes?” Hayden stood up slowly, trying not to jostle his shoulder when he reached a hand out. “I know he was your friend, he was a friend to all of us-”
 “The girl in the bar, the black haired one. . .”
 “Black haired one?”
 “W- With the purple eyes.”
 Aleaf? “Right, what about her?”
 “She took off after them sir. . . Said she was with you-”
 “Oh really?” Hayden scanned the street on either side. “Did she say where she was going?” 

 “N- No sir. She took Mike's truck though. . .”
 “Alright, are you going to be okay?”
 “Yeah. Thanks.”
 “Clean the drop as soon as you can, understand?”
 “Yes sir.” The man turned and retched again, dry heaving for almost a second before Hayden slid back out into the streets. The black and yellow Ducati sat quiet, waiting patiently as Hayden crawled onto the machine and forced himself into a painful riding position to favor his shoulder. Even starting up the machine seemed to cradled him with the insistent whine of it's engine to comfort his nerves. 

 The report had come in less than a minute prior but now seemed like eternity. The kid and the thing had been in the bar but his men hadn't had enough time to take care of them- they had left their weapons in the truck. . . Hayden bit back his rage as the machine picked up sharper whine. Pulling into a gas station down the road he sat back and withdrew his cell phone.

 “Hello?” Jackie's voice came in smooth and clean.

 “Jackie.”
 “Hey boss.” 

 “Are you on duty right now?” He scanned the street again, waiting, hopping to find the familiar diesel truck that had belonged to his men. 
 “For you? Any time.”
 “Aleaf is missing, I have reason to believe she went after our neutrals.”
 “So the kid is a neutral too?” The sound of rustling fabric and a distinctly feminine moan filled the phone for a second before it gave way to a closing door and several other sounds of opening drawers and a metallic belt. 
 “Have you got company?” Hayden couldn't help but let a touch of annoyance slip into his voice.

 “Just a bad lay. So whatchya need?”
 He sat staring at the phone for a moment as he ran over the possibilities, in all the time he had known her Jackie had never expressed an interest in women. Even now it seemed unlikely but he had to stop himself from asking. “Think you can meet me on Greenfield? The kid couldn't have gotten far. . .”
 “But what about Aleaf?” 
 “Brooks is organizing a search party. But I want your help-”
 The sound of a car starting up interrupted him before immediately being replaced by Jackie shouting out the window. “Have my breakfast ready when I get back!”
 Hayden couldn't help but smile. “Thanks kiddo.” 

 The roar of the motorcycle tapered off under the light drizzle and eventually gave way to the slow crunch of rush hour traffic. All around them people made their way to their jobs and school or a million other destinations. The thick concrete and asphalt jungle seemed to wrap around every nook and cranny of the natural world, only to disappear into another cluster of cars and the endless streams of people that lined the streets. 

 The Ducati sputtered slightly, even under the mid day sun the machine seemed cool and controlled despite it's almost empty gas tank. 
 “Hey boss?” Jackie's slow drawl tickled his ear as he glanced to either side of the crosswalk. 

 “Yes?”
 “How 'bout we go to my place and take a break. . . You need-” Her voice vanished in an instant when Hayden opened the throttle. The blur of people and cars melted against the instant rush when he slid onto the sidewalk, holding down the bike's horn as he tore through the small 'ledge' that lined either side of the streets. Even with the passenger, the machine banked easily into an empty back road and several more side streets until finally the only thing that really remained of the city proper was the cracked asphalt street and the occasional luxury vehicle. 

 And the empty tank.

 Jackie's grip tightened again when Hayden let the bike roll to a stop. “Boss?”
 “Maybe later.”
 “Oh come on, it's been two days now. . . You're exhausted, I'm tired-”
 “I said later.” He had to bite his tongue to suppress the growl deepening in the base of his throat. If anything happened to Aleaf-
 “I know you care about her, I do too. But being tired isn't gonna help her.”
 “Do you have kids?” 
 The woman leaned back slowly when Hayden got off the bike, dropping his arm to the side he began pushing it up the steep hill in front of him. “Hayden. . .”
 “I don't expect you to understand. But I do expect you to follow orders.” He couldn't help but let his growl edge around his words. “If she-”
 “Hey.” She wrapped her arm around his injured shoulder, causing him to jerk back and drop the bike. “Shit- Are you alright?” 
 “Fine. We'll meet back tomorrow morning, zero nine. . .”
 “Hayden, I-”
 “Go.”
 Jackie stared at him for a moment before she bent over to pick up the bike. Watching her body and even tracing over the curves of her jeans Hayden couldn't help but wonder about the phone call almost two days old. Still ringing in his mind he tried to silence the question before he leaned in to help her. 
 “I didn't know you were into women. . .”
 “Thats because I'm not.”
 “Are you sure?” 
 She nodded. Her warm brown eyes betrayed the gentle smirk pulling at the sides of her mouth, even at the distance he could smell the thick scent of arousal clinging to her body, almost as much as her jeans. “I didn't know you cared.”
 “Thats because I don't.” Hayden began pushing again, surprised when she took up the other side of the bike, laying her hands on his.

 “You sure?”
 He let the silence linger.

 “I'm going to keep searching, go back home and get some rest. . .”
 “Not without you.”
 Hayden took a breath, watching the woman in front of him. The crowds that separated around them seemed almost oblivious to the two and the bike parked on the side walk. “I'm not going to bed you Jackie. . . I have things to-” His voice backed up in his throat when the woman wrapped her arms around him, closing the distance with a barely auditable whisper that reflected a million times in the breath they shared. 

 “Just think about it. . .” She leaned in and kissed him, gently exploring his mouth with an unnerving warmth that ended when she ran her tongue over his, jerking her head back. “No way.” Her eyes widened slightly. 
 “Shh.” He leaned in and pressed his body against hers, bringing his arms to her lower back. 
 “Hayden. . .” Jackie leaned in again, repeating her action before she tried to slide her hand down the back of his pants. “Are you-”
 “Easy kiddo. . .” He took a step back.

 “You are- aren't you?” 
 “Can you keep a secret?”
 “Yeah.”
 “So can I.” He took another step back, adjusting his coat while the woman watched him cautiously. “I'll pick you up at oh nine hundred.”
 “Boss?”
 “What?” 
 “I still. . .” A deep red tint washed away her natural tan for an instant before she leaned in and kissed him deeply. 

 Pushing her back Hayden almost exhaled the woman's taste while her body shuttered in his hands. Tracing over her curves he couldn't help but wipe away the errant strands of hair whipping about in the breeze. “Just keep it quiet.”
 “Scouts honor.” She chuckled, holding up two fingers. “But you know I'm gonna extort you.”
 “I wouldn't suggest it.” The bike started with a sharp whine. 

 “Dinner and dancing, when we find Aleaf. Heart stopping sex when we find Kathrine. . .”
 “It'd be heart stopping alright. . .” The motorcycle bucked when it started forward, dropping off the curb with a thump.  In the hour it took him to finish his circuit around the city services plaza he had all but forgotten the conversation when his cell phone chimed, hollow in his pocket.

 “What?”
 “Father?”
 “We need to have a talk.”
 “Can it wait? I found something you might be interested in. . .”


 The polished red wood paneling of his office accented the thick carpeting and wine colored curtains that hung loose over the massive bay windows. The T shaped desk in front of him stood empty save for the black haired woman who had propped her feet up and was now stretching to reach her toes. Hayden couldn't help but look down at her exposed ankle and calf, noting the rossettes that looked as though she had taken a marker and made flowers out of the leopard like design. “I told you to watch district six. . .” He pointed at the massive tactical map that sepperated them. Despite the colage of photographs and drawings she had flung over it, the small grey 'safety' square encompassed the entire portion of district six. Where she belonged.

 “Father. . .” Aleaf looked up, leaning in far enough to touch the map and brush her foot with her bicep. “I found-”
 “I'm aware of what you found. But that doesn't-”
 “But there's nothing going on there. Sector six is dead space to all of us.” 
 “You don't know that, something could have cropped up- Who would be there to alert us.”
 Aleaf leaned back, watching him with her lip turned down slightly. Finally she rolled her eyes and lolled her head to the side. “But I still brought you what no one else had.”
 “Michael is dead, that could have easily been you.” 
 “But it wasn't!” She stood up, grabbing a picture she had taken of the kid. His hand clutched what looked to be a riot gun- Probably Mike's old Maverick. He was clearly winded but seemed to be alright, not counting the thick wash of dried blood coating his exposed hand. His trench coat had been painted by a small line of red and a little exposed flesh which was probably sticking to the coat by now. “I found them! You still have time to move, because I helped out and- And I found them.”
 Hayden pursed his lips as a loud rumble of thunder rattled the glass behind him. The city loomed over the expansive grass hill and even more with the suffocatingly warm air being pumped in through the vent below him. “Thank you.”
 “You're welcome.”
 “I want you to stay here tonight. . .” He glanced over his shoulder at the cityscape. “I'm going to bring them in this morning.”
 “But Father-”
 “Call Corporal Avery, have him meet me at the Crestline Mall.” He leaned in over the map, highlighting his point with a shaking finger. “We'll close them in here and bring them to the mall. And then I want you to dispatch terminator squads in sectors eight, twelve and two.”

 “The Sink?”

 “What?”
 She pointed at sector two, outlined in black. “Everyone calls it The Sink. . . Theres nothing out there.”
 “Brooks seems to think so. He found an old building. Apparently the current occupant can't get in without the use of a code.” 
 “You think it's Leandrea?”
 “You don't need to concern yourself with what I-”
 “Father.”
 “Then I want you to call Jackson Memorial and have miss Li transferred. . .” 
 “But-”
 “Do you understand?”
 “I want credit for those. No one else could have- You owe me that, father.” Aleaf's face crunched up slightly when a low growl echoed between them. 
 Staring blankly at his daughter, the sharp pain in her otherwise brilliant eyes seemed to reflect in her voice perfectly as she crossed her arms over her chest and pouted. The whole effect seemed to make her look several years younger despite the back and forth twitching that occurred under her floor length cranberry colored skirt. 

 “Are you going to throw a tantrum if I don't?”
 Her growl deepened.

 “Fine, fine.” He chuckled. “Thank you Aleaf, I appreciate what you've done for us. Even if I don't approve of the methods. . . Happy now?”
 “I love you.”
 “Love you too, kiddo.”

 Hayden Winters leaned back, checking his cellphone and watch at the same time before he glanced up at the traffic signal, still red. Three after ten, any minute now they were due. Sitting outside of the old Greyhound bus station he couldn't help but recite all the cheesy lines he had heard some of his men use when they were about to dispatch an enemy. Though he had probably the most widely varied list he couldn't help but laugh when he came across one he had used disguised as a homeless man. 'Scuze me- I seemed to have pissed myself.' The thing had laughed right before Hayden slit it's throat.

 Jackie waved from across the street when he shot a glance her way. Despite the distance her scoped rifle reflected the warm ambient sunlight that seemed to be trickling through the clouds. . . Or maybe it was just the lack of sunglasses- had to be. The woman's warm smile seemed to be fixed on him much the same way her eyes had been for most of the day, even when he had picked her up she kept watching him like some scientific oddity, or maybe some wayward deity.

 Over the large scope of her rifle she mouthed the words 'dinner and dancing.' then after a quick glance down the street. 'Passionate sex.' Then she pointed.

 The kid, Jonathan, stood nearly as tall as he did but more 'built'. His squared off shoulders betrayed his limp and even the flaccid muscles that tried to hold his eyes in their sockets, just under the black circles Hayden could make out  unmistakable splotches of blood that seemed to have been sprayed across his cheek. He looked like death warmed over.

 Not that he hadn't seen, or even worn, 'the look' but somehow plastered across the face of a kid not even old enough to buy cigarettes let alone understand the magnitude of what he was doing, the vaulted horror seemed to take on an infinitely more surreal look. What had taken him through all the days was anyone's guess. . . But one thing was certain. His suffering was at an end.

 Hayden thumbed his radio as Jon turned to the red haired thing and began fishing around in his pockets. Only then did he see the shotgun that had been slung under his arm with a crude sling made of rope. “Don't shoot the kid, if you shoot the target-” He glanced at Kathrine for a second. “Shoot to wound.”

 “Gotchya boss.” Jackie's cheerful voice rang in his ear.

 The woman started forward first as Jon rounded the corner into the mouth of the alley, he leaned against the wall before he crouched down to scan the street and the throngs of people that were going about their daily lives. Kathrine didn't so much as look at him when it opened the door to the bus station, sliding in before it took a place in the short line. 
 Hayden rounded the corner an instant later, stepping into the alley to see the kid tense and stand up. What surprised him a little was the large Glock he withdrew from his belt. Though the shaking hand that held it stank of blood and any number of unknown smells the gun itself smelled like it had been used recently. Despite himself and the facts Hayden didn't stop long enough to look him in the eyes. “Safety's on.”
 Jon glanced down for a split second, looking back but not before Hayden had closed the distance completely. “Nice try ass-” The kid contorted when Hayden wrapped his hand around the gun and wretched it free. Tossing it to the side he grabbed the kid's other arm and twisted until he cried out. Fresh metallic scents of blood crossed the air when the kid buckled to the asphalt, crying out until Hayden kneed him in the back. “Would you like to go home Jonathan?” 
 The kid tried to react but cried out when he moved, his arm pinned back at an increasingly awkward angle. 
 “Take that-” Hayden bit his tongue when he glanced down at the ear piece. Hopping Jackie wasn't listening he leaned in. “Take that dyke of yours home and be a happy little family?” 
 “Fuck-” 
 “Now now, no need for harsh language. Give me Kathrine and you walk free. I promise you. . . I know you've been through hell for this abomination, I wish you were working for us to be honest. But you probably want to go home don't you? Nice warm bed, plenty of food to eat. No more pain. . . Does that sound good?”
 He jerked again only to cry out. “Fuck you!”
 “Jon, I'm not asking for much. Cut your ties with Kathrine and you go free- Your sister and her. . . Lover-”
 “Mel-”
 “They go free too. I promise you and what's more? I'll even help you get your life back together. . .” He leaned in even closer to see the man's eyes regard him. The fear was paletable, as was the rage and anguish. Despite himself he couldn't help but smile. “Jonathan, you're waisting your time with it. It doesn't care about you or the reasons your doing this. Help me and I'll help you-” 

 “Get off him!”

 The world vanished into an unbelievable pain as something hot washed over the back of his neck and slid down under his coat. Over the barely sealed gunshot wound in his back he could feel the boiling tendrils of water- chicken soup- as they crept over his body. Rolling off the kid he looked up in time to see the thing with another cup in it's hand, and in a flash a new blinding pain washed over his face. Agony wracked his every nerve when Hayden doubled over only to be kicked in the ribs when Jon got to his feet. Every time he drove his foot into Hayden's side he let out a sharper, deeper breath. It was probably hurting him as much as it was hurting Hayden. . . 

 Then the loud, hollow crack of asphalt exploding sent shards of tar and rock in every direction. The kid buckled slightly, surprised when another suppressed gunshot sent a spatter of asphalt over the ground between them. Hayden struggled to get his coat off as the kid grabbed his gun, running for the alley behind the bus station with Kathrine in tow.

 Hayden didn't remember how long he sat there wiping his face off, but he remembered with distinct clarity when Jackie leaned down in front of him and pulled his t-shirt off. His voice disappeared into a guttural groan as he leaned his head against the cool brick. “Goddamnit.”
 “It'll be okay, come on- Baker says he has a good line of sight. . .” Jackie helped him up before retrieving his coat and shirt. “You look good boss.” She whispered as she helped him into the waiting truck. 
 “Sir?” His radio sparked to life while he wiped the last of the chicken soup from his eyes.
 “What is it.”
 “We've got a situation.”
 “Location?”
 “Business district, sector ten alpha.”
 “Target?” Hayden managed to force himself forward when Jackie started the truck. 

 “It's Leandrea sir, and the Prower woman. . .”

* * * *

 The old movie theater stretched out in every direction, the once black cinder block walls now painted a soft egg shell white that seemed to reflect the ambience of the low hanging lights. Large padded dividers seperated the seemingly endless rows of cots, some occupied with sleeping forms or someone sitting in their dingy- sometimes urine soaked- clothing. They had all come from outside, much like the two women that made their way through the rows, the short one spared them no mind as she lifted up a blanket here or pulled someone's chin there. 

 Throughout the time Sam had spent with her, the six shelters before this one seemed like one long drawn out day despite the high hung moon that watched over them with an unblinking eye. They had found nothing, not so much as a mention of either Kathrine or Jon. . . Not even of Mel-

 “Where else Samantha?” The short woman turned her head just slightly to regard her through the mirrored sunglasses.

 Thoughts traded back and forth, differing voices pleading with her to run, to find her brother, to get away and never look back. All she had to do was turn-

 “Samantha.”
 “Uh- Maybe. . .” A minute passed into realization, an unforgiving truth that stung the voice she used. “I don’t know.” 

 The silence thickened between them as she lead them through the lobby, now converted into a check in station by the local Red Cross. Despite herself Samantha managed to time every hollow foot fall of the short woman, if for no other reason then to time it to her breathing. She never took more than three breaths a minute- Long slow sips of air that almost seemed to be pulled from the deepest recesses of the earth but only served her. Holier than thou. . . Sam shrugged when they came to the receiving desk, the old man hunched over a stack of rosters but looked up with a weary smile when they approached.

 “Signing out?”
 “Looking for someone. Perhaps you can help me?” The woman's voice changed slightly as if she was deliberately faking a casual sense of self. It almost seemed as if she had put on a different person. . . The point was punctuated clearly when she removed her sunglasses and began rifling through the latest list of sign outs. “Her name is Kathrine Rikes.”

 The man recoiled slightly, his voice wavering. “Ah, are you friends of hers?” Movement caught Sam’s attention as he slid his hand under the desk.

 “Not exactly.” A muscle tensed in the woman’s neck before she spoke again, a distinct chill tempering the edge in her tone. “I’ll thank you to get your finger off that button. Have you seen her or not?” 

 Ah. No ma’am. We’re required to report anyone wanted by the police-” 

 “A man named Jonathan Prower, have you seen him?” 
 “N- No Ma’am.” The man flinched again, gazing at Samantha for the eternity it took fear to replace his thin features. 

 The woman stepped back, only then did Samantha see the light sheen of polished steel reflecting from the massive Katana as she pulled it back into her sheath. The sound of the blade didn't register so much as the man's absolute terror- or maybe it was her own.

 “S- Sorry.” She managed weakly, following the raven haired woman into the darkness just beyond the large doors. “What the hell was that?”
 Mirrored sunglasses reflected her image under the shallow glow of the orange lights only to vanish when the woman stepped forward, leaning in close enough to kiss Sam- or tear her face off. She had never heard such a sweet, genuine whisper but couldn't help not noticing the edged pain in her voice. “How far are you willing to go to see your brother again? Would you die for it? Would you give up everything? When is enough?”
 Air choked off her voice when she tried to vocalize a response. Instead she took a slow drag of the air, memorizing the soft scent of mint and night air that wrapped around her. 
 All at once light cut through the street, erasing the shadows of the night with sharp daggers of white and yellow. The heavy, guttural sound of a diesel engine roared to life an instant later.

 The woman grabbed Sam's coat when she saw the large black truck roar past them, the streets seemed mostly empty save for the truck and the cars lining either side of the asphalt path- Even getting into the Monte Sam couldn't help but wonder. “Where are we going?” Sam managed after a second. “What are we doing?”
 “Those were sleepers. Something is happening. . .”
 “Sleepers?” 

 The Monte started with a low whine that picked up immediately when they slid into the road. “When there is a confrontation sleepers are called in, usually reserve forces that are assigned to sections.” Another pitched whine brought them closer to the heavy truck as it turned a corner. “When there is an encounter sleeper units are activated. They also act as stationary scouts. Background information gathering and low yield reconnaissance are their primary functions.” 
 Samantha glanced over, tracing the tension in the woman’s jaw before finding the words she didn’t quite believe. “You’re serious?” She almost bit her tongue when the truck pulled around another corner, only then did she notice another truck parked in the middle of the road. Cars and other vehicles lined either side of the street but all of it seemed to be empty under the vacant gaze of a burnt out streetlight.
 Seconds passed into minutes, the low whine dying out when the vehicle slipped into an alley. The woman's heavy duster coat rustled softly as she opened the door, her boots thumped hollow against the asphalt and Sam's nerves when she walked to the back of the car. “This isn’t a game Samantha.” An instant slipped by as she popped the trunk, withdrawing a large weapon that resembled the shotgun Samantha had used so many years ago on hunting trips, the only difference being a full set of black 'furniture' and a very large, thick, barrel. “Do you know how to use a scattergun?”

 “Uh- Y- Yeah.” Sam swallowed, following the woman's careful attention as she loaded the thick cylinders into the weapon. The shells had to have been the size of 'C' batteries, though painted black and white like some caution stripe the brass caps were painted a stark red color that seemed to reflect the woman's very deliberate intentions. “Those- Those aren't twelve gauge are they?”

 She tilted her head slightly, pumping the slide back before she loaded another one. “Vindicator rounds. They resemble eight guage more closely.” The woman grinned just slightly, presenting the weapon with a seemingly microscopic hand. “Do you think you can handle it?”
 “N- No.” Samantha shook slightly, tracing the contours of the heavy looking weapon while recalling it’s purpose. “No. . .” An instant slipped by before the woman pushed the large weapon against Sam's chest.
 “Learn, fast.” A cold tone matched the bite of air that swept through the tight alley. “If you lean into it and brace your foot, you should be alright. It’s buffer will compensate for some of the recoil.” Her boots patted softly through the alley, interrupted by a metallic click as she slid her rifle from under her coat. After a moment she glanced back, sliding up against the wall to peer down the street. “Keep your head down and try not to get in the way.” 

 The shadows of Thrams street draped themselves carefully over the windows and tired facades of once clean and proud appartment buildings. The businesses that once surrounded the old road were vacant of anything but variations on the For Sale sign Sam noticed when she turned around the corner.

 The massive shotgun trembled in her hands almost as much as the air in her lungs, questions ran millions of miles around her mind while the woman motioned with her right hand- apparently her 'off hand' from the way she was holding her rifle- for Sam to grip the front of the building while she got close to the curb. 

 Sam swallowed sharply when the shadows lifted enough for her to see people moving. Lots of them- Despite the shadows she counted four, all men judging from the builds, they had been crouded around something laying on the ground until one of the men facing them pointed their way and motioned with a frantic hand.

 “Shit! There!”
 The woman ducked behind a car just as a sharp, hollow crack erupted through the street. Almost immediately another one chimed in, chipping the faux marble facade in front of Sam's face. Only then had she actually heard the patterned shots that forced her back, ducking into a small door alcove she heard the thunderous roar of the woman's rifle. In every direction the sound played out until it was interupted by a burst of gun fire from the men. 

 “Samantha?” The woman called out before she fired again.

 “H- Here-” She managed a vacant whisper when a large chip of the alcove sprayed across the air in front of her. “Shit!”

 “Get out here.” 
 A hail of gun fire silenced the woman before she returned the shots with two of her own. Sam peeked around the corner to see her pinned down behind an old beaten up Geo. Though not much bigger than her alcove Sam saw the woman duck from side to side to take a shot and almost melt with the pavement when the men fired back.

 “Come.” She cocked her head slightly, standing up to lay down a stream bullets. Her calm facade didn't crack at all when Sam jumped out of the hole, ducking behind the Geo she felt only marginally safer. “Cover me.” The woman knelt down, her baggy jeans and mirrored sunglasses seemed to be reflecting the thoughts running through Sam's mind but did so without a voice or even a mention.

 We're gonna die, we're gonna die. I don't wanna die like this-
 “Samantha.” The woman grabbed her shoulder, shaking her slightly before she looked up and fired just over Sam's head. Another shot rang out from the other side of the Geo as a bright sting of heat crossed Sam's ear. The woman jerked backward, her body impacting against the street with a hollow thump. Her sunglasses and rifle clambored to the ground next to her. 
 God, please- no.

 Sam lunged forward, grabbing the woman's coat as movement caught her attention. The man couldn't have been more than thirty, his lazy tattered jeans and boots betrayed his clean shaven features and the thick bullet proof vest he wore- somehow, she saw Avery's feautres reflected in the man's focused mask of adrenaline, or maybe it was fear. The man's pistol stuck out as he rounded the Geo, an old .45 like her fathers. Pointed directly at her. 
 She ducked back just quick enough to see the round tear up the already chipped asphalt. Grabbing the shotgun she tried to thumb the safety only to find it missing, in a barely measurable fraction of a second she saw the man's features widen when he rounded the car- saw his face go slack when the pellets tore through his vest and back. She even saw the Geo's glass spiderweb and shatter. What she never saw was the woman get back up, or duck next to her with a fresh stream of blood covering the front of her vest.

 “Are you injured?”
 “I- I just-”
 She slapped Sam before a gun shot singed the side of her cheek. 
 “N- No.” Sam pumped the slide absently, watching the tenth of a second it took for the shell to clatter to the ground. 
 “Cover me.” The woman waited till Sam righted herself before she crept along the side of the car, bounding from one car to the next until she came to the black truck in the middle of the road. 

 If the men had noticed they didn't bother to let Sam know, instead they began to fire more frequently- each shot echoed millions of times until a thunder clap echoed through the streets again, the woman crossed the front of the black truck, eventually finding her way to the side walk.

 Sam only noticed when she heard one of the men scream something, his voice vanished into the thunderous roar of the rifle. She managed to force herself to peek over the ventilated door to see a couple of the men turning, not quick enough to really make a diffrence but quick enough to propbably see the woman as she put a round through their head. Just like the thirty something man that lay twitching next to her. 

 Three distinct shots ended the encounter entirely. 

 Sam couldn't help but cry, leaning against the hot car she could smell the acrid  smokeless powder- taste the blood that spattered the street and the man's back. Her instincts turned themselves off entirely when the woman tapped her on the shoulder before leading her by the hand to the black truck. She couldn't help but squeeze tight. 

 The woman looked up, bringing her right hand around Sam's shoulder. “Samantha, There will be time for this later. Right now I’m going to need your help.” A sharp pattern of orange replaced the woman's large silver eyes for just an instant, reflecting across her face when the Geo burst into flames. “I need you to search that truck, alright? Look for anything, papers, cards,  computers, phones. Anything. Do you understand?” 
 Sam shrunk under the gaze of the shorter woman, her nerves pounding against rational thought before giving way to forced movement and emotionless heat. “Ye- Yeah.” In the second it took her to reach the truck she couldn't help but scan the streets. It wouldn't be long before the cops showed up- Then what? Would they just explain it as self defense or-

 “Samantha?” The woman's voice rang out. 
 “Y- Yeah?”
 “This one of yours?”
 She looked over the back of the truck to see her holding the man by his head to expose the ragged red hole that used to be his throat. She couldn't help but gag. “N-” Samantha propped up against the running truck before slipping into the cab. Upholstered seats and the leather wrapped dashboard mixed under the faded orangeish red fire burning through the street. Slowly, her shaking hands searched through the vehicle, exploring with guarded curiosity. Minutes slipped into hours while movement caught her attention, a dull thump echoing the opening of the tailgate and loading of bodies that followed. “What the hell are you doing-” Sam whispered, sliding her hands behind the seat, drawing them back empty. 

 A moment passed as the woman rounded the open door, her features unreadable. “Find anything?” 
 “No.”
 “Lets go.” She reached behind her, producing a flashlight sized silver canister banded in blue and white caution stripes. She twisted the end cap before tossing it in the back. “Now.” 

 Samantha scooped up the shotgun, trying to sprint with her jelly knees. The woman continued gently behind her, pushing the small of her back with an urgency that rang truer with every second. Pressure and heat followed sound through the street, light changing the face of the bricks and glass in the same instant. Sam slowed only slightly before the woman pushed her forward, guiding her past the ruined cars and shot up glass to the silent Monte.

 The woman slipped into the vehicle, Samantha following in a mix of pained breath and shaking nerves that died out as she forced her voice. “What the fuck just happened there?” 
 The woman leaned back in her seat, flipping a switch in the arm rest before she glanced over. Suddenly her voice- her body seemed so much more worn than the 'simple' stream of blood that washed the front of her right side. “Welcome to my world. . .”

 Sam stumbled through the apartment, trying to find her way through the pitch black room until finally she tripped into the bed. “Damnit.”
 “What-”
 “I can't see.”
 After a second a plastic click brought light raining down from the florescent fixture over the bar. The woman had laid her sword and backpack down next to her rifle but now she sat at the open fridge door with a bottle of water. “Are you hungry? Thirsty?”

 Sam looked over, tightening her grip on the shotgun. Her voice emptied out in her lungs when she looked down at the massive weapon, recounting the pained expression the man had worn- She had killed him. She took another human being's life-

 “You did very well. I'm impressed.” She sipped from her water. “The only thing we need to work on is your speed-”
  “You talk like it’s a fucking basket ball game! I just killed someone out there and you’re sitting here going on like-”
 “Samantha. They would have killed you without hesitation. You know that or you wouldn’t have fired. You’re alive right now because of your actions.” She shrugged an instant before sliding out of her duster, undoing the small harness that had held her rifle in place. “You’re very perceptive.” The woman grinned, pulling a strap from around her back before guiding a bandoleer of silver canisters to the counter top, a resounding clink bringing Sam's attention to the battery sized objects.

 Samantha recoiled slightly, tracing the thick trail of blood that ran from under the woman’s shoulder pad, disappearing over her hand while she moved.

 “In fact.” She undid the straps at the sides of her armor, sliding out of it with an almost ethereal grace that was shattered entirely when she exposed a silver dollar sized wound right below her collar bone. She didn't flinch when she glanced at it, instead checking her armor and making a show of tracing the way the bullet had entered. “If we had that to do again, I would have involved you in the third leg offensive.” She shrugged casually.

 Sam winced, watching carefully as the woman turned to the sink. The massive bruize on her back seemed to blacken all of her flesh in the small area around her shoulder before it gave way to the natural soft skin tones and jaguar tattoos climbing up her spine. Sam tossed the shotgun and duster on the bed before she started toward the woman. “We need to get you to a doctor.” She traced the wound again from behind, sliding the bulky vest from her body before stepping into the kitchen. “Real soon.”
 “Theres a satchel in the closet. Its black, about this big.” The woman nodded, indicating the size with one hand while she held her wound with a small rag. “It has a red and white cross on it.” 
 Sam nodded, digging into the closet as fresh adrenaline poured into her body. Boxes and back packs traded off before the satchel crept from the shadows, it’s marking distinct to anyone. “Found it.” She pulled back carefully, setting the bag down on the counter before looking up to the suddenly warm expression that changed the woman's sharp features.

 “In the middle compartment.” The woman began, unbuttoning the cross. “Theres a pair of forceps. Grab them and come under the light.”
 “You’re- Not serious.” 
 Silver eyes fixed her in place, a soft whisper gaining weight with each spoken word. “It feels like a jacketed round. It shouldn’t be that hard to get out.”  
 Sam stared, emotions and energy giving way to disbelief and uncertainty in an instant that dragged into forever. Slowly she found the scissor like instrument, pulling it out with a shaking hand. “Are-” Words died out before breath gave way to pounding nerves and light touches of adrenaline. 

 “Samantha, if you won’t do it I will.”

 Sam forced herself to nod. 
 “Okay. It feels-” The woman craned her neck sideways, rotating her shoulder slightly. “Like is about here. . .” Seconds passed into the calm grey eyes that watched Samantha, a warm reflection of her voice. She pulled the cloth back to reveal the nickel sized hole that peeked through fresh crimson, a steady flow disappearing into the woman’s tank top. 

 Sam swallowed hard, the florescent light shined off the tool she could barely hold. Blood moved under the shaking steel, guiding the sharp point into the woman’s body with a soft liquid sound that ended when she struck something. The woman  winced ever so slightly slightly when Sam struck the bullet again. “S- Sorry.” Sam sighed, forcing her hands to move as she opened the grip and pushed deeper, coming around the small object that stopped her from closing it completely. “Found it. . .”  

 Samantha exhaled sharply as the meaty sound continued to thrum against her mind, following the gentle pull she used to drag the bullet through the woman’s muscle,  exposing it to air after a moment. Ragged strips of brass colored metal hung from mushroomed steel, painted in shades of red and black. “H- Holy shit.” Sam examined the bullet, retracing the contours of the large mass of steel and lead. “This thing is huge.” 
 The woman glanced up to regard her with an expression that somehow seemed to reflect a soft laugh without the sound. A moment later she dug through the satchel, withdrawing a small curved needle and spool. “Probably a three fifty seven. Would you mind?” 
 “Huh?” Sam looked over, dropping the bullet into the sink with a hollow clunk. 
 “Here.” The woman nodded at the thread and needle in her hand. 
 “Ah- Oh, right.” A moment slipped by, Samantha forcing her hands steady against the wave of nausea and inhuman calm that stared back at her. Though almost half a foot taller than the woman Sam couldn't help but glance at her muscled arms and stomach. She was a killer in every sense of the word but there was a warmth hiding behind the impassable eyes that seemed to glow alive with a tenderness, or maybe some savage fury. . . 

 “Where did you grow up Samantha?”
 “Ah... San Diego originally.” Sam winced as she pulled the needle through unflinching skin.

 “And your brother?”
 “Hes been here all his life.” 
 A slight his of pain left the woman’s mouth as Samantha tightened the stitches before tying them shut. “That should do it. . .” 
 The woman's steel eyes sparked with something when she looked Sam up and down, almost as if appraising her worth. Sam couldn't help but squirm. “You hit?”
 She stepped back, an uneasy voice finding it’s way to her lips. “No.”
 “Good. Are you hungry? Thirsty?” The woman grinned slightly, fishing the forceps out of the sink before rinsing them clean. 
 “I- Uh, no. . .” A moment slipped by as they watched one another, each breath carrying silent questions and appreciation that seemed to real despite the short woman's carefully constructed mask of impassive silence.

 “You should get some sleep then. We’ll leave at first light.” 

 “Sleep? I can’t sleep after that- We were almost killed!” Sam’s voice trailed off when the woman slipped a small pill from her pocket. 

 “Adrenaline is the only thing keeping you awake right now. Lay down and it will be fine.” She glanced up, snapping off a piece of the pill before presenting it to Samantha. “This will help you sleep.”
 Sam looked at the woman, following the warmth she used to ease shaking nerves. An instant passed before she accepted the piece, sighing inwardly as thoughts and emotions traded off between the sips of air she used to swallow the pill. “We have to find them. Please. . .”
 “In time Samantha. Right now you need to rest. You did very well tonight, I’m extremely impressed. If you’re brother is anything like you, they’ll be alright until we can find them.” An instant passed in a panicked reaction of muscles and nerves as the woman wrapped her arms around Samantha, a tight force that felt little like any hug she had ever known. “You did well Kimo. Very well.” 
 “Kimo?” Sam winced. 
 “Ah- There isn’t a direct translation for it. Best described as friend or companion, without the implications. . .”
 Sam traced her finger over the warm dense muscles and black fabric before bringing her hands around the woman's back, trying to focus in the wake of dizziness that suddenly found her mind. “Ugh.” She stepped back, trying to brace herself against the bar. 
 “Go lay down.” The woman pulled her hand gently, sliding the equipment off the bed in a quick movement that brought Samantha to the thick mattress after a moment. “Rest well. You’ve earned it.”
  The woman's voice died out into the darkness that sunk in from the walls around her. Slowly images crept behind her eyes, giving way to realization and pain before questions and answers begged for attention, each a reminder of the events of the past few hours- days? All at once the voice died off, silenced by the darkness that pulled a thick blanket over her mind.

  Slowly sensations found Samantha, smells of gun powder and lubricating oil mixed with soap and shampoo before giving way to the overwhelming scent of smoldering herbs. Images of firefights and explosions traded off behind closed eyes, fragments of a dream she couldn’t remember. Tones and pitches followed carefully spoken words, a soft voice that echoed emotions only the woman understood, an instant call to the dreams that were memories.  
 “I know. . . Don’t worry. It won’t be long now.” The woman sighed softly as metal clinked against the cold walls. “Have a good sleep, I love you.” Another sigh filled the air before giving way to accented words that sounded nothing like her. “Tama Yae.” 
 Plastic clicked in the darkness, leading to the sounds of metal pieces- methodical sounds of a weapon being put together. Seconds passed into the sounds before Sam found her voice, shaky and hollow. “Who are you talking to?”

 A silhouette moved ahead of her, a light smoke following her pony tail into a tint of orange that marked the edge of her eyes. “Welcome back.” Darkness thickened into black clothes that covered fair skin before giving way to a thick strip of gauze she used to cover her shoulder. “You’ve got some time, go back to sleep.”

 Samantha sat up slowly, fighting waves of dizziness for the hours it took to move. “I can’t. Nightmares.” Another voice crept over her lips before forming words she didn’t  understand. “Tamma May?”
 “Don’t push yourself too hard. You’re going to be worn out until it wears off.” Another silhouette found Sam's attention, a large shotgun that had been resting against the bed. 
 “Who- Who are you anyway?” Questions ran through Samantha’s mind, given to her voice by a haze of non existent restraints. “What are we going to do? Why the hell did you hug me? What-”
 Raven hair reflected shades of yellow and white before the woman rose, her level voice soothing in it’s warmth. “We’re going to find you’re brother. I was looking over some old schematics.” Light filled the small room, shattering the darkness with a flicker of florescent heat, exposing a map that had been laid out over the bar. 

 Colored grids and marked positions followed the dense grey of buildings before leading into the raised terrain markers at the outer edges of the city. “Our friends were visiting one of their rally points. An information drop, by now its shut down but that means either they found something to do with you’re brother or us. Since-”
 Sam recited the words silently, forcing her body to the kitchenette despite the sudden waves of weakness that pounded against her nerves. “What?”
 “Since we’re the only actual ‘neutral’ forces out there.  The Order is going to be keeping tabs on them. Last known locations, equipment, general state of health.”

 “Okay so what can we do, I mean. Why don’t we go back there-”
 “Police are already investigating it. By now they have shut down the drop, it would be a waste of effort.” Something flickered in grey depths as the woman traced a finger across the map, indicating marked positions with various symbols accenting them. “They have several drops that we could check. Mostly low security sectors-” 
 “Mostly?” Sam followed the woman’s finger to a square that had been crossed off. 
 “Most of their drops are manned by skeleton crews, one or two. Though lately they have picked up some of the high yield drops.” She moved again, indicating several buildings in the abandoned industrial sectors. 

 “Okay. . . So we need to get these- Drops?” 

 “We need to find one that has information pertaining to your brother. Sleepers are usually within a few blocks of their respective drops.” The woman marked a small circle around the buildings that had set the stage for their encounter the night before. “We would be better off starting in this area.” 
 Sam nodded, following the finger with silent questions before allowing her voice to form. “Why are they’re so many?” 

 “You can’t win a war without information Samantha.” Steel eyes locked, an even voice echoing uncertainty that formed between them physically.  
 “War? Like- War?” A shaky voice formed from hollow words, giving way to tension that brought tired nerves into a forced awareness. “War. . .” 
 The woman nodded, a slight edge creeping across her tones. “The clan decided to make their stand here not long ago. They had too many members to remain nomadic- When the Purifiers found out they setup patrol points, this lead to permanent outposts and bases. Most of their resources have been dedicated to the Lake Falls campaign. . .”  A moment passed between locked eyes, the pain in her voice suddenly taking on a more serious edge when she drew a circle around Thrams street. “We'll start here.”
 Samantha stared for a minute, running over the words for any signs of doubt. “So what- What can we do- I mean, after we find Jon. What will happen to us?” 
 “You’ll disappear if you’re wise. Drain your bank accounts and get out of the states.” 
 “Just like that? Is that all we can hope for?”
 “Would you rather be dead?”
  Words died off in Sam’s throat, given to the unforgiving gaze that watched her. Minutes passed in the silent wake of questions unanswered and dwindling hope before ideas followed her through the haze, each a call to action, a call to escape. “Okay.” A whisper spoke for her, ragged sips of air lending it weight. “So what about Kat. I mean- Whats going to happen to her?”
 “Kathrine will go to the clan, be taught their ways, given a new life. The one meant for the descendants. . . If they outlast the Order then Kathrine will become part of a new generation. In spirit and form.”
 “What if she dies. What if the Order wins- What if-” 
 “Possibilities.”  Cold eyes followed Samantha, unnerving her voice before following the lines she drew across the map. “There are several possibilities. what matters more to you?” 
 “Jon, of course- But she didn’t want that life. She doesn’t even know. Does she?” 
 “Kathrine knows enough.” 
 Minutes passed into emotions and energy, giving way to Samantha’s voice as fresh resolve erased her fatigue. “Then let’s go. Let’s get out there right now, so we can search the area. If she knows then she would know why we’re trying to find her right? I mean she. . .” 
 A moment slipped by, the woman shrugging slightly as she rolled up the map. “I doubt it. Samantha- Is this really what you want?” 
 Words crept behind green eyes, each a solid reminder of the emotions that haunted her thoughts. “I’m not going to rest until I find him. . . With or without your help.”

 The red and blue lights pulsed through the insistent rumble of the fire trucks parked at either side of Thrams street, at one end a pair of news vans sat in front of the skeletal remains of a Geo. A pair of men combed through the hulking, twisted wreckage of the barely identifiable hulk of steel that had been the truck. Instead of the pickup a large slab of molten steel looked as though it had been poured over the street, filling in a large part of the road only to leave the cab and engine twisted as if it had tried to crawl out of the 'pool'. 
 Samantha watched the men from her alcove, glancing up at some of the news people and stuttering when a tall, blonde haired cop slipped from behind one of the vans. “Avery. . .”
 “Hmm?” The woman glanced at him. “Friend of yours?”
 “Uh- Not exactly. . . You said the Order had positions in government, right? Is it possible that they have cops? Like beat cops. . .”
 “Entirely.” She nodded before standing up, leading them around the Monte into a large C pattern to get around the police cars and fire trucks. Despite herself Sam stopped the woman before she could get past the yellow tape. “How the hell can they afford this.” 

The woman looked over her shoulder, holding up the edge of the tape. “The same way the White Rose does. Business. . . From what I understand they made it big in construction.”

 Avery never even glanced up, instead watching the news woman with a guarded expression. Something edged against Sam as she rounded the corner into a tight, dingy, urine soaked alley. Maybe he's heard something. . . The short woman stopped just in front of her and pointed toward the crook of the L shape. Rounding it with her weapon ready she took to a slow pace, inching her way through the shadows like some SWAT member in one of Jon's favorite cheesy action movies. 

 Unlike the movies however she didn't just start shooting at the thick looking rusted metal door that stared back at them at the end of the alley. Large pipes climbed the side of the building like some kind of malfunctioned water system that had been pumped over the roof. “Curious.” The woman let her posture lax slightly before she spun on her heel. 
 “Now what.” 
 She pointed at the pipes.

 “You can't be serious.”
 “Stay here.” The woman nodded at a particularly thick patch of shadows as she slid her rifle under her coat. Watching her brace herself against the pipe and make her way up to the roof Sam couldn't help but let her hand shake against the heavy shotgun still dangling in it's harness. Every time it touched her hand she felt the distinct sharp chill of the icy steel roll up her body and pull her mind back and forth through the memories of the fight. She hadn't felt the recoil of the weapon, not even the sting and smell of the gun powder- She didn't feel anything, at all. . . Why didn't that bother her?

 “Come on.” The woman's velvet voice made her jump, drawing her attention to the rusty door now almost entirely open. The woman grinned slightly, her mirrored sunglasses reflecting the soft yellow light that rained from above. Seconds passed into the pitch black hallway as it stretched out before them, a concrete floor laying out under the cinderblock walls, interrupted by metal doors and vacant light fixtures that dotted the grey ceiling. Soft pattering followed the pair through the hallway, their boots tapering off as Sam checked a couple locks and prepared her weapon. “Second floor Samantha.” 
 Sam looked up, following the woman up an old stair well. “What is this place- What was it?”
 “Apartment at one time or another.” She slowed to a stop as she brought her rifle out, her voice was a glacial tone that mirrored her sunglasses. “A public works project most likely.” Minutes trailed off while the woman scanned the doors, finally settling in front of one at the far end of the hall. “Here.” Movement registered as a blur of her duster as the woman slammed her shoulder into the door, forcing it open with a creak of weathered hinges. 

 The concrete slab that served as the floor held up a pair of stainless steel tables that had been bolted to the walls under the small windows. The radiant lights from the streets seemed to pour over the stale air with an almost rhythmic hum. The woman turned sharply from the door, pointing toward the end of the wall in front of them. Sam pulled her shotgun up, watching out of the corner of her eye as the short woman disappeared around a corner. Sliding along the cold wall she could feel her heart sputter to a stop when she came to the end with enough area left over to have easily been a dining room she couldn't help but take a slow breath. Please, don't be there. Please don't be- She swung around the corner to find shadows.

 Nothing but shadows.

 Only then did her body breathe.

 “This isn't right.” The woman came from around the corner with her sword in her left hand, wiping the long blade with an already blood stained shirt. “They should have left-”
 Then she saw it. The slight glint of chrome, Sam backed up before throwing herself to the side when she saw the younger man rise from his hunched position in the 'kitchen'. “Shit-”
 Darkness splintered under the thunderous clap of the woman’s rifle, sending concrete in every direction. Fragments of cinderblock rained from above, shards of heated concrete that pounded Samantha’s head nearly as much as the realization of the hole’s placement, right above her. Another instant passed, the sound of something wet and meaty hit the ground, overtaking the unbearable echo.
 The woman stepped over Sam without a sound, just the high pitched ringing in her ears. After a moment she came back with a small day planner style note book smeared across the side in blood. She picked up her sword again, wiping it clean before she re-sheathed it. “Sets oh.” 
 “What?” Sam looked up at her, trying to get her balance as she pressed herself against the wall.

 “Let's go. . .” She leaned in, her voice erasing the ringing for a second. “Quietly.” 

 “Okay-” The woman wrapped her hand around her mouth.

 “There’s another drop, about ten blocks from here. We’ll go there, then back. . .  Do you know where they might have gone?” The woman looked over her shoulder, her calm voice an instant contrast to the lights and noise that filled the tight alley, echoes of the police cruisers just outside of the alcove. 

 “Stop right there!” A familiar voice pounded against Samantha’s ears, finding recognition in the form of memories; a well built man holding Jon’s collar in her door way. “Drop your weapon and put your hands on-”
 “Avery, stop!” Samantha swallowed hard, stepping in front of the woman. “Please-” 
 “Sa- Samantha? What the hell?” Avery tensed visibly. His semi-youthful features crunched up slightly as if he was being yelled at by a commanding officer maybe-

 “Put your gun away.” Sam stood firm, her voice shaking only slightly as she made her weapon visible. “No one has to die tonight- Help me find Jon. He’s alone out there, he didn’t do anything and I have the proof- Help me find him, please Mike.”

 The man tensed again, his mouth forming words without a breath. Four more silhouettes slipped in behind him, slowly covering the distance despite their quick running. “Put the guns down!” One of the officers  ordered, his flashlight and pistol leveled squarely at the pair. 

 “Think about it!” Samantha shouted before ducking back into the door, the woman following close behind.

 An instant slipped by as the woman pulled the door shut, forcing the bolt closed before she pulled  Sam forward. “And just what will that accomplish?” 
 “He’s an asshole, but he's fair-” Sam’s words died off as someone started slamming into the door.
 Their boots pattered against the concrete, carrying the two through the hall and up the stairs leading them to the third floor as chilled air seeped in through an open door at the top of the staircase. Errant light filtered in from above, trading off with street light and red tones from police cars just outside their reach. Samantha gasped, taking in the scents of diesel and damp air that filled her lungs in the instant it took her to reach the roof. “So what now?” 
 “Easy.” The woman grinned, looking over the edge of the tight alley before grabbing the thick pipe she had used to climb earlier. Climbing down carefully she watched, making sure Sam knew where to put her hands. 
 “R- Right.” Samantha sighed, forcing herself down. After a minute- maybe eternity-  Sound caught her attention, the pattering of feet leading various men to the roof just as Sam found the cracked asphalt.

 The heavy pounding of boots eventually wore out the ringing in her ears as they made their way around the scene and to an alley several blocks away. Samantha leaned against the cold brick, forcing sips of air into her lungs before looking up at the calm woman who watched the street. “So, what now?”
 “Get back to the car and move on… We’ll have to wait on the other drop.”
 “No- No damnit! We-”
 “Samantha.” A sharp tone cut her off. “We don’t know what ‘Avery’ will do. If he is with the Purifiers then you may have just put both our lives-”
 “I don’t care. I’m going to-”
 “Wind up dead at this rate.” 
 Samantha stared, following the contours of the woman's clenched jaw. Realization followed slowly, words giving weight to the decisions she had made and those she had yet to make. 

 “Everything we do has to be measured very carefully, there isn’t any room for error. A bad choice here or a slip of the tongue there. . . It could mean our lives. Do you understand?” The woman watched her carefully. 

 “Alright- I’m sorry. But-”
 “I know Samantha. You have to detach yourself, think about tomorrow. . . Concentrate on your goals,  don’t let them overtake you. All you have to do is remain calm.” A warm voice replaced the woman’s as she offered a hand. “We’ll go back and prepare for tomorrow night. We can’t afford to get caught like this.”
 Samantha nodded solemnly as she followed the shorter woman out of the alley, a sharp bite of words unspoken giving way to the emotions and energy that carried her through the shadows. Please God, please. . . Keep him safe.

 The incessant whine of the Monte Carlo drilled through Sam's nerves as orange street lights gleamed over the hood, causing the apple red paint to glow bright like hellfire. The sun was rising slowly off on the horizon, blocked out by the glass skyscrapers and trees that made up the downtown Unicorps business plaza.

 Though they didn't stop long enough to mingle with the few suited men and women making their way to work or from- Some part of Sam almost wondered if Melissa would be with them, she deserved to be. Making the millions of dollars her degree should be earning her, not like that minimum wage factory jobs she had taken to soothe Sam's worries. . . She couldn't help but let out a sigh.

 “What's wrong?”
 “Mel-” She bit her tongue and glanced over at the woman.

 “We'll find them.”
 “How can you say that? All we've found is some scraps of paper that don't say shit about-”
 “Samantha.”
 “No, fuck you! I want my lo-” Blood soaked her mouth in an instant when she clamped down on her tongue again. “Shit-”
 “This information will be useful to us, I assure you.” The woman held up a small businesses card they had found in the man's day planner. Jacqueline Torsque, Unicorps Technology Group. “We'll do an inquiry, won't take a few minutes. . .”
 Sam swallowed back a mouth full of blood before she gagged and rolled down the window. The fresh and distinct chill of early morning air washed over her in an instant, soothing her body until she had finally managed to stop herself from vomiting. “We- Are we going in like this?”

 “Yes.”
 Sam leaned back in the seat, waiting and watching while the woman pulled into a parking garage across the street. Looking up at the massive glass tower she absently plucked at a strand of hair that kept getting in her face. “If she does know something, what makes you think she'll share it?” 
 “Leave your weapons here.” She got out of the car with a barely auditable patter of her boots. The small groups of people that milled around the plaza seemed to part for them, their business suits and skirts a sharp contrast to the heavy duster coat and absolutely glacial expression the short woman wore as she prowled through the crowds to the large glass door. 
 The receptionist looked up at them from her oak desk with a pleasantly fake smile. “Can I help you?”
 “I'm looking for miss Torsque.”
 “Do you have an appointment?”
 “Not exactly. She had inquired about hiring some of our services out.” The woman dug in her pocket, producing a card. “Fairlight Security Services. . .”
 “Alright miss- Chambers. You'll need to sign for a visitor's pass and I'll have to ask you to check any weapons with the building's security.”
 “We're unarmed.” 
 “Great, here you are.” She smiled as she handed over a pair of purple passes. “Sixteenth floor, third door on the right.”
 “Thank you.” She took a quick look around before removing her sunglasses. The woman's confident, almost natural stride broke slightly when she neared the elevator before it turned back into her regular patterns. 
 “How do you do that?”
 “What?” 
 “You like, you turn yourself into someone else. . .” Sam shifted her weight when the woman stared at her. “It's kindda neat.”
 She shrugged before they stepped into the elevator. In the half minute it took to reach the sixteenth floor Sam couldn't help but dig into her pocket, looking for the re-assuring weight of the Sig Sauer only to grasp at empty air. It hadn't really occurred to her until she didn't have it, but suddenly she felt naked and alone. I'll be okay. She took a deep breath, shifting her body into a forced natural stance when the woman opened the door to an expansive white office with gold trim and deep blue carpet. The massive double doors at the side of the room had been opened just slightly but the tall, young looking man in the middle of the room drew her attention before she could collect her voice. 

 “Can I help you?” He grinned slightly as the woman approached. Hiss smile faded and shattered when she closed the distance and punched him in the stomach. Sam felt her own stomach churn with the memory. As he lay there doubled over and coughing the woman slid around his desk and began rifling through the various papers that littered it. 
 “Hey-”
 “Grab him.” The woman pocketed a couple pieces of paper before she withdrew a small boot knife and began carving up the man's chair. 

 Tying him up had been easy enough, the strips of leather holding him didn't strain  much as he flailed from one side to another while the woman made circles around his wrist with her knife. The little red and white trenches she left in her wake caused his eyes to widen every time, all she needed to do was push a little harder. . .

 Sam swallowed. “Come on, she isn't here, lets go. . .”

 “Tell me where she is.” She leaned in against the man. “I'll start here.” She slid the knife up his arm and nicked his bicep, painting his shirt red.

 “I- I-”
 Another splotch of blood dotted his white shirt as she moved the knife closer to his shoulder. “Where is she.”
 “She's out-”
 “Good.” The woman leaned back. “Where?”
 “She called this morning. She said- She something had come up and she'd be out for the day. . .”
 “Who was she with.”
 “I don't-” The woman nicked his collar bone hard enough to make him scream out. Sam shuttered when a small line of white appeared through the blood soaked shirt. 

 “Who was she with.”
 “I- D-” He screamed again when she plunged the blade into his collar bone and kicked the chair into the wall. Standing up she put on her sunglasses, walking past Samantha and back to the door. 

 “I want her to call me when she gets back. If you don't give her the message-”
 “Jesus. Hey, that’s-” Sam started.
 “Lets go.”

 The soft warmth of chicken stew tickled Sam's nose as she took a large spoon full, trying not to look at the woman directly in front of her. For perhaps the hundreth time she managed to glance up and swallow her voice when she saw the large bandage that almost made her shutter again. “We really should change your bandage. . .”
 The woman shook her head slightly, rotating her shoulder with a thin smile. “I’ll be fine in a couple days.” Steel eyes warmed as she dipped a piece of bread into the large plate of stew. “Curious. . .”
 “What?” 
 “You’re brother. You.” She took a large bite of bread. “Were your parents like this?” 
 “Like this?” Samantha sneered. “Oh, no. They always taught us to turn the other cheek- Tried anyway, we used to fight constantly, but if something happened we were there for each other. And after-” She took a shallow sip of air before continuing under the woman’s watchful gaze. “After our parents died. We knew we were all the other had- We grew really close after that, it had gotten to a point where we could talk about anything, didn’t matter what.”

 The woman nodded, a grin warming her features slightly. “So what of Kathrine?”

 “Ah, She- Well, Jon met her at a park. Then later I guess they went to an all night dinner. They’ve been friends ever since.”
 “This is how he treats his friends?” Curiosity changed her voice entirely. “A little zealous isn’t he?”
 Zealous? Speak English damnit! “There’s more to it I think. He’s always been protective- More so after our parents died. . .” Samantha scooped up another spoon full of stew, forcing it her through the pain that throbbed in her mouth. “Damnit. . .So what about you, any brothers or sisters?”

 The woman tilted her head slightly before something flickered in her eyes. “Not in your sense. There were some that are considered to be family, though they’re memories by now.”
 “Must be a lonely life. . .”
 “Rarely do we have a choice in the life we lead.” 
 Samantha nodded as the silence thickened. Minutes passed into the finishing of meals, despite her plate being almost twice as large she had been careful to clear it in the same time Sam had taken to clear hers. Samantha swallowed a little water before she met the woman's eyes again, barely able to hear her own voice she bit her lip. Act normal. . . “So, Um- Any kids?” 
 The woman scooped up their plates before dropping them in the sink. “Samantha, do you have someone? A husband, boyfriend. Anything like that? If so we need to find them too.”
 “Ah-” Samantha trailed off, trying as hard as she could not to let her voice slip. She finds Mel, they might be safe. They might be killed! She's looking at you, say something stupid. “No.” She whispered finally. “No one.” 

 The woman watched her for a moment before she finally spoke. “Alright. . .  Haven't found someone?” 
 Sam shrugged, watching the woman as she dug through the closet, withdrawing a rolled up cloth and leather pouch. “Ah- I tried but. I mean, there were some, but when Jon moved in I kind of put everything on hold.” 
 She glanced over her shoulder, her eyes reflecting shades of orange for an instant as she laid the cloth out in front of her. A variety of small brushes filled the small rag before a small bottle of lubrication oil rolled off to the side. The woman nodded, her soft voice following her as she broke down her rifle. “That must have been hard.”
 Samantha watched the woman carefully, tracing the knowing tones she had observed. “I would do it again thought. As many times as needed. So what about you? Is there a mister- Um- Chambers?”
 “No.” The woman's tone bit into the air instantly, accented by the faint rustling of the bristles as she began cleaning out the weapon.

 “Sorry. . .” Sam finally whispered. “I didn’t mean to-”
 “Like you, there have been some, but this. . .” She swept her hand over the various parts of her weapon. “Doesn’t make for very good relationship material.” 
 Samantha grinned slightly, trying to force a relaxed tone into her shaky voice.  “I suppose when you can bench press more then you’re boyfriend there’s going to be  some insecurity.” 
 The woman looked up, her head tilted as she shrugged. The air warmed between them slightly as a thin smile crept over her features only to disappear into a light chuckle. 
 “Most of the guys I’ve been around get nervous if you can play pool better then they can, I can imagine what would happen if you went to a gym.” 
 The woman re-assembled her rifle quietly before looking up. “Grab the scattergun Samantha.” 
 She swallowed. Did I say something wrong? Then picked up the heavy weapon, setting it down before sitting across from the woman. 

 “Alright. The scattergun, or Vindicator, has a pair of pistons here and here. . .” She traced her pinky over the large barrel, indicating either side of the pump. “They lead to a buffer in the butt stock. These have to be disabled before you clean it.” Despite having used shotguns several times Samantha found herself in awe of the weapon's complex design and even more so of the woman's patient understanding as she tried to fumble through the cleaning procedures.

 “Always have a backup.” The woman glanced over her shoulder as she guided them through the pitch black tunnel. At the other end of the hallway with the roses she had shown Sam a stairwell that lead to the base of the building, but in actuality it stopped just below ground level. The tunnel below snaked out under the sinking streets to a small, single level wherehouse where the Monte had been parked the previous night. 
 Despite the light chill in the air and groggy feeling pulling Sam's nerves in every direction there was potential in every turn. The shadows of the early morning sun seemed to be playing off the bright paint and black dashboard of the car as it slid through The Sink only to dull out when they got to the meeting place, just north of the business district.

 The small two story duplex sat out proudly against the ruined visages of the other buildings. Where they had chipped or peeling paint, this one looked brand new, almost cozy with it's white shutters and unpainted picket fence. “This is it?”
 “Yes.” The woman started up the stairs, forcing the lock open without so much as a strain. Getting to the second floor of the empty building Sam almost gagged when she smelled the pungent combination of marijuana and sage. Despite her calm composure she swore she saw the woman flinch. “Must you do that?”
 The man looked up from his grass mat with a shrug. A large shell sat next to him with a small bundle of white sage smoldering as he took another hit from his cigar sized joint. “As much, if not more, than you're weapons- Hmm?”
 “That is a matter of survival.”
 He let out a throated laugh. “And to you my friend, I give the world. . .” He let out another laugh before he motioned for Sam to come closer. “Ms. Prower, good to see you in health.”
 “Uh, yeah- Yeah.”
 “Have you found anything, Petra?”

 “Yes and no.”
 “Start with no.” The woman kneeled down before she removed her sunglasses.

 “He's alive, as is Kathrine- I believe. But I can't tell you more than that. . .”
 “Why not?”
 “Please, this is really important.” Sam swallowed her tongue when the two looked at her. 
 “He's alive Ms. Prower. That I can assure you.” He took a deep drag and leaned back. “I told you Wolf would be less than willing. . . You're lucky I got that much.”
 “You? Of all the humans that walk this earth could surely-”
 “Flattery will not win you information, Kaya.” He shook his head. “Wolf looks after it's pack, though I've made my intentions clear-”
 Sam exhaled sharply. “Maybe I can talk to 'wolf' and get something? I'm his sister and-”
 “Silence.” The woman batted her shoulder.
 “It isn't that easy Ms. Prower.” The man looked up with a saddened drawl. “Wolf is the protector and leader. Asking him to reveal a member of it's pack is like asking Lynx for the secrets to the universe.”
 “What the hell are you talking about?” Frustration built up in her voice even before she could silence it. “He's my brother! He's not some. . . Thing, some animal. He's a human being that needs help-”
 “Samantha.”
 “No, all the shit we've gone through and we've got nothing to show for it. This is bullshit, you start holding back on me and-”
 The man stood up slowly, Sam almost felt her heart sink when he towered over her. “I understand your concern Ms. Prower. But you must understand that we can't give out information which we aren't entitled to. . .” He sighed. “I'm sorry, I wish I could help you.”
 “You can! Just tell me where he is-”
 “I don't know Samantha.”
 “We'll be checking a drop a few miles from here. . .” The woman rubbed at the bridge of her nose before she pocketed her sunglasses and pulled out a jade ring. “For Tara.” 

 “I'm sure she'll be pleased.” He bowed his head to expose the nape of his neck. “Are they getting worse?”
 “Come Samantha.” The woman started toward the stairs. Even listening to the shallow foot falls Sam couldn't help but try to force her voice through the sting of uncertainty. 
 “I'm not your bitch, you know?”
 “No. You are my charge, however.” She glanced over her shoulder as they stepped out into the chilly air. “Theres a drop on North and Rio. We'll check that and get some breakfast. . .” 
 “Just like that?”
 “Would you rather we didn't?”
 Sam sunk herself into the car.

 Samantha pumped the Vindicator before loading another shell. The cool end caps rolled through her trembling fingers as she began loading the bandoleer slung over her chest. “Does it ever get easier?”
 “No.” The woman slammed the trunk close.

 Looking out over the old business district Sam tried to pick out the building marked on their map. According to the map they were almost two miles away, but with lunch traffic they'd probably need at least an hour to get back. . . If they could at all.

 “If it did, you wouldn't be here.”

 pollution. That was it, the tingling stench of burned gas and metal shavings. It had warmed her lungs the first time they had drove through Crestline, and now, standing between  what used to be downtown and the 'historic' Crestline district, it struck her. “Creepy.”
 “What?”
 She glanced down from their perch on the top of the hill. “I never noticed how bad it smelled around here. . .”
 “It's a fight or flight response.” The woman started toward the old business district, her boots clapping hollow against the concrete as she continued in a lower voice. “When the body senses danger-”
 “I know.”
 After almost a minute she glanced over. “Where did you get your education?”

 “Um- I didn't. . .”
 “Oh?”
 “Yeah.”
 “Why not? You prize it so much.”
 “Long story.”
 “We have time. . .”
 Samantha continued on, trying to force her voice into the back of her head. Anything to keep it from spilling out in the crying tones that were clawing at her mind. Because I'm an idiot, happy? Because I like things I shouldn't- because people suck? “Doesn't matter.”
 “As you wish.”
 “What's with you anyway? You talk all. . . Slow and stuff.”
 She watched Sam for a second, almost revealing the slight twinge of annoyance clearly readable in her silver eyes. “Does it matter?”
 “I'm kindda curious if thats what you mean?”
 “Language is-”
 “And that's another thing-”
 “Are you always this rude?” 
 Sam couldn't help but laugh out as she pulled her coat back to reveal the shotgun. “Honey, I'm downright mean.”
 The woman cocked her head before her lip tugged up into a smile, then a laugh. The sound of water falling over a million rocks. 
 Kindda cute when she smiles. . . In a weird- 'I could rip your face off and staple it to your ass, without breaking a sweat' way. Then she saw the teeth, the long, sharp, canines she had tried to hide from in the car. Only now did they seem somehow more reasonable, like a really bad case of overbite. “You're. . . You're a strange one.”
 She nodded. 

 “What, no 'mind your own business?' and do my dishes?”
 “Now who's strange.” They stopped at a crosswalk, watching carefully as the rows of people made their way to and from places, though only a few of them were actually walking Sam couldn't help but clutch the shotgun tighter to her body. All it would take was a close inspection to see the barrel almost poking her foot from under the ankle length coat.

 “So um- I have a question.”
 “Ask.”
 “When this is all over, what happens to you?”
 “I move on to the next case.”
 “But you'll still be here?”
 “Yes.”
 A large truck slipped by them, at some level Sam hopped her voice would disappear into the rumbling diesel engine. “Would you like to come over and have tea or coffee sometime?”
 “What makes you think there will be a 'sometime'?” 
 She shrugged. “You gotta have faith, I suppose?”
 The short woman started across the street without a word. 

 In the deeper recesses of the business district a lot of empty streets had been filled, mostly with the throaty rumbling of diesel trucks. However at a steadily increasing rate a high pitched whine could be heard snaking around the buildings as the pair came closer to the suspected 'drop'. 

 More and more Sam was forcing herself to resist the urge to grab the shotgun and just run- run far, far, away. Only when the woman pulled out her rifle did she make a grab for the weapon, feeling it's cool bulk in her hands did little to stem the growing tide of adrenaline coursing through her body.

 What should have been an abandoned area now seemed utterly alive. The streets themselves screamed out with an airplane like whine that coursed around and even through the steady rumbling of several engines. But the frantic shouting of several people, both male and female, seemed out of place until she heard it.

 A gunshot.

 Followed by another.

 “Oh shit.” Sam swallowed before a fully automatic burst cut her off. “Where-”
 “Looks like we're late. . .” The woman rubbed her temple for a moment before glancing up at Sam. “Listen to me very carefully. Under no circumstances do you leave my side, do you understand?”
 “Y- Yeah.”

 With that they picked up a steady jog, even with the heavy armor they made it to the old convention center in time to see a pair of pickup trucks rumble through the canyon of brick and glass. 

 At the other end of Archer street they saw them. 

 Three Monte Carlos, one at each cross walk of the T intersection, right in front of the old Singer building. The drop, this was it- Sam exhaled her mind, all the little thoughts that told her to run and panic. Only one thing kept her going as they ran toward the mass of cars and people trading bullets. Jon, Mel. Jon, Mel. . .

 The Monte Carlos themselves had been peppered with rounds, large bullet marks pocked every angle of the sleek vehicles but the women, all six of them, held their positions with rifles Sam instantly recognized as copies of the rifle her companion was carrying. As they got closer she also noticed the six- eight pickup trucks surrounding them. The men that had been driving them were too busy trying to shoot back to notice when Sam's companion walked up to one of the trucks. 
 The man, maybe thirty, noticed her an instant before she grabbed his head and pulled it back far enough to hear the stretching of muscle tissue, and even the gut wrenching grind that followed when she yanked his head back and let him fall to the ground. 

 One of his friends turned to fire but was cut off when a round caught him in the leg. Sam propped herself on the side of the truck before she took aim, watching carefully for him to make any kind of move, entirely relived when he grabbed the mass of ichor that had been his shin. 
 “Come.” The woman tugged Sam's shoulder even before she heard the deep rumbling of another pair of diesels, this time from the other side of the street. Instead of pickup trucks however she saw two Avalanche trucks round the corner. One green, the other Black. 
 Then she noticed the massive, boxy, weapons on the back. “What the fuck is that.” 

 As if the women behind the guns had heard her they both began shooting at the pickups. The unbelievable loud crunch of metal and explosives hammered her ears as the rounds punched holes through the trucks and into the asphalt below. The automatic bursts played off one another for a second at a time as they chewed up the trucks and men probably still trying to wrap their minds around what was going on. Panic was setting in. . .

 “Come on!” The woman grabbed Sam, yanking her away. “Those are Gun trucks. I think it best we leave. . .”
 “But-” 
 “I know, come.” She lead them around the tangle of cars and into the now shattered windows of the Singer building. 
 Sam glanced back to see another truck coming up the street. They didn't have much time, it'd be hell on earth before they got what they needed. . . “Chambers? I don't think this is a good-”
 “Leandrea.” She pointed at the elevators on either side of the lobby. “Cover those.” 

 “Right.” She leaned against the wall, aiming her weapon in their direction as the clatter of rifles crashed through her mind- we're gonna die, we're gonna die- Shit All at once the firing stopped, interrupted by a definitely feminine cry. Sam glanced back to see one of the women sprawled out on the ground, her baggy shirt, soaked in blood, had been lifted high enough to see the massive golf ball sized wound that dotted her stomach. 
 Sam couldn't help but puke after the image fully hit her. The woman arched her back and cried out again, the pain reflected in her voice sounded so much more primal than her features seemed to indicate- She couldn't have been more than fourteen. . .
 Another woman caught Sam's attention when she jumped out of the Avalanche and ran over the hood of one of the cars to get to her. Her pitch black jump suit and backpack almost stood out in the bright sun, but seemed natural when she slid off her pack and unzipped it. The whole scene played out in less than a heartbeat but seemed to be dragging on forever as the black clad woman grabbed a thick gauze pad and began wiping away at the wound before she shouted something. She's helping. . . Wh- Is she a doctor?

 “Samantha.” 

 Eight more people got out of the Avalanches before taking up positions next to the women, all of their actions seemed connected to one another as if specifically timed to some unheard beat. While the jumpsuit woman worked on the teen a couple men helped to cover them while the gun trucks themselves pulled into a kind of box formation behind the cars, letting off short bursts from their heavy machine guns.

 “Jesus Christ-”
 “Now!” Leandrea pulled her so hard her head snapped back before she managed to focus on the vacant stairwell. The pleasant sting of disinfectant wafted over the well cleaned stairs and bright lighting. Each and every step seemed to be pounding her ears as Sam pulled herself up, shotgun pressed deep into the pocket of her shoulder the way she had seen on so many SWAT movies. 
 “Where-”
 “I don't know.” She stalled for just a moment, glancing up between the rungs of the railing. “Floor by floor.” The heavy looking office door before them sat silently as they watched it. After a split second the woman grabbed the handle with her right hand. “Cover right, straight shot. Understand?”
 “N-”
 “Cover the right side of whatever you see, go straight if it's a hall. . .”
 “Right.” Sam hefted the shotgun when the door swung open. The neatly trimmed hall and linoleum floor rolled out before them, flanked on either side by fake looking redwood doors. At the farther end of the hall Sam saw an elevator, apparently stopped on the fourth floor. 
 The woman stopped for a second before she glanced over at Sam, leveling her rifle at the door nearest them. She leaned in as if trying to hear through the wood but drew back an instant later. “Up.”
 “W-” Her voice cut off when the short woman started back up the stairwell, her rifle at the ready. Following close behind Sam tried to match the woman's somewhat crouched stance and finally managed to do so only when they stopped. 
 The door swung out with a soft squeak of rusting hinges and probably grinding metal. The same floor design laid out before them, bright lighting and wood trim that only served to contrast the deep, almost black, spray of blood that painted one of the walls. A man lay sprawled in a heap against the wall, the back of his head looked as though it had been broken open against the fake plaster. Another man sat across from him rolled off to his side, staring at them with an unblinking eye. Only then did Sam notice the massive hole where his other eye should have been.

 “Oh my god. . .”
 The woman started down the corridor, unlike the other one, this one branched off at the end to form a T. Slowly they edged their way up the walls on opposite sides, Samantha got near the end of her wall and exhaled when she glanced down the left side of the T to find another door, the area around it had been peppered with rounds as if someone had gotten into a fight. A long string of bullet holes marked the side wall but eventually lead back to a man holding what looked like a 'SWAT gun'. She had seen them on movies countless times but didn't know the name. . .

 “What's that-” She tried her best not to actually whisper so much as breathe the words, hopping the woman across would hear her.

 After a second she did glance down at the man. “Sleeper.”
 “No, the gun.”
 She glanced back at Sam for a second, her face brightened just slightly as if. . . Maybe she approved? “MP-5”

 “Right. So what now?”
 She pointed at the right hall. 
 Sam peeked around the corner to see a heavy looking blast door that had been cut through, a fairly large oval opening easily big enough to fit someone. The thick steel piece that had been part of the door sat silently in front of it, the edges still glowing a soft yellow. Just beyond the door she could make out several cubicles and just behind them she saw the faint grey outline of a silhouette moving, a human silhouette.

 “Cover right.” The woman started up the hall while Sam tried to get the heavy shotgun up. Their boots pattered against the linoleum as they edged up toward the door. The faint sting of burned ozone and metal whirled around the heavy metal only to give way to the sweet smell of gunpowder. The woman started into the room, her duster making a light rustling sound as she slid through the opening. Sam followed close behind, doing her best to cover the right side of the room. 

 Cubicles filled the massive 'bay' with only a small path in between them. At the farthest end she saw where the ceiling actually sloped up to meet another office, the thick plate glass window that separated it seemed to be reflecting the light with a distinct clarity Sam found almost welcoming. 
 The woman exhaled sharply before she snapped her fingers. Sam looked over her shoulder to see her making several hand gestures, one in particular she drew a circle in the air. Take a look around maybe? She almost asked but the woman started toward a row of cubicles before she could muster her voice.

 In the forty five seconds it took her to make a quick circuit through her side of the room Sam felt her breath burn through her lungs under the heavy armor vest. Though most of the cubicles were empty, save for the occasional computer which had been laid on it's side, case open, and stripped clean- Save for the green or blue circuit board inside.
 Maybe the Clan beat us to it. . . Has to be- No. No, we need that information. They can't be here. Sam bit into her lip when she rounded the corner to find the woman kneeling over a stack of papers. She didn't acknowledge Sam until she got done leafing through the stack. “Find anything?” 
 “Computers, all cleaned out. . . You?”
 “Nothing.” She sighed before tossing the papers on the ground. “We go up. . .”

 Getting back to the stair well the distinct heavy clatter of the machine guns on the Avalanche trucks seemed to resound through the concrete walls, each quick burst was interrupted or even cut off entirely by several other shots, some the sharp crack of handguns or even the loud thunder crash of heavy rifles. Somewhere from just beyond her awareness Sam could swear she heard the wailing of sirens. . .

 The third floor landing had been charred black around the space where the door had been, now nothing more than fragments of steel and small flaming bits of something- wet and unidentifiable. Oh god. . . Sam tried to block out the squish sound the tattered fleshy pieces made as she tip toed through the hallway. The walls themselves had black tendrils of charred plaster running almost the entire length of the corridor but all of it seemed to pale to the sweet stench of gun powder and something sharper, more insistent. 

 The woman stopped at the end of the L shaped corridor, pressing Sam into the wall with her shoulder. All at once she lunged around the corner. Then Sam saw it- A woman almost as tall as she was, judging from the curves of her body. Though hidden beneath a heavy layer of body armor Sam could almost make out the well defined muscles in her arms and the heavily armored thigh 'plates' that cascaded down the front of her leg. The whole thing registered in the blink of an eye but what didn't fully register was the sleek contoured helmet that she was wearing, it looked so alien yet so familiar, then when her companion punched the woman in the tinted face plate she recognized it. Predator, thats it- fucking Predator-

 Sam rounded the corner when her companion kneed the woman in the stomach, grabbing for her neck even as the woman sank down and kicked her in the ribs. Out of the corner of her eye Sam saw two more slide into the hall, their compact machine guns leveled directly at her. She swung up, infinitely slower than the women behind her but still managed to get the two to stop. The one woman's mask had been adorned with a silver, six tiered chevron with a sword running through it. She stepped forward, holding her weapon slightly to the side.

 “Identify yourselves. . .”
 “I- I. . .” Sam glanced over her shoulder to see her companion straddling the woman, digging through the pockets of her tactical vest. “Sam.”
 “Well 'Sam' You need to go.”
 “We're looking for-”
 Something pushed Sam out of the way, the blur of motion and pain didn't register entirely until her companion's velvet smooth voice tickled her ear from maybe a foot away. “Veta leai, tempir sect-”
 “Naei?”
 “Prower. Rikes. Avery.”
 “No can do, we don't have time.”
 “Make time.” The woman tensed slightly, a fraction of a second passed before she lunged at woman with the chevron. Though the action didn't seem like any more than a blur, she was surprised to see the woman with the chevron duck out of the way before she punched the shorter woman in the back of the neck. 

 Sam looked up at the woman opposite her, pointing her own weapon to match.

 The two women went rounds together, trading body shots like some kick boxing match but all of it seemed so much faster. The woman, despite her heavy armor seemed slightly faster, but every time the short woman landed a blow it stuck. At one point Sam could swear she heard the sharp snapping of bone when Leandrea punched the woman in the side of the chest.

 “We don't have time for this.” The black haired woman ducked as her opponent went to kick her in the head. “Give me the information-”
 “You know I can't do that. . .” 
 The short woman threw a punch with her right hand, stopping when her opponent moved to react- instead she kicked the woman in the stomach before she grabbed her boot knife and leaned in just close enough to stab her inner thigh. 
 All at once the woman buckled and faltered to the floor, grabbing the now wet pants. Unbuckling the set of plates from her pant leg she grabbed at her thigh- Only then did Sam really notice the deep crimson pool that was welling up around the woman.

 “Corporal- Help your leader.” The short woman stepped back just far enough to rifle through the woman's gear.

 The woman with the machine gun glanced down at the chevron woman and back at Sam. Though it only took a second, Sam could almost swore she saw the woman behind the faceplate considering her options. She tried to make the choice easier by pulling her shotgun down.

 When the short woman stood up with a small, black backpack, Sam almost exhaled- Stopping herself just in time to see the 'corporal' start tying off her leader's wound. We aren't out yet. . . “That it?”

 She nodded and grabbed her rifle. “Lets go.” 

 The light clapping of their boots seemed to resound infinitely between the heavy clatter of the Avalanche gun trucks. In the breath it took for the guns to trade shots several more weapons chimed in. Pistols, rifles, shotguns- All of them clapping against one another in furious bursts that only served to shatter against the cinder blocks of the stair well. 

 “We're gonna die-”
 “Shut up.” The woman glanced over her shoulder, a deep throated growl accenting her words. The inhuman sound continued for almost a minute before she stopped at the heavy door. “You are never to say those words again. Do you understand?”
 “I-”
 The door exploded inward, Sam ducked out of the way just in time to see a short woman in a black jumpsuit. She didn't stop long enough to regard them as she started up the stairs, her brown pony tail and backpack bounced up and down as she sprinted up the steps, leaving a thick trail of blood from a gunshot wound in her left leg. 
 The heavy sound of the gun trucks chattering pulled Sam back to the lobby of the Singer building. She felt her heart almost stop when she saw the massive tangle of cars and trucks that fought one another in the marked streets. The same three Monte Carlos sat silently between the heavy Avalanche trucks and the dozen or so pickups that tangled up the streets. The multicolored trucks had been parked end to end in some places to block out the police cruisers and the two SWAT vans that stood at the far end of Rio lane. 

 The police themselves were probably just as confused as the young girl nursing her stomach wound just inside the lobby. She glanced up at Sam with a wince when they neared the doors. “Hell of a show huh?”
 Sam swallowed when the girl smiled a blood stained set of teeth. The pain in her voice almost bottomed out when she lifted her pistol and reloaded it. “Are you-” Her companion silenced her with a look. 
 The short patterned bursts of sub machine guns echoed through the streets only to be punctuated by the heavy clatter of the Avalanches. Sam swallowed an instant before the bitter wash of gun powder swept over her. The women behind the trucks shouted something out between the heavy claps of their weapons, one of them glanced over her shoulder at Sam and her companion before she pointed down the street. “Catcha seint.” 

 “Selia.” The short woman nodded with a grin.

 “What'd she say?”
 “Safe to go that way. . .” She exhaled sharply. 

 In the twelve or so years it took them to reach the other side of the barricaded street several more short bursts chewed through the trucks. By now most, save for two of the men who Sam had noticed coming in were gone, laid out in between the flaming trucks or simply missing. The buildings had been dotted with massive bullet holes just as much, if not more so than the trucks or police cruisers. However, unlike the buildings, the bullets that had torn into the cars and Avalanches were smaller and apparently less flammable. 

 Sam registered the through in an instant as one of the women shouted something over the loud, metallic crunch of her machine gun. “Whats-”
 “Empty!” 
 Sam glanced back in time to see the woman's head wretch back, a long string of red liquid erupting over the side walk before she slumped off the back of the truck into a heap. “Jesus-”
 “Come.” The short woman picked up a steady jog that Sam had to struggle to keep up with. The minutes and hours it took to get back to their own Monte pulled her mind in all directions, questions and frail cries for relief seemed to echo in her ears until finally they all caved in when she leaned against the bright red Monte. In the tight confines of the alley she could feel the cool wash of fresh air wiping away the sweat and fatigue. All she needed now was a little water- 

 The woman dug around into the small backpack before she pulled out a hand held computer, poking at the screen for a second she opened the car and turned on the air conditioning. “Are you injured?”
 “N- N. . .” Sam exhaled, forcing herself up into the car. 
 She pulled her cell phone out with a shallow click, thumbing in a string of numbers. “Tammy?”
 The seconds passed in haggard breaths as Sam tried to undo the straps of her armor, the suffocating heat it held against her body only served to tighten her chest. It was over, she didn't need to be this well 'protected'. Why was it so damn hard to-

 “I understand, I need your help- No, I remember. . .” Her voice edged into a growl. “I have twelve hard drives here, they look like ATA drives- possibly non encrypted- Yes. . .” She sighed. “I need a facility for dumping these. I'm after information on-”
 “Hi kids.” A feminine voice cooed.

 The short woman stiffened up slightly, dropping her phone in a smooth motion before she pulled her rifle and aimed it into a particularly crap encrusted part of the dingy brick alley. 

 Squinting, Sam made out the features of the smiling woman. She was short, pretty with her trimmed brown hair and high cut bangs but almost savage with the massive pistol she held out. Even despite the denim jacket and tight fitting jeans she almost looked like- Hazel. . . “Wait! No!” 
 The woman spared her an instant's glance. 
 “I'm here for the data-” She offered another grin. Sure was proud of herself. . .
 “I can't do that.” Leandrea thumbed the safety on her rifle, the click echoed a hundred times, almost drowning out the soft rustle of a foot step behind them. 
 Sam spun on her heel, pointing her shotgun down the mouth of the alley to find a tall man looking at her. With his hands behind his back and heavy coat she almost didn't recognize the features, sharp and muscular but soothing and warm, almost like his voice.

 “I think you can.”
 “What must I do to get rid of you. . .” Leandrea swallowed, keeping her eyes and weapon fixed on the woman in front of her. 

 He smiled just a little before he looked Samantha over. “What would Melissa say? Warrior Sam. . .” He snickered a little. “Between you and your brother I-”
 “Where is he?” Sam swallowed back on her fatigue, forcing the shotgun taut against her shoulder. “Tell me-”
 “On one condition.”
 “No, tell me or I'll blow your stupid ass into the street.” 
 He grinned a little. “But you and I both know you wouldn't do that Sam. What was it? Something about men being-” He looked up at the sky for a second as if in thought. “Well, if you're offering, I guess it couldn't hurt. . . Who doesn't like a little head now and then-”
 “Hey boss. . .” 
 “Relax kiddo, you can have her after I'm done. . .”
 “I told-”
 Sam started forward, the smug grin he was wearing etched itself into her mind a million times in an instant as she wrapped her hand around the butt stock of the shotgun. Son of a bitch. She gritted her teeth right before she lifted the gun up, pivoting to hit him in the nose she never saw him grab the weapon.

 But she felt the pain when he wretched it free from her hands. She almost screamed out when he yanked her hand back to an awkward angle. The pain was brilliant, exploding across her vision when he kneed her in the stomach and forced her into the wall. 
 Looking up into the man's brown eyes she could smell the light tang of chicken soup, but she saw the fury buried behind the calm grin he wore, sensed the hatred when he leaned in so close she could almost taste his breath. “Listen to me, listen well. I won't repeat this.” He pressed his forehead to hers. “There is a woman in critical condition in one of my hospitals, her name is Melissa Li.”
 N-

 “I want that thing. Give me Rikes.”
 “I don't know where-”
 “I know you don't. I'm going to make it easy on you though, find your brother and call me. . .” He slipped a hand into his coat pocket before withdrawing a card and pushing it into Sam's. “If I find them, I can't vouch for your brother's safety. I won't be held responsible. . .” He grinned a little. “Pray you find him before I do.”

 “I- I-” 
 The woman let out a startled yelp, almost like a cheerleader- Sam and the man glanced down the alley to see Leandrea straddling her chest, fist cocked back to punch her in the face. Her pistol sat to the side of her now bent back fingers. 
 “Leandrea.” The man pulled Sam by her collar. “Let her go. . . Just give us the information and-”
 “Harm her, this one dies.” She glanced over her shoulder.

 “Bitch broke my fingers-” 
 “Do you honestly think I give a shit?” The man reached under his coat.

 Sam saw the gun, but in the split second it took her to force herself into the man she didn't recall when it discharged, but felt it kick her in the rib. The heavy vest bucked against her, forcing all the air from her body an instant before a loud crack filled the tight brick confines.
 Several forms dotted the roofs on either side as Sam buckled and fell to the pavement. Looking at at the sky through the tears she could count the young looking men and women lined up on either side, several of them had the same MP-5s she saw earlier. But none of it mattered. They were gonna die. All it would take would be an instant, a muscle jerk and it would all be over.

 Leandrea rolled off the woman, grabbing her pistol before she ducked off to one side, firing several rounds into the man's chest. He faltered back and stumbled but managed to fire off a couple shots of his own. The woman grabbed her hand before she rolled over and started for the other end of the alley. Only then did Leandrea seem to notice the dozen or so people above them.

 Sam tried to take a tentative breath, cut off when a sharp sting of pain bit into her side. The adrenaline and pain collided into one another when Leandrea grabbed her, pulling her to a stand as the first of the shots ripped through the tight corridor.

 She pulled Sam into the Monte before slamming the doors shut. As the constant stream of rounds battered the top of the car she tossed her phone in the back seat, starting up the car before she wiped her hair out of her eyes.
 “F-” Sam bit back a scream as the car bucked into the street. 
 

 “No!” The stabbing pain in her side dulled slightly under the constant cold feeling of the liquid being pumped into her veins. The plastic bag rustled softly as Sam tried to stand up. The tight wrapped brace throbbed around her ribs as she forced herself off the bed. Yanking the IV tube from her arm it had only taken an instant for the painkillers to completely dull her senses.

 The woman didn't break stride as she continued for the door. “I don't have time for this Samantha.”
 Sam tried to force herself off the floor, tasting the rustic tang of blood as it washed over her tongue. “You aren't leaving without me-”
 “You need rest, I won't be gone more than an hour. . .” 

 The hotel stank of musty carpeting but even with the door open the only other identifiable scent was the desperation that helped Sam claw her way to the woman's blood spattered boots. “I won't let you leave me here.”
 Her soft voice slowly transformed into a guttural growl that seemed to reverberate through her entire body, finally taking a real form when it distorted her voice. “I can find a more permanent solution to your suffering if you'd like.” She lifted her foot up just enough to break Sam's grip.

 “Please. . .”
 After almost a full minute she looked down. The deep silver eyes that watched her flickered bright orange in the dimmed light before she knelt down close enough to taste the soft minty gum she was chewing. “The police are going to be looking for us, I won't have time to watch over you if-”
 “I don't care, I can take care of my self. . .”
 “Then get up.”


 Leandrea held up the small bag, it's nylon rustling as the large black man dug through the contents. Pulling out several of the book sized metal drives he tossed a couple to the side. “This would be easier if you'd just get a computer.”
 “I'm sure.” 
 He looked up for a moment before offering a shallow grin. Now in heavy looking combat boots and deep red and black tiger stripe fatigues his black T-shirt seemed to completely contrast the white wolf pendant he was wearing. Sam couldn't help but let her voice slip. “You like wolves don't you?”
 He nodded, turning on his heel to an open computer, pulling out a small red cord and plugging it into one of the drives before doing the same with another. “Wolf has chosen to be my guide through this coil, I can't help but want to honor it.”
 Glancing at Leandrea Sam almost laughed until she heard the words echo off the cold basement walls. “I thought it was a 'he'.”
 “They're archetype energies. Neither male nor female. . . They get used interchangeably from time to time.” The man started up the machine with a sigh before he looked over at the short woman. “Speaking of which, when was the last-”
 “My affairs are not your concern.”
 “As you wish. . . Smart ass.”
 Leandrea grinned softly, despite the tension in her neck she managed an almost warm voice. “How has Tara been?”
 “Good, she applied for rights last month. Should be out in a couple years.”
 Sam listened half heartedly to the conversation as they went back and forth over something about his kid learning self defense or some such garbage. The only thing that kept repeating in her mind was the tall man's words. “-a woman in critical condition in one of my hospitals- Melissa Li. . . I want that thing. Give me Rikes.” Leandrea hadn't heard him apparently, or- More likely, she didn't give a damn. Slowly the memories poured over her mind, of all the times they had gone to bars, the times they had held each other when they were feeling bad. . . Just the simple act of Melissa giving her a rose all of a sudden seemed so much more precious, the hope welled up against her mind in a mounting tension- She was alive, she was alright. She was too good a person to be involved in all this, Sam deserved it, but not Mel. . . She needed to be out there making cures for diseases or something- Not lying in a hospital bed. Not for another moment.

 Sam spun on her heel, starting for the door despite the heavy pounding in her ribs she climbed to the empty kitchen before Leandrea tapped her on the shoulder. When she didn't stop the short woman stepped in front of her. “Move.”
 “Where are you going?”
 “I gotta find Mel, she's-”
 “She's alive, and will remain so until we can find her.”
 “When are we gonna look for her? Huh? When Kathrine is-”
 “After Kathrine is safe, we'll find her and-”
 “Bullshit, get outta my way.” 
 “Your emotions are going to get you killed, I won't let you do it.”
 Sam dug in her pocket. Pulling out the Sig Sauer she felt the cool metal weigh her hand down until she pointed it directly at the bright grey eyes watching her. All it would take would be a jerk, then nothing would stop her. . . “I won't let you stop me Leandrea. You may not give a fuck, but I do.”
 “If we make a move on your friend and it's the wrong place- You realize what would happen?” 
 “And waiting to find Kat is so much better? Every second we're-”
 “Your brother is with Kathrine, or have you forgotten?”
 She felt her breath back up in her throat. When had she- Why hadn't that occurred to her? Dumbass.

 Sam cringed, letting her hand drop to her side as the first tears streamed down her face. Backing up against the counter she tried to melt into the cool wood. No matter what, she was gonna loose. . . Melissa was going to die and so was Jon- She cringed when Leandrea leaned in with a barely auditable whisper that seemed to reflect deep somewhere in the woman's eyes. “We'll find them, you have to trust me. I give you my word, we will find them and then piece everything back together again. . .”
 “H- How can you be so sure.” Sam wrapped her fingers around the underside of the counter, trying as hard as she could to keep her hands from pulling the short woman close. She needed the reassurance, the warmth. . . She was weak but maybe it wouldn't bother-
 “There have been several cases like this. Only a few have ever ended in death of the quarry. . .”
 “Um-” Sam searched the woman's bottomless eyes for a second, tightening her grip on the counter. “I. . . Will you-” She exhaled the stinging pain in her side as she let go of the counter, bringing her hand up slowly she closed her eyes to hide the short woman's sharp features from her vision. Regardless of what happened next she didn't want to remember the surprise, disgust or maybe even understanding that would grace Leandrea's face. . . She just wanted to be held.

 Then she heard the sound of glass breaking, followed immediately by a loud thump of maybe a battering ram. 
 She just wanted to be held . . .


* * * *

 Aleaf Winters propped herself up against the creaking siding, watching as the six men got into position. Among them a woman stirred, making sure her men got where they belonged, covering the front and rear doors and several of the larger bay windows that looked in on the supposedly empty house. 

 She adjusted her FBI hat before letting out a long drawn breath. The small headset she was wearing chirped to life an instant later, the woman's calm voice betraying the obviously tempered fear. “In position, rear guard ready?”
 “Ready.”
 In a split second the old shaman would be dead, after that they'd search the house and turn the information they found over to her father. What was waiting for them was anyone's guess but one thing for sure was the relevance of the information that was waiting for them. From his dossier Aleaf had learned that he was one of the Clan's spiritual leaders, however several sources had pointed at him as being a full blown information addict. 
 “Go go go.” 
 The door exploded in an instant when the woman breached the door with her shotgun. The men poured in behind her an instant later.

 Thats when the shooting began.

 Aleaf perked up, watching the bright yellow flashes erupt in the kitchen, followed immediately by the deep thunderous crash of a Sixteen Eighty Eight Clan rifle discharging. 
 “Resist-” Another rifle shot silenced the man's voice.

 Another instant past into the sharp automatic report of the MP-5s the men were carrying, shots tore through the kitchen and living room only to give way to another earth shattering rifle shot. Aleaf began pacing in the soft dirt, listening to the sporadic shots trading back and forth. 

 He's going to be furious. . . Aleaf rocked back on her heels, any second now the team leader would give her the all clear. Any second-
 A blur of motion caught the side of her vision, a haggard woman stumbled out the back door with her pistol. Trying to get to her feet she pushed up, pumping her arms as her long coat fluttered along with her blood streaked blonde hair. “Laura, status?”
 Silence answered her.

 “Any units, respond.”
 The silence lingered for a moment as the blonde woman tried to pull herself over the chain link fence. Even watching her stumble and slam into the ground Aleaf tried to adjust her headset. Had she killed seven agents-
 A rifle shot silenced her thoughts before she picked up a slow jog. Whoever this woman was she was obviously worth trailing, taking careful steps to avoid the branches. The haggard woman pulled herself up the fence, steadying before she tried to run. The sequence repeated a few more times before she finally got into a steady rhythm. 

 The heavy pounding of her Clan issue boots was easy to fall into sync with, even easier was the haphazard fury she used to try to clear the branches from her path as she lead Aleaf through the thick rows of trees and into the street. She looked either way before running across the road into another thicket. 

 “All units in the vicinity of Sixth street, be advised there is a female suspect in your area. approximately five-seven, blonde hair-” Aleaf studdered to a stop when the woman spun on her heel. Holding her pistol up with a wavering hand her eyes shot back and forth until they fell on Aleaf. She was shaking against the pistol more than she was even when she grunted and wrapped her hand around her stomach. 
 “S- Stop!”
 Aleaf swallowed, staring at the woman as her eyes kept darting back and forth. She absently wondered if the pistol in her hand would shake into a jerk and fire. “I'm a federal agent. . .”
 “I don't give a shit-” She groaned again, grabbing her stomach before she let out a long haggard cry. “We didn't do anything!”
 “That's not for me to decide, just put down your weapon and-”
 “If you haven't figured it out.” She aimed her pistol in the air, just long enough for Aleaf to draw her own. She hadn't seen it apparently, she fired. “I have the gun here- fuck. . .”
 “Just put down your weapon.” Aleaf tried to force her voice through the shaking tension in her body. “I don't want this any more than-” Her voice died off when something sharp kicked her in the chest. Another kick bucked against her stomach but her body armor kept it from her flesh until she slipped back and slammed her head into the curb. Pain shot through body and her vision began to blur immediately, somewhere it had occurred to her that she was putting all her weight on the small of her back. Though the pain was blinding she managed to look up to see the blonde woman changing her step and making her way through a backyard. 

 “This is Lockhart, all units in vicinity of sixth street be advised and understand that we have positively identified the straggler as Prower, Samantha- Jane. Subject is not to be apprehended, force operation to Crestline Mall.” 

 Aleaf rolled over, exhaling as she released her death grip on her left leg. The pain subsided slightly only to be given a new face when the headset dug into her temple. “Laura?”
 “She's dead.” A distinctly cold woman responded. 

 “Wh- Who are you?”
 “Your superior.” The radio fell silent.

 Chapter 11

 The sharp crack of the weapon continued to echo against the shrouded brick walls for eternity while somewhere through the tension and fear Jon's mind put together the fragmented memories of the split second reaction.

 The man in front of him stared off out over the street, his one hand grabbed his neck while a deep gurgling breath screamed out in agony. Slowly he dropped to his knees, letting out another scream which died off entirely when his head lolled down and he slammed into the cold pavement.

 Jon stared at the plastic weapon in his hand for a moment as the full realization swam through his mind. The man had deserved his fate, he had brought them into this life- but who was 'them'? And what life. . .

 Kathrine cried out sharply before she pushed up with one hand and wiped at a small gash on her temple. Spotted with blood and the tears that seemed to reflect infinitely in the dim light she coughed out a deep string of blood before glancing up at Jon, panting.

 Eternity wound down as he looked down at the woman, searching her eyes for something he didn't quite understand. Anything that would explain the situation, anything that would take away the pain that hadn't hit him yet. All at once he shut off his runaway imagination, tucking the pistol in his belt before kneeling down next to the woman. Kat stared at him for a moment, a deep orange reflection erasing her bright emeralds for a split second as she backed away. 

 At the same instant Jon looked down to the man, grabbed his shotgun and pulled the pump back just far enough to see the shell chambered. His arms and fingers trembled against the cold metal when he stood up, somewhere it occurred to him that his knees were barely holding him up until finally he offered Kat a hand. “We have to go.”
 She looked up at him, staring with a horrified expression. Even for the second it took the dingy smells of the alley to fully compound into the bittersweet tang of gunpowder. 
 “Now.”
 “J-”
 A gunshot rang out through the tight brick walls, pain grazed Jon's outstretched arm, absently he looked at it to see a small red trench carved over bicep and coat. He turned to the deeper shadows of the alley only to see a man shaking almost as much as he was, though with his pistol he seemed to be slightly more focused. Just as Jon was about to flip him off something grabbed him from behind, warm and inviting it pulled him into the orange-yellow wash of the streetlight, and the cool breeze of air that washed over the street a moment later.

 “Come on Jon-” A feminine voice washed over his ear- Kathrine's. It was Kat. . .

 He turned to follow the fair skinned woman, even wearing the deep black clothes she was easy to keep track of as they sprinted through the winding streets, ducking between cars and around a couple lamp posts. Kathrine lead them a few more blocks, only slowing down when Jon stuttered into a full stop, slamming into the side of a car. None of it registered until he was looking up at the black sky, trying to swallow drags of air that just wouldn't come.

 Vaguely he recalled Kat slipping her arm around him, almost dragging him with her as she made her way across an expansive parking lot, around a string of apartments and into the deep shadows of an overhanging porch. When she finally stopped and laid him down she immediately turned to look back at the street. 

 She glanced over her shoulder, silently pulling her backpack off and grabbing a bottle of water. The calm breeze swept over him as she turned and began trying to pull his coat off. Jon pulled his arms tighter, grabbing her hands and pushing them away while he tried to pull himself up. Again and again they went back and forth until Kat wiped her face off on her sweater. “Jonathan! You're bleeding!” 
 “Will you shut the fuck up!” Jon leaned in close enough to feel her fear and see her eyes widen, all at once he felt his body take a deep breath, as if doing it without his knowledge. For a minute they watched one another before Kat threw her bottled water at his leg and turned back to the streets.

 For a few minutes he sat silently, pulling air into his lungs with a stabbing pain accenting each and every attempt, overheated air burned through his lungs for hours as he continued. Watching the shivering woman he couldn't help but let the words slip when he forced himself up. “I'm fine. . .”
 “I love you.” He barely heard her whisper. 
 “I'm sorry Kat.” Jon leaned against the brick alcove, looking up to see the sloping 'ceiling' of the walkway. With their outlook of the street and protection from the possible rain to come they had a perfect place to rest for maybe a few hours. . . “Nice place.”
 She glanced over her shoulder, tears streaming freely while a flicker of orange caught her eyes. “What?”
 “You chose a good place.” He slipped his bag off before trying to pull himself closer. “Are you okay?”
 “I love you-” Jon barely saw the blur of motion until he felt her warmth upon him, arms wrapped tight around his back and hair draped over either side of his vision all he could see was the sharp cheekbones and deep, inviting eyes that watched him with the endless names of fears and hopes only known but never spoken. “I'm sorry, I- I'm-”
 Jon tried to push himself up, held in place against the butt of the shotgun digging into his back. “I love you too.”

 “I'm so, so, sorry-”
 “Let's talk about this later, okay?” He forced his hands against the asphalt 'flooring' instead taking in the gentle sobs Kathrine buried in his chest, soaking his shirt and skin for almost an hour. He could barely remember bringing his arms around her but somehow none of it seemed to matter. 

 The sun was starting to creep over the horizon when she finally allowed him to sit up, forcing his mind away from the memories that were screaming out for him. Each one silently replayed the man's fall and the hollow gunshot. Again and again they replayed, blurring into one another as Jon picked his pack up and slid the shotgun under his coat. So what, he was gonna kill her.

 As if on cue Kat slipped her arms around him, forcing the air from his lungs before she stepped back just slightly to look him in the eyes. For a moment he almost considered kissing her forehead, the words and emotions running rampant through his mind. He was a murderer, a-

 Instantly he adjusted his bag and started out into the subtle warmth of the new day.

 Jonathan flexed his arm slowly, wincing at the stinging sensation in his bicep the same way he had done almost a hundred times before. “Okay, so now what.” He whispered, tracing the contour’s of Kathrine’s face and the heated emotions barely visible through her clouded eyes.

 Kat sighed deeply, her shaking voice more then a match for the posture she held atop the cinder block wall. “I- Jon- What the hell are we suppose to do? We can’t go anywhere! You won’t-” The woman trailed off as a tear slipped down her cheek.
 “Won’t what Kathrine. . .” 
 Kat jumped down, the short distance easily absorbed by her shoes. Red and orange traded off across the sky in shades of pink that loomed heavy above them, casting shadows over the expanse of buildings laid out in all directions. Slowly she turned, her expression void of any trace of emotion. “Jonathan, we can’t do this. . . We can’t go on like this.”
 “We can- We have to.” Jon slipped down, wincing as he caught himself with his right arm. “If we give up, we loose- We die.”
 “Jon-” Kat looked at the sunset, her eyes reflecting the orange streaks that painted the sky. “Who? Who do we loose to? Jon, this isn’t fair-”
 “Hey…” He sighed softly, wiping her tears with a finger. “Kat, we’re going to be alright. We can steal a car or something. . .”
 “St- Steal a car? Jon, listen to yourself. . .”
 “Have you got a better idea? I mean really, what choice do we have.” 
 A moment passed between locked eyes, questions and hopes melting into the warm embrace two they shared, a heated contrast to the sinking temperatures around them. Jon registered movement under the coat, a pair of small hands sliding over his back before pulling him closer then their physical bodies could manage. 
 “I. . . I love you. . .” Kat whispered, barely auditable in the storm of questions and choices that were raging out behind his eyes.

 Jon cringed slightly, forcing the tension from his body as he pulled the woman tighter. “I love you too Kathrine.” Warmth slipped into the setting sun in the hours the two stood as one, the time giving way to a soft breeze of chilled air.

 The woman looked up slowly, orange reflecting in the shadows that surrounded them before giving way to a soft whisper that touched his skin. “Jon- We need to go. . . Find some place to hide for a while.” 
 “I know. I know.” He tightened his grip on the woman, causing her to wince slightly before returning the attention. “Come on.” The young man sighed, pulling his arms to his side with a physical effort. 

 Several miles later exhaustion and emotions wore down on each other as they got closer to Hazel's. Jon absently wiped his hand, trying to clean the dried blood and remember when it had ever gotten over his hand. Then he noticed the thick sticky feeling under his coat. 

 Buildings mixed with street lights and parked cars, paving out a path through the jungle of brick and metal. The path wore down as a vehicle moved through the streets, a black and white colored pickup truck that had been painted with a police shield on the hood. . . 
 “Shit.” Jon hissed as the truck slowed by them, one of the officer's pointed a flashlight at him while the truck rolled to a stop. 

 “Excuse me. . . Can I talk to you?” A gruff voice filled the distance between them, the stocky man it was attached too exited the truck the same instant, another door opened on the other side. 

 Kathrine whispered into Jon’s ear, her voice a faint echo of words he had never heard but knew were right. “Jon, these guys aren’t cops. . .”

 Jon picked up a sprint, following Kathrine’s lead through a sea of asphalt and parked cars, each a solid reminder of their surroundings. Another reminder found his ears an instant later with a sharp crack that splintered glass just behind him. “Shit!” Jon barely felt his arm tense when he pulled the shotgun out to make it easier to carry. Following behind several feet he struggled to a stop when Kathrine ducked into an alley.

 “Go back!” Kat turned sharply when he was almost three steps in, a silhouette made it’s appearance known under the soft glow of reflected light. Several more followed behind it, unnerving the muscles Jon struggled to get into motion. Two police officers stood at the mouth of the alley, a stocky man with a pistol contrasting the taller man with a rifle, both locked into firing stances.

 “Stop where you are.” The shorter man’s voice filled the distance between them, accenting the harsh tones of foot falls from behind.
 Jon sped up, ramming his shoulder into the taller man the instant a blinding pain ripped through his shoulder. Kathrine followed behind, their boots and shoes hammering the blacktop as the pair sprinted through the street, several shots rang out from behind as they ducked behind cars. The hollow thud of a round impacting caused Jon to jump back from his car before pointing at the corner. Just south of the Cinema Six where they had been not even a month ago. . . Has it really been that long-

 A sharp turn brought them into a parking lot, it’s marked asphalt stretching out around the movie theater like some kind of rolling plains lined with trees. Jon grabbed his shoulder, vaguely aware of the thick crimson that flowed over his body as he moved. “Shit. . .”
 “Jon, here.” Kat whispered, jogging around the building before stopping next to a loading dock, the shadows just thick enough to conceal their bodies. 

 He grabbed his shoulder again, trying to staunch the flow of blood as it trickled over his chest and arm, little tendrils of warm wetness that were trying to strangle him from the inside out. Watching carefully as the pickup rounded the corner, scanning the streets the driver didn't seem to notice them. But the six men in the back continued searching in all directions.
 Another hour passed while the driver scanned the side of the old building with his flashlight, eventually coming to rest at the edge of the dock. Jon pulled himself into the shadow slightly, trying to melt into the thick concrete, the same concrete that was bathed in white and blue an instant later. 
 Kathrine took to her feet in an instant, tugging on Jon’s arm before leading them through the parking lot. The truck roared to life in an instant while a shot ripped through the night, followed immediately by another. Jonathan pushed himself hard against the waves of fatigue that forced themselves through his body, giving way to a ragged breath as the pair crossed the street, sprinting up the sidewalk.

 The pair rounded the corner just barely ahead of the pickup, almost ahead of them when they fired another pair of shots, faint scents of ozone and heated metal forced fresh adrenaline through Jonathan’s body. Kathrine ducked behind a parked car, pulling Jon to the ground as he tried to pass. Several shots punctured the car ahead of them before the truck to stopped. The pair rose, sprinting in the opposite direction while the driver began turning around, a perfect match for the men that were reloading their guns. “Good idea.” Jon panted, following Kathrine as best he could into the thick shadows of an alley at the other end of the block.

 Shadows disappeared in heavy foot falls, each a marked accomplishment of adrenaline powered bodies. Movement caught Jon’s attention just ahead, a large dual tone Buick following a blue Monte Carlo through the street, behind them a white pickup ripped through the air, it’s droning diesel engine a sharp contrast to the shrill whine of the cars.

 Jonathan stopped at the mouth of the alley, scanning the street for an instant before allowing a breath to pass through his lips. Options and considerations traded off behind brown eyes, marking possibilities among cars and buildings that lined the other side of the road. 
 “They’re coming.” Kathrine’s whisper touched his ear, barely auditable against his pounding heart.

 “Come on.” He managed weakly, forcing movement into wavering feet. Minutes disappeared into hours and days as the pair made their way through the densely packed buildings and parked cars. The constant bite of the deep diesel engine clawed at him from behind, no matter how far they seemed to go it was there- Fatigue and adrenaline clashed against Jon’s body in an instant, his knees clapped in the still air as he collapsed to the ground, breath ragged and hollow. 

 Kat tugged at him, slipping his arm over her shoulder. Her light panting seemed to be alive with the cool air of the night despite the miles that had been traveled at a full sprint. “Come on Jon. Just a little more.” 
 The pair slipped through the shadows, unnoticed by the homeless man that slept at the mouth of an alley. Chilled concrete and brick wrapped around them as they sat watching each end as a reminder of wholly expended adrenaline that tapered off into exhaustion and rational thought. Eyes met, vacant words of appreciation taking hold between them while they struggled to keep air in their bodies. 

 Jon rose finally, scanning the street vacantly as he tried to piece a map together in his mind. A sigh reflected in the muted street light. “Crestline Lake, two miles.” Jon smiled slightly, tracing the contours of the letters as images fought to drown out the pains in his body, in his mind. 
 “Jon. . .” Kathrine whispered, pulling his attention as much as she pulled at the ragged hole above his shoulder, the coat exposed a thick line of red. 
 “Lets go.”
 “Your-”
 “I’m fine.” The young man hissed, picking himself up with an effort he hadn’t known before. “Lets go. . .”

 “Yeah, cut it there.” Jon wiped away at his shoulder with a shaking hand as Kat continued to work the nylon rope against the rusted fence post. His coat rustled softly in the breeze while he tried to tie the other end to the Mossberg 590. The long shotgun skirted against the ground, protesting the crude sling he had made until finally he got the length just right. “You sure you don't wanna-”
 “Positive.” Kat looked up with a shaking smile, forced even though she eyed the Glock hanging out over his belt. “Jon- We should-”
 “We're not far from Hazel's, shouldn't be more than a couple hours. . .” 
 “I know, but. . .” She took a deep breath. “What if she calls the cops?”
 “She won't.”
 “How do you know?”
 He pointed at the shotgun. “Worse case scenario-”
 “Don't you even say that, if you're-”
 “Look, I said it was the worst case, right? She'll help us. . .”
 “How can you be so sure.”
 “Because we don't have a choice.”

 A moment slipped by in silence while the woman yanked the rope apart. “What if. . .” She swallowed. “What if we lead 'them' to her?”
 Jon stuttered for a second. Of all the possibilities he hadn't considered the very real danger of getting her involved seemed to kick him in the stomach more so than hunger pains digging in. “Um. . . I- I never thought about that.”
 Kat bit her lip before she wrapped her arms around him, being careful to slide her hands under his coat and avoid his arm. After almost a full minute, as Jon tied a knot to tie the shotgun to his shoulder. He pulled the woman closer, feeling her warmth melt against his chest. “I'm scared.” He struggled to make out her whisper.

 “It'll be okay. Tell you what, we get to Hazel's and hide around for a bit. We can watch and make sure no one is following us. . . Then we'll get with her and figure out what next- Okay?”
 She looked up with a fresh wave of tears streaming down either side of her face. Jon watched the questions and fears roam free through her brilliant eyes as he ran his finger over her forehead to brush aside the errant streaks of hair that fluttered in the breeze.

 “We're gonna be okay Kat.”
 “This is all my fault. . . If I hadn't been born some kind of-”
 “Hey, hey. It doesn't matter, alright? We'll get through this-”
 “But. . .”
 He pulled her tighter. “We'll be fine Kathrine.” 
 “You don't sound so sure. . .” She bit her tongue as it slid out of her lips, holding it in place like some mockery of a dog panting. 
 “Cute.” Jon snickered before he leaned in and kissed her forehead. “I love you.”
 “I love you too. . .”

 The guy had been following them for about half an hour when Jon finally turned on his heel. Only to find him gone.

 “You okay?” Kathrine whispered as they rounded the corner. The few people who moved along the sidewalks didn't pay any attention to them as they carried their kids to bus stops or got ready for work. The night had been especially cold but none of it seemed to matter, in a couple hours they'd be inside where it was warm, and safe. . .

 “Yeah.” Jon wiped away at his face with a blood crusted hand. He had to have been imagining the man- seen only in window reflections and out of the corner of his vision. It had to have been an illusion.

 “Do you want to take a break?”
 “No.”
 “Sure?”
 He kept walking before he stole a glance at the woman. Somewhere it occurred to him to hug her, as if that would make everything okay. But they needed to keep moving, if they were being followed they'd need to . . . deal with it. When they got to a stop light Jon couldn't help but lean against the cool metal, favoring his back to the throbbing sensations aching along his left should and right bicep. The pain was dull but still throbbing despite him barely being able to keep his body moving.

 “Hey.” Kat leaned in, ducking down slightly to look him in the eyes. The smile she wore, so warm and careful couldn't hide the deep black circles under her eyes that seemed to glow brighter despite her worn voice. “Lets take a break Jon.”

 “No.”
 “Please? M- My feet hurt.” Her cheeks took on a slight red tint to match the little streak of blood that held on to her temple. 

 “Did you just lie?” Jon couldn't help but laugh. “No way, miss church just lied.”
 “Jon. . . I'm serious.” 
 “Oh. Sorry.”
 She turned her head down slightly before letting out a shallow sigh. “Jon?”
 “Yeah?”
 “I'm hungry.”
 “Me too. . .” 
 She looked up with a tear running down her cheek, erased almost instantly when she wrapped her arms around him. Jon could almost hear her heart thump against his chest when she whispered a shallow cry. “I'm sorry.”
 “Come on, theres gotta be a store around here somewhere. . .”
 “Promise me you won't steal anything. . .”
 “Yeah.” 
 A faint sigh passed his lips when he finally pulled himself upright, getting into a slow step. Though the stabbing pains in his body overwhelmed the hunger gnawing at his stomach he couldn't help but notice it when Kat shuttered against his side. He couldn't quite remember when they had eaten, or slept, or been warm. . . All there was were fragmented strands of a memory roaming freely between the long drawn gun battles, the raging cold and the terrifying unknown. So many questions had to be answered, but nothing would come-

 “I love you.” Kat whispered barely above the sound of a passing car.

 “You too.” Jon sighed. Trying to figure out where they we're wasn't nearly as hard as he thought it'd be. Sam had taken him through Crestline a few times when he was younger, when he'd stayed the weekend. Though she never explained why she took the long route it was becoming a very useful way to go. Through their six hour walk they hadn't seen so much as a dozen cars and maybe twice that many people stretched from one side of Crestline to the other. He almost laughed at the thought of showing up at Hazel's wearing his old Oakland A's hat and jersey and doing some batting practice with the lamp. . . He snickered despite himself. It felt so good. . .

 “What's funny?” Kathrine glanced up, adjusting her backpack. 

 “Nothing.”
 “Oh. . .”
 “I think I know where we can get some food, or at least some coffee or something- Theres a bus station a few blocks from here. . . Might have snack machines and stuff.”
 “Okay yeah.” She stared at him for a second before she brought her arm around his waist, under his coat. The warmth tingled against his shirt until fading when her voice tensed slightly. “Will you tell me?”
 “About?”
 “Anything.”
 “Sky's blue.” He shrugged. “We got other things to worry about.”
 “Jon.” She stopped.

 “What?”
 “I know you don't like it, but please. Just a little- I. . .” She bit her lip before leaning in. “I was thinking the other day and you know what? I thought about how much I love you, but you know what else? I found out how little I know about you. . .”
 “We really don't have time-”
 “Jon, we could be killed at any time, you know- I. . . Theres things I want to tell you, I really do. What about you? Is there gonna be some time where you just open up, or is it gonna-” 
 “Kat, please. This stuff can wait, alright?”
 “I don't wanna die not knowing anything about the man I love- I. . .” 
 Jon swallowed as an older man walked by, absently he almost reached for his weapon. “Kat, we can't do this right now- Okay? Later when we have time we can talk. . .”
 “Promise?” 
 “Yeah, lets go.”
 
 Jon scanned the thin crowd as they made their way toward the Greyhound station, he couldn't quite remember what it had looked like so long ago but he knew that the paint had been in better shape, not peeling and cracking but, just like his headache, it probably was just the wear of the world. . . “Here.” He dug in his pocket, pulling out ten dollars. “Get some aspirin or something if they have any.”
 “Anything else?” 
 “Yeah, small stuff snacks and sh- junk. . .”
 She smiled a little before leafing out several of her own bills. “Okay, I'll be right back.”
 “I'll wait there.” He nodded at the little one way alley right next to the station.

 After a second Kat broke their gaze, looking up to the sky as if searching for some answer to her constant questions. However irritating and ill-timed they deserved answers, she wasn't like Beth. She didn't lie, the innocence in her eyes. . . Was probably as fake as the gentle smile she gave him before hugging him tight. 

 Jon looked around the street before returning the warmth, struggling against the pain in his shoulder to bright his arms around her. The tender shaking that throbbed against his body reflected easily in Kat's tender smile. However fake or forced he could make out the faint understanding that betrayed her age. As if some deeper, almost hallowed ground hid behind her eyes, waiting to be explored- Jon exhaled sharply when a sharp twinge of pain wracked his arm. 
 “Sorry, sorry, sorry. . .” Kat recoiled in an instant. “Sorry I-”
 “Relax, get some food and lets get going.” 

 “I'm sorry-”
 “Kat, go.” Jon tried to force a grin but could only manage another sharp sigh. “I'll be here.”
 “I love you. . .” She stepped away slowly, holding on to his right hand until she was just out of his reach. Her bright eyes, accented by the deep circles under them, seemed to spark alive one last time as she turned to make her way up the road. Jon watched her carefully slide between the people, absently he watched her body for a moment. Despite the heavy bomber jacket and baggy raver's pants he could imagine the taught muscles underneath that would come to define her body, like her calf they'd probably be painted with the thick stripes, up and down her body he wondered how many different ones there were. Even the thought of counting them seemed to take the edge off the pain and hunger until it all erupted when a tall man rounded the corner. 

 Jon stood up slowly, taking in the man's features and trying to identify them- Sharp and angular his cheeks and jaw held a strength that could be seen in his brown flat top and biker boots. After almost a split second Jon grabbed for his pistol, pointing it at the man. 

 For a second he looked like he was surprised, but it quickly disappeared into a pained annoyance. “Safety's on.”
 Was it? He glanced down only to remember his encounters, mentally he kicked himself before letting out a breath. “Nice try ass-” Pain blurred his voice in an instant when something slim wrapped around his arm and wretched the weapon back at an awkward angle. Trying to punch the man who was now barely close enough to smell the faint scent of expensive cologne Jon stumbled back slightly when the tall man grabbed his hand and yanked his arm back. 
 Grinding daggers of pain shot through his arm and back when he thumped against the asphalt, followed instantly when the man pushed his weight into the knee in Jon's back. 

 “Would you like to go home Jonathan?” The pain exploded across his body when the man turned his arm up further.

 “Take that-” The man leaned in slightly, his voice echoing from around the biting scent of warming asphalt. “Take that dyke of yours home and be a happy little family?”
 “Fuck-” 
 “Now now, no need for harsh language. Give me Kathrine and you walk free. I promise you. . . I know you've been through hell for this abomination, I wish you were working for us to be honest. But you probably want to go home don't you? Nice warm bed, plenty of food to eat. No more pain. . . Does that sound good?”
 He tried to jerk his arm free only to cry out. “Fuck you!”
 “Jon, I'm not asking for much. Cut your ties with Kathrine and you go free- Your sister and her. . . Lover-”
 “Mel-”
 “They go free too. I promise you and what's more? I'll even help you get your life back together. . .” He leaned in even closer so Jon could see him, trying to get free was impossible, the man's grip was like his weight- Overbearing. Melissa was alive, so was Sam, all he had to do was get up and- “Jonathan, you're waisting your time with it. It doesn't care about you or the reasons your doing this. Help me and I'll help you-” 

 “Get off him!”

 Pain and fresh blood washed over his shoulder in an instant as little flecks of hot liquid spattered his neck. Jon tried to pull himself up when the man released his arm, only then did he see Kathrine throw a cup of something into the man's face, to which he jerked back against the wall and wiped at his face. Though the pain in his arm was bristling he managed to grab his gun and start toward the man.

 Watching him writhe Jon thought of the questions he would ask, each more pressing than the last. Where are they. Who are you- All at once the questions disappeared into a bite of pain before he kicked the man in the stomach. It hurt like hell, the shock waves of tension and pain rippled through his body as he tried to force another breath into his lungs. Kicking him again only seemed to drive the pain further down into his body. 

 After about the third kick Jon felt Kat's hand on his shoulder before she tugged at him a sharp crack of something exploding caught his attention. Shards of hot asphalt erupted over his boot and ankle. He scanned the street for a second only to get dragged back when Kathrine pulled him into a sprint.

 His hammering heart backed up against his body when a police cruiser slipped by, continuing to drive by the end of the alley, completely unaware of them even when another small patch of the street popped next to Kat's leg. Jon pushed Kat to the side, guiding them through the thin crowd of business men and women scuttling about from the parking garage across the street. After a second he dropped down to a steady jog, holding his coat over the shotgun that kept banging into his hip.

 Kathrine ducked into the open maw of the garage with a quick glance both ways down the street, Jon double checked trying to make sure they weren't being followed. The yellow-orange overhead lights rained down over the rows of parked cars and the winding passage ways that snaked between them.

 Kat and Jon made their way through the path of cars, Jon's heart tried to keep up as he forced hot air into his lungs, each breath struck him deep like the burning sensation dragging through his arm and shoulder. Every time he pumped his arms trying to get a step ahead the sensations rippled through his body just as he was about to slow to a jog he heard a sharp metallic crack, followed instantly by a loud thump when a large hole ripped through the trunk of a car in front of him. 

 Kat took a step forward, grabbing his bad shoulder as she went. Ducking behind the cars she lead hum through the row of front bumpers and grills that watched them like monsters waiting for a false step, any opportunity to open their mouths and take the pain away. . . 
 Another sharp crack erupted into a fully automatic burst, rounds raked the side of the car next to them before one grazed Kat's arm. Jon popped up, pulling his pistol out in a smooth motion that faltered and stopped cold when he saw a guy duck behind one of the cars at opposite side. 

 After a second he heard the shattering cracks again and ducked in time to avoid the thump sound of shots peppering the engine block. Kat looked at him from the car in the other spot, fear burned bright orange in her eyes as she watched him. Slowly he looked around the square building trying to find another exit, only when he noticed the little staircase at the other side of the garage did he try to pull a breath into his lungs. “Kat, there.” 

 She nodded with a slight yelp when the guy's weapon fired again. The sharp crack of the rounds gave way almost instantly to the metallic crunch of steel being punctured and glass shattering. Jon motioned for her to come closer but she didn't move for a second, instead pointing toward the car right behind him. 
 Jon took a shallow breath, unfastening his shotgun as best he could before he looked down under the car. A pair of boots moved closer, skirting up the side of the vehicle with a careful step that matched the obviously slumped posture the man was using. After a second Jon glanced back at Kat, mouthing the words as carefully as he could. “Go. . .”
 She shook her head.

 “Go!” Jon slammed the trigger back, barely able to hear the dull pop of the weapon and trying as best he could not to look at what had happened to the man's foot. The screaming brought it in to perspective enough that he stumbled when he tried to pump the slide and chamber another shell. Running full sprint again they made their way to the stairs, boots and shoes smashing against the concrete until finally they emerged in an alley, surrounded by the shrill cries of several approaching police cars.

 “Aw shit. . .”
 He glanced down the street and almost felt his heart drop when he saw a black Avalanche pulling into the mouth of the alley. Kat pulled him back in time to hear the driver punching the horn and roaring through the tight alcove. Several, hundreds, of little holes seemed to be painted across the side of the truck, several of the windows had been peppered with the same holes but, like the truck, remained solid. A large machine gun in the rear sat silent and empty, bobbing up and down while the belt of ammunition dangling from it danced it's own protests.

 A police cruiser blurred past an instant later, the lights and siren blared out against the brick with a shrill cry. Followed immediately by another and another. Jon pushed himself against the cold brick of the staircase, trying to melt into the cracks until Kathrine peeked her head out and motioned toward the other side of the alley.

 After a second Jon forced himself forward into a jog behind Kat. Sound and pain swam around his mind when they reached the mouth of the alley, his arm and shoulder burned through his resolve, slowly edging away at every little dull throb and ache he couldn't quite identify. Dragging himself to keep up with Kathrine he could hear the whining police cruisers probably getting ready to run them down. . . Any second they were going to turn a corner and run into a gun, a car, any number of other things that would take away the pains. . . The utter wrongness of the situation. Jon let out a laugh when he considered the very real possibility of of never again being in pain or having to give a shit about anything- all it would take would be someone with a reason and means. Then nothing, blissful silence. . .
 Kat pulled his hand, wrapping her fingers around his as she carefully lead them through the barely identifiable stretch of road with a steady jog. Every slap of her shoes gave way to a tiny bit of understanding, of reason and fear that forced itself deep into Jon's mind as he tried to force his way to her side. “Jon?”

 “Yeah?” He exhaled before taking a glance around, pulling his senses together took eternity but he had to smile when he took in the facades of the apartments and little stores. Crestline for sure, maybe near the park-
 “Do you know how to get to Hazel's from here?”
 Hazel's? Samantha- “Hold up.” He slowed to a stop, ducking into the shadow of a building before he kneeled down. Kathrine, Sam- They were going to Hazel's because Sam might be there. . . He took another look around, trying to focus on the mental layout he hadn't remembered until he began drawing it on the asphalt with his finger. “I think we can get there from here, we go from here and. . . Um-” He tried to force himself to remember. “Okay, I don't remember the streets, but if we go left up there. We should see a park- then go left like three blocks. . . Should be there.”
 Kat nodded solemnly even as a cop car screamed by at full speed. “H- How long do you think?”
 “Maybe half an hour?” Jon watched carefully as Kathrine's clouded eyes warmed slightly, slowly the vaulted expression melted into a faint remnant of a smile before she leaned in and whispered, almost as if kissing him with her voice. “Lets get going.”
 “Yeah.” He adjusted the shotgun carefully before leading a slow walk down the almost vacant street. The one and two story buildings looked over the dark grey sky like obelisks watching them, calculating every step and waiting for them to make another mistake or maybe to shoot someone- Jon shook off the thoughts, focusing on the red headed woman still holding his hand.

 Absently he pulled her a little closer. Had it been anyone else he wouldn't have been surprised when they pulled away, but what did surprise him was when she leaned in and kissed his cheek. Despite her shaking hand and hollow smile he could almost see the understanding that begged for something- for him? Not like Beth. . .

 After a few minutes they ran across the familiar park, the small pine tree that used to sit in the middle of the otherwise empty field had since grown to dominate even the visages of deep downtown sky scrapers. Jon grinned slightly when he came close enough to see the now faded heart and barely legible S&H. Stealing a glance at Kat he almost wondered what she would say if she wasn't trying to look for cops.

 Sliding into a shallow dip in the grass he took a quick look around, adjusting the shotgun to his throbbing shoulder he managed a faint whisper. “She's like Sam.”
 “Who?”
 “Hazel.”
 “Oh. . .”
 Jon glanced over his shoulder. When she continued to watch him impassively he shrugged. “Just don't be surprised.”
 She nodded.
 The silenced lingered, gnawing deep into him as he lead them through the ailing backdrop of single story apartment buildings and little stores that had since been abandoned. The faded and broken bricks whispered softly of release from the chilled air riding up his body and shelter for a fractured hope that had somehow completely disappeared. All he would have to do was curl up and go to sleep. . . Then it'd be okay. . .

 “Jon-” Kat yanked on his arm, jerking his shoulder into a burning jolt of pain. 
 “Son of a bitch!”
 “Look-”
 He had to stop himself from rubbing the wound, instead looking back to see a vaguely familiar cop car, the number 38 stared back at him from the license plate. The confused expression Avery wore as he neared them reflected against the windshield only to vanish into the blue and red lights that washed over the buildings an instant later. 
 Jon started into a full run against Kat's slower trot. 

 “Wait- That's Avery right? He might help us-”
 “Yeah, why don't you stop and ask him.” He was already breathing heavy. Their feet pounded the pavement millions of times in an instant, each foot fall was reflected against the bricks and concrete only to disappear into Jon's burning lungs. Nothing mattered, the pain, the questions. None of it, they were going to die and no one would give a shit-

 The wailing siren started up just as Kat grabbed his hand and pulled him into a building. All at once the musty smell of old books surrounded him along with the distinct bite of cigarettes. An old man looked up at them as Kathrine dragged Jon through the waist high racks and into the back room, followed almost instantly by the dull ringing of a bell and hoarse complaining drone of the old man. Jon pulled himself up as Kat lead him around the stacks of books and boxes that had been strewn around the dingy looking carpet. Opening the back door she almost yelped when Jon pushed her out of the way. 

 The surprise faded eventually when he pointed toward the parking lot behind the store and the little stash of buildings just beyond it. “Go.” 
 “Not without you-” She tensed. 
 Jon slammed the door shut before trying to shove the long shotgun into a jam around the doorknob. After a second he gave up and pushed it open. The tall man staring at him from the other side of the black door jerked back when he saw the shotgun. Jon shook his head, looking into the wide eyed cop before he unloaded a shell into a nearby box. “Don't follow us.”
 “Jon!” Kat yanked his arm again, he pumped the slide hard despite the burning adrenaline that singed his shoulder.

 Avery ducked out of the doorway as Jon fired another shot, causing a few books to erupt into errant strands of paper. “Don't do this man! I'm here to help-”
 “Go.” Jon pushed Kat, slamming the pump back again before he fell in step behind her. For the next thirty seconds he almost felt good, the adrenaline picking up was eroding the burning pains in his body and even giving him a little bit of help to keep up with the woman in front of him. Then, rounding the corner, it all went to hell.

 “Crap-” Kat ducked to the side as Jon leveled the shotgun against his shoulder. The dull thump of the weapon gave way instantly to the shattering of glass and hollow sound of metal being torn. The man inside the truck blocking the alley ducked under the door but shot right back up when Jon pumped the slide. 

 An instant later there was another truck pulling up next to it, a pair of men tumbled out of the large cab in the next breath, taking up firing positions behind the wide bed one of them hoisted a heavy looking rifle.

 The sharp, hollow crack of the rifle echoed against the tight alley when Jon ducked to the side, scooping up Kat with his sore shoulder. They scuttled across the asphalt ducking behind a dumpster a split second before several shots hammered the heavy bin. Several dull thumps grazed Jon's head when he ducked lower, watching a few of the rounds drive through and into the wall. 

 “J-” Kat tensed when a round ripped by her face, leaving a hole in the black metal. “I love you-”
 “Here.” He pulled the Glock from his belt as he eyed the other side of the open alley. “Go.” 
 “No. Jon, no-” Her voice cut off when another hollow pop rained through the alley, chipping a swath through the ground just beyond the protection of the dumpster. When Kat refused the pistol again he crammed it in his pocket.
 “Go!” He jumped into a crouch, slamming the trigger back from his protected spot. The shuffling of shoes died off instantly into another shot when he got to his feet and unloaded another shell. The men ducked behind their truck just long enough for Jon to get off another shot and scramble to street and into Kat's arms. She ducked behind one of the cars, pulling him across the street and into another alley. 
 He leaned against the cool wall while the sweat poured freely down his back and chest, his burning lungs dried up in the same instant when he saw one of the men peeking out of the other side of the street, checking both ways like he was waiting for a car to run the sidewalk or something.

 Kat tugged him into a steady jog, holding him upright as they ran the gauntlet of urine soaked, trash filled alleys, narrowly avoiding the three men that continued to follow them from one vantage to another. Finally Jon stopped, running headlong into a door marked fire escape, do not block. 

 When he sunk into the pavement he never felt it, even the dizzy sensation was gone, there was peace and quiet. Absolute stillness. 

 The black veil parted slightly when a familiar canine form edged around his vision, pacing around him as if waiting to pounce on his weaknesses. Jon took a breath only to find it easy, calm and refreshing. “What happened?”
 “Depends.” The wolf sat down. “Where are you?”
 “I was just gonna ask-”
 “Pup, you aren't done yet.”
 “But-”
 The animal smiled and vanished.

 Sounds filled his ears, pain washed over his body and the sweat, the buckets of sweat dripping down his body all registered at once, overwhelming his senses until a pair of hands wrapped around him. “Jon! Get up! Please get up-”
 He rolled over slowly to see a brilliant pair of green eyes watching him with the pleading, vaulted cry that matched the thick black circles and bloody streak running the length of her jaw. “Kat?”
 “Get up Jon! They're coming!”
 “Who?” He looked up to see the cold bricks that towered over him, and the now open fire escape door. Slowly he managed to get to his feet through all the aches and pains gouging his body every imaginable way. His feet in particular felt like they were swimming in his boots, but more so was the sharp stinging burn that wrapped around him like a blanket. 

 Sliding into the door the stale stink of rotting meat washed over him, tripping over the lady rubbing her head on the linoleum he struggled to keep up with the heaving Kathrine. Her steps faltered occasionaly as she guided them through what looked like a health food store, advertisements for vitamins and supplements didn't stand up when the two plowed through them. 

 “Wait!” Jon pulled as hard as he could on Kat's hand causing her body to jerk back to a stop before she tripped and landed flat on her back. When she screamed out in a jagged yelp he put his hand over her mouth. Her heavy breathing kept pulsing against his hand like the tears sliding down either side of her face.

 He watched the door to the back room for a moment.

 And another.

 Finally, after nearly a minute he let of Kat's mouth. Her tears slowed when she sat up, rubbing her lower back and cringing while she watched him with any number of questions. He continued watching the back, regarding Kat without taking his eyes off the door. “You okay?”
 “I- I guess-” She managed in between deep breaths. “Dizzy. . .”
 “Find some water.” He sat up into a kneel. “Get me some too.”
 After a second she gave him a bottle, holding it up for him while he continued to watch the door with his shotgun. The heavy weapon seemed steady and warm against his shaking hand, the shaking slowly gave way as the cool liquid slid down his throat and over his chin. 
 “Now. . .” Jon exhaled slowly before he dared a glance out the front of the store. Millie's' Cleaners stared back at him from across the street beyond the thin line of traffic. “Fuck!” 
 “What?” Kat jerked her head around, almost throwing the bottle of water. “What is it?”
 “I don't know where we are. . .”
 She relaxed visibly. 
 All at once the door burst inward, Jon fell back on his ass when he tried to get up. The woman that had been rubbing her head looked positively pissed, waving her hands around and screaming nearly at the top of her lungs as her feet echoed over the linoleum. “You little son of a-” Then she looked down at Jon. “Oh shit-”
 “Yeah, oh shit.” Jon clambered to his feet before he slammed the door behind her, leveling the shotgun at her waist. “Sit down.”
 The woman nodded, raising her hands with wide eyes. “Please don't kill me-”
 “Are you okay?” Kathrine slid across the floor. “Did they hurt you?”
 “Wh- Who?”
 “Those men-”
 “Kat. . .” Jon nodded toward the door. “Watch the front.”
 “But-”
 “Do it.”
 She nodded quietly before she took up a spot near the door. 
 “Where are we.” Jon leaned in close enough to see the woman's greying black hair slide off her shoulders when she sat back. 
 “C- Crestline.” 
 “No shit. Where?” 

 “I- I-” 
 Jon exhaled sharply. “Look, you tell me what I wanna know or I'll blow your fucking leg off.” He grabbed her with his sore shoulder, wrapping his hand around her neck. “Now where the fuck are we?”
 “Jonathan!” He barely heard Kat coming, never felt her arms around him but he heard her heart pressed against his back, her voice biting into his ear with a soft insistence. “Jon, let her go. . . We gotta keep going.”
 “Bline Ave. O- off Sixth. . .” The woman gasped when Kat pulled Jon back. 

 “Jon, let her go. . . Please, please, we have to go.”
 Jon released his grip before he felt Kat tug at him. “Sorry.” He shivered slightly when he got to his feet, taking a quick glance at the quivering woman as she cried into her hands. After a second he started forward, trying as best he could to cover up the shotgun with his coat.

 Stepping into the cool air the sweat running down his back turned to ice, feeling almost exactly like Kathrine's voice when it touched his ear. 

 “Do you know where we are now?”
 “No.”
 “Great.”
 “If you got a better idea I'd love to hear it.” 
 The woman looked up at him and pursed her lips. “I'm sorry, but that woman-”
 “We got other shit-”
 “I love you.”
 Jon stared at her for a second. “Lets go.”

 They slunk around the larger cars in the parking lot, staying just low enough to keep under the side of the vehicles. One at a time they looked side to side and scurried to the next row of cars before repeating the process with the next. The shallow drone of the diesel trucks still haunted every curve and corner, resounding against the metal valleys, ditches in which their bodies would lie if they messed up.

 Jon stopped, taking in a slow breath. The trucks had been circling the lot for almost three minutes, the one with the broken window and peppered door kept swooping by their spot from time to time, no matter where they went- It's like they were playing with them. . . 
 Kat ducked lower when the truck drove by again, they had been following for almost an hour, staying far enough away to keep from giving either Jon or them a chance to shoot. Or maybe it was the people. They had been careful to stay in any kinds of public areas, like the one that had gotten them in this mess in the first place. 

 The Crestline Mall watched the situation play out with it's dozens of cameras, probably recording it to play at their funerals Jon sighed. Leaning against a little red car he propped the shotgun against the ground. The metal felt warm and cold at the same time when he leaned his forehead against the barrel. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”
 “It's okay-”
 “Tell that to them.” He tried to laugh. 

 “No, we'll be okay-” Kat ducked lower when the rumbling diesel crept by again. “They won't shoot. . .”
 The parking lot stretched out in all directions around the large mall, but with the distance between the street and parking spaces they'd never make it, even the space between the front doors and the lot. . . No matter what- “We're so fucked. . .”
 “Jon. . . Please don't-” Kat dipped her head slightly as she had done several times before, almost like she was falling asleep but struggling to keep awake. “Please, we're gonna be alright.” 

 He tensed slightly when the burning in his shoulder flared up. “Think so?”
 “I know so.”
 “Yeah. . . I bet.” 
 “God will look out for us-”
 Jon let out a hard laugh that sounded nothing like his voice, not to his ears and obviously not to Kat's. She recoiled. “Right, so. . . Wanna try to run it?”
 “I'll go where ever you do. . .” She leaned in and, just for an instant, the black circles under her eyes faded to a deep green sea of emotions. 
 “Right.” He exhaled. Suddenly it didn't look that far away. Maybe a few hundred feet. . . Might as well have been the moon- 
 The rumbling truck skirted their car, stopping between it and the next row. Jon swallowed when an older man got out with a pistol in his hand. Even before he started toward them Jon was in a crouched run, Kathrine in tow.

 The hundred foot sprint played out an inch at a time as they exploded from the waist high shrub patch and into the drive way. Jon's feet slogged through his boots when he picked up a dead sprint, toppling over an older woman with his shotgun before he almost ran head long into a police car. Aw fuck-

 Avery looked up at him with the same dumbfounded expression reflected in the window but all at once it changed into a bound determination when he leaned into the car and grabbed his own shotgun. “Go!” Jon backed up, rounding the front of the car just as Avery got out.

 “Jon- Stop!”
 “Fuck you!” He almost slammed into the glass door, instead picking up a faster pace when the cool air washed over him. One of the trucks had since pulled in behind Avery's car, Jon watched trying to keep pace with Kat and ignore the screams of startled patrons.

 When the man in truck got out he didn't really stop to acknowledge the cop with the shotgun, but when Avery made some kind of gesture it seemed to be surprising- or maybe insulting. 
 Kat pulled him around the corner of the L shaped mall with a jerk, stopping just long enough to check the directory kiosk- “There- the fire escape.” She pointed at the end of the hall and the little alcove that would lead them to freedom. More screams erupted from several of the people that had been milling about in front of the stores. Now everyone seemed focused on them. 
 Jon tensed his grip on the shotgun before pointing it at the ceiling. “Get down!” He tried to shout only to hear his voice disappear into a heavy whisper. Pulling the words out of his throat again he pulled the trigger. “Get the fuck down!” 

 Suddenly the path to the rear of the mall seemed clear, littered with crying and twitching people who seemed more than content to lay still as they tried to run the full length. Jon pumped the slide as he slowed to a steady jog. Just behind he could hear the hollow clapping of dress shoes spattering against the bright yellow linoleum flooring. “Avery!”
 “Jon-” Kat and Avery started. Kat's voice shrunk away when they neared the emergency exit. “Stop man, we need to talk-”
 “Yeah, no shit.” Jon pointed at the door, watching the slightly curved hall from the mouth of the alcove. “Start with this- We didn't do anything.”
 “I know.” Avery peeked his head out from around the opening of a clothing store. “I saw your-”
 “Hey, guess what?”
 “Jon. . . Don't do anything you're gonna regret. . .” The man's voice cracked slightly when the shrill cry of the fire alarm filled the expansive area. 

 Jon ran forward, slamming the door out of his way just as Kat ducked back against the wall. No way in hell were they going out like this- Not anyone- not now. . . He missed a step when a pair of men in suits stared at him. The chill of air whipping around the loading dock raked across his nerves but could do nothing to really make up for the realization that the two men were armed. 

 * * * *

 The cold floor cradled Samantha as the pool of tears welled up into her hair and mouth. Her sobs rang through the tiny bathroom every time she tried to force a breath, the pain that splintered her nerves caused her to sob again as she tried to roll around to a steady position. As her armor fought with her body she continued to let the pain slip out in waves of fresh tears that only splattered uselessly next to the other million or so that swam around her face. 
 Just let me die, please. This isn't fair- She tried to silence herself as the stabbing knife in her side churned around in her rib cage. Time and again as she tried to adjust her body the same heaving pains gouged her body until finally she cried out as loud as she could. The Sig Sauer stared back at her, it's grip groaning against palm while she silently tried to work the safety with her other hand, then the hammer. 

 Closing her eyes the pain disappeared into a terrifyingly white image, almost drowned out by the faint outline of a bed. Slowly the image came into focus through the wash of color. Soft tan skin and flowing black hair stood out against the large pillow and blinding sheets, the weary smile the Asian woman wore lit up when she focused on Sam. Her smile faded slightly when she looked down at her hand, absently Sam followed her gaze to see the pistol pointing back up at her. 
 “I'm sorry. . .” Sam felt her body whisper without her.

 “Please don't leave-” Melissa's smile vanished into a cruel mockery of true hate, the way only she could pull it off with her furrowed brow and deep frown. Sam could never have resisted the look, even now looking down on some dream, some hopeless phantom she'd never see again. “Don't Sam-”
 “But.” She looked down at the pistol again, blocking out the image of the light that reflected down the barrel all the way to the copper tipped hollow point. “I- I can't do it.”
 Suddenly a warmth washed over her hand, wrapping around her fingers with a tenderness that couldn't be denied, not fake or wishful, it was real, she was alive. She was alive. . .

 Forcing her eyes open Sam swallowed back a load of air, cramming it into her lungs as she tried to pull her shaking hand from around the gun. Only when it clattered against the tile did she let out the breath. The pain was unbelievable, all through her body she could feel razors running through her veins, daggers pulling her skin off her bones and needles in every tiny breath she tried to pull in. 

 Slowly she tried to pull herself up, one hand on the sink and the other on the pipe just below it. Melissa was alive, he had said so. . . The cool porcelain greeted her with a supportive hand that she rested her chin on as she tried to steady her feet. 
 All at once a loud pounding shattered her focus, instead pulling it to the metal door that rattled on it's hinges when someone pounded on it again. “You done yet toots?”
 “F-” Sam huffed before pushing herself up. “Fuck you!” 
 Her reflection stared at her under the streaks of moisture running down her cheeks. Vaulted and blurred, her vision swam with a dizziness that she couldn't steady no matter how many times she adjusted her feet. Every little breath she took seemed to burrow into her lungs while her reflection watched her with a scornful eye. The reflection knew the truth, knew how weak she was, how much she'd like to crawl into the stall and just close her eyes until- No, get your ass in gear you pathetic fucking queer, you did this. You deserve- “No!” She slammed her fist into the mirror, watching for a second while her reflection tensed and cleared up. 

 She stared at the sharp green eyes watching her, forcing her voice through her mind and into her lungs. Through the pain her breath slipped into a calm, almost pleasant tone. “Now you pick up that gun, you find your brother and you take her back.” She took another breath. When her reflection didn't object she swallowed. “Right. . .” 

 The shallow drone of traffic slid by as Samantha took slow breaths, trying as hard as she could to keep her thick, heavy, body armor from brushing her side. Again and again the scene in the alley played out, the short woman kept coming back to Sam every time she looked around at the people around her. Everywhere her face watched her with a quaint, almost satirical smile that froze itself in her mind. 
 As she went down the street the smile changed slightly, the cheekbones got slightly wider and the eyes bigger, but the bright teeth and brown hair remained, warming her from every little part of her mind. How long had it been since she had thought about Hazel. . . She swallowed, instead trying to focus on where Jon might go. In Crestline he knew where the bars were, the arcade where Hazel had- The bars, the Red Fox Tavern. She took a look around. The Red Fox, Fourth Street Saloon. . . Maybe the pool hall, no that'd been changed to the arcade. Thats right. She exhaled sharply as she tried to pull herself up the street. 

 He could be anywhere, but if he was gonna be hiding he'd be somewhere they'd gone before. . . He'd be in a familiar place. What about the park.

 She looked up and sighed. He wouldn't be in the open, he'd be hiding in some dark corner like he always did. He'd be in the darkest, most forgotten pieces of territory he could find. . . SO why not the arcade? Plenty of dark- Shut up. Sam pursed her lips. How long had it been since she'd thought of Hazel? Why was it such a bad thing? She steadied herself before starting up the street toward the arcade, stopping only when she reached the now empty building. 
 The large bay style interior disappeared into a thick haze of grey shadows that wrapped around the now barren support beams. Absently she wondered what happened to the ski ball table that had been in the corner, now merely a vacant shell- devoid of any of the emotions or scent that had been painted across it so many years ago. . . She cringed when the memory hit her full force, the sweat and warmth. . . The legs wrapped around her waist and the words she could still recite with an unbelievable calm. “I love you.” 
 Sam jerked back when her breath fogged against the window. After a second she looked around and shuttered again. He might be there. She forced the thought out of her mind until allowing it to erode her thoughts. Between the arcade and bars she could find it gnawing at her as she tried her hardest not to walk in a way that would upset her side.

 Samantha watched the slow tide of cars rumble past her, the drives seemed oblivious and uncaring despite even the occasional glance her way. Why should they? Just some stupid looking bitch- She took a step back from the curb, instead trying to piece it all together.

 Melissa was in a hospital, god only knew where- Her brother was roaming the the streets with some bitch wanted by the cops, and the guy in the alley. . . And the black haired girl. Of all the things that could go wrong and the people that couldn't find them, what possible chance did someone like her have?

 She continued staring at the half foot of concrete that separated her from the running traffic. Just twenty three hundred pounds of steel and it'd all be gone. No more pain, no more hurt- And no more Mel, dipshit. 
 “Would that be so bad?” Maybe if she could get a hold of Kathrine. . . And that guy. . . 

 Jamming her hand in her coat she pulled the card the man had given her. The long flowing calligraphy seemed completely out of place for the simple phone number that stared back at her from the lightly scented card. The fifteen minute walk to the pay phone outside the Red Fox felt like spending eternity in a forest of rusty nails, all of them grazing her side.

 The cool metal felt clammy against her fingers, the stiff buttons cemented the feeling when she had to jam the numbers one at a time. Even listening to the hollow ringing she tried to rehearse what she would say, how could she possibly smooth her way into his circle. . .

 “This had better be extremely important.”

 Sam stared at the receiver for a moment. “H- Where is she?”
 “Apparently you didn't understand the terms of the agreement. I want Rikes. . .”

 “I-” Sam took a breath. “I need a doctor.”
 “And?”
 “If I'm dead I can't help you.” She bit into her lip while the silence burrowed into her mind.
 “Too bad. If you change your mind, let me know.” The man's cool voice vanished only to be replaced by the hollow electronic tones as Sam punched the numbers in again.
 “Already?”
 “Look, we can work something out-”
 “I haven't got time for this Samantha, your brother is out there with that thing. I can't spend my time-”
 “I got someone else.”
 Silence answered her.
 “The short girl, I know where she is. . .”
 “What makes you think I don't already-”
 “You would have done something about it already. We've been wrecking your shit-”
 “You don't seem to fully appreciate the position you're in. Sam, if you go into the Fox the bartender will be able to tell you what I know about that thing.” Sam spun around to look at the empty bar, instead glancing down at the receiver mere inches away from her mouth. “Was I in some way unclear? I want Rikes.”
 “But I don't know where-”
 “Then why are you waisting your time talking to me? Samantha, if they find them before you do. . .”
 “I need help. . .” Her frail voice almost died off in the suddenly heavy air. “Please.”
 The smooth laugh rolled through her mind before giving way to a softer chuckle. “Don't we all.” Then the line went dead.

 “Fuck you. . .” Sam jammed the receiver down, again and again. “Fuck you!” She doubled over into the side of the little booth when she accidentally slammed her elbow into her side. The blinding pain shot up and down her body in an instant, shattering her nerves when she pulled herself up. Steadying herself against the phone she tried to force her breathing to slow down, one breath at a time. Slow, come on. . . Just take it slow. . .

 After nearly a minute she opened her eyes to the top of the phone. What if he was at Hazels? She continued watching the steel for a moment. If he was, he'd be well cared for. Warm and safe. . . And with Kathrine. Sam tried to swallow as she picked up the receiver and began dialing collect. The possibilities ran themselves over her mind millions of times in an instant, what would she say? How would she-

 The answering machine would pick up, thats it. It always did, she'd be at work right now. . .

 Ring.

 Ring.

 “Hello?” Sam's heart dropped when she heard the weary song of Hazel's voice slide into her ear, as velvet smooth and warm as it had been so many years ago. Any second now the rest of the message would play. Hello? Sam? Just leave a message sweetheart, I'll find you-

 “Hello?” Her voice repeated.

 “H-” 
 “If you're gonna say something-” Sam slammed the phone down. There it went, her only chance to get hold of her brother. . . Smooth move you stupid-

 Samantha stood up straight before she forced herself to look both ways down the street. She could get to Leandrea's apartment by dark maybe, all she'd have to do was get there and then they could check Hazels'. Then, then- Oh God, I don't know. . . Why me? She swallowed before she started up the street. 
 Watching the steady flow of traffic and people eased Sam's side almost as much as the careful shadows that slid over the buildings and windows. Somewhere there was probably someone painting the light in wide, broad strokes over the entire scene to wash it away and start with a fresh canvas. Maybe one without her in it. . . Sam smiled at the idea, it'd never be 'okay' but she already knew better than give in to the real possibility of getting arrested or caught by that guy. 
 The pain wouldn't leave her side as she drudged on through the over bright painting, watching the people that passed her with a guarded curiosity. Men and women carried on their daily lives with their loved ones, people that cared about them and if they died or not. . If they were happy or sad, poor or rich. And not one of them cared about her.

 Funny how that works. Sam pursed her lips as the sound of her heavy boots smashed the concrete. They didn't care because they didn't have to, if she pulled out her gun they would. . . Get all the attention she wanted. Sure, do that and see what happens.

 After nearly an hour of wandering the streets she stopped in at a convince store for directions. Staring at the map the clerk had drawn she sipped her bottled water and absently listened to the rumbling diesel truck that slid up to the curb. Sam barely watched the young looking woman get out of the cab with her denim jacket and tight jeans that hugged her ass more than her flowing brown hair. “Samantha.”
 “What.” She swallowed when she saw the bandage wrapped around her fingers. “Aw shit.”
 “Look. Do me a favor. . .” She leaned in close enough to smell the light scent of lilac  and jasmine that offset another, sharper bite of chewing gum. “I saw your brother by the Mall. Get to him before they do, I got his kid running circles around The Sink. . .” The short woman took a look up the street and made a show of waving. “You aren't alone Sam, make sure you are when you bring them Kat. . . Okay?”
 “Who-”
 “Do you understand? Make sure you aren't followed and don't take anyone you care about. He's a nice guy but if he has the upper hand-”
 “Nice guy? He's got-”
 “I know.” She turned back to look up at Sam. “Don't give him the upper hand, if you can get him Leandrea he'll give you your lover back. But he wants Kat. . . We think she might be a free born.” She pursed her lips. “Your brother is in danger Sam, if she has her way Kat might hurt him. We don't know what she's like. . .”
 “Jacky?”
 The woman turned her lip up slightly. “What?”
 “You're the Unicorps girl. . . We found a card-”
 “Sam, there isn't much time. Get to the mall and find him, I know you don't wanna die like this.”
 “I need a doctor, my side-”
 “Soon, Sam if you can get him what he wants I'll see to it you get medical attention.” Her long hair furrowed to her side when she adjusted her coat. “You have to get up there right now. . .”
 “But-” Sam's voice cut off when the girl leaned in just far enough for her to feel her breath against her lips. 
 “Go, right now. Or I'll let them have you. . .” Her eyes flickered bright against the backdrop of her voice. “You have about ten minutes, I don't suggest you waste it.”  With that she smiled softly and brought her arm around Sam's shoulder, hugging her softly while she whispered an almost musical gentleness. “Melissa is waiting Sam. Don't let her down.”
 In another instant the woman kissed her cheek and started toward the truck. “Hey!” Sam swallowed. “How do I get Kat?”
 “Alive.” She stopped long enough to regard her before she got back in the truck and pointed down the street. Sam looked to see an older man in a black leather vest and cut up jeans smiling at her around the thick cigar hanging from his lip. She barely heard the truck pulling away when the man pulled his vest back to reveal a large chrome handgun.

 Sam started to reach for her pistol but stopped when the man shook his head and smiled slightly wider. “Find him.” He mouthed.

 The pain in her side started grinding deeper as she tried to remember where the mall was. . .

 He's gonna kill us, he's gonna do it. Sam leaned against the cold brick wall while the steady throbbing continued to grind against her side. It had only taken a few minutes to get to where she was, not even three blocks from the mall. All she had to do was ditch the guy sitting across the street watching her like a hawk. 

 The light pistol trembled in her hand slightly when she righted herself, thumbed the safety and looked directly at him. His grungy black hair and massive cigar waivered slightly when she pulled the pistol out, ducking behind a car before trying to scurry along the sidewalk. Keeping low enough to avoid his sight she carved a path between cars and the empty porches of some of the apartment buildings that lined the street. 
 Keeping her back straight enough to support the heavy armor and keep from brushing her side she ducked lower, trying to figure out where the man was. If she lead him to Jon they'd all be dead. . . Not just her, not just Kat- Her heart began pounding against her rib cage almost hard enough to make her chest heave up and down despite her calm breathing. The man in the cut up jeans looked both ways down the street before he crossed carefully pulling his pistol from under his vest. Sam saw the chrome glint in the bright sun, she could almost make out the inscription on the side of the long slide. 

 Before he made it between the cars ahead of her Sam ducked back, trying to get behind the car while her side continued to pound against her body. The pain almost instantly gave way to a wash of adrenaline while she edged her way across the street, barely managing to keep herself together as she tried to crawl on all fours. 
 “Thats not very funny Sam!” The man's gravely voice rang out an instant before Sam ducked against the curb, looking out to see the man checking under some of the cars where she had been. Slowly she pulled herself to a seat in front of one of the wheels as she took a dagger sharp pull of cold air. All she had to do was pop up and pull her gun, then he'd listen, then she'd have it. . . She could get Mel back. She could save her brother.

 “Hey!” Sam hopped up at once, catching the man off guard. His eyes widened slightly, his reaction just a second too slow he tried to pull his weapon up. “Don't do it!” 
 The man stalled, raising his hands slowly. 

 “Drop it.” She took a breath before she started across the street slowly. “Drop it right now!” When the heavy gun clattered against the trunk of the car Sam eyed it for a second then looked back at him. He should have been scared, there was a gun pointing at him. But he just stood there watching her with a contempt she had seen time and again. . . did he know she was- “Why are you following me.”
 “I'm doing my job.” He replied in a flat, almost bored tone. 

 “I could kill you, right now.” She swallowed when the man didn't flinch.

 “Not likely.” 
 After nearly a minute he glanced down at his pistol. His dark hair flowed to one side in the split second it took him to dive for the weapon. Sam slammed the trigger back and the pistol almost jumped out of her hands, the man recoiled slightly at an odd angle when the bullet tore into his shoulder, spraying the back of the car with a thick layer of crimson. She barely heard her voice when she screamed out, the pain in her side dying off instantly to a heated series of sharp, focused pains. They battered her chest and right shoulder, though none of them hurt as much as her rib she could feel the hot singe of lead as it spattered against her armor. She doubled back, tripping over her foot as she pulled the trigger on her own weapon. 
 From her position on the ground she could see the man's head shoot back, barely make out the three red holes that shattered his jaw, cheek and forehead but she could easily make out the bright blue sky that was watching her from far above the scathed and broken buildings looming over her. 
 When she breathed she could hear the raspy, almost wet sound of her lungs inflating but nothing else hurt, even her side eventually melted away into the steady realization of her continued existence. Alive, get up. Find Jon. Mall. Go. . .  She breathed in a deep, shrill sloppy sound before rolling over, trying to throw up. Suddenly a wave of dizziness struck her when she got on all fours. 
 Forcing herself up she couldn't hear much of anything but she could feel every little pin prick of numbness that wracked the left side of her body. Guiding herself along the cool brick buildings she forced herself to breathe deep and long despite the numb sensation that was slowly wrapping around her body. 
 She stopped long enough to take another breath while the world dimmed slightly around her. Reaching back she felt a disgusting wetness at the base of her skull and suddenly felt colder. The chill washed over her body before disappearing into a suddenly warmer, almost pleasant feeling.  
 She righted herself slowly, dragging her feet along side of one another so she could keep from falling over. The dizziness slowly eroded while she pulled herself closer to the mall. Just around the corner. Any second now. . .

 Somewhere off in the distance she heard the whine of a police cruiser but forced it out of her mind when she came closer to the large building. The bright yellow trim stood out over the little string of eating places just behind it, the alley that separated them slowly vanished into the shadows of the overhanging second floor. Sam could barely make out the loading docks and trailers parked in front of them but she could hear the hammering of her boots as she edged around the mouth of the alley watching for any signs of movement. “Jon? You here?” She heard herself almost yell from somewhere far away.

 The silence thickened with each step she took toward the shadows, the heavy thump of her boots smacking the asphalt slowly gave way to a distinct chill when she rounded one of the large trailers. The building snaked it's way through the shadows into a sharp turn to form the outline of the L shaped building. “Jon?” She peeked around the corner to find the entire area washed with yellow-orange light. A pair of trucks sat empty in front of one of the trailers, taunting her with their staring headlights, silently watching her as she edged around the wall with her pistol.

 “Jon?” She managed again, trying to calm her nerves while she checked the trucks. Both locked. They're here. He might be inside? She swallowed when she heard the absent click of the door lock. Maybe security or something. . .

 Rounding the other trailer she peeked around it to see a man in a suit staring directly at her. His thin frame seemed out of place in the dark grey suit but when he nodded with a practiced smile Sam instantly felt colder.

 “What do you want?” Sam turned her back against the trailer, pushing herself against the cold, empty feeling in the back of her head. 
 “We're here to help.” The man's dress shoes clapped hollow in the expansive cave of the overhang. “Just come out and we'll get started.”
 “Bullshit!” 
 “Samantha, there isn't much time. . .” When he rounded the corner Sam could see the slight twinge of fear in his brown eyes as she brought her pistol up. “Rikes is  coming Sam, we don't-”
 “Back off!” She took a step back.

 “Jason. Lower your weapon.” The man's voice didn't crack in the least until he glanced off to the side. 
 Sam followed him for a split second to see a larger man step from the shadows, his pistol now by his side. 
 “Take that as a sign of goodwill. We aren't interested in you or your brother, it's just Rikes. . .”
 “What'd she do?” Sam glanced at her own weapon, absently considering if she should lower it or not. “She's a-”
 “Sam, it's a very dangerous thing, it could be trying to kill your brother right now. It-”
 “I don't buy it, shes a kid.”
 “Outwardly.” He nodded quietly. “Whats under that facade is what should scare you. . .” After a split second he slowly reached back and withdrew a small piece of paper. “Sam, she's a wanted felon-”
 “Bullshit, I know about you guys. . . The Clan, all of it. I don't give a shit- I want Mel back and I wanna go home-” She had to steady herself when her breath started coming in fragmented pulls. “Shit.”
 “I understand. Ms. Prower, come with us and we can get them back. . . Your brother is waiting-”
 “Where?”
 “Come with us Sam.” The larger man's almost monotone voice slipped when he stepped toward the back dock. “He should be around here any minute.”
 Samantha Prower stared at the two for almost eternity, memorizing their features as she tried to force her voice through the steady stream of unknowns that kept haunting her. Would they kill her when they got what they wanted? Was Jacky full of shit or was it gonna be alright? She could be next to Melissa tonight, warm and safe with Jon. . . It'd be alright. . . Yeah.

 Lowering her weapon she nodded and started toward the loading dock. A fire escape door stood there silently watching her approach with a shaking trepidation she could almost feel quivering deep in her own nerves. No, it was her- She was shaking. Jon? They're gonna take her somewhere she belongs. No, that'd never work. Jon- Come on. She paused for a second in front of the door, watching it. Why should she have to explain anything? Kat had gotten Melissa hurt, she didn't owe that bitch a damn thing- Sam reached out to grab the handle only to have it explode over her.

