Chapter 12

 Hayden stumbled up the tight stairwell with Jackie’s help. His T-shirt had been soaked with sweat but something smelled faintly of blood, he pushed up against the railing when his shoulder burst into pain. He tried to suppress the deep growl in the base of his throat, repeatedly despite Jackie’s attempts to comfort him.

 “Hey, it’s okay. We’ll get them.” Her shaky voice only hinted at the thick scent of fear.

 “Your fingers?” He swallowed back on his throat to pronounce the words correctly.
 “They’re fine. I popped them back in when you were destroying my truck.” She chuckled softly before tugging his arm over her shoulder. 
 “I’m sorry.” 
 “I understand . . .” 
 Hayden sighed when they reached the top of the stairs. Pulling his arm back he took in the bland eggshell colored walls that had been repainted by the mid day sun. Filtered through the dingy glass brick window at the end of the hall the light warped and twisted like some kind of wraith trying to strangle out the overhead florescent lights. The effect gave him a migraine.

 After a second Jackie fished her keys out with her left hand, opening the metal door she stepped back as a pungent wash of vanilla incense slipped through the opening. She glanced back with a weak smile, bracing herself under his arm she lead him in.

 Multicolor carpet squares had been splattered throughout the large living room to support the pressboard entertainment center and maybe the two windows that stood on either side of it. Even as the scene registered Hayden heard a soft rustling coming from behind a bead curtain at the other side of the room.

 He reached for his weapon only to relax when a young black woman stuck her head out.

 “Hey!” She sized him up before she smiled. “Who’s the cop?”

 Hayden glanced at Jackie before he began pulling the thick Velcro straps that held his armor on. When Jackie only offered a smile he tossed it at her. 

 “Oh damn.” The girl smiled to expose a row of sparkling white teeth. Even with her lighter skin tone they seemed to stand out. “New toy?” She sized him up again.

 “This is Hayden. . .”
 “No shit? The Hayden you said-“
 “Annika, is Chance here?” Jackie’s tone deepened slightly.

 “Mmm. Nope.”
 “Do me a favor. Take the movies back.”
 “I don’t have my car.”
 Hayden took a look around while Jackie dug through the creaking entertainment center. A pair of red and gold chairs sat in front of a cracked glass dinner table, right under a lazily rotating ceiling fan. A wall separated the kitchenette from the rest of the room but he still caught a glimpse of a full spice rack and preserved fruits. 
 “Take the pony. You hurt her and I’ll hurt you.” She smiled as she handed over a leather tabbed key ring.

 For the first time the tall girl stepped through the beads. Her short skirt and snake skin vest almost made Hayden laugh. He tried not to even as she leaned in to whisper in Jackie’s ear. “So this is him?”
 Jackie nodded, her cheeks reddening slightly. 

 “He like dark meat?”
 They both looked at him. “Ask him. . . Come back in a couple hours, okay?”

 “I’ll take good care of it sweetie.” She clenched her fist around the key, beaming a smile as she walked by Hayden. She looked him up and down, leaning in and smelling his ear she whispered in a husky voice. “See you later.”
 Hayden waited till he heard the door lock and the pattering of high heels before he let out a fragment of a laugh. “You live here on what I pay you?” 

 “Hey now.” She frowned, throwing his vest on a little brown chair. “This is my home.”
 Hayden watched the woman disappear into the bathroom, coming back a moment later with her fingers wrapped in medical tape and supported by a pair of tongue depressors. “Sorry kiddo.”
 “So what now?” 
 “I’m going to organize a search. There’s no reason this-“
 “What about the Singer building?” She sat back against the side of the chair. “Drake was saying we lost about a dozen. . .”
 He leaned against the wall, allowing a deep growl to speak for him as Jackie watched him with an almost faded, worried, smile. The whole encounter had probably set them back years. He hadn’t taken the time to check in with Moore but he could already hear him screaming as the pulsing vein in his forehead erupted.

 “What’s funny?”
 “Moore. If we dispatched Terminator squads, we could recover them before it’s too late.” Hayden sighed, tugging the sticky T-shirt from his sweaty chest. “I’m getting tired of this incompetent tripe. It’s one neutral!” 
 Jackie shrunk a little. Swallowing she turned her head up. “Um, boss?”
 “What?”
 “I can’t understand a word you’re saying.”
 He took a deep breath, trying to calm himself. “I think we should use a Terminator squad. We only have a few days, they could be gone at any time. 

 “Hayden.”
 “What?”
 Jackie motioned toward the dining table before she ducked through the bead curtain, coming back with a set of file folders. “I was looking through the dossiers. . . I found something.” 

 She laid the folders out carefully. Some blocks of text had been highlighted in pink. She pointed out the various spots while she leaned in close enough for Hayden to smell her natural scents, masked by strawberry shampoo. “Jonathan and Sam have a connection to Avery. By itself, not very important. But I pulled his file last week-“ She thumbed through a few sheets. “He’s got an interest in Sam.”
 Hayden leaned back slightly as the woman continued with a softer voice. He had to smile when she flipped another page, carefully reciting the notes she had made in the margins.

 “The psyche profile says, in a roundabout way, that his job and his daughter are his only real focal points. But Sam” She glanced back with a little grin. “Sam is gonna be his token, we get her and we get him. . . Or more accurately, we get him and we’ll get her.”
 “What makes you think he knows where they are?”

 “Oh he doesn’t, but if we can get him working harder he’ll lead us to them.” Her smile brightened a bit. “He’s been doing his own little investigation. Aleaf and I were gonna talk to him-“
 “Aleaf agreed with you on something?” 

 She leaned in a little closer, searching his eyes for an instant before she ruffled his hair and went to the fridge. “Come on boss, I’m not that bad. She thinks if we-“
 “Is he reliable? His results haven’t been that convincing.” He trailed off slowly when he looked back to see Jackie bent over digging through the fridge. Her jeans clung to her thighs and hips in a way that almost seemed to push her forward, but her long brown hair draped down the side of her face; he almost swallowed. In six years he hadn’t remembered seeing her in such a natural setting and now he couldn’t quite believe she was the same. . . Woman.
 “Yeah I think so.” She brushed her hair back and pulled out a couple black cans labeled ‘beer’ in masking tape. She smiled a little when they locked eyes. “So whatchya think?”
 “Possible. But I’d rather have the Terms out in force.”

 She frowned slightly as she sat down. “Hayden?”
 They watched each other for an instant before she pulled up a small sticky note and held it out. You owe me dinner and dancing. Only then did he notice how crumpled it up it was. “So you’re digging through my trash now?”
 “Best way to learn about someone.” She replied flatly.

 “I told you, we have other things to worry about. If Kathrine is allowed to reproduce- Do you know what that could mean?”
 “You know. . .” She took a sip of her beer. “When I met Bridget I was jealous. But maybe she was right. You are a bastard.”
 “If you only knew.”
 After a second she shook her head. “Just think about what I said. Avery could be useful.” She stood up, grabbing her truck keys. “I’ll be back in a little bit.”
 “Be careful.”
 She stopped in mid stride, flashing a grin she nodded and slipped out into the hall.

 With the hollow metal click still ringing in his ears Hayden flipped through the folders. Occasionally he eyed the bead curtain, trying to keep his curiosity in check. She had never talked about her private life, even to the point of letting him think she only existed to serve his ends. . . Maybe she did.

 “So he looks at me and says ‘hey baby’, then I was like-“
 Hayden glanced up at the door, smiling when Jackie slid in. He could hardly suppress his voice when she grinned at him. “Jackie!” He made sure to drown out Annika’s voice even as she kept going. “How was your trip?”
 “Good thanks, I got you something Anni.” She tossed her a paper bag, grabbing Hayden’s hand before leading him through the curtain and down to her room.

 He tried to act surprised when he saw the vase filled with an incense nearly as tall as Jackie. The king sized bed that dominated the room sat pushed up against the wall opposite an oak end table. The carved Buddha statue sitting atop the table silently watched him over the flickering tea candles. Even when he took a seat on the edge of the bed he absently counted the rows of books crammed into the waist high book case. Stopping at one he had mentally marked earlier. Forty and still single.
 “I didn’t know you were a Buddhist. . .” He drew into the rehearsed questions almost automatically. 
 She closed the door quietly before she braced her back against it. “Um, yeah.” She brushed a hair out of her face. “Don’t mind the books, they were gifts mostly.”

 Hayden watched as her cheeks reddened. “Mostly.” He smiled as softly as he could before picking up one. “Hiding your age and-“
 “Okay, okay- shut up.” She snatched up the book. “I talked to Aleaf, she’s gathering info on Mike.” After a moment her expression softened. She handed it back, swallowing.
 “I was just kidding.” Her shoulders sagged just a little when he put the book back. “Jackie, if it wasn’t for your file I never would have guessed.”
 She frowned. “I’m not Bridget though.”
 “What the hell does that have to do with anything?”
 “She was beautiful, she had it all. . .”
 Hayden leaned forward slightly, trying not to let his emotions seep into his voice. “Bridget was- She- it was constantly trying to divert the war, the only redeeming act of it’s existence was giving birth to Aleaf-“
 “Hayden.” Jackie took a seat next to him. “I know you loved her, she knew it too. So did half the Order.” 
 “And? She betrayed us, all of us.” He had to work to keep his growl in check. “That’s over and done with, we don’t have time-“
 “What about your daughter? She deserves her parents-“
 “Jackie-“
 “No, listen. I know you want to see this through. But your daughter needs you.”
 They sat silently watching one another as the questions and scent of fear pulsed between them. Hayden watched her glistening eyes, almost sinking into the deep emotions that swam in them. Even in the air her pheromone signatures ran together with a conflicting wash of hope, fear, and maybe desire- “Why?” He swallowed. “Are you saying you want to replace her?”
 Jackie leaned in and brought her arms around him. Pulling tighter she whispered gently. “I want you guys to be happy. She needs you, she needs her father. . .”

 The silence dragged between them for several minutes before Jackie laid her head on his shoulder and sighed. She couldn’t possibly begin to understand the implications of the larger struggle. Family had nothing to do with it, Aleaf would never have been given the full chance at life free from stigma, fear or hatred. They were both stuck with what had been, would be and couldn’t change. . . 

 Hayden leaned against the cool brick wall cradling Jackie’s sleeping form as he watched the world outside grind on with it’s life. Absently he ran his hand through her hair, feeling her stir at his touch he smiled a little.

 The night had been long, the conversation both silent and endless. Only when she had fallen asleep crying did he finally allow himself a moment to get back in touch with Drake. He didn’t remember hanging up exactly but for some reason that didn’t bother him. 
 Jackie smiled as she rolled over, her T-shirt strained against her breasts while she stretched out, yawning, she wrapped her hands around his bare back.

 “You know.” She adjusted her head in his lap. “You’re really soft.”
 Hayden tilted his head.

 “Though ‘cute and cuddly’ doesn’t quite fit.” A thick scent of arousal washed over her when she ran her hand down his chest. After a moment she smiled a little, tickling his lower back with her left hand. “Did Bridget do this to you?”

 “Aleaf called an hour ago.” 
 “Oh?” She continued running her finger up his back. 

 “I’m sorry I doubted you.”

 Jackie smiled a little more, sitting up against him. “Sorry about last night. I. . .” She trailed off when Hayden brought his hands around her stomach and pulled her a little. After a second she looked up with another little smile. “How old are you?”
 “Thirty seven.”
 “Oh bullshit.” She brought her hand back, stroking down his spine to his belt. “So really.”
 “I need to get back to-“
 The woman rolled over, pressing her chest to his before straddling his lap. “Why don’t you stay here for a while?”
 “Jackie. If Kathrine is full blooded you know we could have a bigger problem then a single one- There could be another colony of them somewhere. . .”
 Jackie’s eyes softened as she wrapped her arms around him and kissed his cheek. “Don’t leave me here. Please?”
 “Why- Why don’t we go somewhere when I get back?”
 “Like a date?”
 “If you insist.” 

* * * *

  The apartment hadn’t changed all that much. The large dining room table and chairs still filled the space between the kitchen and living room, now framed by the same deep cherry wallpaper and fake gold light scones used at the restaurant. Though Sam would never admit it openly she had been hanging around the restaurant when she heard about it opening. Now the warm, inviting overstuffed couch and cherry wood coffee table seemed like the jaws of a monster that would swallow her though the plush carpeting. . . The monster had brown eyes- Hazel’s eyes.

 “These guys are serious.” Jon ran a hand over his face before he took a long swig of water. “We don’t know what they want.” He looked at Sam.

 Hazel leaned back, her robe sliding just a little to reveal the deep almond skin of her calf and knee. She too looked up at Sam with a steel cold gaze, though almost as vacant as the cordless phone she was clenching. 

 After a minute Jon looked at Kat and shrugged. “I think they want her. . .” She twitched just slightly in the small puddle of drool she had built up on the dining room table. She hadn’t taken a sip of her water or removed her backpack but she was almost comatose. Sam grunted. 

 “So why are you here?” Hazel sat forward slightly, still watching Sam. “My home isn’t a boarding house for felons.”
 “She didn’t do anything. . . They’re full of shit.”
 “Who Jon-“
 “The Order.” Sam squeaked. When they looked at her she almost swallowed her tongue. “They’re called the Order of the Earth Purifiers.” 
 “What is this, a comic book?” Hazel rubbed her head for a moment. “You’ve got an imagination Sam- Always have, but this. . .”

 Sam glanced at Jon, her silent plea lost to the deadpan uncertainty. Finally she managed to pull her voice through the pain in her side. “Does this look like my fucking imagination to you?” She pulled at her armor. “No? How bout this?” She gritted her teeth before she unlatched her belt and tossed it to Hazel. “There’s this woman looking for Kat, she’s working with this- Clan. She’s-“
 “So what? This is some kind of ethnic thing?”

 “God damnit! They want Kat! Not us!” 
 Hazel leaned back, prodding at the belt buckle with a shallow grin. “You haven’t changed at all.” 

 Jon took another swig before he leaned against the counter. “If you’re just gonna humiliate her, maybe we don’t need your help.”
 “Honey, you need a miracle.” She looked up at him. For a split second her voice ran colder than her gaze, sending a chill up Sam’s spine when she got up and put the phone on the charger. “I’ll give you twelve hours, you bring attention to me, you’re out. You break something, bleed on my belongings or steal from me and I’ll call the cops myself.” After a second she looked at Sam and pointed down the little hallway.

 As Sam started toward the door she stopped to look at the bathroom, though she couldn’t remember why she almost expected to see a clear shower curtain with cartoon fish on it. What she saw instead made her cringe. An off yellow sheet of vinyl. You bought it dip shit. 

 “Oh yeah.” She whispered, slipping in to the massive bedroom. Unlike the living room, everything had changed. Though with the half open and empty dresser drawers sprawled across the floor she could barely tell what. 

 The wood paneled walls hinted at where the full vanity and old oak dresser had gone, now replaced by an empty modernized, almost plastic looking thing that stared back at her with a skeletal grin.

 “Here.” Hazel pushed past her, digging through one of the drawers before tossing a pair of jeans on the bed, followed by a bunch of shirts that looked too small for her. “And these, and these. . .” She trailed off, throwing another pair of jeans. “You forgot these!” She threw a wadded up pair of socks at her. “Take this shit and get out!”
 Samantha cringed, watching the short woman as she folded her arms over her chest and took a breath. As the instant stretched out she felt her own body turn against her, the tears and pain welled up in her eyes despite her every attempt to stop it. She tried again and again as she scooped up the heaped clothing and tucked it under her arm. 

 Jon was safe for a while. He’d be okay. Yeah. Even as she got the final shirt she looked up at the slightly dampened brown eyes watching her with emotions she could name. Pain was here, others too.

 She stood up slowly, trying to force her voice despite her unwilling mouth. “I’m sorry.” 
 Hazel stared at her and for a moment Sam could see something on her lips, almost ready to- It vanished. Sam sighed and closed her eyes, turning to the door she heard hazel shift and start to say something.

 “I’m-“
 Sam glanced over her shoulder to see Hazel’s face crunched up, her hand cocked back.

 “You screwed up!”
 Sam tried to speak.

 “You had no right!”
 “I-“

 Hazel wiped her face, unable to brush away the tears streaming down her cheeks. She swallowed before she narrowed her eyes. “Why?”
 “I didn’t have a choice. . .”
 “Oh, of course!” I mean it was just so obvious! I had enough-“
 “Hazel.”
 “I had enough, the bed wasn’t even cold yet and I got the loan.”

 Sam cringed. “I didn’t wanna be your charity case. I still don’t.”
 After what might have been an hour or a heartbeat Hazel swallowed, her long hair falling to frame her delicate features. Her Italian heritage shone through under the muted light, even her bright eyes seemed so much more intense, alive with some kind of emotion couldn’t name. She closed her eyes and sighed deeply. “I tried to find you. I checked all the shelters.”
 Sam swallowed back on her voice when Hazel’s eyes shot open.

 “I tried girl, I tried real hard. But I just couldn’t- I had to run the store but there was plenty. We could have. . .” Her anger flashed back when she pointed at Sam. “You didn’t want that! You were too damn proud-“
 “I didn’t want you to worry about me.” Her voice came out strangled and weak. 

 “You didn’t give me a chance- I woke up and you were gone!” She jabbed her finger at Sam’s chest. “You don’t-“
 “I’m sorry.” Sam slapped against the door, her side throbbing against her brace. She couldn’t help but slump, grabbing her side with a frail cry. 

 “What-“ Hazel exhaled, suddenly a wash with almost motherly concern. “What’s wrong?”

 “My ribs.”

 She almost reached down, stalling half way. Her arm was so close Sam could have moved and touched her. The warmth staring back at her faded slowly until finally she swallowed and drew back. “I want- I want you to bag up your clothes.” 
 Sam nodded as she forced herself up. A full minute later she took a deep breath and started gathering her clothes only to stop when Hazel reached out. 

 “There’s a spare room. . . I-“
 “I’m sorry.”
 “No, save it. I’m doing this for Jon. Not you and not Kat. Unless you give me a good reason, I’m calling the cops tomorrow.” 

 “They’ll kill you-“
 “Bull-“
 “Please, trust me.“ Hazel’s scornful tone ran into Sam’s shallow plea, even as she drudged up her jeans. “They run the cops! They-“
 “Hey!” Jon roared just outside.

 “Shut up!” Sam and Hazel shouted.

 “Fucking hell, you wanna get the cops called?”
 Sam leaned back and turned on her heel, barely able to keep her fingers wrapped around the doorknob while every instinct waged war with itself. The one chance she had to make everything slipped between her sweaty palm and the cool brass, falling against her heavy boot with a light patter. Without looking back she pulled the door open. . . 

* * * *

 Jon stared down at the flannel man’s crumpled form, his reflection shimmered in the thick pool of blood which continued to pump through the hole in the old man’s neck. 

 The Glock trembled in his hand as a sharp tick of nails on blacktop resounded from behind. “So what?” Jon tossed the gun down, his fingers suddenly chilled. The chill spread through his entire body when a tall man stepped around the corner.

 The man’s sharp features were instantly recognizable, his short brown flat top and eyes almost seemed to be mocking him while his long leather coat fluttered in a non-existent wind. 

 Jon ducked for his weapon before the man reached down with a grin. A split second later Jon was staring down the barrel of his own weapon, the tall man didn’t flinch when his grin widened a little. The adrenaline flowed, mere inches from the man’s awkward smile he could see the slightly longer canines sheen in the faint orange streetlight. 

 “What now man?”
 He tried to steal a glance back but stopped himself when the tall man tilted the weapon down a little. Jon tensed, pushing off on his right foot and throwing himself at the taller form. A sharp gunshot was muffled as his shoulder burst into a burning pain. 

 He jumped forward with a start, slamming his head on the coffee table before he opened his eyes to find the entire room laid on it’s side. Jon rolled back to face the ceiling as the pain throbbed in his forehead and needles of burning steel gouged his shoulder. After a few minutes he pushed himself up numbly. 

 Kathrine’s cheek twitched a little under the small gauze pad Jon had taped on before he had laid down. Even with the travel blanket draped over her body she seemed cold, frail. . . Almost innocent. He shrugged out of his coat and laid it over her with his good hand.

 Mid day sunlight poured in through the windows, painting a little path of yellow-orange light to the bathroom. When Jon turned the corner he recoiled at something that could have been his reflection. Dark circles pitted his bloodshot eyes over a bruise on his left cheek while a river of blackish blood ran down his left side, frozen at the source; a now tattered hole below his collar bone.

 He turned slightly, barely holding back a load of bile when he saw the completely shredded piece of his shoulder. He saw his reflection go pale when he probed at the wound with a shaking finger.

 The coagulated blood smelled faintly of roadkill and the vomit still working it’s way up his throat as he tugged at the frayed strips of cloth in and around the wound. Trying to move his left arm he stifled a scream before letting it fall back. After a few minutes and several more attempts he gave up.

 Searching the kitchen for a pair of scissors he began cutting the shirt off around the wound. The wet, sticky sound the cloth made as he pulled it off his chest almost made him sick, he gagged over the sink when he fully exposed the bright red mass that should have been his deltoid. Thick tendrils of red discolored flesh snaked down across his chest and bicep, tangling around his muscles. 

 All at once the sound of a door opening and the jingling of keys caught his attention as Hazel popped the front door open, a bag in one hand and coffee in the other. She looked up pushing the door closed before she narrowed her eyes, watching him with widened eyes. 

 Jon sighed when the short woman tossed her bag to the side, all but running to the bathroom as she tried to slip out of her jacket. 

 For a second neither of them spoke. Hazel looked him up and down, stopping when she saw the patch of cotton holding on with bloody fingers. “Oh Jon. . .” Her brow furrowed while she came around his back and bit her lower lip. “Oh God.” She took several breaths. “When did this happen?”
 “I told you-“
 “You didn’t say it was this bad!” She swallowed, taking another series of short breaths. “Jesus God Almighty-“ 
 “Run some water or get out.” Jon leaned forward, bracing his right hand on the counter. Hazel stood on her toes as he started pulling the strip of fabric off his chest, pulling it back until she grabbed his hand. “Back off!”

 “Wait.” She held his hand for a moment before she started up the hot water. After another second she exhaled and pushed the shower curtain back. “Sit down and don’t touch anything. . .”
 He sighed, all of a sudden realizing how sore his legs were. The tightness subsided a little when Hazel returned with several towels and a large plastic suitcase box labeled First Aid.
 After laying the towels down she kneeled down, digging in the suitcase for a pair of gloves. “What about that burn on your back?”
 “Don’t worry about it.” He tensed when the pain in his shoulder flared up.

 Hazel looked up and grabbed his right arm, inspecting the little trench before she released him and started checking his shoulder. “I think- I think it went through.” She poked around the hole between his shoulder blade and the muscle of his shoulder. A second later she inspected the entry wound, looking up she laid her left hand on his neck. “Now Jon. . .”

 Jon struggled not to say anything as the woman watched him intently, the fake concern and fear in her eyes couldn’t quite make it’s way into her matter of fact voice, but somehow seemed to fall flat when she reached down and held up a brown plastic bottle. “Aw fuck me-“
 “We have to clean this out. If we don’t you could die-“ She looked down in her kit before grabbing a thick roll of wrapping gauze. “I want you to be strong for me okay? I-“

 “Hazel?”
 “What?”
 Jon swallowed, taking the gauze from her with a shaking hand. When she closed the door his adrenaline flooded through despite the long, slow breaths he was trying to swallow. “Where’s Jose Conseqo when you need him, huh?”
 She smiled just a little as she took a handful of water and spread it over the wound. After a few times she started pulling the shirt off with a wet slop. Exposing the dark pit of blood and dried, tattered flesh sent another sharp down Jon’s body as Hazel looked back, coughing. “Okay Jon. Just take a deep breath.” She nodded at the gauze roll and scooped up the hydrogen peroxide. “And bite down on that.”

 The smells of bacon, eggs and pancakes all danced through Jon’s mouth as he tried to nudge Kat awake. The sizzling pop of the bacon kept drawing him, teasing the hard edged aches deep in his stomach. After nearly ten minutes he finally gave up.

 Hazel flipped an omelet over in one pan while the bacon crackled in another. “Ham and cheddar, right?” 

 “Um, yeah.” Jon stood up slowly, straining his neck against the medical tape that held the thick, stained, gauze to his shoulder. “Didn’t think you remembered.”
 She smiled and shrugged. “Jon?”
 “Yeah?”
 “What happened out there?”
 He ran a hand through his hair as he sat down in front of a stacked plate. “Um. . .”
 “Tell me the truth.”
 “I dunno.”
 Her face flickered with a touch of anger before she poured a glass of orange juice. “Were you involved in that shootout on Rio?” 
 “No?”

 “You sure?”
 “Yeah.” Jon tried not to gag as he crammed the food down his throat, stopping just long enough to take a breath. Only when he glanced up to see Hazel leaned against the counter with a horrified expression did he finally stop. “Uh-“
 She crossed her arms. “When was your last meal?”
 “Maybe a week?”
 Again her face crunched up before she pushed off and started fixing another plate. “Don’t eat so fast.”

 “Sorry.” Jon stared down at the little flowers on the plate, almost finding his voice after he tore off a piece of pancake. “Um, we got shot at. Went to the cops, almost got arrested. Hid while Sam’s place got tossed. Then there’s the woman-“
 “Woman?”
 “Yeah, short, real muscular. . . Armed to the teeth.”
 After a few minutes and two more plates Jon leaned back and let out a long, deep sigh. “I don’t get it.”
 “What about Sam?” Hazel sat down with a steaming cup of coffee, her voice barely above a whisper. “Why do they want Kathrine?”
 “Dunno.”
 “Jon-“
 “We were trying to survive out there! We almost got killed! I-“ He forced his eyes closed and took a deep breath. “Sorry.”
 “No, I understand. . . Jon, there was a fight by-“
 “Look-“ He bit his tongue. “Can this wait? Please?”
 “I just need to know what I’m dealing with, okay? To do that I need your help.” The woman tensed slightly, her slow, deliberate tone made Jon want to ask for a lollipop- He shook his head.

 “What the fuck?” He bit harder on his tongue. “I’m not stupid. You don’t have to treat me like-“
 “Sorry.”
 “Okay, look. The short woman, these guys- and this one dude. They want Kat, dunno why. Don’t care. Um Melissa is. . . Jon sighed inwardly when Hazel’s expression changed, softening into a drawn frown. “Mel, we dunno- she was shot-“
 “Stop.” She held her hand up. “So what about the belt?”
 “Dunno.”
 “Kat know about any of this?”
 “No.”
 “So she says.”
 “Hey. She doesn’t know shit!” He hadn’t realize his voice was raised until Hazel put both her hands up. “She’s just as scared- shitless like us.” Finally he forced himself back in the chair. “She’s in the dark too.”
 Hazel watched him as if she expected him to squirm or back away. After a couple minutes she set her hand off to the side and cocked her head back just a little. “Okay, so what’s your plan? Where you gonna go? What-“
 “Find Mel.” Sam croaked. 

 Jon looked up to see his sister holding herself up against the cherry wallpaper. Her half tank top waived slightly when she took a step forward. Only then did he notice the thick gauze wrap around her lower ribcage. At the same instant Jon glanced at Hazel and felt the air around them tense as the two women looked at each other. 

 Sam’s features softened slightly before she looked down and the floor and turned away, starting toward the bathroom. 
 Hazel looked up at Jon before taking a long sip of coffee. “So you think Kat’s story is true?”

 “It isn’t a story. I was there.”
 Her brow furrowed. “How long do you think you’ll need?”
 “Dunno.” Jon leaned his head back and took a breath. The sharp scent of hydrogen peroxide tugged at his nose while he tried to find his voice. “We need to find Melissa. We’re gonna need to keep an eye on Sam too, I think her ribs are broken.”
 “She’s in a hospital.”
 Hazel sighed, her cup clinked in the still air before she got up. Jon looked up to see her dump her coffee in the sink and nod at the stack of pancakes. “Help yourself.”
 “Thanks. . .” Sam tensed. “She’s in a hospital, I dunno which one- She stopped in mid stride and looked at Jon. Her soft features hardened just a little. “What happened? Where is she?!”
 “Christ- She’s alive, how the hell should I know?”
 “What happened!?” She lunged at him, just slow enough for Jon to back out of her reach.”
 “Chill.” He held up his hands. “She’s alive-“
 “So what happened?” Hazel locked eyes with him as she grabbed Sam’s shoulder as though holding back a rabid bulldog.

 The two stared at him, cold yet hopeful expressions that seemed to be hiding something. Jon let out a deep sigh when he finally realized what it was. Blame.

* * * *

 Kathrine climbed up through the fading evening light to the top of the plywood work bench. The lofty scent of cut pine cradled other scents of gun oil and even shaved metal. Reaching her hand up she felt the solid cool weight of a gun- Lisa had brought it over a few minutes ago, she had said something about a light trigger pull but Kat couldn’t remember exactly. 

 She pulled the slide back slowly, trying to remember how her father had told her to work the release. She flipped the large lever at the back of the slide only to be rewarded with a loud, metallic click. Kat stared at the Ruger, trying to use both hands to hold the slide back and get it to let go. She didn’t have her father’s strength, if she did it’d only be a split second-

 “Kathy, put it down sweetheart-“
 Bam!

 All at once Kathrine opened her eyes to the pitiful, bloody stench of wet bricks, urine and garbage rotting in the pale blue moonlight. The soft reflection from the damp buildings held in the stench, causing it to funnel toward the man in front of her doubled over, vomiting out thick streams of blood.

 When she saw the dark blue trench coat and backpack she felt her heart sink. “Jon-“ She reached a hand out only to have the main recoil and backup. “What’s wrong?“ She took a step forward and tripped over something. Instantly her body chilled when she saw the older man’s flannel shirt and blue nylon vest.

 “Murderer.” A rough voice rolled from behind, though it could have been Kathrine’s the masculine sound she didn’t recognize until she dropped the Ruger. 

 Getting to her feet she never saw the motion, but felt her head slam into the mossy wall. Her features stared back at her from atop a flowing purple robe that seemed to absorb the light around it. The thing growled deep like some junkyard mutt who had just gotten hold of a steak. Kat swallowed when her mouth began watering.

 The thing grabbed Kat’s shoulder as she tried to squirm, pushing her head to the side it pulled her forward and in a split second the world exploded into a deep bone jarring; the sound of flesh being torn. Kat screamed out flailing against the thing’s head, trying to bat it away as sharp teeth tore into her flesh. Again she cried out when she felt warm fluid dribble down her collar bone-

 Suddenly she was staring at Jon’s bare back, lit on all sides by the flickering light of a muted TV. Panic shot through her when the pain in her shoulder continued to throb, even the scent of blood and sharp, stinging bite of antiseptic couldn’t cure the muddled fog that drowned her thoughts. Even staring at the postcard sized swath of burned skin on the man’s left side couldn’t bring her any closer to a voice- 
 She managed to look down, swallowing when she saw his coat and an off yellow blanket covering her. When she glanced over Jon ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “S-“ She tried, getting the first shattered breath through her lips. A bitter pain burrowed through her stomach. Kat tried to force herself to roll over, almost a minute later she managed to pull herself closer to the edge, to wrap her arms around Jon’s stomach. Absently she felt him jump before he stroked her hair back. 

 “Hey. . .”
 “H- Hun-“ She took a deep breath. “Hungry-“
 The man’s warm, gentle fingers grazed her forehead as she tried to pull herself off the couch. Even at the awkward angle she could see their pictures on the TV, underlined by a scrolling marquee that read “Terror alert.”
 Kat felt her heart drop into her stomach; only mildly satisfying. 
 She pulled tighter, trying to leverage her weight with Jon’s help. After a second his shaking hand cradled her to the back of the couch where he smiled just a little before pulling her against him.

 Kathrine could barely feel his hands slide down her back, almost as if all her nerves had died or suddenly gone comatose. She could barely feel her voice as she tried to hold her head up. “Hungry.”
 “Hmm?”
 “Hun-“ She took a sharp breath and forced her lips to his ear. “Hungry!” 
 All at once the man hugged her tighter and kissed her cheek. “Okay, just lay down. What do you want?”
 Kat didn’t feel, so much as hear her body slam against the couch cushions. Suddenly her voice came out in a drawn howl that made Jon wince visibly. “Food.”
 “Okay.” He leaned in and pulled the covers up to her neck. “Just relax.” 
 Kathrine felt herself drift in and out, absently watching the news flicker between stories. She watched the time in the corner jump several minutes at a time, when she finally let her eyes close she mumbled it to herself, trying to anchor her mind. “4:38.”

 When something warm touched her chin she could barely tug her eyelids up, and only after a large hand wrapped around and pulled her forward could she actually focus. Jon’s well cut muscles surprised her slightly. She felt something stir, familiar and comforting- She recognized the feeling when he held a small piece of bread to her mouth. She had felt it at his apartment when Melissa had chased her into the bedroom and- 

 “Here, take a bite.” His voice was soft and patient.
 Kathrine tried a slow nibble only to find it a full bite that almost snapped on Jon’s fingers. When he looked at her she could tell she should have been ashamed but until she had finished the pair of ham sandwiches. She didn’t feel anything. Even then all that was left was the numbing exhaustion and floating disorientation, as if she was sitting there beside herself. 

 “More?”
 She nodded.

 Two hours later Kathrine was sitting up watching the TV silently pour out the morning news as she sipped from her milk. Jon ran his hand through her hair when Hazel came around the corner brushing her hair. Kat barely heard him sigh.

 When she stopped in mid stride Kat glanced up to see Hazel’s stupefied expression painted with the glow of early morning sunlight. “Jeez.”
 “Um sorry. I’ll pay for-“ Jon trailed off when the woman dug in the cupboard and pulled out a can of Folgers with an obvious sigh of relief. 
 “Are you two satisfied?” She glanced at them from in front of the overloaded trashcan, picking up an empty hotdog package before she eyes Kathrine. IN the muted light she could easily make out the concerned expression that slowly made Kat feel more guilty than she had all morning. She opened her mouth to say something but stopped. “Hope you like leftovers.”
 “I’m sorry-“
 “When Sam wakes up have her call me okay?” She started fixing a pot of coffee before she ran her brush through her hair again. “I’ve gotta open but I’ll be back later tonight.” 

 “H- Hazel?” Kat struggled with her parched throat. Despite the full, content feeling in her stomach she couldn’t help but feel empty when the short woman looked at her. “I’m sorry.”
 “Don’t worry about it. Just leave something for Sam.”
 “I have some mon- money.”
 “Save it.” She shook her head. “Okay, Jon?”
 “Yeah?” He sat up slowly from where he had been laying. Kat winced when she caught another scent of the sharp antibiotic stuff he had slathered over his shoulder. 

 “Change your bandages in a couple hours, when Sam gets up you two can take the spare room. She’ll sleep in my room.” After a second she pulled her hair back and brought a rubber band to it. “If these ‘Order’ are looking for you guys you’ll need a plan, get started on it okay?”
 “Yeah. . . Um, thank you.”
 She just nodded as she filled up her coffee mug. “Gather up your laundry and put it in a bag. Anything that’s. . .” She watched him for a second. “Put the rest in a double trash bag.” 
 “Can do.”
 Hazel eyed Kat for a moment, en-route to the door she slung her brush under her arm.

 “Hazel-“ Kat barely managed. “Thank you.”
 “Just remember what you promised me.” 
 She couldn’t breath but found just enough to nod before the woman slipped out and locked the door behind her.

 Kathrine leaned in closer to the mirror, pulling her hair back as she had a dozen times before. Craning her neck slightly she winced, staring at the deep black bruise and brilliant red teeth marks on her shoulder. Even braced against the cool counter she felt herself shaking, the questions ran through her mind, unanswered despite her every attempt. She shook her head finally and grabbed her shirt. Dreams- Power of the mind, psychosomatic maybe? 

 She shook her head slightly, one of her professors had told her the mind had a nearly limitless ability to produce effects on the body but- No, she had slept on it wrong, gouged it on the arm of the couch or something. . .

 “Doubt it.”

 Kat jumped.

 Samantha looked over her shoulder as Kat approached the dining room, across from her Jon looked up with a shallow grin that faded when Sam turned back. “Feel better?”
 “Much.” Kat stretched a little, enjoying the crisp cotton as it rolled over her skin. “What’s up?”
 “We’ll start with Gould.” Sam fussed over a list, ignoring Kathrine until she took a seat at the end of the table. 

 “Sam.”
 “This isn’t a conversation. This is what’s gonna happen.” 

 Kathrine tried to keep her movements silent as she took in the names of several hospitals, most of them misspelled or abbreviated. One she almost recognized.

 “Or we could find Leandrea and-“
 “No.” 
 “Then we go to the hospitals.”
 “Yeah, and get admitted for this shit, huh?” He rubbed at his limp shoulder. “What happened to your ribs anyway?”

 Sam looked at Kat, locking gazes before she adjusted her dirty tank top. “They want you.”

 “Who?”
 “Don’t act like-“
 “Sam. . .”
 “They’ll find you, and when they kill you I’m gonna-“
 “Hey! Sam!” Jon slapped his hand on the table when Sam didn’t look away he grabbed her shoulder. “Enough. We gotta get our shit together if we’re gonna-“
 The woman opened her mouth to say something. 

 “H- He’s right.”
 “Who the fuck asked you?”
 Kat tried to shrink away when the woman stood up, almost close enough to grab her neck- both of them jumped when Jon pulled his pistol from his pocket, laid it on the table and kept his finger on the trigger guard. “J-“
 “Leave her alone Sam.” The dark, hard brown eyes watched the women for a split second before a sharp click of the deadbolt releasing got him to his feet. He inhaled sharply, pointing the weapon at the front door. Kat glanced back to see Hazel slip in a moment later.

 Hazel’s eyes widened as she slammed the door shut behind her. For a few seconds the only movement was Jon’s shaking hand but eventually that gave way to his sharp, defeated sigh. “Sorry-“
 “You didn’t! You said you-“
 “We had to defend ourselves. . .” 
 The short woman ran her hands though her hair before she slapped her temples with the palm of her hands. “You brought a gun into my home. My home!” 
 “Guns.” Jon’s matter of fact tone completely betrayed the thick scents of fear and anger.

 After a second she raised her hand, almost shouting an unintelligible cry before she turned and locked the door. “Have you killed anyone with them?” Kat felt her veins go cold when Jon and Sam looked at one another. Hazel turned sharply. “I asked a question.”
 “Ah.” Sam fidgeted slightly. “We don’t wanna talk about it.”
 “Tough. Now.” The short woman leaned forward slightly.”
 “You know what? We had to do something, okay? We had to defend ourselves.”
 “They’re cops.”
 “Th- They tried to-“ Kat swallowed and pointed at Jon’s shoulder.

 “They weren’t cops.”

 “Yeah they were.” 
 “You shouldn’t-“
 Jon stood up, slamming his gun down as Hazel backed up just a little. “J- Jon-“
 Sam watched carefully before she swallowed. “Just relax, bro.”
 “Okay, look. You know what we did? We ran, know what they did? Tell ya what! Wasn’t a fucking choice!” He exhaled, taking a step back. We’re fucked. If we didn’t have these, we’d be dead right now. . .”

 Hazel watched hi with a veiled horror that instantly melted into a disgusted pity when Jon reached under the couch and pulled out the large shotgun. 

 “Jesus.” 
 “Sorry momma- Hazel.” Sam swallowed.

 “Is it loaded?”
 “No.”
 “Gimmie the- the, um. The stuff.”
 “Don’t have any.” He tossed the weapon on the couch. “We need your help.”
 “On?”
 “Help me convince Sam she’s bat shit crazy.” He smiled a vaulted, weary grin.
 Kathrine cringed when no one made a move. The heavy tension in the air didn’t fade for several beats until Jon ejected the magazine from the Glock and pulled the slide back to pop the ‘hot’ round out. After a second he looked down at the silver cased round. Placing it on the table carefully he looked at Kat.

 The hollow stare he used to fix her sent a shrill cry raging through her head as if he was literally able to read her every fear and question. She shuttered involuntarily. 

 “We havin fun?” He tossed the gun on the table and started for the bedroom.

 Kat stared for a moment, still not entirely sure of what had happened. When Sam let out a shallow sigh she glanced over to see the woman stand up, run her hand through her hair and bunch the deep stained cupboard.  Kat flinched when he did it again.

 “Hey!” 
 “F-“ Sam grunted and caught herself on the counter.”
 “What was that all about?” Kat almost jumped out of her seat when Hazel touched her shoulder.

 “I- Don’t know. . .” She glanced up to see the uncertain frown that seemed to smudge her otherwise motherly features. At some level she almost heard her own mother’s voice. “Sorry-“ 

 “Give him space.” Sam turned and propped herself up on the counter before she ran a hand through her hair again. “He’ll be alright in a few- Fuck, I dunno. Weeks?”
 “We don’t have- that much time. . . What’s wrong-“ Kathrine exhaled.

 “Family thing.” A muscle tensed in her jaw.

 “Sammy. . .”
 She glanced up. “That’s not fair.”
 Hazel tugged at Kat’s arm. “Go check on him sweetie.” 
 “Leave him.”

 Kathrine pulled herself up as Hazel made a move to stop Sam. She could make out the muffled grunts and- sobs from half way through the hall. Each padded step she took tightened the cold knot in the base of her throat. 

 The soft, whispering argument Sam and Hazel carried out vanished when Kat rapped her fingers on the hollow door. She leaned in slightly to hear Jon take a deep breath, barely whispering. “What?”
 “Can I come in?”
 He sighed, sharper this time. A second passed.

 And another.

 “Jon-“
 She barely heard him clear his throat before he whispered. “Yeah. . .”

 Kathrine took a long drag of air through her nose, feeling the uncertainty of the cold knob in her hand. The feral spark in the man’s eyes still haunted her as she glanced at the faux wood grain cabinet.

 When had he changed so thoroughly? When she was asleep? Or maybe when they were in the basement- Kat shook it off, he hadn’t changed at all. It was just exhaustion. . . 
 “Then there’s that little festering GUNSHOT WOUND.”
 “Shut up.” Kat swallowed, forcing herself in a second later. The stench of rotting tissue on the edge of the tub, his left arm oozing a small stream of blood down his bare chest. After a second she started digging in the cabinet under the sink, still not sure she actually saw his expression. “Jon-“
 “I’m fine.” He glanced at her out of his peripheral vision and only then could she see the trickle of dripping tears clinging his dirty cheek.

 Kat grabbed a towel and started for his shoulder. When he batted her hand away she started again, almost six times before he actually grabbed her arm and looked up at her. The tension made her wince, though not nearly as much as the deep, vaulted fear that hid behind his wide brown eyes. Only when she winced again did recognition set in, like it had been held back by some demon-

 “Sorry.”
 “Let me-“ She peeled back the edge of the gauze that was barely holding on, save for the coagulated blood that ringed the bulging mass of tissue. “Holy crap.”
 Jon watched her with a held breath, not completely acknowledging her as she patted the blood off his body and began cleaning closer to the wound. When she got closer she barely felt his breath on her cheek. “You’re beautiful.”
 “Jon? Are you light headed?” She held the towel to his shoulder as she opened the medicine cabinet and started looking for some tape.

 “No why?” He sounded focused, awake- Why was he so. . . Distracted.
 “Hold this.” Kat put his hand on the towel. When he let it fall away she repeated the process. “Come on Jon. I need your help-“

 “No you don’t.” His eyes narrowed and all of a sudden she saw something different in his eyes. Anger, shame, hatred. She knew the emotions instantly, she could almost see herself in the mirror before he grabbed the towel and threw it at the door. “You don’t need a fucking thing from me.”
 “Jon?” Kat swallowed when he stood up, taking a shaky step toward her, her breathed in.

 “You need something else. . .” He paused. “Maybe some- Some toothpaste!” 
 “He’s lost it.”
 “Just sit down-“
 “You can do so much with toothpaste, ever eat-“
 “Jon!” Kat grabbed him, feeling the hot sticky warmth slide between her fingers even as he cried out and buckled. “Sorry- Just, just sit down and breathe-“
 “Like, ow.” He laughed.

 Kathrine couldn’t help but cringe.

 She watched the trickle of evening commuters make their way down the street from the large three pane window built into the side of the ‘guest room’. The room had been a condo at one time or another, the windows took up almost the entire side of the wall overlooking the rest of the city- it might have been beautiful if it wasn’t so terrifying. The queen sized bed snuggled up in the corner opposite the walk in closet, though the bathroom had been walled off the whole effect made her think of her San Diego apartment.

 “Where’s the milk crate?”

 “Yeah? So what?”
 Jon laid his forehead against the back of her head, his slow breathing faltered slightly when she rubbed his knee. It’d taken a couple hours to actually get him to surrender, and almost half that to clean out the wound and get a new bandage on. Somehow feeling both his arms around her felt hollow. Not just the sour apple infected fear scent but the shaking uncertainty that ebbed away at his thin grasp on reality. 

 “Are you going to tell him or what? He’s so far gone he probably wouldn’t remember anyway. . .”
 Kat sighed as the man pulled his large hand back, brushing her hair carefully with his fingers. Slowly he parted her hair, massaging her scalp with his fingers as his breath tickled the base of her neck. “Mmm.”
 Slowly she sunk against his chest, feeling his heart beat against her back. The warmth of his body cradled her, giving life, hope, to the desires she was still hiding from somewhere in her mind.

 “Hiding? Right. If it you didn’t have that cross holding you up you’d be finger deep in yourself-“
 “Shh.”
 “That rosary is only so long. . . Plenty of slack to hang yourself with-“
 “I said shush.” Kat let out a sigh when a trickle of energy made her shutter, rolling down her spine it saturated her nerves with a warmth only to glide back up when Jon’s fingers grazed the base of her skull. After a couple more beats she felt something vibrating at the back of her throat, even when she leaned her head back the sensation deepened a little.

 An instant later Jon tensed, his hand still cradling her head.

 “Hmm?”
 “Hey, guess what.”

 “Uh-“
 Kat swallowed and opened her eyes. “What?” All at once the vibration stopped when she leaned forward and looked back. “Are you alright?”
 He stared at her with a sidelong grin, fading slightly when he nodded. “That’s cool. . .”
 “What?”
 He shook his head.

 “Right.” Kat wrung her sweaty hands. “Are you um. . . Thirsty?”
 After a moment he nodded, when she got up he swallowed. “I like it.”
 “What?” She fidgeted slightly when the man looked her up and down. The expression was lucid but somehow distracted and- gone. 
 “It’ll be okay, I won’t tell.” He nodded before turning his attention to the window that painted his features with the orange glow of streetlight and passing cars. He scanned the streets slowly, maybe remembering how long ago they were out there- 
 “Told you so, he’s out there. Total space case.”
 Kat spun on her heel, silently trying to remember some of the conversations she had with some psychology students. Hadn’t they said something about mood shifts after traumatic events?

 Hazel looked up from the couch, passively watching her like a security guard in grand central station maybe-

 “He okay?”
 “I think so. . .”
 Sam looked back from her seat at the table, now covered with phone books. “You fucking him?”
 “Whoa.” 

 “Sam.” Hazel glanced at her.

 “Answer me.”
 “N- No.” She tried not to seem intimidated as she got closer to the kitchen, close enough to see the burning rage in her dark rimmed green eyes. “I-“
 “Would you?”
 Kat inhaled deeply. “Sam, we-“
 “What happened to Melissa?”
 “I-“
 “Where is she?!” Sam jumped up.

 “I don’t know.” Kat hung her head, absently wiping her tears. “I’m sorry.”
 “Why did you leave her?”
 For an instant she almost backed up. The presence of Sam’s breath running down her forehead didn’t help any. “S- She was hurt.” When the woman’s breathing didn’t change she sighed. “We were being chased. We made sure the- the police helped her. . .”

 “Know what you did? You gave my brother, my-“ She paused. “You’re gonna help me find her. Then we’re gonna trade.”
 “Sammy.”
 “No, fuck that-“
 Kat turned sharply, barely able to hold back her tears as she filled a glass. She ducked away as Hazel started toward them; past the TV that displayed her picture and into the deep shadows where Jon simply stared out the window, vacant, unseeing. The months, years, of faded dreams and now hopeless please all came out at once. She never remembered falling asleep. Just the streams of tears. 
 Nothing but tears. . .
 

* * * *

 “What the hell are you thinking?” Hazel narrowed her eyes, over her shoulder Sam watched Kat slip into the other room. She clenched her teeth when Hazel pointed at her. “Answer me.”
 “Fu-“ 
 “Not in my home, girl.”

 Sam stared for a moment. The short woman’s grimace fell away when she took a deep breath and rubbed a hand over her face. “Sorry. But she got us involved-“
 “He needs her.”
 “No, he doesn’t. She’s the reason-“
 “I-“
 “Will you stop that!” Sam tried to keep herself from shouting. “Leandrea does that shit too. Drives me nuts. . .”
 Hazel watched her for a moment, glancing down at the phone books sprawled out over the table. “Which is it, Melissa or Leandrea?”
 “Huh?”
 She looked up. Patiently waiting as the light slowly dawned on Sam. “Um, M- Melissa is. . . Leandrea is the one that wants Kat.”
 “How old is she?” The short woman shifted, crossing her arms as she leaned against he counter. “Melissa.” 

 “Thirty eight.”
 “Pretty?”
 Sam swallowed. “Not as much as you.”
 Hazel let out a sharp laugh; completely humorless. “How long have you been together?”
 “Does it matter?”
 “Only if you wanna stay here. . .”

 A heavy weight suddenly clamped down on Sam’s chest as her breathing became sharper, harder to force. “That’s not fair.”

 “Neither is waking up alone, pouring months of time searching for someone you care about, wondering if they’re lying in a ditch somewhere or being raped- Don’t tell me what’s not fair.”
 “T- T- Two years.”
 “That wasn’t hard now was it?” She bent down and looked up to meet Sam’s eyes. “So what did you do for the other six? Hmm?”
 “You don’t wanna hear it.”
 “I checked the shelters.”
 “Slept on the streets. . .”
 “The missions-“
 “Worked at a catering place. They fed me.” Sam looked away.
 “I told you we’d be set.”
 “You had a future.”

 “So did you.”
 Sam snorted. “As your charity case, huh? Gimmie a job and a bed-“
 “You know it wasn’t like that.” There wasn’t any anger, just a low sadness. “I don’t mean to bring this up but- How many times had you put in applications around town? If you had gotten your GED-“
 “If, if, if. Know what? Fuck ifs. I’d never be like you.” She didn’t fully realize she was even looking at Hazel until the woman pursed her lips with an uncertain frown. “I’m not strong, smart- I can’t be like you!”
 “I’m not asking you to.” She put her hands on Sam’s arms. “Listen to me. . . You’re a good woman, I still remember the things we did- Remember the birthday party?” She paused to glanced sideways just a little the way she did whenever she was trying to find the right words. “You don’t deserve this. But you gotta stand up, you have to be-“
 “Momma.”
 She tensed.
 “Didn’t think so.” Sam broke her grip before she started toward the bedroom. 
 “Sammy?”
 “What?”
 She never heard Hazel’s socks patter against the plush carpet until her slender arm wrapped around hers. Turning on the light and closing the door she pulled out a small photo album from under the bed. “I don’t suppose you’d believe me if I told you I still have the pictures from your last birthday-“ She glanced up. “Our last one.”

 “So?”
 She frowned and began flipping pages. After a moment she stopped at a picture of Sam holding a pitcher of beer in either hand, little tendrils of moisture dribbled down her shirt, exposing her mid section where a full head of brown hair looked up at her. “Remember-“
 Sam’s face washed with heat.

 Hazel grinned.
 “Who the hell took that?” Sam had to hide her grin, absently the memory of the arcade washed over her. Though blurred by time and her first real beer buzz she managed to piece it together.

 “Remember Maggie?”
 “Uh-“
 “Mark’s sister.”
 “Oh the nerdy guy?”
 “Yeah.” She kept flipping through the pages. Several images of the restaurant being built up, of birthday parties that had apparently been thrown by her employees- All of them looked sad, even through Hazel’s forced smile. Sam felt a knot in her gut every time she flipped the page- until she saw a man in a suit. Tall, thin but somehow he seemed- Handsome wasn’t the word, kind of like a Ken doll that hadn’t been finished.

 “Who’s that?”
 “He’s uh. . . Ken.” She swallowed, skipping a block of pages.
 “Boyfriend?” 
 After a second she shrugged with a soured expression. “I guess. More like a living sex toy. Does big business deals for some tech company downtown. 

 “Sorry. . .”
 “So have you decided what you’re gonna do?”
 Sam tensed when she looked up, surprised by the resolution in her deep brown eyes. How many times had she lost herself in them? Not nearly enough. “I’m so sorry. She barely managed to whisper. 

 “Sam. Does she mean a lot to you?”
 “I- I, um-“ She nodded.

 “What have you got so far?”
 “Hospitals, I know she’s in a hospital.” She dug the list of numbers out of her pocket. “Gonna call them tomorrow.”
 “Not from here.”
 “Huh?”
 “There’s a payphone down the street.”

 “Okay.”
 “What bout Kat?”
 “This guy says he’ll give us Mel for Kat. . . But this girl that works for him says he’ll give me Mel for Leandrea.”

 Hazel stared at her for a second, narrowed her eyes as she studied her and sighed. “Sam. . .”
 “What would you do?”
 “Jon needs a doctor. The wound is deep, I think he might need to get it amputated.”
 “N- No, we can’t.”
 “Just keep it in mind.” She swallowed and then Sam saw the Mask. “Figure it out quick.”
 “What would-“
 “I can’t make your choices for you.” She got up. 

 When Sam grabbed her hand they watched each other until Sam wrapped her hands around Hazel’s. After a full minute Hazel exhaled and turned off the light. In the darkness Sam could hear the plastic click of the radio followed by the steady drum of some classical song- 
 As she adjusted herself to the soft, warm bed, she felt Hazel drape her arm over Sam’s chest and sigh. If she closed her eyes hard enough and wished bad enough she could almost pretend life was back to normal. All she’d have to do was make herself believe it. . . Yeah.
 Sam made her way up the staircase, the throbbing in her side gave way to the loud plodding of her heavy boots as she tried to did her key out of the skin tight jeans. They had been tight eight years ago, now they were just obscene- that was the word. Obscene. 
 And the wedgie. She cringed.

 The day had been spent making plans that would probably go no where but felt good at the same time. She had direction now. She had purpose. . . Of the dozen clinics and three hospitals she hadn’t come up with anything but she had a plan. It’d be easy to get Jon to go along with it- Then they’d be rid of the Irish tramp. And safe, and warm, maybe even happy.

 Hazel jumped up when Sam slid in and shut the door. “Sorry.”
 “It was the coat.”
 “I feel like a flasher.” She slipped out of the heavy coat and sat down, unzipping her boots before she glanced up. The TV carried on with an old movie she barely recognized- “Casablanca?”
 “Yeah.”
 Sam tugged her jeans a couple times as she settled in. “Got hold of a few hospitals.”
 “Good.” The Mask was still in place.
 “Jon come out?”
 “Yeah. He wants me to buy you guys ammo.” She leaned back in her robe, stretching her legs on the coffee table. “What do you need?”
 “Uh. Forty Caliber.”
 “Okay.”
 “Thanks.”
 “Decide yet?”
 “Yeah.”
 “Good.”

 The silence lingered as the rest of the movie played out. Sam hadn’t remembered half of the story, only Hazel’s jagged voice and the despair of their future. . . Only when the woman was getting on the plane did it really sink in that just maybe they’d see an ending like it. Leandrea would take her off in to the sunset with- A beautiful friendship? Nah.
 Hazel looked over and snickered.

 “What?”
 “I’ve got a couple pair of shorts. . .”
 “Really?” 

 Samantha leaned back in the chair across from Hazel, drawing the pen over the phonebook map. “We can take I-5 to the border and cross at night.” She nodded thoughtfully before she circled a little piece of 430. “There’s a rest stop here, we’re gonna wait for Leandrea there.”
 “What?”
 “I’m gonna call that guy and leave a message for Leandrea. He’ll pick up Kat or her. Either way. . .”
 “That’s. . . Kindda mean don’t you think?”

 “This isn’t our fight. Besides he says we can vanish- the case will get swept under the rug and we’ll be okay. We can come back in a couple years-“
 “Jon’s not gonna let you do that.” She shook her head.
 “He won’t have a choice. We’re gonna get out when Leandrea and the guy show up.” 

 Hazel sat back and pursed her lips. For the longest time Sam was sure she was going to say something. The words were at the edge of her mouth but she just turned away. 
 “Hey. We never asked-“
 “Neither did she.”
 Sam leaned back and rubbed her temples. “So what should I do?”
 She just stared.

 “What?!” 
 Hazel propped her head up on her hands and sighed. “Don’t do this to him Sam. . . He might not recover.”
 “Then what? What should I do-“
 “Maybe Leandrea will help you find Melissa.”
 “She wants Kat too.”
 The short woman folded her arms over her chest, letting out a long drawn breath with an obviously pained expression lighting her eyes. “Sam. Maybe you should-“ She swallowed. “Maybe you should let her go. . .”
 The fuck?

After a moment she swallowed. “Sometimes it’s for the best.”
 “No, no way-“
 “Think about it.” Hazel sighed again before she got up and fixed some coffee. “It hurts. Like you wouldn’t believe, but the alternative is killing Jon so you can be happy.”
 “I-“ Sam watched the woman’s back for an eternity, taking a deep breath. “I said I was sorry?”
 “Sometimes you have to understand things will change, whether you want them to or not. The only thing you can do is adjust to it. . .”
 “Does it ever get easier?” Samantha pulled back and got up. 

 “No.” The hollow reply came in an instant. The woman didn’t have a chance to turn before Sam wrapped her arms around her. The faint dampness of fresh tears pattered against her wrist for a couple minutes as Sam rocked her side to side gently.

 “I’m so sorry momma. I never meant to hurt you-“
 Hazel turned slowly, wrapped her arms around Sam and buried her face in Sam’s chest. The pain was incredible but only a pale imitation of the woman in her arms. How could she have left like that- No it was for the best, the best thing she could have done. . . 
 Absently she wondered how many times she’d have to tell herself that before she would come to believe it.

  
 The warmth of a familiar, barely clothed body grazed Sam’s left side. Warm brown hair blocked her view of the door but she found herself unwilling to move, she had to get up and finish off her list but the safety and warmth of- She forced herself to pull Hazel’s arm from around her shoulder.

 Hazel stirred slightly when Sam got out of bed and pulled the covers up. She stole a quick glance at herself in the bathroom mirror, grabbing her wadded up jeans before slipping them on over her shorts on the way to the kitchen.

 She stopped herself when she heard Kat laughing softly. The sound was almost whimsical, if it hadn’t been from her it might have been cute. “Yeah, there. The guide rod- Yep.”
 Sam tensed before she almost jumped around the corner, feeling the soft velvet of her pants brush her legs and somewhat started to see Jon wiping the now disassembled Glock.

 He looked up at her with a soft, absent grin, nodding as Kat turned back to the sizzling bacon. “Morning.”
 “Morning.” Sam watched him as he stretched out slowly and pulled his left arm up to the table. No sign of pain. . . “How ya feeling?”
 “Good actually.” He nodded. His eyes were clear and aware but the grin didn’t fade when he dropped the slide by accident. He reached down to pick it up as casually as someone finding a dollar- Sam shuttered. 

 “Would you like some?” Kat glanced over her shoulder.

 “No, thanks.” Sam shook her head, starting up some coffee she caught a faint musty smell, below the sizzling pig fat and oil- The smell of sex. “You didn’t-“
 Kat looked at her with wide eyes.

 “Hey sis.”
 “You fucked him didn’t you?”
 “Here we go. . .” Jon rolled his eyes.
 “Go is right- What the hell are you thinking!?”
 Kat bit her lip before she glanced at the pan. “Um. . .”
 “Hey Sam. Just chill okay?” 
 “He’s a kid!”
 “Oh goddamnit-“
 Kat backed up. “Sam-“
 “You-“
 “Will you shut up?” Jon slammed the weapon down. “Don’t like it? Tough shit, I do.” He snickered just a little.
 “She’s an adult-“
 “Yeah, yeah. I still love her-“
 “She’s using you-“

 Kat shook her head. “Never.”
 “Don’t be a bitch Sam.”
 “At least I’m not fucking my teacher!” Sam glanced up to see Hazel rounding the corner, yawning.

 Jon stood up slowly, when he spoke his voice was strong but not entirely angry. “I don’t even wanna hear it from you, tuna breath.”
 Hazel looked at him, blinked. After another second she busted up laughing. In a few seconds there wasn’t a dry eye in the room.

 “I’m sorry but there hasn’t been anyone admitted with that name.”
 “Thanks. . .” Sam slammed the phone down, taking a quick glance around. Under the soft light of the booth she could barely make out the lines of cars in the low hanging moonlight. Her coat was warm and comforting in the wake of the cold reality surrounding her in all directions.

 Night was supposed to be when the predators came out but she hadn’t seen any sign of Leandrea. Just the three stooges at the end of the street. They were probably Jon’s age- dressed to impress in their baggy pants and bandanas.

 Sam had to laugh when one of them grabbed his crotch. Funny how threats changed to so much useless worry when there was a gun within arm’s reach. She waved to the kids before starting back toward the apartment. 

 The only number she had left to call was the man had given her; she’d call him after they got ready to leave. Then she’d- They’d all wait for Leandrea to show up. Then she’d take Mel to Mexico. . . Jon got Kat, she got Mel- Everyone would win.
 Emerging on Baker street a car slipped by and Sam rotated her neck to track it. They were gonna be alright. Everything was gonna be okay. She had solved it- She did something right. She deserved a smile.

 Getting to the apartment she took another look around, save for a single car parked a ways up the street everything was the way she had left it. There was a little tingling sensation on the back of her neck when she got to the top of the stairs, but it was just part of her perfect planning- Excitement. That’s all.
 Her smile didn’t fade as she adjusted to the light. A pair of silhouettes moved in the kitchen, lit by the glow of the microwave. Jon had his hands wrapped around Kat’s lower back. The long shirt she was wearing just barely stopped above her mid thigh.
 Sam caught her breath when she saw the thick stripe tattoos that climbed down her muscular legs. Her feminine curves rolled slightly when she looked back toward the rear of the kitchen. Her milky skin made Sam’s cheeks flush just a bit as she roamed the sight again. 

 Jon looked at her for a second.

 “Nice.” Sam mouthed, thought she was sure he couldn’t see her it made her feel better. He had found someone, and she was gonna be reunited with Mel soon. Life was gonna be okay.
 She kissed Hazel’s forehead before she laid down carefully. “Everything is gonna be okay. . .” She grinned to the ceiling as she started to yawn. 

* * * *

 The grey wolf sat patiently next to Jon, both of them overlooking the rolling hills that had served as a graveyard not long ago. There were no markers, just the pristine aqua grass carpet and slate blue sky. A soft breeze ruffled the grass, carrying with it a hint of pine.

 Jon sat forward slightly, taking in a long breath of fresh air. “This is nice. . .”
 The wolf’s ears perked up a little before she started walking forward.

 “So did you wake me up in the alley?” He leaned forward enough to get to his feet, following slowly.

 “You’ve done well pup.”
 “Tell that to-“
 “He’ll learn.” She stopped and cocked her head sideways. Jon followed her gaze to a row of trees at the farthest reaches of the horizon. A squat figure watched him silently, his blood stained nylon vest and flannel shirt stood out against the shadows. Jon forced himself to look away when the man pointed at him. 

 “Damnit.”
 “This won’t become easier. Unless you accept your actions, it can only build from your experiences. It only will.” She turned to look up at him, her ice blue eyes deepened sharply. After a moment she sat down.

 “Only will? What, it’s gonna get worse?” He pursed his lips and spread his arms out.” What, no sand? No burning flesh-“ Instantly he swallowed back on his voice as he fully realized what he was saying. How had he trivialized his parents- He swallowed again. “It’s not over is it?”
 “Only when you want it to be.”
 He sat down slowly. “What’s that mean?”
 She shook her head. “Your pack is at odds, you refuse your responsibility-“
 “I got other-“

 “Distractions.”
 “But that guy was. . . He was gonna kill her.”
 She nodded without a word.

 “So- So what?” 

 The wolf stared. For what could have been eternity until she started. . . Purring. A deep throated vibration that reverberated through his ear, settling deep in his heart and slowly pulling his mind toward new scents. Smells of coconut shampoo, antibiotics, something faintly resembling sweat, probably the mattress- 
 Jon opened his eyes slowly to a gently warmth, he glanced down to see Kat’s leg draped over his legs, her arm over his chest, pulling him closer to her. She kept pulling at him, tensing and releasing in time to whatever dream was playing out behind her closed eyes. Her hair, shiny and warm, obscured her features, framing them within a surreal slat of light that lit her soft skin with something resembling- Beauty, absolute perfection. . .

 Kat tensed slightly, her snore- no, no it was a purr. She was purring. Her slow breathing changed the pitch just slightly like a wave rolling in to shore only to fall back into a deep, endless sea. Jon smiled softly and brushed her hair back with his left hand; the pain was worth it. As he lay watching the woman sleep he felt her body shudder against him, tapering off into a deeper snore- purr. 
 Before he fully realized what had happened her eyes burst open, giving way to an emerald ocean. He could almost imagine sitting on her beach watching the sun fade off in the horizon, turning a bright orange in the otherwise green sky. . .

 “Jon?”
 “Yeah?” He caught his breath when he saw her flawless cheeks redden as her purr dropped off. She pulled in a little and nuzzled his cheek.

 She stopped sharply, glanced down and smiled a warm genuine grin. Her hair fell down to block out the glow of sunlight, instead it slipped through several strands, painting her features with a gentle, almost ethereal luminance. 

 “God, you’re beautiful.”
 She nuzzled him again before she laid her head down next to his neck. “I love you Jonathan.”
 The hours slipped by in shallow breaths that carried with them the dreams, hopes and desires that neither of them could vocalize. The fear was there, burning between them with a powerful uncertainty- The future.

 Would she leave him when she got what she wanted? Not if she never got it. . . She’d be with him until he gave her too much, all he’d have to do-
 “Jon?”
 “Hmm?”

 “Are you feeling better?”
 “Yeah. . .”
 She kissed his neck, murmuring something before she took a deep sniff and lapped at a tendon in his neck. The sandpaper feeling made him shudder. She snickered and hissed him. “Good.”
 “You?”
 “Mmhmm.” After a moment she pulled back and took another sniff.
 “Whatchya doin?” He pulled her closer.

 “You smell- Really, really. Good.”
 “If you’re getting high I’m gonna hafta charge ya.” 

 Her features reddened a little more. “Um-“
 “Do that again. . . The purr thing.”
 She tensed sharply, her eyes widening. After a second she drew her limbs back. 
 “Hey, hey no- No, I like it.”
 Kat bit her lower lip before she glanced up at the door. “Lets get something to eat.”
 Jon stared at her as she drew back entirely and jumped off the bed. She kept glancing back while Jon forced himself up, alone. Her gaze darted back and forth from him to the door. He filed the information away- trying to remember what other things Beth had put him through that had been similar. “Kat.”
 “Um, bacon?”
 “Yeah sure.” He watched her prop the door open, expecting her to jump out. Anything to get away. He swallowed when she helped him up and draped his arm over her shoulder. “Thanks.”
 When they slid through the door Hazel looked up with a weary expression. When Jon met her eyes there was a sudden, deep concern echoing in her eyes. Slowly as they approached the kitchen her expression grew more thoughtful- like someone preparing to deliver the eulogy at a stranger’s funeral.

 Kat sat him down patiently before she glanced at Hazel, wiped her hands together and started softly. “Hazel, would you mind if I um. . .”
 “Hmm?” She set her coffee down. 

 “I mean, I don’t want to impose but Jon’s hungry and-“
 “Sure, one condition.” 

 “Alright.”
 “Answers. Who are the Order of the Earth Purifiers.”

 Kathrine’s brow creased slightly, her soft skin flushed as she bit her lip. “I don’t know.”
 “Why do they want you?”
 “Um.” She tensed. “I-“
 “We got something. Melissa gave us this paper. . . Get it Kat.” He shook his head. “Please.” Jon watched her shrink away from Hazel before she jogged of and returned with the neatly folded sheet. “Sam got it from the plywood factory.”

 Hazel read it over carefully, after a long pause she looked up with a more grim expression. “Okay, so have you tried to find this Jacqueline? Or Hayden?”
 “We had other things to take care of” Jon leaned back in his chair a little as Kat crossed her arms as though cradling some invisible weight- Their future. He almost couldn’t help but let his eyes roam over her body. Her T-shirt strained just a tiny bit against the outline of her bra, the curves of her profile drew in slightly to the elastic band of her baggy sweat pants that just barely defined the outside of her butt. Absently he grinned as he continued down to where it would matter a little more- Maybe. If what he’d already seen of her body held true, her thighs would be pure, feminine- 

 “Jon?” Kat was watching him with wide eyes that only accented her blazing red cheeks.

 “Yeah?”
 The uncomfortable silence stretched out for a moment while Hazel folded up the message and handed it back. It took a second for Kat to register when Hazel tapped at her shoulder. Her face stayed painted bright red, almost blending in to her hair color. Finally she took it and glanced back at Jon. “P- Pervert.” 

 He had to smile. “What? You never look at art before?”
 “Um-“
 “That what she is to you?” Hazel took a sip.
 “Partly.”
 Kat stirred slightly as they both watched her, glancing back at the door to the bedroom she bit her lip.

 “That’s not right. She isn’t a Barbie doll.”
 “I know.” Jon saw her glance at him out of his peripheral vision. Though he couldn’t make out her expression exactly he figured it was probably something he could live without. “I love her.” He met her gaze. “I’d die for her.”
 “Don’t say that Jon.” Kat sounded more like she was crying with her words. The sound was strangely comforting.

 “Just don’t take her for granted. She’s more than a pair of-“
 “I know Hazel.”


 Sam watched them over her orange juice with a sullen, deflated expression that echoed in her barely auditable whisper. “Salt please.”
 Even watching Kat nervously glance between Sam and Hazel Jon couldn’t help but want to say something. The constantly shifting looks and sidelong glances were stifling, as if they very air they breathed was ready to turn on them- Finally Jon grabbed a piece of his pancake and winged it at Sam who simply stared at him. “Boy this is fun, next thing you know I’m gonna have a astigmatism.”
 Kat glanced at him and drew her lips back in a faint smile. “Um, an astigmatism is an eye thing.”
 “So?”
 “I’m gonna see if I can get a hold of Mike. Then some of the hospitals. . .” Sam looked down at her place for a moment. Her expression softened just a little as she pushed her bacon in her eggs. 
 “Why?”
 “Why? Because-“ 
 “Chill.” Jon held up a hand and tensed. “Just relax sis.”
 After a moment and a reassuring nod she picked up her plate. “I talked to Avery when I was with Leandrea. He said he saw you guys. . .”
 Kat nudged him after Sam stared at him for a bit. “Yeah. We ran into him.”
 “So. . . You wanna talk about it?”
 “No.”
 “Jon.” Kat and Sam started. They both looked at each other.

 “No. We got other things to worry about. We need to organize.” 
 “He’s right.” Hazel laid her hands out. “You’ve got issues but right now your future is important. God forbid the cops come busting in but what happens when you leave?”
 “Thank you.” He inclined his head to regard her. “We should lay out our stuff. See what we’ve got.” 
 “Pocket lint not withstanding. . .”
 Jon snickered despite Sam’s steel stare. “Yeah, but then-“
 “This isn’t some goddamned Boy scout weekend-“
 “Sam, calm down. I’m not in the mood to deal with your temper. You’re an adult, act like it.” 

 Sam stared at him harder, the dumbfounded expression seeped through despite her obviously forced calm. Hazel pursed her lips in to a tight line before she looked at him. “She’s an adult. Respect her like one.”
 “She started it. . .” He trailed off when Kat tugged at him, shaking her head. “Whatever.”
 “I’m gonna call Mike. I’ll be back in a little bit. If I’m not back in half an hour, call him and stay put.”
 “Nice plan.”
 She nodded, scooping up her coat on the way to the door. She stopped sharply before looking over her shoulder. “I love you bro.”
 “Love you too sis. Be careful.” With a little grin she disappeared in to the hall. Turning to Hazel’s steady gaze he dug in his pocket and tossed his money on the table. “We need supplies.”
 “Like?” She became more impassive.
 “Food, bandages, ammo.”

 Hazel shifted.
 “Forty caliber and twelve gauge. Antibiotics and high energy non perishable stuff. Like Power Bars and shit- Sorry.”
 Kathrine sighed deeply before she leaned forward on the table and ran a hand through her long, deep sea of hair- Then she looked at him with a weary stare.

 “What?” He ran his fingers up her spine, just below her shoulder blades. 
 Hazel tensed. “I love you like you’re my little brother Jon, but I’m not gonna buy you that stuff so you can kill someone.” She leaned back. “I’ll get you the rest of the stuff. Save your money.”
 Kat turned to her. “Thank you, thank you for everything-“
 Hazel waved her off. “Look. He obviously cares about you, whether you appreciate that or not. There’s someone up there watching you, and he knows everything you do and everything you don’t. . . If you’re not willing to tell Jon, even Sam what you know; I think we both know where that would lead, right?”
 She nodded quietly.
 “She’s a Catholic.” Jon said absently as if the words would shield her from Hazel’s gaze.

 “Like I said. You get your affairs in order, if you need something let me know.” 
 

 Jon tugged at the small first aid kit, liberating it from the heap of stuff piled up in the center of the bedroom. Kathrine finished laying her backpack out next to her supplies before helping Jon with his. “Fucking useless-“
 “What?” Kat skidded away when Jon tossed the first aid kit against the wall. She stared at him with a cautious support that hadn’t stopped since Hazel’s comment. No matter what he said or did she let him lean on her, even physically. As if Hazel had turned some kind of switch that made her almost- Motherly?”
 The friend Kathrine Rikes was probably buried under the need for survival, but maybe she was gone for good. All that was left was a- An avatar of motherly qualities, no. Wife qualities. Was that it? His mother had been that way after his parents had reaffirmed their vows- but she’d never turned back supposedly.

 Looking at the beautiful woman, watching her graceful movements as she laid out the stained clothes, worn by age and deep stains that brought with them a twinge of guilt. She deserved better than this, she needed her own life, even if it didn’t include him. . . “I’m sorry.”
 “What’s wrong?” She looked up.
 “I- What changed?”
 “A lot.”
 “I mean with you. . .”
 She tilted her head slightly. “I don’t get it.”
 “You, you changed. Remember when we were at the park playing hide and seek?” 
 “Of course.” Her face lit up a little as she climbed over the neatly separated clothes to take a seat beside him. “And the pool hall?”
 “Yeah. What happened to that?”
 “Um- Are you okay?”
 “Yeah. But I mean-“ Jon took a breath and brought his arm around her. “Do you really wanna do this?”
 “I don’t see where we have a choice.”
 “I mean us.”
 She frowned then pulled her head back slightly. “I love you Jon. I have since I met you. . .”
 “Yeah?”
 “Yes.”
 “So what aren’t you telling me?”
 Her eyes went wide. After a moment Kat looked down at the carpet, wiping her hands in her sweats. For just a second she looked up at him, her large green eyes glistened in the muted sunlight before the first tears began to slide down her cheeks. “I-“ She bit her lip.

 “Go on.”
 “I love you.” A thin tendril of blood ran down her lip as she backed up slightly and drew her legs to her chest. Staring in to the woman’s shaking eyes, several emotions crossed between them, almost alien yet somehow completely familiar. Shame, that was it- Not some fear laden hope for the future but an honest terror of something maybe gone by.

 In the split second it appeared it buried itself deep in Jon’s memory, a host of possibilities fell off at the same breath; any chance for a solid answer or for some kind of understanding-

 “I love you too Kat, that’s why I’m asking. If there’s something, you know. . . I don’t care if you did something wrong-“
 “N- No.”
 “So what is it? I’ll help you, I told you that.” Jon watched her for what felt like eternity, her features tensed and released with her breathing before she took a deep breath and buried her head in her hands. 

 He slid up beside her and brought his arms around her carefully. “Hey, hey relax. . .” The words felt hollow as Kat grabbed him, desperately sobbing into his chest she trembled before all but falling into his lap. “It’s okay.” Jon leaned back and stroked her hair, absently listening to her sobs as he tried to piece together the information he had. Maybe she was a dealer. . .
 The rumble of distant thunder rattled the massive windows while wind whistled through a small crack at the base of the frame. Jon glanced up to see the moon staring down at him from over the edge of the small headboard. 
 He flexed his left hand slowly despite the pain it had felt good to be using it. After they had taken account of their clothes and items Kat had suggested moving the bed under the window. Now after having slept most of the afternoon away. The only thing he could really do was lay and wince, occasionally picking up the sound of a car going by or what when Sam had come back- The silence was maddening.

 “Jon?” Kat whispered just above an auditable breath.

 “Hmm?”
 After a long, agonizing pause she pulsed herself closer, close enough to smell the soft soapy scent that disguised the fear seeping through her eyes. In the reflected luminance of a traffic light her eyes took on the same soft orange tone before she leaned in and nuzzled him. Kissing his earlobe she tensed, swallowed and silently watched him. Letting out a sigh she took another nuzzle. “After mom died, dad. . . Lost it. I mean he and I both fell apart.” She cringed. “He stopped caring. About anything.”
 Jon forced his left hand up to hold her hand, surprised when she met him half way and intertwined her fingers. “That must’ve been hard.”
 “He started drinking. All the time. . . He tried to forget but the collectors- they remembered. I tried to help.” Her voice became more frail, almost pleading. “I got a paper route and after school I’d go work at this coffee house but it didn’t- and he, he couldn’t even get up in the morning. . .” Kat trailed off, shuddering gently.
 “I did everything I could to keep anyone from finding out, put on a smile. Lied when someone asked why my father wasn’t around, why I couldn’t come out and play- It hurt so much to come home and find him sitting there listening to mom’s jewelry box. You could see the tears but. . .” After a moment she tensed her grip as if asking permission to continue. When Jon managed a weak reply she took a sharp breath. “I couldn’t stop crying, I tried to cook- but I couldn’t do it like mom could. Even when I’d get up my pillow was soaked but; but I didn’t remember falling asleep. . .”
 Jon nodded silently, brining his arm over her shoulder to cradle her body as it cringed against him.
 “One day I met this man. He helped me so much; introduced me to God. Taught me about how there was a plan for each of us.” Kathrine tightened her grip, accenting the slowly growing warmth in her voice. “He helped me find strength when I was at my lowest, when the landlord evicted us, when he had no place to stay. . . When my grades went through the floor.

 “Father McAthen, Ron, gave us a place to stay before we moved into a real apartment. But even though the Church found us some food donations- clothes too. It never got better but we scraped by with just enough to buy soap and milk, most of the time. . .
 “I got a job at a bank when I was seventeen, lied about my age and got a teller’s position but when I graduated Ron was trying so hard to get me to go to college- But that wasn’t fair, I had a job that paid the bills.”

 Jon watched the woman, tightening his grip on her hand as possibilities ran themselves through his mind, the differences in their age struck him square when he fully went through what he had heard. Of the fated hops and forgotten objections he couldn’t quite remember why, or where he had completely let go of that fact. But so what?

 The soul- Her soul was older; aged by the same torment and uncertainty he knew. He couldn’t help but pull her closer. 

 “I- I tried so hard, made so many promises. I told him I’d never leave, I’d always be there. . . But he gave me a reason to break my promise- If I stayed I would have become just like him.” She cringed as though her body had told her she was lying to herself. “Father McAthen promised he’d look after my father- made me swear to get an education but I couldn’t concentrate, I had to move down town to- To forget a little so I could think- That’s horrible. . .”

 “No it isn’t.”
 She tensed and looked up. “I tried, I spent my entire life trying to find answers for questions I didn’t even know how to ask. My parents were supportive, regardless of our differences. They were always there, they had accepted me for what I was- But without them I felt powerless. I had times where I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t. . .

 “When I finally had my bachelors’ degree in education but there wasn’t anything available so I got a factory job but they went overseas three months later so I moved out here again.” She took a breath.” I had it planned. All of it. I’d find a job, get a place and bring my father out here. . .” Kat shuttered. “I haven’t seen him since and I’m too afraid to go back. I think if I do we’d be stuck like that- but now there’s someone else. . .” Her hand tightened slightly when she took a shallow breath. 
 “I want you to meet him Jon, we could go together. It wouldn’t be easy but we could make it. . .” After a long breath she looked up, her lower lip trembling to matcher her suddenly sweaty, quivering palm. “Jon? Can you please accept me? Can you make it not matter. . . Can- Can you make me strong?”
 “Anything.” 
 Light reflected bright orange as Kathrine pulled against him, erasing the distance with a shallow breath. “Would you make it okay? C- Could you live with the knowledge that I’m some. . . Thing?”

 Jon inhaled, pulling the woman tighter, fighting every breath that begged questions and understanding. “Kathrine, I love you.”
 “I love you too Jon, but there’s so much you don’t know.” She bit down harder on her lip. “I- I was born different, I don’t know what the hell it is- I am, why I’m like this. . . Why I’m not normal.” She cringed and sobbed gently.

 “Kat-“ Jon’s voice backed up when a rough tongue grated across his, surrounded by the chilled breath of fear that sealed itself between them with the salty taste of tears. When she pulled back he licked his lips, memorizing the tastes while she slid into a slow quiver.

 “I want to remember this forever, no matter what comes next.” Kat brought her cheek against his, a soft trail of moisture lubricating their skin and making it slightly easier to feel the muscles in her jaw tense tight enough to hear her teeth grind together. When she finally spoke her heart almost thudded against his ribs, reflecting the tight fear of her whisper. “I’m- I was born some kind of freak. . .

 “No, you-“
 “These.” She pointed at her eyes. “The stripes, the. . .” Kat grabbed him, forcing her tongue into his mouth with an unnerving strength that betrayed the gentleness she used to explore his mouth. Taking his breath in steady strokes of a sandpaper feeling Jon shuttered. In another blink it was gone, leaving a hot sensation on the end of his tongue.

 “Kat-“
 “Jon. . . God this hurts.” She took another sharp breath before she cringed. “Jon-“
 “It’s okay, calm down- Kat it’s. . .” He trailed off when she grabbed his right hand and pulled it down her side to sop just above her pelvis.
 “J- Just don’t forget. I love you. Please?” She closed her eyes, drew in a breath, pulling his hand down the outside of her thigh- stopping when something warm and cylindrical was under his palm as though a snake had- He tensed slightly, guiding his finger up to where the thing curled back up under her sweats like it was attached; to her back? The woman drew a sharp sigh before her hand tensed. “I- I was born like-“ She tightened her grip when Jon slid his hand lower, following the thick warmth to where it curved under her thigh and around her calf.

 What. The. Hell.

 “I’m sorry. . . I’m so sorry.”
 “C-“ Jon couldn’t quite find breath in the haze of questions, each one clawed desperately for some understanding but they all came out in a low croak. “C- Can I see?”
 Hours melted against one another as Kathrine silently mouthed her please for understanding, for acceptance, for forgiveness. After another second she looked up, releasing his hand with a shallow breath before she tensed. “Please- Please don’t forget-“ Her body tensed again when she pulled his hand up to the waistband of her pants and slid her hand to the other side, tugging gently she closed her eyes and turned away as if expecting him- to beat her?

 When the ambient light of the streets exposed the smooth milky skin of her lower back, the thick stripe tattoo and obviously tense muscles Jon grinned just a tiny bit. Maybe she had somehow thought she was- His body froze solid when her hand slid lower to reveal a thick- appendage. Almost the side around as his fist, the thing slid down into the darkness of her sweats but slowly  came to light as she- it uncoiled it from her leg. The same dove white skin tone sheathed the thing only to be interrupted by a series of thick stripes alternating down the length. . . Oh my God.
 When she pulled her sweats down lower and laid the thing -tail. She had a fucking tail- over his leg straight down. It was probably four feet long- it shouldn’t have been at all. The eternal silence that lingered between them went unbroken until Jon caught himself taking a breath, still staring, unable to fully understand what he was seeing.

 Kathrine Rikes. She was a living, thinking- friend. She had heard him out. Held him close and now. . . Now what? Jon continued to watch as she shifted slightly, pulling her sweats down and off- The well carved muscles of her over tensed thighs and calves sat painted by the same orange-blue light that danced off the thick stripes which clung to outside of her legs, up the side of her butt and lower back, only to disappear under her shirt. . .

 Jon sat up slightly, forcing his body to move despite the rigor mortis sensation that burrowed deep in his body. Kathrine looked up with her large, tear soaked eyes only to turn away when she seemed to see his expression. An instant later she was moving to roll off the bed. “No.” Jon barely heard himself whisper before he brought his arms around her lower back. For the rest of a breathless forever they stared at one another, completely lost and trembling against one another.

 Jonathan traced his finger down the lower ridges of her spine, feeling the subtle ridges and valleys noticeable bones that made up her tail- he jerked his hand back when Kathrine sighed sharply. “Does that hurt?”
 She shook her head slightly, wrapping her arms around his torso she cringed. “I’m so sorry.” 
 “Don’t be. . .” He watched her breathe slowly, balancing the fragile hopes of some unseen future on the broken dreams of the past. The woman, Kathrine Rikes was there to told the scales tight- as a friend and companion, where she always had been. . . Where she always would be. There’d be no loneliness, no fear; just the beautiful- woman. Just her. . . “I love you.”

 Jon stood outside of an old Circle K convince store, fidgeting a couple quarters into the payphone despite the heavy, howling wind. His coat twisted back and forth sending jagged blades of pain through his shoulder as he pounded out Avery’s number. The long walk from Hazel’s apartment had done little to calm the questions but it gave him some time to reflect and focus, even absently comparing their lives he had found a strange, settling calm that he let warm his body as the low mechanical chime was interrupted by a computerized female voice. “To leave a message for-“ The voice changed to Avery’s. “Michael Avery.” Then back. “Please press one. To-“
 Jon poked the keypad, rehearsing his lines while watching the empty street. “Hello. If you don’t know who this is you’ve got more problems then we do. Look, there’s this group of people trying to Kill Kathrine. Sam says they’re some kind of like- ethnic cleansing group or something. . . But they wanna kill her because- she’s. . . She’s different. She isn’t- well she is human but she’s not- It’s complicated. 

 “We’re okay for right now but don’t believe the shit you see on TV. It’s all bullshit, we- you were there! Crazy bitch with the machinegun almost killed us- Anyway. Watch your back man. See what you can find on a woman called Leandrea. . .

 “There’s this dude too, like my height. Brown hair and eyes, has a trench coat and some baggy ass jeans- I dunno if the tie into this yet but-“
 “To review your message, press one-“
 Jon hung up.

 Plodding up the dim staircase Jon sighed, the image of Kathrine’s semi-naked body kept running through his mind. Her runner’s legs curbed and blended under the light accented by the thick stripes that only served to define her muscles- Jon didn’t quite realize he was grinning until he caught his reflection on Hazel’s door knob.

 After a moment he took a breath, she had been sleeping when he left. Her tear stained features had been softened as she drifted off- As though her ‘confession’ lifted some kind of weight- or maybe just shifted it.

 He had given her one of his shirts when she tried to get her sweats back. The memory hung thick in his mind; her soft grin lit by the velvet-blue moonlight made him smile as she curled up and allowed her tail to twitch and swirl on the bright blue comforter. As he slid the key in he ran over the image again, imagining how he’d draw it out. Unique. . . Perfect. . . His?

 Jon slid in a second later to see Kat’s head peeking out of the bedroom, when he closed the door her features washed with relief. An instant later she slipped out, her long, muscular legs carrying her as her tail swayed behind before she wrapped her arms around him- Only then could he feel her tears warm his cheek. “Hey, hey- you alright?”
 “Thank you. . .” She pulled him tighter, wrapping the thick, inhuman appendage around his leg. 

 “What’s up?” Jon brought his hand around her, stroking her back even as the first remnants of Kathrine’s sigh tickled his ear.

 “I- I thought you left- I. . .” She trailed off and took a sharp breath when he slid his hand a hair lower to the small, defined bones of her- tail. “I. I- I. . .”
 “I’d never leave you.”
 She slid back a little, meeting his eyes with an uncertain expression. The moment trailed of in silence that faded into a shallow purr when Kathrine jumped forward, cradling his head as her rough, deep tongue probed and explored his mouth. Jon tried to return the attention despite the numbing sensation creeping up his leg, barely able to catch his breath he stroked her lower back again.

 The minutes ran together in a bright, endless stream of warm sensations- her fingers on his back, the breathless passion she used to pull him tight and the muted purring moan as he stroked the base of her tail. . . When he pulled back she took a breath as her purr deepened, a split second later he tugged her toward the bedroom.

 For a brief, endless moment nothing mattered. The flawless reality of genuine love erasing the world, the pain and the disappointment- all of it wore a beautiful porcelain face weight bright green eyes and sharp cheekbones.

 “J- Jon?” She tilted her head down as he closed the door behind him.

 He grinned, dropping off his coat before sliding his hand over hers and guiding her to the bed. She yelped slightly when he took a step forward, pulling her tail with him by accident- “Sorry. . .”

 She let out a breath when she let go of his leg. 
 “Was calling Avery.” He began, pulling off his boots. “Didn’t mean to upset you but. . .” He turned to her and smiled. “Maybe I should step out more though.” 
 She fidgeted a little before pulling the shirt down as she sat down. “Sorry, I. . . I was scared.”
 “Hey, I told you.” He pulled her closer, meeting her lips gently. After a long breath he felt her body melt against him before he pushed against her, slowly guiding her to the comforter. He kissed her neck. “I’ll always be there for you.”
 Her purr reverberated against his lips, lost to a deep sigh when he edged down the soft cotton shirt. He glanced up, smiling a little as he kissed down her collar-bone and between her breasts. Her body arched to meet him while he continued down her sternum, though quivering and maybe giving off just a little bit of the fear that held her eyes when she looked down at him. 
 She let out a soft sigh when he kissed her inner thigh, just for a moment nothing mattered, nothing would until they were away from the city but- Jon pushed the thought aside. Tonight would be theirs. . .

 Jon laid back against the headboard, watching Kathrine sleep curled up against his leg. Her long hair fell over her face when she stirred a little, the long shimmering purple robe she was wearing shifted slightly, reflecting some of the rumpled comforter. Jon smiled absently, watching her begin stretching out slowly. The night’s events played out while he imagined her body going slack like a rubber band after being stretched to it’s outer limits.

 He couldn’t quite remember entirely but he was sure she’d been a virgin- Though maybe not surprising it still unnerved him. The warmth and compassion still clung to his mind, a complete contrast to the roughness that Beth had flat out demanded. There was no pressure, just a warm- liberating, love.

 When Jon stroked Kathrine’s blonde highlighted hair, her eyes shot open before clamping shut. She wiped her face and rubbed her temples before rolling over and sitting up. Her voice carried a slightly hardened quality that he hadn’t ever heard. “My head. . .”

 “Are you alright?”
 She looked back with wide eyes, the puzzled expression she wore faded when she looked him up and down. “Talk about yourrr mind fuck.” She tensed, looking down as though her mouth was acting independently. “That wass sso worth it. . .” Kathrine turned to look up at him, her robe reflecting a distorted image of him as she climbed over the comforter to a seat on his lap. “Ssix of them. Did you noticce?” After a moment she grinned. “Guesss sso. . . Beth wouldn’t like yourrr. . . Imagination.” Her voice elongated the last bit of the word in a way that made Jon smile. “But what about Ssam?”
 “What about her?” Jon slid his hands up her back; the sensation was different, as though he was holding something solid but without mass, maybe like a balloon. “I love you.”
 Kathrine smiled a wide, carnal grin. Her exadurated canines made him wince slightly when she leaned in, her ice cold breath reflected from his cheeks even when she grazed it and kissed his neck. Pausing she glanced up. “We’rrre going to have ssome fun, you and I. . .”
 “Oh?” Jon stroked her back, closing his eyes while Kathrine sucked on his neck. The sensation was like someone holding an ice cube to the area but somehow felt refreshing. “Like what?”
 “Mmm. . .”
 The woman’s soft murmur rode through the tender embrace of sleep, pulling him with it until he absently lifted his arm to find it pinned by something warm. 

 The warmth slowly came to wrap around him, around his leg, over his pelvis and chest- opening his eyes revealed the endless field of brilliant shining red hair and taught muscles of Kathrine’s beautifully exposed body. Flawless except for the red colored bruise just above her collar bone, had he done that? 

 Her purr resounded through them as she tightened her tail’s grip on his leg and brought him closer. The sensation of her body pressed so tightly made him smile but could do little to hide his physical reaction. 

 In the next breath she was kissing him gently, stroking back his short hair as her rough tongue explored his mouth. Tracing the outline of her body with his fingers while she pulled him closer he couldn’t help but stroke her tail. She shied away a little. “I love you. He managed to whisper around her tongue. 

 “Mmhmm.”
 Nearly an hour later they lay silently watching one another as they had since she had wrapped her legs around him and actually cradled his body with hers. Without a movement or sound they related their lives, futures, hopes and dreams. How they’d never be apart or turn each other away- how life was perfect. . .

 “Hungry?” Kathrine licked his lips softly.

 “Hmm?”
 “Are you hungry?”
 “Kind of. . .”
 “I’m starving. . .” She looked down as if realizing what she said. “I- I mean. . . This is nice but- How about I fix us breakfast?”
 Jon forced himself to blink. “Uh, okay. Sure. . .” He never felt the movement coming but did when she kissed him deeply and sprung up out of the bed, leaving him in their cold sweat.

 Kathrine grabbed his shirt and sweats, stalling to look over her shoulder before swallowing. Her cheeks took on a cherry red tint as she wrapped her tail around her leg, tightening it’s grip she slid her leg into her pants with a little cringe when she brought the waistband up.
 “You okay?” Jon sat up slowly.

 “Um. . . Yeah, yeah. Great actually.” She bit her lip before sliding his shirt on. “Just a little sensitive, always has been.” After a moment she spun on her heel, dived on to the bed and kissed him.

 The faint scent of mixed sweat mingled between them when Kathrine pushed against him, holding his head gingerly as she took a seat on his lap. Her purr started deep in her own throat before gently riding up her tongue to meet Jon’s. “Mmhmm. . .”
 Jon pulled her a little closer, wrapping his arms around her despite the pain. “I love you.”
 “I love you too.” Kathrine pulled her hair back a little, smiling to reveal a pair of slightly elongated canines. The vibrant emerald of her eyes sparkled in the same instant as her purr deepened even more. “What do you want?”
 “Really want me to answer that?” Jon grinned a little.

 “Mmm. . . Maybe, but I don’t-“ Her eyes widened. “Oh you pervert!” 
 “Oh?”
 Kathrine glanced both ways, closed her eyes and smiled again. “My head is swimming.” Leaning her forehead against his she lapped at his lips. “Eggs? Ham? Bacon?”
 “How ‘bout just you?” 
 “Mmm? Okay, after food. Er- Oh forget it.”
 Jon watched her sway just a little, side to side as her purr carried between them. When she finally opened her eyes the smile she wore brightened to an almost blinding beauty. After another long, deep kiss she hopped back to a shaky stand. They watched each other for a moment before her gaze roamed down Jon’s body, her eyes went a bit wider before she swallowed. “What?” Jon leaned forward.

 “I didn’t-“ She looked him in the eyes. “I didn’t realize you were that- Um, big?” Her face washed red entirely before she took an awkward step toward the door. After a second she braced herself against the wall and started toward the living room. “Cereal okay?”
 “Yeah, sure. You okay?”
 “Oh yeah.” She smiled, opening the door before she looked back with a hollow, distracted smile. She crossed her legs and sighed. “Just kind of- Kind of itches I guess? You um-“ She cleared her throat. “Thank you.”
 Jon pursed his lips. “Uh, yeah. . .” 
 Kathrine slid through the open door, peeked her head in and giggled- a soft, almost whimsical sound.

 Jon sat forward a little with a sigh. Images of the night ran rampant as he gathered up his jeans. The smells, sensations. . . He’d never seen Kathrine’s body glean with sweat before, never felt her heart hammering against his chest or- he smiled absently, remembering as her body arched against him when she let out a trussed moan. . . Life is good. . . 
 Jon tripped over his backpack, spilling out several folded up clothes and the light Glock he had wrapped up to clean. He scooped up the weapon after a couple attempts and started toward the door.

 Stepping into the living room a blur of motion caught his attention before something warm pushed against his side, slamming into the carpet he caught a little of Kathrine’s cheerful voice before a stabbing pain wracked his arm. “Surprise!”
 “You know. . .” Jon tried to push himself up despite her firm hand on his chest. “If my arm didn’t hurt-“
 “Oh, I- oh crap, Jon I’m so sorry!” She hugged him tight. “Sorry, sorry, sorry!”
 “Don’t worry about it. Hey, can you show me how to clean that?” He pointed at the weapon.

 “Yeah.” Kathrine sat up after a minute, helping Jon up before she bounced off to the fridge and started digging out some eggs.

 “You high?” Jon chuckled as she pulled out a package of bacon.

 “Hmm?”
 “You.”
 “Maybe. . . I like it though.” She crunched up her mouth and bit down on her lip. “I love you.”
 “You’re-“ Jon sat the weapon on the table and grabbed a glass of orange juice. “I love you too.”
 The minutes slid by as Kathrine hummed a tune to the sizzling bacon. Jon held her close, his hands flat against her stomach while she swayed a little. After a few minutes he felt something push against his leg, glancing down he smiled, watching as her tail twitched side to side as though seeking out something. “You know, this is kindda nice.” He pushed back to feel her jump a little. “Does that hurt?”

 “Surprised me. . .” She glanced over her shoulder and kissed him. “Mmm. So grab your gun and lets take it apart. . .”

 Samantha watched him with tears in her eyes, streaking down her bright red cheeks; unlike Hazel’s, they weren’t tears of laughter.

 “Uh. Sorry.” Jon tried to keep a straight face despite Kathrine and Hazel who were practically leaning against each other. “Sorry, that was outta line. . .” 
 “No, that was damn funny.” Hazel wiped her face. “Tuna breath. Oh god, my sides.” 
 Sam turned away slowly, Jon managed to stop her before she had ducked in the bathroom. “Sam, I’m sorry.”
 “Fuck off. Take that whore and-“
 “Sam, I get it. I know what they want, I see why these ‘Order’ people wanna-“
 She glanced up at him with a slow, hurt expression. “They have Mel. . .”
 Jon tried not to speak when Sam didn’t move, the question in her eyes was screaming out but he couldn’t quite place it, as if it’d been a different language. Finally he cracked when she moved to close the door. “I’m sorry.”
 She slammed the door. Only then did he feel the sharp stabbing headache right behind his eyes.

 Jon leaned back in the plush couch as the TV droned the daily list of programs. He drew his pencil across the page while Kathrine purred her sleep away, head tucked firmly in the crook of her arm. She had objected nearly as much as his arm but the shower had almost wiped away all fragments of exhaustion and even some of his headache. 
 Now, tracing the supple curves of his lover’s body he couldn’t help but smile. Her well soft skin lay carefully among the folds and valleys of the comforter, somehow her stripes blended with the shadows despite the subtle variations in shading and tone. Even filling in the shadows of her tail he struggled to make it different, wearing a sidelong grin the entire time.

 Kathrine stirred when Jon ran his hand through her long hair, feeling her body react he smiled. Even more when she looked up. For a moment her face was washed with the lazy glow of the flickering TV. Her eyes flashed and iridescent orange before she crawled up to wrap her arms around his waist, kiss his neck and take a slow, lazy sniff.

 “Hey there. Got something for ya.”
 She looked down at the sketch and tensed a little. “Um. That’s nice. . .”
 “Hazel gave me a pair of shorts for you.”
 “Oh.” Jon grinned, handing off the purple jogging shorts. Kathrine held them up with an uncertain expression. “Kindda short I know, but they’ll be comfortable.”
 “Thanks.”
 The TV flickered again, switching to a broadcast about the FBI getting involved- Their pictures popped up next to each others. Jon turned it off, sighing as Kathrine grabbed him tighter. “So. . . Sleep well?” He rubbed at his temples.

 “Yeah.”
 “Good.”
 “Yeah.”
 “Maybe- we should probably get packed up. We could get to Mexico before too long.”
 “M- Mexico?”

 “I dunno, but we gotta get outta here. . .”
 “Tomorrow- Please?”
 Jon glanced down, feeling his stomach knot up when Kathrine’s innocent features glistened with little streams of moisture. She tensed and kissed him softly. “Okay.”
 “Thank you.”
 “You okay?”
 “Yeah.” She smiled and swung her legs over the side of the couch, shorts in hand she started for the bathroom. With a long, throated yawn she glanced over her shoulder and cocked her hips to the side. 
 “Now that’s nice.”
 She snickered and pattered off to the bathroom. Jon got up and fixed himself some chocolate milk using some of the expired powder he’d found deep in the cupboard. 

 He’d considered the possibility of going south for hours. They’d be able to get jobs somewhere, maybe some drug dealer’s mansion or something. Kathrine could be a maid, nice little blue maid’s outfit and- Something warm touched his ankle, sliding up his pant leg as a pair of hands wrapped around his stomach. 

 “Hi.”
 “Hey.”
 “I was thinking.” Jon turned around slowly, watching Kathrine’s long legs shift her weight under the shirt. Her tail followed suit until he pulled her close. “Have you ever worn a dress?”
 She nodded. 

 “So how about, you know. Like a- Miniskirt or- or maybe like a-“ He watched her features redden in the dim light, waiting for her to shut him up, any second. . .

 She leaned in. “Like?”

 “I got this image of you in a maid’s outfit. . .”
 “Oh.” Kathrine bit down on her lip. After a long, thoughtful second she looked up. “Do you like looking at me?”
 “Kathrine I love you. Your body- well, to be honest.” He whistled softly. 
 After a moment she smiled. “Are you sure?”
 “Yeah, you’re- Kathrine, you’re beautiful. Sexy as hell and uh.” Jon leaned in and kissed her, running his hands up and down her back before sliding down to support her butt. She leaned up, sucking his breath away. “I love you.”

 The heavy slamming of a deadbolt made them both jump, Sam slid in a second later. Kathrine tensed as Jon looked up, her tail sliding up his right side. Sam watched him for a moment before looking at Kathrine’s legs. She surprised him when she nodded and mouthed the word ‘nice’.

 Jon grinned when Kathrine shuttered against him. Sam looked her up and down again before she lid her coat off and walked toward Hazel’s room.

 Something bittersweet caught his nose when they looked at each other. She smiled a soft grin, her cheeks tinting red as she stroked his back. “oh man.”
 “Yeah.” 

 “Come here.” She wrapped her tail around his leg and yanked him to meet her lips.

 “Sso?” Kathrine looked over from her rock. The raging fire that climbed into the sky continued to crackle from the depths of the mangled tanker truck. Jon took a sharp breath, checking the Taurus only to see the windows clouded by black smoke. Kathrine’s long robe reflected the endless orange and yellow fires as she stuck her stick out, waiting for the half dozen marshmallows to brown before she plucked them free.

 “So? It sucked.”
 “I bet. Marshmallow?”
 “Thanks. . .”
 “Ssex iss nice.” Kathrine leaned forward, her tone as casual as watching a campfire.

 “Yeah, I’ll say. . .”
 “My head iss killing me.”
 “Mine too.”
 “Be worsse beforrre it getss betterrr.”
 Jon watched her as she watched the fire, taking in the blonde streaks that seemed braided in her hair. The sharp features had a hardened quality that seemed laced in her voice, accented by something that existed nowhere but in his mind. She looked over and he shook his head. Jon swallowed. “What?”
 “I exxisst.”
 “I know.”
 “Why?” Her features hardened a little more.

 “Because you do.” He took a seat on the warm rock, wrapping his arm around her. “And I love you.”
 “Rrright. You like the asss, don’t lie to me. . .”
 “Hey, bullshit. Don’t get me wrong- I. . . That’s part of it, it’s great. But there’s more to it.”
 Kathrine nodded to the fire. “You need to tell herrr.”
 “I like that sound.”
 “I know.” She looked up and grimaced. “Tell herrr orrr I will.”

 Jonathan ran a hand through his damp hair, checking his shoulder as the steam swirled around him. The wound wasn’t nearly as red any more but it still smelled pretty bad- like a combination of sour apples and rancid meat. His headache was still in full force when he opened the door, jumping back when he saw Sam grabbing for the knob. “Sorry.” 
 “Yeah.” Sam Sighed. “Look, I’m sorry.”

 “No, that was my bad. I shouldn’t have said that.”
 “You really love her?”
 “Yes.”
 She nodded past him, ducking into the bathroom before she looked back. “I think we should head for Mexico. I got a map and planned the roads. . .”

 “I was gonna- yeah, that’s a good idea.”
 “Lets talk when I get out.”
 “Yeah, okay. I love you sis.”
 “Love you too Jon.” She smiled faintly as she closed the door.

 Jon tightened his grip on the towel, sliding into the bedroom to see Kathrine laying front down, her hair splayed out over the pillow. The comforter stopped just above her tail, exposing her lower back to the tender rays of light that poured in through the windows to paint her in a natural wash of early morning luminance.

 He grinned as he closed the door, listening to her purr deepen while he approached. Leaning on the edge of he bed he kissed the back of her neck, lapping softly at her flesh before he took a shallow sniff. “You smell good.”
 “I smell like sex. . .” Her purr deepened slightly when he continued down, running his tongue from one stripe to the next. Stopping at the base of her spine she barely lifted her head, watching him lazily. 

 Jon kissed the ridges of her spine, lower and stopped just short of her tail. 

 “Oh man. . .”
 He kissed her tail, brushing his tongue over the base when she arched her back to meet his lips. After another second she let out a sharp breath.  

 “Does that bother you?” 
 “No.”
 “Good cause-“ Her body tensed in an instant. Wound like a coil it sprung before Jon had fully realized what was going on. She dropped off the side of the bed, in the next breath there was a loud, heavy pounding on the front door. “Oh crap-“
 Another pounding.

 Jon gathered up their backpacks, tossing them under the bed. Hide. “Under the bed. Hurry up.”
 “Yeah, yeah hold on a minute!” Hazel shouted at the top of her lungs. She waited for another moment before tapping on the bedroom door. “Who is it?”
 Kathrine pulled the comforter up as Jon tried to slide under the low slung box spring. Several layers of flesh later Kathrine ducked in smoothly, wrapping her tail around his leg. “Cops- cops! Oh man. . .” She put her hands over her mouth.

 Jon unzipped his bag and pulled out the light pistol, Kathrine’s tail tightened. A heavy thumping caught his attention from through the carpet and floor. It’d be any second now and they’d be in. Any second-

 The door opened slowly.

 “Haven’t heard from her in nine years.”
 “What was your relationship with her?” A low gravely voice responded when a pair of booted feet plodded into the room. The well worn soles creaked slightly as he started for the closet. 

 “Um. Other.”
 He stalled.
 “Who’s in the shower?” A higher pitched man asked from somewhere in the living room.

 “Boyfriend.” Hazel stepped out.

 Jon tensed when the man opened the closet, stepping back.

 “Um, yeah. About those. . .” 
 “So you haven’t seen them?” He spun on his heel, slamming the doors shut. 
 “I thought you said it was your boyfriend.” The higher pitched man’s voice returned as a pair of dress shoed feet pattered toward the door. “Your boyfriend wears-“
 “Yeah well um-“ She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Well you know how it is when you get older, you aren’t as attractive as ten years ago. . . I found out my boyfriend was cheating on me so-“

 The shoe man tapped his foot. “So why the extra room?”
 “I own the building.”
 “That didn’t answer my question.”
 “Oh, uh. We make movies and post them on the web.” She stepped back. After a long pause the booted man leaned back slightly. Jon tried to get a peek before he returned and opened the closet door.
 “Oh.” The shoe man replied. “So who’s in the shower?”
 “Trish, she’s the administrator of the site. . . I had her over to talk about-“
 “So where can we find your boyfriend?”
 “Probably with his girl. Maybe Oceanside? It’s been a while.”
 “Does he know the Prowers? Or Rikes?”
 “Not that I know of.”
 Jon swallowed as the silence stretched out between them. Kathrine’s tail tightened sharply when the men stepped through the door frame. When the gravely voice returned it was slightly lower, defeated.

 “If they get in contact with you please contact either detective Li or myself. These people are dangerous, whatever you may know or think you know about them. . . It’s just not safe.”
 “I understand. I’ll call as soon as-if-I hear anything.”
 The door shut after another long pause. Kathrine glanced over at him with a concerned expression that slowly melted into one of start and utter disgust. She stuck her tongue out and cringed. “Ew, ew, ew- Oh gah!”
 Jon slid from under the bed, trying to balance himself on his numb leg before slamming the door shut and grabbing some clothes. Kathrine followed close behind wiping her body as though trying to dust a marble statue. “What’s wrong?” Jon tucked his pistol in his belt as he grabbed a gauze patch and sock. Hazel had cut the end off it so he could slide it up over his wound. It made it slightly easier to shrug into his t-shirt.

 “That’s so gross! We’ve been sleeping in-“ Her features reddened.

 “Get a shower, we can do this later.” Jon poked his head out the door to see Hazel pulling a large paper bag from her room and dropping it on the table. She pounded on the bathroom door before disappearing back into the bedroom. Jon unraveled the top to find several blue and silver boxes with names like Federal 1oz slugs and ‘00’ Buckshot. Rustling around in the bag he found several boxes of .40 hollow points and a box labeled Hydra-Shok. 
 “Don’t you dare hurt anyone.” Hazel slid up beside him, slapping Sam’s armor down with her coat and the shotgun. A second later she was digging around in the cupboards, tossing several cans of vegetables on the table while Sam came out trying to fix her belt.

 Hazel and Sam looked at each other for a moment that might have been forever. Sam lowered her gaze even as the short woman closed the distance. “You take care of them Sammy. . . You do me proud, okay?”
 Samantha tensed. “I’m sorry momma. . .”
 “No. You can’t change the past, neither can I.” She swallowed. “I still love you girl, don’t forget it. You make damn sure she knows what she has.”
 Jon waited for a moment as the words rang out through his mind.

 “I never wanted to hurt you. . .”
 “I know now, I understand. . .” Hazel barely whispered.

