 Chapter 14

   Jon stared out the window, watching as the long forgotten mile markers slid by. Most of them had been overshadowed by the long blades of grass and rusted pits that looked as though they had been shot into them, like the highway they had been forgotten by time. 

 The whole stretch of road carried on outside, rolling through the silent tension that seemed to be louder than even the shrill grinding of the engine. He still wasn’t entirely sure what had happened between the store and the seemingly abandoned highway but the thick silence that had settled since then was enough to keep him from ripping his hair out by the roots, just barely. 
 He sighed softly. The only thing that had changed since he had first taken off from the foster parent’s place and now was the fact that he wasn’t doing it for himself. . . Why the hell was he then?

 “What’s wrong Kimo?” Nicole’s velvet voice rolled over the words with a slightly longer ‘r’ than he had noticed earlier.

 “This is fucking bullshit. He’s a kid-“ Sam almost looked as though she was going to hit Kat’s seat again. “How can you take him-“
 “You weren’t forced to come.”

 She grunted. “Don’t you guys have any sense of maturity?”

 “Samantha.” The woman slowed the vehicle. “There is no time for second guessing, he entered a pact of his own free will. Though your society doesn’t place such value on it’s youth, the Clan-”

 “No, the clan isn’t part of this. This is about him and how your going to-”

 “The Clan never had a choice Samantha. They put their youth in the same danger they put the adults. Human or otherwise.” Nicole’s voice flattened out while she turned into an open, overgrown path between a pair of trees. “If the child is old enough to walk and make rational decisions-”

 “These aren’t rational decisions.” Sam hissed, her voice slowly rising. “I love my little brother- But this is fucking insane! He’s running around with a girl who turned his life into shit. And got his sister involved. Not to mention getting. . .”

 “Melissa killed?”  The car dipped into a trench, rolling to a stop a few dozen feet deeper in the thick woods. The ‘path’ split into a six way, overgrown gravel and dirt tentacles that laced through the thicket of wood, leaves and shadows. “The past is written Samantha. There’s nothing that can be done to untie it’s bindings. He has made his choice, so has Kathrine. So have you.” She glanced back, her voice suddenly ice cold. “You can accept it, and appreciate his courage and determination, or you can chastise him for doing what he believes is right. That will not change the fact that he chose to stand by the one he loves, much the same way you did. The choice is yours Kimo.” Nicole looked back, turning the Monte to face the path they had taken. “Jonathan. Kathrine. Wake up. . .”

 Jon looked over at Sam, meeting her eyes with the softest voice he could manage. “I’m up.”

 “Fucking bullshit.”

  Nicole looked over at Kat, her voice a tight calm that echoed as she opened the door. “Kathrine will lead Jonathan. I’ll take Samantha. Try and keep up.”

 Kat nodded, an errant strip of orange reflecting from her eyes before she yawned. “Yeah.”

 Sam swallowed. “How do you do that- Never mind.”

 The thick haze of chilly dew was lit by the ominous blue-white glow of a high hanging moon, casting plenty of light over the canopy of tight knit branches overhead. Though most of the path Nicole lead them through was clear, every once in a while Kat would guide him around a log or pit until finally she stopped him. 
 Nicole stopped a little farther ahead of them, motioning toward a thick block of shadows before she cleared away a patch of leaves to expose the damp dirt below. “Use secondary directions.” She drew a triangle in the dirt, making holes at the points. “Surround the clearing and cover out. Understand?”
 Kat looked up at Jon and shook her head. 
 “Go here, Jonathan will go to the tip, Samantha right flank.” Her whisper trailed off softly into the sounds of the night, mostly crickets. 

 “Gotchya.” Jon yawned. “Can’t see much though.”
 “Come.” The ugly wound in her side seemed to be glistening under the muted light as she turned back up and pushed between a pair of trees covered in an eerie tangle of ivy and moss. The threshold emptied out into a large, shallow valley that sank down only to rise up near the middle with a gentle sweeping motion underlined by a breeze that ruffled the waist high grass and weeds. 

 The large house in the middle seemed entirely out of place, as though maybe an ancient Aztec ruin should have been there instead. The two story building was modestly trimmed in white vinyl siding with a large front porch that extended under the overhanging midsection, flanked on either side by large windows which pointed up to the sky like some weird head crying out to the heavens. . . 

 Windows, smaller, more normal ones looked out over the side of the house above a small back door and another wooden porch that looked as though maybe it was trying to stand above the overgrowth to be seen. In the light Jon could see a pair of large, slat style windows on either side of the door. 

 Nicole showed Jon the side of the clearing, making it fairly clear how to navigate the shadows without being seen. If the field wasn’t as well lit it might have actually been worth worrying about. Kat and Sam got in to place while Jon watched Nicole take a quick look around before she ducked into the shadows of the porch, pistol in hand.

 Waiting there he swore he could see the innocent confusion still painted across Kathrine’s sharp cheeks. Though probably nothing more than a dream or maybe a fleeting glimpse of her ‘true’ nature, he swore he had understood what she was looking for. . . That might have lead to an understanding of why he was putting his life in the hands of a stranger. Or maybe why he had done it at all. 
 She loved him. The unconditional love they had shared, not just at Hazel’s but in the classroom, the arcade, even the diner. Maybe not the same as his parent’s love but so what? She would be there for him. . . She wouldn’t lie to him. She wouldn’t betray him. . . She was going to be there. And no one was gonna take her away from him-

 “Clear.” Nicole spoke just loud enough to be heard.

 The pain in his shoulder flared up slightly when he reached the front door. The deep black carpet rolled out under the bright moonlight filtering in through the ceiling windows. A large, long table sat knee high in the middle of the room surrounded by overstuffed red pillows that served to accent the wide carpet which slithered up the large staircase to a matching carpet at the top of the steps, disappearing behind the walls on either side. 

 A pair of hallways lead out from the living room in opposite directions, just beyond the archway to the right Jon could make out a central island and a stainless steel sink. 

 “Nice place-“
 “Wow.” Kathrine took a sharp breath right behind him.

 “Towels are in the kitchen, third cupboard. Jonathan will start dinner. In the freezer is a bag of stew, boil some water and prepare it.” 
 “Yeah, can do.” Jon sighed, dropping his backpack off to the side before Sam stepped in, pouting about something. 
 “I’m going to get the car. The bathroom-“ She took a deep breath and for the first time Jon could see the pain splashed across her features. “Is downstairs, first door on the right.” She pointed to the hallway on the left before turning back to the soft haze of the field and stepping out the door.

 Jon tried his best not to cry out as he craned his neck, relieving the sore muscles. The shadowed kitchen was easily as big as his bedroom, laid out carefully around the island. The countertops looked like stone that matched the flooring easily and completely offset the massive stone oven that had been built into the corner of the room- Even with the thick layer of dust that covered everything he could make out the cobblestones that stuck out at various angles, only hinting at the long since faded scent of burned pine.

 After finding the rock solid bag of stew and a gas range top built into one of the counters he managed to relax just a little despite hearing Sam’s high pitched whining about how Kat had no right or something. 
 “Hey!” Jon glanced out to see Kat shying away from Sam’s outstretched arm. “You touch her and I’ll take you down.”
 “This is fucking bullshit!”
 “You didn’t have to come!”
 “Guys. . .” Kat backed up closer to the stairs.

 Jon stepped out into the living room. “Hey and by the way, just what the fuck were you thinking-“ Sam tensed slightly when he stepped past the table, getting close enough to smell a tight bitter scent when she backed up. “What were you trying to do out there?”
 She folded her arms over her chest and looked at the wall. 
 “Answer me!” Jon slammed his hand against the door, jamming it shut.

 When she finally did look up, the fear in her eyes was clear despite her impassive expression. “She’s gonna get us killed.”
 “So what, were you gonna throw her out there? Huh? Get her killed?” Jon swallowed when a small hand slipped over his shoulder. After a full breath he managed to calm his voice to a point he could barely hear. “You’re goddamned lucky you’re my sister. . .”
 “And just what the fuck would you do?! Kill me?” She went to push him away, obviously surprised when Jon grabbed her hand. When he tensed his grip she winced. “Hey-“
 “Just remember, sister or not. You give us problems and you and I are gonna have problems. . . Understand?”
 “Let her go-“
 “Lemmie go.”
 Jon tensed again and let her go. “Keep that in mind.”
 
 Nicole picked up a needle from the display of various instruments across the table before she pushed Jon’s shoulder wound closed. Sam continued to pace back and forth while Kat watched like a mouse waiting for a wild cat to pounce on her. Jon had to snicker at the thought. 

 “Something amusing?” Nicole looked up at him as the needle pierced his numbed shoulder. Sewing it shut with a steadiness that completely betrayed the bloody wound she had wrapped with several layers of gauze. 

 “Nah.” 
 The woman’s sharp features crunched up just slightly, Jon almost missed it until she looked up at him with a flash of orange catching her wide grey eyes. “Don’t test my patience.”
 “I’m not. It’s like when you were at Kathrine’s place- just had a stupid image and I laughed. So what?”
 She drew back slightly. “You were there?”
 “Yeah.” He smiled a little at the puzzled expression. “You missed us.”
 “Apparently.” She went back to stitching his wound shut. 
 “What’s gonna happen to Hazel?” Sam stopped in mid stride. 
 “Ye- Yeah.” Kat whispered.
 “Meaning?”
 “We were at Hazel’s, these cops showed up. . . They could have been Order.” Sam trailed off when the woman looked back at her.
 “Did she tell them anything?”
 “Dunno.”
 “No, she didn’t.” Kat ran a hand through her hair. “But we used her car.”
 “She’ll be taken care of.”
 “What the hell do you-“ 
 “I’ll have her looked after.” She replied flatly. After closing the wound completely she withdrew a large grey cell phone, flipping the bottom down she began thumbing numbers. 
 “See what she’s done?” Sam pointed at Kat. “You see this shit? She-“
 “Piss off.” Jon sighed. “I don’t wanna hear it.”
 “She-“
 “Shut up! Jesus, will you just shut the-“
 “Samantha.” Nicole stood up slowly, favoring her side before she handed the woman the phone. When Sam took it Nicole turned sharply and waved Kathrine over. “Up stairs, first door on the left. . . Don’t disturb anything that you don’t need.” 
 Kathrine nodded. 
 “Jonathan, your room is on-“
 “Um, we- we sleep together.” 
 Kat’s features reddened sharply when Nicole looked at her. After a second she nodded. 
 “Don’t make too much noise.” The woman turned on her heel and started toward the kitchen. 

 Reaching the top of the steps wasn’t nearly as painful as it might have been without the painkillers, taking in the view that laid out around the window at the end of the hall Jon could almost allow himself to smile. No buildings, nothing for miles around but trees and grass. Peace.

 The room itself was expansive, almost painted in the same surreal blue white light which flowed through large window in front of them. A full length mirror reflected their uneasy expressions and the edge of the massive four post bed, the black quilted velvet blanket and even the severely overstuffed pillows. Pressed firmly up against the wall a large book case watched them with a sideways grin, several of the leather bound books had been rotted by time but the scent they gave off was sweet and inviting, like the cobblestone fireplace on the left side. 

 The mantle was crowned by several pictures of a young looking girl in various poses as though she had been dancing- though from the weird looking deer skin dress she was wearing Jon could imagine her doing some rain dance or something. . . He set the Polaroid’s aside when he found a picture of her and Nicole standing face to face, wearing deep red tiger stripe camouflage and black berets. The girl was almost half a foot taller than Nicole but her bright blonde hair and oddly pink tinged eyes made her seem somehow more ‘matched’ to the short woman. Nicole was pinning something on her collar while the woman stood straight as a board. “Check that out.”
 Kathrine slid up next to him. “She’s in the military?”
 “Looks like it. What’s that? Rank?”
 “Yeah, looks like a private stripe I think. . .” She studied the picture for a second. “Dunno what Nicole’s wearing though.” 
 He glanced back at it, trying to puzzle out the six tier chevron. Flanked on either side by little wings with a sword driven straight through the middle, he could imagine it being something fairly important.

 Kat hugged him tight when he put it back on the mantle. “I love you.”
 “I love you too Kathrine.” 

 Something warm touched his arm gingerly, shaking it just slightly. After a second it repeated before a sweet rolling voice chimed in his ear. “Time to wake up.”
 “Do I have to?” Jon barely whispered as he tried to open his eyes. Kathrine stirred against his chest, her thick purr- snore, she was snoring. . . Wasn’t she?
 “Verily.”
 “What?” Jon opened his eyes to a completely unfamiliar room, gone was the bay window overlooking the city and closet full of sex toys- “Where’s Hazel- Oh.” He caught his voice as the day’s events came flooding back. Nicole stood just slightly to the left side watching him with a puzzled expression. Her deep red and black tiger stripe fatigues brought it fully into perspective, if it wasn’t for the black t-shirt and thick silver belt buckle she might have looked like some kind of Vietnam soldier. “Sorry. . .”
 She nodded and grinned a little. Pointing to a package at the foot of the bed she kneeled down to meet his eye level. “Clothes, toothbrush and some pain medication. Break them in thirds. Breakfast will be ready when you get dressed. I suggest a shower first. . .” She stood up slowly, turning on a booted foot she started out the door with barely a sound.

 Kathrine twitched when Jon stroked her hair out of her face, her grip on his leg tightened almost instantly when he ran his hand down her back to meet the base of her- tail. . . That’s right, she has a tail.

 “Freak show.”
 Jon tensed slightly, forcing himself to get up. “Kathrine. . .”
 “Meph.” She sighed, her purr dying off almost instantly. “I don’t wanna.”
 “Come on, it’ll be fun.”

 She looked up at him, blurry eyed with several strands of hair jutting out in random directions. After almost a full second she blinked and uncoiled herself from around his leg. She closed her eyes for a second, letting out a groaning yawn that exposed her canines to the high rising sun.

 “You’re beautiful, you know that?”

 The sound of motion caught him by surprise when Kat slipped out of the bathroom, her tea colored hair was still damp despite her seemingly dry skin. The black t-shirt she wore clung to her body almost like a second layer of skin but if it was anything like the one he was wearing it was exceptionally soft- maybe soft enough to be a second skin. Jon stared, his eyes following the woman’s frame before offering a grin.

 As she came up to the table and kneeled down on one of the pillows Jon caught sight of the pair of boots she had been given, now sitting next to her. Her face reddened slightly before she glanced up at Nicole. “Um. . . Nicole?”

 She looked over her cup of water. Despite being utterly silent the concern and warmth echoed deep in her eyes made it easier to see her as being more human than Sam who simply stared at her.

 “D- Do you have any socks? Mine are all dirty.”
 “You won’t need them, the boots are insulated.”
 “Okay. . .  But what about this-“ She swallowed sharply. “This sleeve thingy in the pants.”
 “Physical accommodation.”
 “Right.” She trailed off.

 Sam looked at Nicole. “He loves this?” 

 Nicole glanced over. “Jealous? You aren’t the only one in his life anymore. . . He loves you. He loves Kathrine. Their bonds have been forged through difficult times. Sometimes such bonds can overtake lifetime attachments.”

 Jon silently finished the last of his stew despite Kathrine’s uncertain glances and even her attempt to wrap her arm around him. 

 “Y- You think so?”

 “It happens.” The woman nodded. “Kathrine loves him. Almost gave him up to protect him. I don’t think it’s a half-hearted affair.” 

 Kat swallowed, her expression mirroring the uncertainty in her voice. “I do. I love him.”

 “Have you thought that the only reason they care about each other is because they spent so much time together?”

 “I- Sam, I loved him from the moment I saw him.”

 “He’s a kid. You’re a grown woman.” Samantha looked directly at her with a razor sharp stare. “What is it Kat, what makes you two ‘work’? You haven’t had time to really get to know each other, but you don’t mind fucking him.”

 “Hey.” Jon met Sam’s gaze with a hardened stare. “That’s none of your business.”
 Nicole glanced up, her tone nearly as calm as the unflinching grey orbs that locked on Kathrine. “You had sex with him?” A muscle tensed in her neck before a concern replaced her voice. Looking at Jon she seemed to slow her voice as though maybe talking to a toddler. “Have you had headaches, dizziness, excess fatigue. Anything similar?” 

 “A couple headaches. . . Maybe.” 

Kathrine looked down at the table, following the edge with finger. 

 Nicole followed Kat’s gaze before a level tone spoke for her, vacant curiosity mixing with concern. “When was the last time the two of you were intimate?”

 “What does it matter?”

 Kat looked up at Sam, several tints of red changing her features while she bit her lip. “Well- Um- Ah-” Another deeper tint took the woman’s face completely when she turned her attention to the floor. “Ah- La- Last night.”

 “And the first?”

 “Ah- Four days ago?”

 “Was he a virgin?” Nicole looked at him, when he said nothing Kat whispered.

 “I don’t know. . .”

 “Were you?”

 “I really don’t see why this matters-“

 Kat nodded.

 Samantha stared as realization seemed to creep through her eyes, silencing the ready made objections that had laid themselves out. “Y- You um.” A sharp swallow ended her voice when Nicole met her eyes. 

 “He’s going through Leval Sect Tae. The White Heat.” Nicole watched Kat, offering a careful grin. “It’s a sexually transmitted symbioses.” Seconds ticked by under the calm gaze Nicole used to watch the red headed woman. “He’s going to need some rest, I’ll make some tea to help ease the symptoms. Give him some time to get balanced. “The woman grinned slightly. “No sex.”

 “He’s gonna be okay. . . Right? What’s gonna happen to him?”

 “Weakness, difficulty sleeping, night sweats. Runny nose, excessive tearing. Vomiting isn’t unusual.”

 Sam fixed Kat against the invisible walls of questions made physical as her voice sharpened. “What the hell did you do to him?”

 “It will be to his benefit. . . After the symptoms pass and his immune system is re-balanced, he’ll undergo some minor changes and then it will pass. The two of you will be free to do whatever you desire.”

 “H- How, change?” Kat’s shaky tone gave way to a timid expression that painted her face bright red. “Change?”

 “His body will change slightly. Metabolic rate increase, muscle density changes and heightened senses are fairly common mutations.”

 “Mu- Mutations? You make it sound so fucking scientific don’t you?” Sam swallowed. “He’s going to become a freak isn’t he?”

 “And uncommon ones?” Kathrine tensed, focusing on Nicole. 

 The woman tilted her head slightly. “Sometimes the mate will develop markings akin to that of his partner. Light reflective irises have been seen from time to time. In a couple cases the mate developed several descendant traits at once.” A gentle grin changed the woman’s features before she turned to Sam. “It’s perfectly normal.”

 Their thick soled boots clapped quietly against the heavy concrete as they made their way down the stairs. The heavy blast door creaked slightly when they reached the bottom of the steps to see a pair of stainless steel tables in the middle of the long concrete room. Cinderblock walls and a poured concrete floor surrounded various small cylindrical tanks and shelves lined with beakers and notebooks. At the opposite end of the room large blocks of steel stood carefully stacked between machining equipment and a pair of reloading presses. 

 “This is the lab, for lack of a better term.” Nicole stretched a hand out toward a thick looking cylinder before eyeing the group. “A lot of the chemicals here are used for explosives or fuel. The others are used primarily for armor hardening or lubrication.” The woman nodded across the room before continuing. “Manufacturing new weapons and spare parts is also done here.”

 After a second she started toward a large metal door similar to the one at the opposite side, opening it revealed a near fully stocked gym. Easily large enough to have been an apartment in it’s own right. Even when she flipped the light on it’s apparent size didn’t shrink. “The emergency escape is located here.” She pointed at a stack of air mats. “It leads to a rally point thirty miles from the city. . .”

 Seconds followed one another through the nameless emotions and shallow breaths while Jon recited the tour mentally. Images of hand made furniture slowly gave way to heavy steel blast doors and chemical containers before melting into peaceful vegetable gardens and overgrown grass. “This wasn’t part of the design was it?”

 “Yes it was.” Nicole nodded, slipping past them before she started toward the door on the opposite side. “The walls are armored, the power is run off an independent source and water is pumped in from a creek, in addition to filling a reservoir it’s purified before it gets to the tap.”

 “You designed this place?” Kat whispered, her voice sinking as she entered the pitch black room.

 “And built it.”

 Light erupted through the room in an instant, casting shadows over a work bench and peg boards which offset the half dozen waist high racks in the center of the room. Each one was packed with assault rifles and pistols that paled to the massive machinegun at the end of the room  the weapon made him think of the Avalanche that had almost run him down, though his one was smaller with a pistol grip on the fore grip. 

 “Holy shit.” He whispered, his gaze roaming through the room as Nicole pointed out various weapons. 

 “Most of these are clan designs. There are some others.” The woman picked up a boxy pistol that looked like his Glock.

 “What’s that?” Jon pointed at the massive machinegun, grinning slightly.

 “Liberator. . .” She hoisted the weapon up with a non existent effort mirrored on her features. “Here.”

 Jon picked it up, his face masked by surprise despite the slight strain in his left arm. ”It’s light.”

 “Titanium alloy. In addition to the counterbalance system.” Nicole drew her finger along bottom of the weapon. “The weapon can also linked to a special recoil rig that is secured to the shooter’s torso. Rate of fire is approximately eight to twenty-two hundred rounds a minute.”

 “Jesus Christ- Wow.” Jon swallowed, glancing at Kat. 

 “Hey Rambo.” Sam’s obviously forced tone cracked slightly. “Put it down. . .”

 The garage smelled faintly of ozone, alcohol and something sharper and more acrid, like roofing tar. The bright red Monte Carlo looked like a corpse on a coroner’s table with it’s spider webbed glass and blood painted front windshield. If it wasn’t for the almost completely missing rear right quarter panel and gaping hole in the hood it could have easily passed for a familiar white Taurus- Nothing could ‘pass’ for that. . .

 The tool chests loomed over the car like red obelisks that might answer the unheard prayers of some missing spirit- Jonathan inhaled sharply as Nicole opened the driver’s side door. “Jesus.” Another sharp breath ended when the woman popped the hood, laying a thick blue book on the roof an instant later. “This is armored?’

 “Yes.” Nicole lifted up the hood slowly, her tone level despite the faintest wince of her sharp features. “The panels are going to be replaced.” Blackened steel and errant yellow fibers filled the compartment, laying over a cylindrical mass which stared back at them between a pair of large air ducts that disappeared into the grill. 

 “What the hell is this?”

 “A power plant.” The woman bent over, wiping fibers from around the massive hole that had been punched through the trimmed curves of the engine’s casing. “Eight fifty series.”

 “I- There’s no way I can fix this.” Jon glanced over, following the tense muscles of the woman’s arms before coming to rest on her lower back and the patterned fatigues she wore. “Way outta my league.”

 Nicole looked back, a calm voice echoing the glacial grey eyes that met him. “Learn. Fast.” A second slipped by before she pointed at the book. “If you fix this, you can have a day off. Wake up when you want, do what you want. Afforded all the freedoms of a civilian for a day.”

 “But. I- This isn’t like anything- They don’t cover this kindda shit in shop class. . .” He picked up the manual, flipping through the various diagrams before setting it down on the workbench. “How am-”

 “Everything is there. When you aren’t training I expect to see you in here. If you need help lifting something, I’ll help you. Understand?”

 Seconds slipped between locked eyes before giving way to a shallow whisper as Jon retraced the engine’s plated hull. “Day off huh?”

 “All of you.”

 “Deal.”

 The woman grinned, dropping the hood with a muted thump. “Deal.”

 Kathrine looked back as he approached, a large stack of thick books had been splayed out over the living room table. She slammed the one in her hands shut and tossed it face down into the stack as if it had been red hot. The same heat painted her cheeks in the next instant when Jon came to a seat next to her. “Good book?” He snickered as Nicole slid to the opposite side of the table, clearing a space to rest her hands.

 “Um-“ Kat cleared her throat. “Nicole, where am I supposed to start?”
 Jon picked up one of the bound volumes and flipped through a few pages. The few pictures he passed along the way were images of the human vascular system and even a couple more obscure references to how the heart pumped blood. Glancing at some of the blocks of text he barely listened to Nicole flipped through a few pages before she snatched Jon’s book. “Hey-“
 “Here.” Nicole set the book open and flipped to the contents page. Marking a few selections she handed it to Kathrine. “You have three days.” 
 “Three days?” 
 “Then we’ll begin with practical application.” She nodded. 

 “Okay. . .”
 The long pause dragged out while Jon began thumbing through some of the longer books, stopping when he found the one Kat had tossed. Reproduction and Mating by Valeria Semp. Below the title a little scrawl of handwriting caught his attention. A three decade study.
 “Jon. . .” Kat’s soft tone almost slid by unheard as he skipped through a few pages. 
 “Yeah?” Nicole and Kat both watched him silently. “What?” 
 Kat picked up a half dozen of the books and got up. “Will you help me with these?”
 “Yeah, sure. . .” He glanced at Nicole with a curious expression. When she shrugged he helped Kat get the rest of the stack and take them up to their bedroom. “So what was that about?”
 She sighed. “Jon. Please don’t read that. . .”
 “Why?” 
 After a long, hard pause she lowered her gaze down to the bed and pursed her lips. “I. . . I don’t want you to be disappointed.”
 Eh?
 “In what?”
 Her tear stroked eyes closed as the color began washing away from her cheeks. “Me.”
 “I’d never- I love-“
 “Just please, don’t read it. Okay?”
 “Hey. Just relax, okay? I don’t care what’s in some book- I just want you. . .” He leaned down, bracing his finger under her chin to meet her eyes. “I love you.”
 “I- I don’t think I can give you- I don’t think I can give you kids. . .”

 “K- Kids?” Jon inhaled sharply, forcing air into his lungs before drawing a voice. “I um. Never thought about it. . .”

 Kathrine’s body cringed against him, her whisper just barely auditable. “I don’t know that you’d want to. . . Have kids with me- I mean, we could adopt or. . .”

 “Hey. Lets- Lets worry about that when we get to it, okay?” He tried to smile. “We have plenty of time to figure out what’s what.” Another deep breath filled his body in an instant when she dug her fingers into his back. “It would be you though. No matter what. . .”

 “Are you sure-”

 “Yeah.” 

 Under the heavy rain the flannel man stared up at Jon, the hole in his neck burbled softly as though he was trying to speak but only able to pump out a thick stream of bright red blood. The stained pavement around him only seemed to reflect his image to whoever would be around to judge him for what had happened. All the evidence they’d need stared right back, softly gurgling it’s own blood. 

 “What?! You almost killed her!” 

 The man continued to stare, following Jon while he based back and forth. A car drove past the alley, painting it in the reflected glow of headlights, bathing the flannel man in white light for an instant. “You wouldda done it too.”

 Jon swallowed before kneeling down next to the man “You made your choice. You decided to kill those who are different. Kathrine. So what? Why?”  The young man grabbed the thick flannel collar, a touch of adrenaline lending strength to an otherwise shaky voice. “What gives you the right? What makes it okay? How many others? How many?!” Jon pulled the man up slightly before slamming his head into the pavement. 

 “Regret.” A sharp feminine voice echoed through the alley, resounding from the damp brick as a large wolf slipped around the mouth of the alley. 

 “What the hell do you want?” Jon stared.

  “What are you willing to sacrifice?” The animal sat down slowly, a light grin warming her voice by a degree. “When is it time to let go?”

 Minutes followed one another between locked eyes. “Already did.” Jon grinned, driving a booted foot into the flannel man’s head before stepping into the empty streets. “No thanks to you.”

 A soft clicking of nails carried through the air, instantly fading into the steady hammer of raindrops that fell against his back. His booted footfalls clapped against the sidewalk while familiar buildings passed, laying out routes to nearly forgotten words; safety and comfort. Jonathan turned a corner, letting out a shallow breath when he found his apartment building.

 The wolf stepped beside him, falling in sync with the clapping of hard rubber. The young man glanced down as the heavy door gave way to dingy plaster walls and grime covered hardwood. Up the steps and down the hall he found his apartment, despite the scratched out name plate ‘Prower’. “Why don’t you run along? You’ve got better things to.” Jon trailed off, opening the door to reveal a long strip of vacant highway flanked on either side by stretches of featureless sand and bright blue sky. “Get off my ass about it- It happened. It’s done, I can’t go back and make it right.”

 The wolf sat down next to him, an arctic chill underlining her voice. “You still try.”

 “So?” He swallowed when a form moved just outside of his vision, a deep purple robe draped over a woman’s frame, her face hidden by the large hood she wore. Strips of gold light reflected down her arms and around the cowl as she made her way up the hallway, her foot falls all but silent compared to the deafening crash of metal. “Shit.” The young man glanced back at the highway before sighing. “It happened. Okay? But what should I do? I mean- I- Kathrine didn’t deserve this. . . Sam didn’t either. But I have a chance to help them-” 

 “Are you doing it for the right reasons Man?” The wolf stepped in front of him, facing the robed woman with a slight growl. 

 “Do you rreally want this?” 

 “Hey, don’t you start too.” 

 The woman stopped, an orange reflection erupting from the shadows an instant before she pulled her hands up to the hood, sliding it back to reveal familiar sharp features and green orbs that immediately gave way to tea colored hair streaked with blonde highlights. “What isss your pet doing here?” Kathrine smiled, her harsh tone echoing through the hallway. “I thought you put it to sssleep.”

 “Kat?” Jon returned the grin even as the wolf stepped forward. “You okay?”

 “I’m just fine.” Kat stepped back, a different grin changing her features before she turned around and began jogging, the wolf followed her around a corner that shouldn’t have been there. “Come on Jon, letsss play hide and seek.”

 “Hey.” Jon ran after them, turning the same corner an instant before slamming into a brick wall with a dull thud. Pain poured free from his nose, offset by the suddenly bright tiles and immaculate walls of a hospital wing. 

 Kathrine’s form slipped by just ahead of him, a blur of purple fabric and red hair catching light while a large wolf followed her. “Hey!” Jon called out as he wiped the blood from his nose, turning to follow them as a woman sat up from a gurney, her Asian features and black hair falling in line with the bulky sweatshirt and jeans she wore. “M- Melissa.” The young man began slowly while Kathrine’s form raced by just outside of his vision. “You- You’re alive? No- No, it’s a dream.” Jon sighed. 

 “Thanks Jon, I appreciate that!” The woman sat up. “You know, I died in a hospital. . . Strapped to a bunch of fucking machines with a tube going down my throat.” Melissa stood up before meeting Jon’s gaze with a calm stare. “I was still breathing Jon, you could have gone back. You could have picked me up. . . You could have saved me.”

 “I didn’t know. I-” Jon trailed off before ramming a heavy breath into his lungs. “I’m sorry.”

 “All you had to do was turn around and pick me up. I was trying to get to you, but you didn’t stop.” 

 “I tried! Wh- You wouldda died anyway.” The young man looked up. “I’m not a doctor, I couldn’t have saved you.”

 “I laid there for almost an hour Jon. Just bleeding. . . The only thing that ran through my mind was ‘He abandoned me. He left me here to die. . .’ Guess what happened!” Melissa wrapped her hand around Jon’s throat, all but squeezing his voice out.

 “I’m- Sorry. But-” Jon wrapped his hands around the woman’s arm, pulling it free an instant later. “If I had gone back, if I had stopped. They would have killed us too. Sam is safe because we didn’t go back, I know you can appreciate that. I’m sorry- but we would have been killed.”

 The woman leaned against the wall with a thud before smiling. “You didn’t even try.”

 “I did. I wanted to go back, but they would have killed us.” Jon kneeled down as the woman slid to the floor. “I’m sorry.”

 “Was my life worth that freak’s?” 

 Jonathan stared while emotion flickered against the woman’s brown eyes, nameless versions of doubt and uncertainty that crept through a voice barely recognizable as his own. Slowly the words took root among the silent pleas for understanding, a sharpened pain buried itself deep in his mouth before he managed to speak. “Yeah. It was. . .”

 Despite the pounding headache Jon managed to smile as he followed Nicole down the steady embankment, around the thick moss covered trees and even over the soft patches of dirt which interrupted the blanket of leaves.

 “Curious.”

 “What?”

 “Who has the luck, Kathrine or you?” She adjusting her small backpack. 

 Jon almost shrugged as they slipped by a circle of rocks that looked as if it had served as a fire pit, he could almost imagine the faint scents of smoldering wood still hanging in the air. “Me.”

 “You?”

 “Yeah. Kathrine showed me so much.”

 “Like what?” Nicole glanced back, her easy tone and gentle expression making her seem several years younger. 

 “She trusted me enough to tell me about her. . . Differences, I mean- She had been hiding it all her life and. . .” The young man trailed off when a small stream came into view, the clear water highlighting the reflected sunlight in strips, painting the trees which lined the creek. “Cool.”

 Nicole grinned softly, removing her backpack as they approached. “I would say that I’m awed by your determination. Something is missing though.” Her tone sank slightly when she dropped her bag before stepping into the slow running water. “Why?”

 Jon glanced over at the backpack with a shrug. “Where the pole?” Words trailed off when the woman bent over, water flowing up to her thighs as she continued to cross the small creek. The slow movement shattered an instant later when a blur of motion crashed into the water. Nicole looked over her shoulder with a slight grin, her arm submerged to the elbow. 

 “No need.” She chuckled when an altogether different grin replaced her features. “Hey Kimo? Think fast.”

 Jon barely registered the movement, catching sight of a long fish before it struck him in the stomach. “Shit.” He grabbed for it, the animal gasped for air while trying to get free from the young man’s grip. Another grab fell short when it floundered against the damp earth.

 Nicole chuckled again before tossing another fish at him. “So what about your sister? How does she feel about the ‘differences’?”

 “I-” He began, stepping on one of the fish while he tried to wrap his hands around the other. “I don’t think she knows.”

 “Curious-” A throated laugh echoed through the area while the woman held up another, shorter, fish. “You alright Kimo?” 

 “Yeah, I got ‘em.” Jon glanced over, following the well defined muscles and sharp features into the swells of an otherwise feminine body. Finally a tense grin changed his voice when she dipped in for another fish. “Water cold?”

 “It isn’t the company.” Nicole smiled, tossing the fish before scanning the water again.

 “Ouch.” He managed to chuckle. “What do you want me to do with these?”

 “Clean them. While your at it-” The woman glanced up, reaching her left hand along her leg, stopping when she threw another fish against the bank. Jon barely noticed the movement when a small blade pinned the animal to the ground, a couple inches away from his foot. 

 “Hey!”

 “Get that one too.”

“If it was an accident, then why were you so upset?” Nicole looked up from her seat, sliding a cleaned skeleton into a leather bag before she stuffed it into her backpack. 

 “Well I mean- What could have I done differently? That dog got out because I hit the gate.” 

  “The more you worry about it, the less you learn.” Light reflected from grey orbs in fleeting trails of orange before disappearing when Nicole inhaled deeply. “It wasn’t something you could control. It’s admirable what you did, almost heroic if I may. Most people would have ran away.”

 “Well it was a big dog, I mean if she hadn’t been killed by it’s teeth, she probably would have been crushed.” Jon shrugged, leaning against the thick tree as he searched for his voice. “Elizabeth had been the best thing to happen to be, but she turned out to be a. . . Waste.”

 Nicole nodded slightly before standing to meet him, though her head stopped just below the arch of his chest she still managed to carry the same presence of someone twice her size. “Often the ones we love-”

 “I didn’t love her.”

 “Care about. Hurt us the most.”

 “So what about you? No mister Leandrea? Or maybe a misses?” 

 Nicole tilted her head, hoisting her pack before sighing. “It’s been some time since I was. . . Close.” The woman started toward the house in a lower tone that matched the thin shadows of the overcast sky. 

 “Because of the ‘war’?”

 “I don’t need distractions. There will be time when the Purifiers are gone.”

 “If you don’t mind me asking, how old are you?” 

 The woman glanced over her shoulder, offering a shrug and slight sway of her hips while she continued. 

 “That didn’t answer my question.” Jon chuckled. 

 “Yet it interests you. . .”

 Jon swallowed, a tension erasing his voice. “Maybe.”

 Nicole turned instantly, orange reflecting from her eyes before she pursed her lips. Seconds trailed off into minutes while they watched one another, unyielding to the silent questions. “Does Kathrine have cycles or menstruate?”

 “Uh-”

 “Find out.” The woman turned away. “And take a shower.” 

 “How ya feeling bro?” Samantha pulled a light sip from her soup as scents of fish contrasted with the errant streaks of mud that stained her black shirt. 

 “Okay.” Jon managed around a large bite of warm bread. “How’s your side?”

 “Still hurts.” 

 “I have something for that.” Nicole glanced up from her notebook before she took a sip from her glass, faint scents of alcohol swirled against the smells of fish and preserved vegetables. “We’ll change bandages tomorrow. Start weapon’s training. You’re going to make do.” She nodded at Jon.

 “Yeah.” The young man shrugged against the dull thrum of pain that continued to pulse up and down his arm. Small twitches of the same sensations climbed his back before following his shoulders and chest into a series of electric pulses which throbbed against the nameless pains buried just under his skin. “Shit.” Jon shuttered, shaking his head when Sam looked up at him. “Cold chill.” 

 “Grave walker.” Nicole whispered.

 “Huh?”

 “What you say when you get a chill? Someone is walking on your grave.”

 “I’m not dead yet.” 

 “According to who?” A gentle light flickered in the woman’s eyes as she jotted down another line of numbers and symbols that faintly resembled chemistry equations. “In their culture you’ve died several times.” 

 Samantha looked over a spoonful of soup with a curious expression that betrayed the serious glare she shot Nicole. “Why?”

 “We all. . .” Nicole trailed off slowly before finishing an equation “Die. Everyday. We give up something, that facet is said to die. Another one takes it’s place to reflect the change. Some think of the soul as a prism.”

 “Prism huh?” Sam shrugged. “So what about when we die, for real, what’s that. Thought to be.”

  “An abomination.” The woman looked up. “Life is the single most valuable experience. The war has only served to re-enforce that notion. In the past, before computers, the clan went to great lengths to keep accurate records of it’s members. Each house had a group of scribes that would be assigned to a unit. The scribe would live with them and go wherever they did. Their entire life became dedicated to the members of that unit, in spirit and form.” Nicole sighed slightly before setting her pen down and closing the thick notebook. “Now each unit has wireless PDA devices linked to their house’s mainframe. More efficient. They also link Sit Reps to their Marshals.”

 “Sit Rep?”

 “Situation Report. An overview of a particular confrontation.” Nicole pursed her lips. “The Houses used to operate independent of one another, sharing information on a case by case basis.”

 “That’s dumb.” Jon took a long sip of water, weathering the steel gaze of the shorter woman. 

 “Irana began the information revolution almost immediately, starting with messengers and horseback curriers before they setup the D-Net. Every House, unit and individual is linked to the Clan’s mainframe, suppliers, contractors, Sit Reps, combat video, medical records, everything.” 

 “Sounds complex.”

 “Irana worked with several experts. Security, stability and ease of use were given top priority. . . The D-Net is staffed by six ‘routers’ at all times to make sure everything is kept flowing. It’s a monster by some standards, but it keeps them in touch.” 

 “Hey.” Sam swallowed before offering a tense voice. “What happens to all that stuff. If you guys win?” 

 Nicole stared for a moment, a muscle tensing in her jaw as errant light flickered against her eyes. “They will probably shut it down. That isn’t my concern.”

 “I thought you.”

 “Assumptions are dangerous.”

 Sam glanced over at Jon, questions betraying her calm façade. “So what are you doing this for?”

 “My reasons are mine.” The woman glared. 

 “Sorry, I didn’t mean.”

 “Wait, you’re like Kat? Like the others? How can you tell me you aren’t part of the clan?”

 “Drop it Kimo.”

 “Hey.”

 “Now.”

 Jon sighed. “Bitch.”

 Nicole cocked her head slightly before grinning. “Curious, indeed.”

 “Jon.” Sam tensed. 

 “Fine.” The young man stood even as Sam shot Nicole a dirty look. 

 “Make sure Kathrine is alright. I heard crying.” The woman’s flattened tone echoed through the room while Jon’s boots thumped against the carpet, following him up the staircase only to fall short when a soft sob touched off against his ears.

 Tension crept through Jon’s body during the eternity it took him to find the door, the familiar scents of fear and uncertainty pounded his senses before disappearing into the persistent sobs and whimpers of a feminine voice. Jon inhaled, turning the knob slowly to expose strips of moonlight that bathed stained wood and velvet in pale blue. Shadows followed immediately through the room, disappearing into a familiar tone.

 Tea colored hair hung loose from the woman’s head, stopping just above her bare shoulder blades while thick stripes climbed down her spine into the gentle swell of defined muscles and inviting curves. The same pattern followed the woman’s legs before another appendage called for attention, a thick tail that ended slightly past her foot, curled next to her body. Kathrine turned slightly, her arms wrapped around her chest, the ghosted image reflected in the mirror that stared back at her from the wall. 

 Streams of moisture crept over sharp features, underlining the shallow sips of air she took in while Jon closed the door. Another instant gave way to a reflection of orange light from the woman’s eyes while she grinned. “H- Hi. . .”

 Jon swallowed, closing the distance with a gentle breath. “Hey lover.” Words trailed off when the young man tried to bring his arms around the woman, a bitter touch of emotion snagging against him when she stepped back. “What’s wrong?”

 Kathrine took another step back, the auditable thump of her body hitting the mirror raking across the air. “N- Noth- I’m fine.”

 “Hey.” Jon tensed before managing another wavering step. “Kat.” His voice died off instantly when she brought her arms up, stopping him. Silent pleas echoed through the distance with thunder crashes of emotion more physical then the shaking hands that held him at bay.

 “Stay back.” Kat whispered. “Stay.” The woman tensed slightly before all but shoving Jon back when he tried to bring his arms up. “Get back.”

 The young man swallowed before taking another step toward her, stopping just out of her reach. “What’s wrong Kat?” Jon forced a breath. “Talk to me lover.”

 Kat stared, an eternity winding down as strips of orange followed her eyes, unyielding to the gentle shudder that wracked her body when she stiffened up. She crossed her arms over her chest and leveled her gaze at the floor. “Stop. Calling me. That.” She sniffed. 

 “But-”

 “Stop. Just, stop.” The woman swallowed hard. “I’m not your lover. I’m not even-”

 “You are, Kat. You’re my everything.”

 “Stop lying to me! Damnit- Jon. I love you, I trust you. But you don’t even.”

 “What the hell are you talking-”

 “Tell me!” Kat stepped closer, a faint touch of emotion sparking deep in her eyes. “Why? Why the flying hell do you care? When you won’t trust me enough to tell me anything about you, how can you expect me to believe you when you say that?”

 Jon inhaled sharply, sampling the natural scents and traces of smells he couldn’t quite identify. “I-”

 “Why?”

 “I love you.”

 The woman stared for a moment, a fresh drop of moisture sliding free from her features while her body shuddered again. Her heated emotions betrayed the brilliant shades of red that covered her face in a mask, easily matching her hair color. 

 “You-” The young man began slowly, the question dying off on his tongue only to be replaced a moment later. “Kat, what brought this on? I mean, this morning you were. . .”

 “I’ve had time to think.” Kat snapped. “You’re not doing this because you care. You- You- Why? Why the hell do we have to go through this? Are we really worth it? Why?” The woman trailed off slowly, sighing deeply as she turned toward the mirror. Her voice sank slowly to a whisper when she stared at Jon’s reflection. “Am I worth it?” She inhaled, her tail flicking at the base. “Tell me Jonathan, is this freak worth your life?”

 Woah. Another breath stalled itself in his lungs before silencing the ready made response. 

 “Well?” The woman stared, a tense whisper hanging thick against the still air. “Is it?”

 Jon inhaled slowly before brining himself closer, tracing the gentle curves of tensed muscles and striped flesh. Uncertainty pushed against him physically while he brought his hands around Kathrine’s stomach, fighting for every inch during the breathless instant that passed between locked eyes. Kat tensed as Jon’s hands crossed over her body, a faint thrum of warmth following the reflection in the mirror. 

 Seconds melted into a held breath when the woman’s arms uncrossed, taking a hold of Jon’s despite the shaking nerves and quivering body that pressed against him. Another second dragged out as fresh tears slid down her face, dying out when she stared at the mirror. “Jon.”

 The young man tightened his grip slightly before offering space for the fingers that intertwined with his a moment later.

 “Why? Why is it so hard?” Kat stared slightly harder, her eyes narrowing. “Why?”

 “This is our life.” He surprised himself with the confidence in his voice. “We’ll face it together. No matter what happens. We’ll face it together.”

 “I know. But, why should we? We- We should be. . . Be making love and having kids, worrying about the mortgage payment- Where- When did this.” Her tail slid up his leg slowly, a wavering movement that mirrored the tension in her body. 

 “Hey, I happen to like that.” Jon grinned, natural scents drawing familiarity and warmth across weary nerves. The young man swallowed before bringing his lips to the tender flesh of Kat’s neck as her tail wrapped around his leg. “I love that.” 

 “Yeah?” The woman inhaled when Jon sucked at the side of her neck, tilting her head while her hands pulled against his. “Why?”

 “Because it’s you.” 

 Kathrine relaxed into a gentle thrum of sound that echoed between them with an even warmth, drawn across the mirror in shades of orange and another, deeper, color that replaced Jon’s eyes for an instant, a sapphire blue. 

 The young man tensed slightly when the color reflected again, relaxing while Kat’s purr deepened against him. 

 “Together?”

 “Always.”

 “And forever.” Kathrine turned with a grin as she released her grip on his leg. “Jon.” The woman smiled, sliding her hands up his back to support his head. 

 “Yeah?” 

 “I have a confession to make. . .” A slight twinge of bittersweet scent touched off through the air even as she leaned in against his ear. “I. Love you. And- I- I want you.” Her whisper sunk into the deep purr she used to kiss his neck. “I want you, forever. The both of us. As one.”

 Jon stared at the mirror, following the gentle curves and fair skin to the stripes and arms wrapped around her lower back. “We will be.” The young man sighed as she kissed his neck, grazing it with her teeth, little more than a gentle pressure that mirrored the tail she coiled around his thigh. “Kat.” 

 “Hmm?” She purred, sucking harder.

 “You ah-”

 Kat’s purr deepened instantly before she brought her legs up around his waist, supporting her self despite the stabbing pains and throbs that forced their way through Jon’s shoulder and arms. “I love you.”

 “I love you too.” Jon winced, following the tender scents and warmth of the woman’s body before a deep blue caught his attention from the mirror. Another moment dragged out slowly while Kat continued to pull against his neck, drawing sensations as warm and familiar as the bed he fell into a moment later. “Kat.”

 The woman sat up slightly, stretching out over him during a breathless eternity that ended when she laid herself on top of him, her heart pressing against his chest while her tail coiled around his leg completely. “Soon. I’m gonna be. I’m gonna be Misses Prower.” She met his lips slowly, drawing a rough tongue over his before her purr deepened. “Kathrine Prower. I like it. Kathrine Pr-” She grinned brighter as Jon brought his arms around her, supporting her back and neck before pulling her tight.

 Finally a breath gave way to shaking nerves and a shallow voice. “I’m yours, we’re gonna be together forever. . . I love you Kathrine Rikes.”

 The woman sank slowly, coming to rest her head on his chest before looking up and smiling. “Prower. Kathrine Prower.” 

Kathrine’s purr deepened as she pushed against the young man’s leg, a tender whisper slipped from her lips, all but lost to the sound of the door opening. 

 Nicole peeked in, a large glass in her left hand. Silk fabric covered her body in shades of black and deep purple, dragon designs had been painted across the baggy pants which ended in white cuffs just above her feet. The same scheme followed the buttoned t-shirt that clung to her body, moving slightly as she slipped in. “Am I interrupting something?” The woman tilted her head slightly, her raven hair hanging bound in a pony tail that betrayed the genuine concern in her voice. 

 “No.” Jon closed his sketch book, marking the page as she stepped toward the bed.

 “Alright.” Nicole sat on the edge, offering the tall glass before glancing back at Kathrine. “Is this normal?”

 “What?” He followed her gaze, trying to identify the mix of scents which played out through the room. 

 “Kathrine, purring.”

 “Y-” A distinct tension crept through taught muscles before he held the glass up. “What’s this?”

 “It will ease the symptoms.”

 “Huh?”

 “Your White Heat. It will dull your body to the reactions. It won’t stop everything, but it will take care of the headaches.” Orange reflected in her grey eyes when she glanced down at the book in front of the young man. “Do you write?”

 “I um- No, it’s a sketchbook.”

 “An artist?” The woman smiled slightly before motioning to the book case that stood next to the door. “What do you draw?”

 “Um- Anything. . . Sam got it for me.” The young man swallowed sharply, watching as she traced the spines of several books. 

 “Do you draw to relive your life, or to get away from it?” A slight grin changed her sharp features before she withdrew a thick volume, bound in leather and sealed with a large strap. 

 “I- I guess both.”


 “In their culture, someone like you would be considered very important.” Her slow breathing was barely noticeable as she released the leather strap, exposing yellowed pages and hand written symbols nearly unidentifiable in the ambient moonlight. “They relive their history from one individual to another. Kept for all generations to learn and share.” Nicole looked up from the book, an underlying seriousness following her neutral tones. “Stories are what keep them alive, give them a reason to fight. They also remind them of what has been given to keep themselves. What they have lost and what they could have.”

 Jon swallowed, nodding slightly when Nicole held up the thick volume. 

 “To them, every life is a great adventure. Everything is precious and special. Unique.” Seconds flowed between gentle sips of warm emotion before giving way to a slightly warmed tone. “Jonathan, may I look at your life?”

 “I- I’d really- Um. . . There’s some pictures of- Of Kat.” 

 The woman nodded, her voice level despite the almost visible tension along her jaw. “You love Kathrine, don’t you?”

 “Yeah.” 

 “May I ask why?”

 “She’s special, in so many ways. . .” The young man trailed off slowly, finding his voice before glancing at her. “She- She um- I can’t describe it. She’s just- Kat.” 

 Thickened silence slipped into a dull purr while Jon ran his finger over the sharp contours of the sleeping woman’s jaw. “She never judged me, never said I’m not good enough. Never tried to get me to do anything I didn’t want too.” Another breath fell into Kathrine’s purr while he continued to follow the woman’s frame with a wavering finger. “I um. She- She’s the only honest person I’ve ever met. And. . .” The young man looked up, meeting Nicole’s gaze. “She’s special.”

 The woman nodded, a gentle grin speaking for her before a warm tone changed her features. “Have you been drawing the two of you?”

 “Um- Yeah. Don’t get the wrong idea. I’m not a weirdo or anything.” Jon swallowed before nodding at the large book.  “Y- You- You’re like her aren’t you?”

 The sound of the heavy paper being turned was the only auditable sound between them save for Kathrine’s purring. When she finally looked up her eyes sparked orange. “That looks like fun.” She held up the book, exposing a large mountain and hiking trail that ended in Samantha’s frame covered in shorts and calf high boots topped off with a vest and backpack. 

 Jon chuckled slightly. “That’s Mount Hope. On the east side. Sam fell down and broke her arm, we had to walk almost eight miles to get back to town.”

 Nicole furrowed her brow, returning her attention to the thick pages while she crossed her legs in front of her. “She loves you.”

 “Yeah. I love her too.”

 “You don’t like her taunting Kathrine.” Another sip of reflected orange changed the woman’s eyes for an instant, flickering slightly as she turned a page. 

 “That’s life.” Jon shrugged after a moment. 

 “Has she told you why?”

 “Yeah. Not in so many words.”

 Silence crept through the room before giving way to the gentle rustling of paper and emotions that reverberated from Kathrine’s throat as she slept. Finally a voice filled the air with curiosity. “How does it make you feel, knowing what Kathrine is?”

 Jon swallowed, sipping at the forgotten tea while options made themselves available, each one more uncertain then the next. “I don’t know. Kathrine, I mean. I love her. And I guess it doesn’t- No, it doesn’t matter. I can’t say that I don’t wonder. But she- I love her. That’s what matters.”

  She slowly traced through the last few images before she closed the book, setting it down between them with reverence. “How old are you?”

 “Seventeen.”

 “And Kathrine?”

 “Twenty five.”

 Nicole closed her eyes, a deep sigh taking over her body. “I wish you the best Jonathan. There’s so much you have to learn yet. You have time, you have all the time you need.” The woman nodded at the glass as she put her book back, accenting her voice with a carefully hushed whisper. “You’ll live a long life, Kathrine will be by your side. And the Purifiers will be a memory. Maybe the two of you could travel the world.” Another pained tone spoke for the woman before giving way to a light smile. “You might have a couple kids and settle down somewhere. Enjoy the rest of your life with Kathrine. After everything is over I mean.”

 “You didn’t answer my question. Are you like her?” Jon swallowed, reciting the woman’s words slowly. “She can have children?”

 “At certain times. Or depending on the blood line, Kathrine could conceive like a human. It depends what generation.” 

 “And you?”

 “I’m a third generation.” Nicole shrugged, pursing her lips. “Last of the ‘pure’ Leandrea line.”

 “S- So, you um, you have. . . All that?” The young man tensed, running his finger along Kathrine’s spine to her leg. 

 A short nod ended when she pulled up a pant leg, revealing a similar thick appendage coiled around her ankle. The patterned spots, though completely different seemed to be akin to the very nature of the woman sitting in front of him.

 “Shit.” He slid back against the headboard. “So- What exactly do you mean by pure?”

  “Generations transcend one another over time. The bloodlines become mixed with others and give life to mixed lines. A child from one line might have a child by someone with mixed decent. . . Polluting the blood, and giving birth to a mixed breed.”

 “Huh? Humans and you-”

 “If a child of one line were to mate with a descendent of a different line, the contaminated child ends both generations. Giving birth to another.” Nicole shrugged, her voice only slightly cooler then the grey eyes she used to fix Jon in place. “Kathrine is an anomaly. If the mother was human then- The lines may have gotten crossed somewhere, producing a dormant line in Kathrine’s mother, the line becomes active when she gives birth to Kathrine and then there is, effectively, a new line. Or a new generation.”

 “Wh- What about her father?”

 “Impossible.” The woman swallowed as Jon took a long pull of the sweet tea. “Males born to descendants rarely live past six months. None have ever survived the first year, its something in their biological makeup. We- They haven’t been able to identify it.” Seconds slipped by before she offered a tense version of her normal tones. “Their genes have something to do with it. Something about ‘pure’ DNA turning on certain chromosomes in the male’s strand. That’s the theory. 

 “They depend on humans to reproduce. There have been some children of descendants born ‘completely’ human, that can give birth to males, but at the same time they are considered to be the end of a particular line while, again in theory, maintaining some basic descendant code.” Nicole trailed off slowly, her sharp jaw echoing any number of nameless emotions. “This creates a lot of problems, I’m sure you can imagine. Following a particular line becomes almost impossible when it’s considered to be different. The human offspring that do occur could. Possibly, give birth to a full blooded descendant. Though there would have to be certain conditions met. . . How did Kathrine explain to you that there was a genetic difference?” 

 “Sh- She showed me.” The young man swallowed sharply. “She thought. She was a freak. She still does.”

 “Kathrine was born to human parents? Assuming there wasn’t a plant that would mean Kathrine’s mother was a carrier of a descendant’s strain. But there is a possibility the clan is trying to reinstate the program. . . If it was a natural birth, Kathrine could very well be the sixth generation.”

 “Wait, sixth generation? How does that work? You’re a third. How could she be a sixth? You aren’t much older then she is. Are you?” Seconds melted into silent questions and formless answers while the woman ran her fingers over the books. 

 “Kathrine, is a sixth generation, the first. The fifth generation descendants came in fifty three. There was a population boom. Nearly every of pure blood was given a child, of the three hundred to bare children only two of them died.” Nicole turned, leaning against the bookcase before a shallow whisper rounded her voice. “Between fifty six and oh four there were twelve fifth generation descendants born. The clan almost doubled in size during that time, human children were given to descendants after the introduction of the fifth. And until just recently that’s all they would produce.”

 Flavors of honey and unidentifiable herbs swirled against Jon’s mouth, giving way slowly to questions that fell against slightly agitated tones while the shorter woman ran a hand over her hair. “They, the descendants, they don’t always produce other descendants do they?”

 “No, though there are certain measures that can be taken to boost the chances. Herbal mixes in the old tradition have been replaced with copulation drugs and hormone medicines. More recent endeavors have yielded a sixty percent chance of the parent giving birth to a descendant.” 

 “Could it be possible that Kat’s mom was given some of these drugs?”

 “No, she was born in San Diego, the clan pulled out of there decades ago.” 

 “What about her father? You say that they can give birth to humans. What if his mother was a child of a descendant?”

 “Possibly. But the genome still would carry through.” Nicole shrugged. “Unless her descendant strain came from further up the line. . .  Dormant genes.” Again the woman shrugged, following Jon’s gaze as he finished the tea with a long drag. “Like it?”

 “Yeah, it’s good.”

 “I’ll make some for the morning. You’re body is going to be getting worse over the next week or so. The tea will help but nothing is going to cure it.”

 Jon sat back against the headboard, pressing himself against the unforgiving wood, slight tones changing his voice during the eternity it took the words to form through the  haze of weary emotions. “So. What’s gonna happen to me? Am I gonna die?”

 The woman shook her head, a faint chuckle deepening slightly before giving way to a gentle voice and carefully pitched words. “The first time I was with someone, he was sick for almost a month. He got better and told me about his ‘new vision’. How everything seemed clearer, smelled better, more crisp. And he could hear just about everything, said or whispered.” Another grin changed her features the same instant she laid her hand on his shoulder, echoing against his ear when she leaned in close. “When this is all over with Jonathan. You’re going to be one of us. In spirit and form. . . I will call you brother, we’ll see the Order fall for it’s crimes against our people and we’ll retake the lives we’ve been denied.” 

 He glanced up to meet her eyes with a shallow breath. The steady intensity of some buried flame sparked and popped silently while she watched him, mere inches away. Deep wells of hidden emotion opened slightly to reveal untold amounts of pain and fear that had probably been capped off at some point. Now they sat open for the briefest of instants, giving a voice to the slow, steady breaths Nicole took in from time to time. 
 She blinked finally and they were gone, replaced by a steady smile that ended when she nuzzled his cheek and kissed his forehead. “Sleep well Kimo.” 

* * * *

 “Thirty days. Then you’ll be run through Trial.”

 “Yeah?” Sam ran a hand through her hair, holding back a cough. The woman in front of her nodded as her own blonde hair ruffled over her shimmering red robe. The grey accents along the arms and cuffs of her robe fluttered softly in the breeze of the porch, stopping when she regarded Nicole. 
 “I’m going to need an address.”

 “Samantha?” 
 “Three eighty six Vila road.” 

 The woman, Serjant Tammy Silver Wolf, nodded quietly. Though she didn’t look anything like any Indian Sam had ever seen she spoke softly and with a long, almost luxurious voice which definitely sounded the part. . . She and Nicole shared some common traits, though Tammy’s skin almost glowed in the soft moonlight where Nicole’s merely stood out. “Does she have a significant other? Pets?”
 “She runs a restaurant downtown.”
 “That will complicate things.” 
 “I have faith Kaya-Sai.”
 Tammy let out a long laugh. “I’m sure. Irana would have my head, you know that?” 
 “Not if you can convince a symbiotic relationship.”
 Tammy looked up before nodding. “I suppose it’s possible. We’ll see. Miss Prower, another question.”
 “Yeah?”
 “Have you heard anything about a man named Hayden Winters?” 
 “No, why?”
 “Just something I’m looking into. . . Anyway. Unless you need something else I had better get going.”
 “Thank you Kaya-Sai.” Nicole offered a deep bow that exposed the nape of her neck. When Tammy nodded in return Sam sighed.

 “I’ll be in touch. Don’t worry, nothing will happen to her. . .” She smiled softly. 
 “Thanks for looking out for her.” Sam managed despite the uncertainty that was painfully apparent in Tammy’s large eyes. Even when she started to turn and a little bit of light reflected bright green in her eyes Sam almost felt like jumping on the woman’s heels and following her back to civilization. If it wasn’t for her public record she might have. . .

 “Tammy?”
 “Hmm?” 
 “Would you tell her Sam says hi and thank you?”
 “Absolutely.” 
 “Thanks.”
 With that the woman slid into the shadows. 

 “What do you know?” Sam stared at Nicole for a minute, trying to penetrate the icy chill of her bottomless eyes. “The only thing you understand is war.”
 She didn’t even flinch when Sam stabbed a finger at her chest. “You would rather I chose to do nothing?”
 “Not with him! God- Why don’t you get it? He’s a kid! He might not care if he gets killed. You don’t either I’m sure, but I do! He’s my brother.” Sam poked her again. “Get it? Family! F a m a l y.” 
 Nicole’s brow furrowed just a little before she stepped off toward the kitchen. “It was his choice as much as it was yours Samantha. Don’t forget why you’re doing this.”
 Sam stared at her back while the woman poured a glass of water, though she couldn’t see the woman’s expression she could imagine her watching with a veiled hatred. “Stuck up bitch.”
 “Be that as it may.” She took another swallow. “Your life, your friend and Kathrine will all rely on your actions henceforth. If you choose to fail them, their lives will end by your hand.”
 “I bet you’d like that wouldn’t you?”
 She filled up another glass and started drinking.

 “Thought so.”
 “Do you think I’d call in my last favors to protect your friend if I had wanted your deaths?” 
 “Bullshit I-“
 “To you this might seem like a game. . .” Her eyes reflected a bright orange as the woman crossed the distance with a hard, careful pace that seemed measured to keep her out of Sam’s reach. “To us it is our last hope, do you understand what that means Samantha?” 
 “I-“
 “Much like your friend, we don’t have any recourse. We stand or we become extinct. Now do you understand?”
 “It’s not fair! He’s a kid.“
 She closed her eyes and let out a hollow sigh. The sadness of her voice seemed to echo through the air physically when she stepped forward and placed her hand on Sam’s shoulder, leading her toward the heavy blast door that would lead to the basement. “I’m aware of that Samantha.

 “To be quite honest I don’t care what happens in this war. If the clan triumphs then they will survive until the next major crisis comes along. If they fall- I’ll be free to do what I please.” The short woman looked over her shoulder as she started down the steps. “However I do care what happens to my daughter. I care what happens to you. I care what happens to your brother. Do you really think I want to die for this?” She nodded at the rifle she had been working with before Tammy showed up. “To die with a weapon in hand, in a jungle of your design- A web of theirs. A life of-”

 “Okay, okay I get the picture. But. . .” The words stalled as she traced the tension in Nicole’s jaw. “A daughter? You have a kid? Where is she?” 

 “Safe. For the time being.” Nicole put the bolt of the weapon back together before she unfastened the buckles of a plastic green case and withdrew a pocket knife sized scope. Popping the battery compartment off she took a small watch battery out of the case and seated it in the scope. “We fight for our families. Our lives come second Samantha. Do you understand?” She snapped the scope to the large rifle. 

 “Yeah- I think so. . .”

 “We can’t compromise. One way or the other Kaya. You fight, sink your heart into everything you do or you don’t do it, you walk away and let those who will. I will think nothing less of you either way.”

 “Giving me permission to leave?” 

 “If you only invest yourself half way someone will die. I wouldn’t want that on your conscience.” She flicked a switch on the scope, nodding when a red dot lit up the inside of the tube. “Your brother believes in you Samantha, he doesn’t want this any more then you do. If only for Kathrine’s sake. You have to show him you believe in yourself. To be stronger then you think possible. . . You have it, that’s plain to see, Samantha. If you don’t want to talk about anything, I understand. Please don’t think I don’t care. You deserve the revenge you want. You need to know who your asking it for though.”

 Sam watched her deft hands work for a little before she glanced up at the woman’s face. Seemingly buried in her work she probably wasn’t aware of the solemn expression she was wearing. The woman was a killing machine, she could just as easily have jumped the stainless steel table and rip Sam’s throat out but she was offering a- a what? Compromise? She tried to piece it together as the woman did exactly that with the rifle. In the thirteen seconds it had taken her to put the weapon back together her expression had flashed back to the impassive mask of a true machine. Vacant, rigid and entirely emotionless. 

 “What is your vision?”
 “Eh?”
 “Is it good?”
 “Um, yeah.”
 She turned the rifle to offer it to Sam. Picking up the plastic case she dipped into the ‘armory’ and came back with another case almost as long as her body, slamming it down on the table she looked up at Sam. “What?”
 “You have a kid. . .” 
 She went back to her case without a word. Flicking the latches open Sam barely caught the change in her expression to something resembling contempt maybe. “Your point?”
 “I didn’t figure you for the motherly type.” Sam looked down at the rifle, hiding herself from Nicole’s steel gaze. The weapon was surprisingly light, a little heavily balanced toward the front- probably the free floating barrel, thick and nearly as big as maybe a C battery- but it still looked like the M-16 rifles she had seen on the news. If it wasn’t for the soft flowing script engraved on the left side of the weapon it might have passed for one. “Hey, what’s mean?” Sam tilted the rifle for the light to catch on the same logo she’d seen on her belt. The seven that ended in a two, flanked on either side by dots. 

 “It’s the Kattachasam.”
 “What?” 
 “A surname for the chosen symbol.” She hefted a large piece of metal that bore the same logo from within the case. Tracing from the bottom of the seven she started a slow, careful voice. “In the old Clan the Hantta Flats was seen to signify the joining of many places.” She slid her finger up to the little wavy line between it and the top. “The crossroads of life, where the birthing of children and celebration of life was said to have taken place.” She went a little higher to the base of the two. “Life seldom remains as we wish, taking a different path can lead to unexpected results. . .” She arched over the length of the two. “The possibility of coming full circle remains, never to be forgotten by either-“ She pointed to the raised dot on the left. “The White Rose. Or-“ She pointed to the right. “Those who have come before.”
 Sam looked at the logo on her rifle as the hollow clattering of metal parts being assembled resounded through the room. After a moment she looked up to see Nicole tightening the massive lug nuts on the inside of the exposed mid section of an equally lengthy rifle. The weapon creaked slightly against it’s bipod when she pulled the charging handle back, opening the bolt and allowing her to insert a red plastic round almost the size of a tube of toothpaste but maybe half the length. “Jesus Christ.”
 She glanced up, letting the bolt ride forward. 
 “You aren’t going deer hunting with that are you?”
 “No. Light skinned vehicles.” She hefted the weapon up, looking through the scope. The faint tint of red illumination crossed the side of her face before a large blue laser cut through the darkness, painting the wall with a steady dot. “Here.” She motioned for Sam to come closer. “Line up the dot with the target.”
 Sam settled herself under the rifle as best she could while Nicole came up beside the scope. “Um, can you adjust it?” She watched the small box pitch and weave slightly as she got herself used to the rifle’s weight. A small cross filled the scope’s display with numbers ranging from 0 to 9 in all four directions. 
 “Better?”
 “Um.” Sam steadied against the table. “Three up. . .”

 “This is a four man stack.” Nicole drew arrows across the whiteboard, indicating where each person was supposed to go through a room, how their interlocking ‘sectors of fire’ were to be situated and how to withdraw out of the room. After a short glance at Kathrine she drew in a breath and erased the diagram, replacing it with one that had the ‘three man’ positioned near the door facing out. “Questions?”
 “Yeah.” Jon took up a yellow marker from the tray and drew a small circle to indicate his position. “What happens if they’re using stuff that’ll go through walls? We’ll get hosed.”
 She nodded.
 “And. . . That’s okay?”
 “It’s unavoidable.” She shook her head.

 “What about these things?” Kat held up a small flash bang. Though Nicole had warned against using them in ‘their’ presence, it might have remained an option for Sam and Jon. 

 “No. The close proximity of the walls would render it’s effects devastating to our hearing.”
 “Kindda like it did in the gas station.” Jon pursed his lips.

 Kat drew her knees to her chest and sighed. 
 Sam watched quietly while Jon went over some of the things they had covered, from her position near the middle of the room she could see Nicole’s bandage peeking out from under her too small t-shirt. The past few days they’d been stuck doing the same drills and talking about their communication through hand signals and how to give Sit Reps to Clan members but nothing really compared to the sobering reality that Nicole burned in to their minds every chance she got. 
 Don’t cross your legs or you will trip and die, don’t stand in front of a light source or you’ll get shot- Sam coughed a long strain of breath before she hacked up a little mucus. Spitting it on the floor she watched Nicole watch her with a confused concern that echoed in her voice.

 “Are you alright?”
 “Yeah.”
 With a quick glance at Kat she wiped the board clean. “After dinner we’ll begin some dry runs. “Kathrine, you’re turn.”
 Kat nodded, standing up she offered the short woman a full bow to expose the nape of her neck. Only when Nicole tapped her foot did she stand up and start up the stairs. 
 “Seriously, you okay?” Jon looked her up and down before offering his left hand. 
 “Yeah, I’m fine.” 
 “Okay sis.” He watched her for a moment longer before turning to Nicole. “Can I go help Kathrine?”
 “Go.”
 He nodded, starting up the stairs with just the slight pattering of his worn out work boots to announce him.

 “Kaya. . .” 
 “I’m fine. Really, just a little cold.” 
 “I think not.” 
 “Well I think so.” Sam crossed her arms over her chest despite the pain. “I’m not a baby Nicole.”
 “You let your pride carry your actions.”
 “Look who’s talking.” She rolled her eyes before the woman titled the corner of her mouth up in a slightly annoyed grimace. 
 “Tell me if it gets worse. . .”
 “Right, like you’re gonna tell me about anything, huh?” 
 “My situation has nothing to do with yours.” Nicole opened her hands, palm up to encompass the air around her. She had said the expression was the equivalent of an elaborate shrug, but with it she carried the distain so thick in her voice. “Your physical well being is at odds with your training.” She shook her head slowly. “I won’t have it interfere.”
 “So where’s all that ‘I care’ talk now?” 
 “Our loyalty is to each other Kaya, then to our individual selves.” 

 “Yeah, yeah.” Sam shrugged. “I’m okay. . .” 
 Nicole cocked her head but said nothing as Sam started up the stairs toward her room. Pulling her boots off she leaned into the heavy silk blanket, feeling it’s warmth envelop her as she sunk into the feather mattress. The book she had been reading the morning before poked the side of her head but she couldn’t bring herself to care, just feel. Feel the throbbing in her side, the pain and loss that was so much now a part of her being. . . She wouldn’t be able to find Melissa, she couldn’t help Jon. And Kat- Kat deserved to die.

* * * *

 Kathrine hunched up against the wet brick wall, watching under the flap of her coat as the heavy rain pelted the bloody asphalt. Sam and Nicole laid beside one another, their faces contorted into a silent scream. A second before she could move several men in black uniforms slid out of the mangled shadows between the buildings in front of her. They had done it, they had taken their lives. . . Because of her.
 “I’d say so.” Kathrine’s voice rolled through her ear as she tried to make herself smaller. Several of the men surrounded her, seemingly oblivious to the purple robed thing right next to her. 
 “Please.” Kat’s voice barely squeaked out. “Please. . .”
 “Kat?” Jon’s voice reached through the rain, pulling her attention through her fears and the heavy mist battering the distance between them. Jonathan was supported between two of the black clad men, one of them held up his arm, making him scream out in pain as fresh blood ran down his bare chest.

 “Well, this is pleasant.” 
 Kat slammed her eyes shut, concentrating against the pattering rain and torturous screams of the young man. Every time she tried his scream seemed to get louder, more insistent until finally she forced her eyes open. 

 All at once a thick stream of bile worked it’s way up her throat as the man next to him cut a deep gouge in Jon’s chest, carving a length of flesh down to his stomach. When the man reached over and began pulling the skin back Kat screamed out-

 In the next breath a pair of arms were wrapped around her sweaty body. Her pounding heart slammed against her chest while she fought the large hands that held her as she tried to move. Struggling again she barely heard a low, even voice slide across her cheek.

 “Hey, hey. Relax- Kathrine. . .”
 She inhaled, leaning her head back as the first tears stung her eyes. “I’m sorry. God, I’m sorry.” She turned against the voice, feeling a familiar warmth warm her body. Lit by the sheen of perspiration and fear Jon’s heart thumped softly against her forehead as he stroked her back. “Jon, I’m so sorry. . .” 
 “For what?” His hand wavered slightly as he traced the bones of her spine. 
 How could she articulate the words without a voice? She wrapped herself around his body as best she could, throwing herself against him as a shield. She’d never be able to save him when it really mattered. He’d be killed just like Mel, how many others? How many- She cringed tight against him despite his silent objection. There was only one that mattered but why should they die just because of what she was?

 “I love you.” Jon tried to squirm out of her grip. “Ease up a little.” He tensed slightly. “Kat, please.”
 “I’m sorry.” She rocked forward against him, bringing her legs around his back to more thoroughly protect him. The moon light playing across the headboard reflected a darkness from somewhere deep within as she kissed his neck. “I’m so sorry.”
 “Just relax, tell me what’s wrong.” His voice was soothing, warm and calm despite the trembling fingers he ran up her back. 

 “I don’t want you to die.” 

 After a heartbeat he held her closer. “I won’t Kathrine. I’ll be with you.”
 “You won’t die for me. Please.” 
 The man’s heart seemed to skip a beat as he held her a little tighter. “You okay?”
 “Please, promise me.”
 “Kat-“
 “Do it!” She wiped her wet cheek against his. “You don’t deserve this. . .”
 “Kathrine.” He pulled back, forcing her to look at him. The fear rooted so deep in his voice echoed through his eyes when he leaned his head down, looking up at her with a calm expression. “Listen to me okay?”
 “No-“
 “I love you, okay? I don’t care what you think, I’m going to love you. And there’s nothing anyone can do about it.” His smile didn’t touch his eyes, just the deep understanding and fear that seemed so much older than he was. 

 “Don’t do this to me.”
 “What?” 
 Kat cringed. “It’s all my fault, I-“
 “Hey, hey. Cut that shit-“ He bit his lip when Kat looked up at him. “I told you, I’m gonna be here for you-“
 “Shut up.”
 “No.”
 “Shut up!” Kat kissed him as hard as she could, tightening her grip. “Just shut up. . .”
 “I love you.”
 She closed her eyes, leaving her body limp against the man. She’d protect him like he deserved, like he did for her. She inhaled, memorizing his scent for the thousandth time as he cradled her silently. 

 Nicole held the composite bow from her position in the tree, notching an arrow with a near silent swish of air. The early morning starlight bathed the earth in soft shadows, making it easy to see the large deer as it bounded between a pair of trees. They had been watching it drink from the stream for the past few minutes, though Kat had never been as close as she was to a live one she felt colder when the short woman pulled the bow taught, her muscles coiling up to pull the string back before it released with a sharp snap.

 The deer tumbled into a tree, caught in mid step by the steel tipped projectile. Nicole jumped down, landing softly before she slung her bow across her back and lead Kathrine through the thicket.

 Kat arrived a second behind, pulling her backpack off and unzipping the main compartment, laying out the bag she grabbed a pair of forceps and began trying to dislodge the arrow. The large animal heaved a raspy, almost sloppy breath while Kat worked the arrow loose. 

 Nicole silently prepared a small bundle of sage, lighting the tip of it before putting it out and ‘painting’ the deer’s snout with the ash. 
 Kat tried not to vomit as she withdrew the anesthetic needle from the animal, cutting open a patch of skin near the it’s ribs. The pink tissue of it’s lungs inflated and deflated in ragged sips while she began applying the hemostat cloth to various major sources of blood, trying her best to separate the bright red patches from the darker ones. When she finally got to the lungs she cringed as she applied a self adhesive latex membrane over the small hole. 

 Sliding her hand under the wet organ she felt around for other holes and shook her head when she met Nicole’s gaze.
 “Time, six thirty three.” Nicole nodded quietly before she kissed the animal’s nose, inhaling it’s breath and driving her eight inch dagger into it’s jugular. 

 Kat couldn’t hold back, she vomited into the wet leaves.

 “You did well.” 
 Kat didn’t really hear her words as she climbed up the stairs, rounded the corner and climbed into bed, still smelling of dead deer and bile. Shaking against the soft velvet blanket she pulled Jon’s arm over her, holding on to it tightly as though it might block out the memories of the night. . . Praying it would.

 When she awoke Jon was getting his boots on, sighing to himself despite the determined set of his jaw. 
 “Jon.” She managed to whisper as she sat up. “Where are you going?”
 “Gotta work on the car.” He yawned. “Have a good night?”
 “Don’t let me go out there again.” When the door opened the scent of simmering venison wafted through  the opening, making her choke back an almost automatic response.

 He snickered. “Come on it can’t be that bad. . .” 
 “Please?”
 He stopped, closing the door before he came up to her, kneeling down and looking up with his hands on her legs to support his head. For a long moment neither of them spoke until a faint touch of bittersweet scent touched Kat’s nose. Only when she looked away did he finally speak. “It’s okay, it’s gonna get better.”
 “Jon. . .” She glanced at him out of her peripheral vision. “You’re um.”
 “I know.” He grinned. “Can’t help it. But seriously, it’s gonna get better. I didn’t think I was gonna be able to figure out the car but I’m learning. You will too-“
 “The car doesn’t involve the gore. Jon, you wouldn’t believe what I’ve seen.” He looked up at her with a  solemn expression that slowly melted when he reached up and kissed her.

 “I know, but it’ll be okay.”
 “Until he gets opened like a cantaloupe.”
 “Shut the hell up!” Kat cringed when Jon slid his arms around her.

 “I love you.”
 “I love you too.” She whispered between their tongues.

 She laid back against the blanket after he left, watching her mirror reflection with the same contempt it watched her. She was the reason they were doing this, why she was cutting up forest animals and why she would eventually be doing it to living people. . . Because of what she was- Who was she to think that he’d ever want to marry her, to share a life. To create one. She was just some freak thing that didn’t fit in with the ‘normal’ definitions of either thing. 

 She kicked the stack of books pushed against the wall. They taunted her with the truth. She didn’t belong. She wasn’t human and she wasn’t- she wasn’t one of them. She was a freak. A genetic mistake. . . 
 Her foot crashed against the books again, sending them in random directions. As usual she wouldn’t be getting any answers, no matter how mundane the questions. The serious questions wouldn’t even begin to come close, there wasn’t going to be some grand reckoning where she’d get all her questions answered- She was going to stay an outcast and a thing for the rest of her life. However short that might be. . .

* * * *

 Kathrine sat shaking between Jon’s knees, curled up against his chest, smelling of decay and dried blood. She cringed when he stroked her hair back, trying to keep from turning his head and throwing up. 
 His vision was blurry but he could make out Kat’s tears as they warmed his t-shirt. Even with the pounding headache he could hear her sobs, her heart beating against him. He could even smell her fear. 
 “It’s okay.” He whispered. “Don’t worry.” 
 She didn’t look up, instead curling her tail around his ankle. The long appendage twitched and snaked out from the outstretched leg of her fatigues like an anaconda seeking to strangle the life out of Jon’s leg. Her body shuddered when he stroked her back, stopping only when she took in a sharp breath. “Jon. . .”
 “Hmm?”
 “Please don’t make me go out there again.” 

 “Kathrine-“
 “No more!” Her tears stopped sharply when she grabbed his shirt. “Please!”
 “Relax Kat.” What the hell did Nicole do to her?
 An image of the short woman holding a rabbit by the nape of the neck  with her teeth flashed in his mind, blood dribbling down the side of her mouth. 
 “The hell?”
 She looked up.
 “Nothing, sorry. . . Look, it’ll be alright. She’s just trying to prepare us for-“ 
 A fresh wave of sobs cut him off. Kat buried her face in his shirt, grabbing the fabric as though it could save her from whatever mountain she was trying to climb. Between her fleeting breaths she managed to whisper something he could barely hear. “I can’t be yours.”
 “Huh?”
 “I can’t. . .” She sniffed. “Jon. I can’t be yours.”
 He stared for a minute before finding his voice. “What?”
 She cringed and looked up with large, glistening eyes. “I can’t be your wife. Jon I can’t be normal.”
 Jon swallowed as the woman’s tears flowed freely. The cascading emotions and rampant questions finally dropped into a valley of uncertainty when he tried to force his voice. Despite the words coming out as a grumble Kat seemed to understand. “I still love you.”
 She closed her eyes tightly. “You don’t. . . You don’t understand-“
 “No, I do.” 
 She tried to pull away. 
 “No. Kathrine, look.” He wiped her bangs out of her face before pulling her closer. “I don’t care, okay? I love you, more than I’ve ever. . . I love you okay? We- Do you want kids. To be happy I mean.”
 She stared with a distant flicker of orange crossing her eyes. As the minutes slipped by the distant look slowly melted into a sorrowful, hurt expression that ended in a tight sigh when she grabbed him.

 “I love you, but Kat- Kids are. . . I. . .” Jon tried to inhale when she continued to watch him. “Kathrine. We’re gonna be together, with or without. Okay?” 
 She nodded silently.

 The next few hours floated by, breaking up the early morning mist with shards of sunlight and warmth that seemed to completely ignore the two seated next to the door. When the sunlight crested the windowsill Kat stirred and hugged him tighter, kissing his cheek she stood up and grabbed a clean set of fatigues from the drawer under the bed. 
 Jon went to follow her down to the bathroom, just as she opened the door to the massive flagstone room she spun on her heel too fast for him to react. She put her shaking hand up to his chest, shaking her head slowly, eyes closed half way she refused to meet his gaze. 

 “Did I do something wrong?” 

 She looked down to the side before speaking in a low, drawn out voice. “I need to be alone.”
 “Kat-“
 “I want to think about things.”
 Jon nodded slowly, putting his left foot near the hinge side of the door to hold it open in case she decided to slam it. “Okay but what about-“
 “Please. . .” 
 “Okay. If you need anything. . .” Jon reached out to kiss her forehead, though she didn’t respond he could almost feel her body trembling. Feel her shame. The sensation tingled up and down his spine while he held his lips to her head, it vanished when he whispered. “I love you.” 

 After stepping back and watching Kathrine close the creaky door he turned to see Nicole and Samantha watching him with opposing expressions. Nicole’s reserved, detached expression almost seemed to cool Sam’s seething hatred. Almost. 

 When he started toward the kitchen Nicole glanced over her shoulder before returning to her small diary sized book. 

 Stopping just short of the threshold he looked back from the massive pot of steaming liquid already on the range. “You know, its always soup, or stew or something. Haven’t you ever heard of cereal?” 

 “Of course.”

 “So. . .”

 “Would you like to make the milk for it? I don’t have a cow.” She offered an obviously forced grin. “Though I’m sure you wouldn’t mind, I have no intention of lactating-” 

 “Alright, alright, I get the idea.”

 Sam looked at him, then her. “Jon wouldn’t mind?”

 “What?” Nicole glanced at her, a puzzled expression setting her jaw.

 “Has he been hitting on you?” 

 The woman cocked her head before looking up at the him. When she said nothing Sam followed her lead. 

 “Just cracking jokes. . .”
 “So what’s wrong with little miss drama queen? She forget her pill this morning or what-“
 “Fuck you, Sam.” 
 Jon slid into the kitchen, grabbing a couple bowls of rabbit stew before picking up a loaf of wheat bread from the mouth of the softly crackling stone oven. The lightly toasted bread smelled nearly as fresh as it tasted but completely offset the sweet honey taste of the glass of tea Nicole had already set out for him.

 When Kathrine finally came out, shoulders slumped, gaze held by the ground Jon almost stepped right into her. He offered her the food but she just sighed and pressed her wet forehead to his chest. And there they stood for the next half hour. . .

 “Again.” Nicole waited just long enough for Jon to reload the shotgun before she began the sequence of targets over.

 The metal pang of buckshot tearing into the steel targets resounded nearly as much as the heavy roar of the weapon. After the last one went down he lowered the weapon only to have Nicole grab it and shove it back into his shoulder, causing him to wince. “Hey-“
 “Stop doing that.” She adjusted his grip so it was in a low ready position. The steel gaze of her eyes didn’t falter when he let his hands go limp. “You’re much too slow to be doing that. If something happens and you need to bring your weapon to action you’ll be caught dead.”
 “Yeah, yeah.” 
 Her lip turned down slightly as her eyes narrowed. Followed instantly by a deep growl. 
 “I was kidding, chill out-“ In the next instant something hard hit the back of his knee and he tumbled back. Looking up at the sky from the damp ground he saw Nicole watching him with an uncertain sadness that seemed to follow her words.

 “I won’t have your death a result of my own inadequacies. Now get up.”
 “Nicole. . .”
 “Up. Now.”
 Jon sighed and got back to his feet. “Really, I was just messing around, you gotta have fun once in a while-“
 “Is that what this is to you?” She snatched the weapon with her left hand, using such force and speed that the motion didn’t register as more than a blur until she was holding it in her clenched fist. “Is it?”
 “Nice trick.” 
 She looked up at him for a long, breathless minute before she began unloading the shells. “You aren’t ready for this.”
 “Who says? We did alright out there-“
 “The wound in your shoulder would say otherwise.” She laid the weapon down on the folding table, grabbing a bottle of water and one of the sweet tea. She handed him the tea before motioning to a small patch of shade. 
 “Things happen.” He rotated his shoulder, somewhat surprised by the lack of pain. He had been surprised when the stitches had dissolved a couple days ago, but the pain was still there despite the wound being closed. “How’s your side anyway?”

 The short woman sat down without the slightest hint of pain, popping the top of her water before downing half the bottle. When she glanced at him out of the side of her vision Jon felt his blood run cold. She always seemed to do it before either delivering some lecture on tactics or making it a point to put him ‘in his place’ as Sam had said. When she took a breath and looked at him full on he relaxed a little. “What’s wrong with Kathrine?”
 “Dunno.”
 “Don’t toy with me, Jonathan.”
 “Seriously, I don’t. She was going on like ‘I can’t be your wife’ and stuff. I think she read something in those books, you gave her that idea. . .” He shrugged. “She thinks she can’t get pregnant or something.”
 Nicole tilted her head slightly before taking a shallow sip of her water and glancing up. “What does reproduction have to do with marriage?”
 “She’s Catholic.”
 “By definition Kathrine has already overstepped the tenets. . .” She almost seemed to snicker as she watched him over the rear of her bottle. “Sex before marriage I mean.”
 “Yeah well. . . I can be persuasive.”
 After a minute she cocked her head. “Oh?”
 “Yeah.”
 “Mayhap it didn’t take as much as someone in other circumstances.”
 “So what, you saying she was desperate?” 
 “Mayhap.”
 “Fuck you.” 
 She smiled a little. 

 Finishing the tea he crumpled up the malleable plastic, stuffing it in his cargo pocket before leaning forward. “So what about you?”
 “Hmm?”
 “Lemmie guess.” He raised his hands out like he was painting a billboard. “Some assembly required, batteries not included?”
 She stared blankly for a second. “I don’t understand.”
 “You’re not desperate because you’ve got something that hums right?” As her blank expression turned into one of genuine curiosity he swallowed a little. “You know, a toy.”
 “I-“
 “Forget it. Don’t tell me.”

 Nicole shrugged. 

 “So seriously, when was the last time you were with someone?”
 “A decade.” 
 “Ouch. Boyfriend? Husband? Wife?”
 “Elatra. Mate. Husband before that.” She leaned back slowly. The light played over her body, highlighting the gentle sweeping curves of her t-shirt as it tightened around her body. She stretched out, causing the cotton to strain against her full breasts and voluptuous curves. . . Jon swallowed back on his voice when she sat up, staring straight at him. 

 “Sorry.”
 She shook her head, even with the red tint on her cheeks she seemed cool and composed when she stood and offered her hand. 
 “So, mate huh? You guys had a kid?” Jon smiled a lame grin, forced beyond the extent of his own body. 

 “Yes.”
 “That’s cool. . .”
 She picked up the Vindicator and began loading it. “I would disagree.” 

 Kathrine turned away when Jon tried to brush her hair back with his hand. In the pale moonlight he could see her black t-shirt and fatigues that seemed to offset her fair skin. She turned to face the other side of the room, leaving Jon under the covers with only the ghosted memory of her warmth to keep him company.

 “Kathrine.”
 She shook her head. 
 “What’s wrong. . .” Jon sat up slowly. When she didn’t respond he moved closer only to have her get out of bed and sit against the wall. Looking up with her tear streaked eyes she seemed to be completely gone until he laid across the bed, meeting her gaze. “Hi.”
 “Go away.”
 Not exactly what I was hoping for. . . “Why?”
 “Just go.” She drew her knees to her chest and cried. “I love you.”
 “I love you too Kat. Why don’t you come up here and-“
 “No.”
 “Okay. . . Mind if I come down there?”
 “Stay there.” She buried her head in the crook of her arm before sobbing a long sigh. “Jon. We can’t do anything any more. We can’t. . . We can’t make love until-“
 “Relax, just take a breath-“
 “I’m not ever gonna be what you want. I can’t even-“
 “Kathrine!”
 “No!” Her head shot up. “No! I can’t!”
 “I want you. Get it? I want you. Nothing else matters. . .”
 “You wouldn’t even take communion with me, you’re soul is black with sin and we can’t even-“
 Jon waved her off. “Look, I love you Kathrine Prower and-“
 “Don’t you dare call me that.” 
 “Point is, we’ll get through this. . .” 
 Kathrine simply stared at him. For another hour or two she just sat there sobbing as Jon stared at the woman. The stack of books that had been strewn all over the floor offered no hope of reading her expression but when she finally took in a breath and steadied herself her voice was clear and distant. “I can’t believe this.”
 Jon just watched her.

 “They said that a normal one can have two cycles a year. . . They last for a week to a month.” She pushed a couple of the books around with her right hand, not entirely focused. “They. . . Copulate like ten or more times a day-“

 “Woah.”
 “Yeah. . . But they can do it any other time and be okay.” She picked up a thick blue book labeled Life and Times, a fifty year study of population and death. “This one says the others can produce four kids a year.”
 “Kathrine.”
 “Why can’t I?! I can’t have cycles! I’ve never had a period! What kind of joke is-“
 “Kathrine. . .”
 “I didn’t do it right! Has to be, I did something to someone, said the wrong thing. It isn’t fair! I-“
 Jon sighed, letting the woman carry on while keeping his attention focused on remaining silent. When she finally stopped he propped himself up on his elbows and pursed his lips. “Kathrine, do you think maybe- well. . . Maybe you could be something better than what ‘they’ are? Nicole thinks you’re the first in a new generation- She might be right.

 “A generation that can’t have children?” She puffed. “Great joke is more like it!”
 “Just calm down. Okay? Those things can come later, especially now. Do you really wanna try to raise a kid with this stuff going on?”
 “You don’t understand! I won’t have my soul marked by the sins of murder and-“ She bit down hard on her lip when Jon exhaled and turned away. 
 He sat against the other side of the bed, leaning his head back against the mattress. “Just remember why I did it. . .”


* * * *

 The blonde in the picture stared at Sam through the scope, taunting her to hit the stupid forced grin that had been plastered across her features. The heavy rifle let out a thunderous crack as the post holding the ID splintered high and to the right. “Goddamnit.”
 Samantha looked up over her rifle, the dull ring in her ears paling to the repeated thunder claps of Nicole’s rifle. The solid wood post she was firing at burst open in several spots, sending shards of wood in every direction. “Good shot.”

 The woman glanced over, her eyes reflecting orange in the red and yellow rainbow of quickly approaching dusk. “Come on Kimo, you can do better.” 

 “Maybe if my-” 

“You can.” Another instant passed when Nicole slipped behind her, taking up residence in the small bench before bringing Sam’s hands to a tensed readiness around the rifle. “Just ease it back.” 

 Sam tensed slightly during the eternity of held breath and anticipated recoil, trailing off only when Nicole’s check pressed against hers, a mirror for the strong arms that brought a slight adjustment. Seconds paired off into sharp pressure while Nicole’s finger pulled against hers, causing Sam to lock her body around the large weapon. 

 “Now.”

 Brilliant sound exploded through the area a split second before black slivers and tar erupted from one of the posts, spraying the dirt mound behind it with a thick blanket of success. “Holy shit- That was easy.”

 “Do it again.” Nicole whispered before she stood up. 

 Taking careful aim at the fake ID she tried to dot the I on the name Elaine. The plastic card imploded more than making a small hole. “Cool.” Sam grinned before unloading the empty magazine.

  “I told you.” The woman smiled as she offered fresh one. “You just need to concentrate on your sight picture. You’re breathing is perfect. Trigger squeeze too.” Another tender grin slipped across the woman’s face when Sam loaded the weapon, preparing to fire. “So who is Melissa?”

 Sam tensed, the sound of the rifle impacted against her body before a large swath of dirt took to the air. “Ah-” Fresh tension crept through her body before she looked up to meet Nicole’s gaze. Under the brim of the black hat she was wearing Sam could swear she saw the woman’s eyes flicker orange against the slowly setting sun. “S- She um. . .”

“Here.” Nicole laid her rifle down. “I don’t expect you to trust me, but I would like to help you.”

 “I don’t need your help.” 

 “Mayhap. You need to get the healing process started now, while we have time. Samantha, I know how much it hurts to loose a friend, but if you don’t, it will start to burry you. At the wrong time it could mean our deaths. All of us.” A seriousness chilled the woman’s voice by several degrees, accenting her offered hand with a bite. “I know exactly how much it hurts Samantha. If you don’t take care of it, you won’t live long enough to do so.”

 “Taken care of? Like its that easy. She was my life! I’ll never forgive myself for not being there, she- she might be dead. Because I couldn’t protect her. . . Because I couldn’t. . .” Sam trailed off while words recited in her mind, almost entirely in Jon’s voice. “Jesus. . .” 

 “The Purifiers did this Samantha. They took her, you know they would have taken you if you hadn’t fought back. You saved your brother’s life, Kathrine’s too. You’re a lot stronger then you’ll let yourself see Samantha. So is Jonathan.” 

 “The Purifiers took us too. We can’t go back there. . .” She sighed. “So what can we do? We’re fucked. . .”

 “You’re doing it Kimo, you’re picking up the gauntlet they laid down. You’re following a warrior’s path that was never meant for you. You’re going to succeed if you work as a team, Fail if you don’t.” A firm hand came to rest on Samantha’s shoulder an instant before a slight whisper slipped across her ear. “You could be the greatest threat the Purifiers have ever known. Take your life back from them. Show them it was never theirs to have.” 

 Sam swallowed. “That won’t bring her back.”  

 “Nothing can, your memories will live on. . . If you’d tell me about her I can make sure she lives forever Samantha.”

 The silence hung between them as they picked up their rifles and started the long walk back through the heavily forested sloping hillside to the house. The soft pattering of their boots was interrupted occasionally by Sam’s long hacking coughs. Spilling up several streams of yellowish mucus she tried not to let Nicole see her, turning toward their path to spit out the discharge. When they finally did get to the house she managed to keep her voice level. Just barely. “So. . . What do you mean, exactly?”

 “It is customary for the dead to have their history recorded. . .” Nicole opened the door before leading Samantha through the darkened ‘living room’ and plaster hallways, coming to a stop in front of her door; accented by inlaid symbols the hand carved door showed several images of young looking women smiling and even a couple dancing in long dresses. “History is sacred. As all life is. When recorded and shared, that person becomes a thread in the timeline to be remembered by any and all who would listen.” 

 Samantha breathed in slowly, questions tapering off into realization as Nicole opened the door. Black carpet and polished furniture accented the expansive room with a four post bed mirroring the layout of her own room, save for the brick fireplace. Large windows overlooked the opening just outside of the house while light slipped in through the intricate etchings in each pane of glass. A similar set of markings along the book case built into the side wall seemed strung along as though telling their own stories. “Wow.” 

 Sam drew in a new breath when her gaze fell on a silk garment that hung against the wall. Images flowed through one another, bringing the short woman’s light skin tones and defined muscles into the swimsuit cut of the bright purple and black fabric. Silk covered the woman’s torso before giving way to the thin strip that covered her stomach, exposing her sides to the black edges and long silk banner which hung from the front, it’s white stitching reflected from the fabric dragon that covered her thigh, mirrored by the massive jaguar on the other. 

 “That was a gift from Emperor Ninko. . .” Nicole glanced up, dropping her backpack on the bed before laying her rifle next to it. “These.” The woman ran her hand over the massive bookcase slowly, coming to rest on a thick volume bound in leather. “Are the stories of their lives. This one is about Kyle Redding. He was a Sheriff in Montgomery county.” 

 Sam nodded absently, sweeping her gaze through the rest of the room only to fall to a dead stop when she saw the large, deep stained mantle above the empty fireplace. Several large silver framed pictures sat on either side of the three Katana style blades. Most of the half dozen pictures showed Nicole and some guy standing together in front of unusual places, one of them, a city. Sam recognized as San Francisco from the massive bridge. 

 The others were more natural, a thick jungle, a forest. The flowing black dress she wore seemed to accent her bright eyes but completely contrast the tall, tan man standing next to her. Partially obscured by the swords Sam made out the other three images on the right hand side.  The first one was painted by natural fire light, sending shadows out against the wood frame interior of some kind of hut. Nicole and the man were sitting on their knees looking at one another, both bare chested. Nicole’s back was turned to hide her bare breasts but could do little to hide his chest. The large symbols that were hand painted across his muscles seemed to reflect ambient flickers of light but unlike the thick black jaguar styled spots running the length of Nicole’s spine his were in differing solid colors. A small pocked area on the woman’s left shoulder seemed to be etched into her skin like it had been splashed with acid or something. A series of small numbers seemed to be burned even deeper but if she was in pain it didn’t show. 

 The smaller picture immediately next to it showed Nicole in a deep black double breasted coat with gold buttons and purple trim around the collar. Several medals dangled on the left side of her coat under an awkward six tier chevron on the bleach white shirt collar underneath. A pair of wings flanked a sword on her right side, around her waist a large knot held a bright red sash in which a pair of katana style swords had carefully been tucked. Several women stood in front of her several feet apart to create an aisle between them, above their heads several of the women held Katana swords or intricate sabers crossed as though making a roof to protect the aisle. . . Sam watched the picture for a couple more heart beats, almost expecting the tall man to step through the frame with his full tux and white corsage. Like her, his pants were baggy but unlike her sharp military crease and polished boots his were typical dress shoes under the cuffed pants. 

 “Wow. I-“ Sam’s voice backed up in her throat when she saw the flowing white veil and floor length lace wedding dress in the last picture. Behind them bright sparkling waters reflected the image of a city so dense and dotted by light that it might have been Vegas. Sam turned to see Nicole’s back to her as she searched through the built in bookcase. “Nicole. . .”
 “Hmm?”
 “Who is this guy?”
 The woman picked up a book and turned. When she didn’t say anything Sam made a point to cock her head despite the coughing fit it cost her. 
 “Come on, who is he?”
 Nicole tossed the book between them, it’s blue leather making the velvet comforter sigh softly. Sam stared at the book for a second, her breath stalled against the words she couldn’t quite follow. “So- You know an Emperor and. . . You’ve been around haven’t you?” She tried to force a grin as she picked up the thick volume, running her fingers through the yellow pages. “A woman of the world huh?” Another grin changed her features before dying out when she flipped to a page that wasn’t part of the book, the picture showed a young looking man with cowboy boots under heavy looking fabric pants that betrayed the large vest and long sleeve shirt he was wearing. A small badge and gun belt brought echoes of western movies long forgotten to the faint brown wash that covered the photograph. “Holy shit. This is an original. . .” Sam looked up to see Nicole’s calm gaze following her without any readable emotion.

 “He died in eighteen thirty.” Blunted pains crept through the woman’s calm tone, betrayed only when she turned back to another book. “This is the story of Santena Leask. Nineteen twenty five.” Nicole glanced back, her eyes reflecting a trace amount of orange. “These names, these stories are never forgotten Samantha. These people live on for other generations to share their trials, successes, pains and joys.” Nicole sighed into to a shallow whisper as she nodded at the book. “Take this, read it and think about it. You’re friend is important to you, and she won’t be forgotten. Who else will remember her sacrifice? Who will be around to tell her story?” 

 Sam swallowed hard against her body while the options played out across her mind, echoing pains buried and silenced, forced away by a will not her own. “S- So why do you care?” 

 “Samantha. . .” The woman swallowed, picking up the book Sam had thrown down. Only after watching the blue book quiver slightly did she actually understand that Nicole was shaking. “Some of these books are about people from my life, some of them are people I’ve killed. . . Others. . . I’ve loved. I know how much it hurts to loose someone you care about Samantha. Nothing compares.” Her shake became worse before she tossed the book down and crossed her arms over her chest. “Worse is dying without a history. Eventually all those who know will be gone, without anyone to carry on the tradition, the soul is forgotten by the world. . . Is that fair to you?” 

  “After you found us, I just didn’t care? Feel? I just couldn’t do anything. And now that everything is- I still can’t feel anything. . . It scares me Nicole. . . I mean, I was with this. . .” She bit her tongue. “I’ve got Jon, but she’s gone, I know there’s no bringing her back. Is there? I wanna get back at these assholes. I wanna make them pay.”

 The woman’s grey eyes followed Samantha, unflinching even as Nicole swallowed. “It could be shock, post traumatic stress. The mind shuts off the emotional centers to cope with the stress.” 

 “So what about Jon? I still care. I still feel for him. . .” 

 “He’s alive.”  

 Sam stared, tracing the natural emotions and certainty in the woman’s expression, mirrored slightly by the realization that crept through her own mind. Minutes followed one another before Sam forced a shallow breath to her lips. “So when is it gonna stop?”  

 “That remains to be seen.” The woman swallowed again before she rubbed her temples. “Samantha, it’s not going to ‘just stop’ it’s going to be there, always. It just becomes a matter of time when you will allow your defenses to give. It could be tomorrow, it could be when your in the middle of a firefight. Samantha, it could be when a life hangs on your reaction and you can’t do it. . . You will eventually slip.” 

 “So what can I do about it?” 

 Light flickered in grey eyes, leading emotion into the warm pull of air that passed between them. “You can make yourself more prepared for it. . .” Another breath filled the air when the small hand tensed on her shoulder. “If you need someone to talk to, I’m here. Your brother would like to hear from you too, he’s scared for both of you.”

 “He won’t talk to me.” Sam winced before turning her attention to the dress on the wall. “He doesn’t wanna hear anything about ‘us’.”

 “Consider how you word it Samantha, he may be more inclined to listen then he lets you think. I can’t tell you what to do, consider using a conservative approach. Avoid talking about Kathrine, get him when he’s alone.” The woman brought her hand to rest at Samantha’s bicep before continuing in a lower tone. “Regardless, I will be here if you want to talk.”

 “Thanks. . .” 

Samantha leaned against the workbench, staring at the large blue bucket which rested beside the open engine compartment of the Monte Carlo. Several moments followed the questions that swirled around in the pail when Jon’s booted foot kicked it aside. He stepped from around the hood, his tightly drawn t-shirt straining against the tensed muscles of his body. The young man sighed slowly before dropping his wrench against the hard wood surface, his bare arms completely un-marked by scars or wounds that had sealed up over the previous week. 

 Samantha stared, recounting the vague memories of the large, bloody, holes that had been hidden by thick bandages a couple days ago. Jon took a long pull of tea, glancing at Sam.

 “What?”
 “How do you keep anything down?”

 “I don’t.”

 Sam swallowed as he finished off his tea. Thoughts and images traded off among the memories of a life gone by, lives lost and others changed forever. The young man tensed slightly before offering a slight grin that betrayed his weary posture. “Jon.”

 “It’s okay- The headaches are going away and I’m not passing out anymore.”

 “Jon. . .”

 “I don’t wanna hear it.”

 “But-”

 “Damnit, it’s been the same thing every day for the past week. When are you gonna get it through your head that I’m not gonna give up. I love her, for everything she is and-”

 “Goddamnit Bro. . .”

 “Fuck you, okay? I told you, Nicole said it too. You don’t have to stay.” Jon propped himself up against the workbench, crossing his arms while a low whisper tugged against Sam’s ears. “I wish you would.”

 “How can you say that? You’ve known her for a month, what has she done that’s so special? I mean besides get someone I care about-”

 The young man turned to face her, a muscle flexing in his jaw when he stepped closer. Seconds ticked by in silence before giving way to a heavy sigh which ended in a near growl. “You know why Melissa died? Because I couldn’t save her.” He inhaled before taking another step closer, the errant shadows draping his body in a darkened armor that suddenly dwarfed the man with faint touches of the emotion readable across his jaw; fear and uncertainty. “If you had been there you would know. Kathrine didn’t have anything to do with it.”

 “Shut up.” She managed finally. “I know you tried. I know you care for her. But-”

 “I love her.” Jon leaned in slowly, the shadows thickening. “I would give my life to make sure she lived. I won’t let it happen to her. I won’t let it, hear me? And there isn’t a damn thing you can do about it.”

 “Jon-”

 “No goddamnit.” The young man tensed. “Mom, dad. Melissa. . . They mean nothing as long as Kathrine survives.”

 “Hey, bro- I know it hurts but. . .”

 Jon’s eyes narrowed before he took a step back, picking up the wrench before disappearing back into the open mouth of the Monte. “You got your shit, deal with it. You hurt Kat, I’ll hurt you.” He pointed the wrench at her around the side. “We clear?”

 Sam stared for a moment, following the aged tones that continued to echo through the room in voices that sounded nothing like her brother. Minutes ticked against the deafening silence, each one crying out for recognition, a voice to make it a joke, anything to burry the biting truth of spoken words. Pain throbbed against Sam’s ribs a moment later as she forced a deep breath. “Fine. But when you’re all alone and you’ve got no one to turn too, remember, I tried. You didn’t want that, don’t bother asking later.” She sniffed, an errant tear sliding down her cheek when she turned to the heavy blast door. A whisper touched her voice before she could stop it, the door just out of reach. “Selfish son of a bitch.”

 “We had the same mother.” Jon glanced over the hood, his eyes reflecting a deep blue in the soft light.

 “We did- Till you became some kind of freak.”

 “Fuck you!” The young man shouted, his voice leveling off when he came around the vehicle. “Don’t ever- Ever speak about her like that. Like it or not I’m still her son, I’m still your-”

 “What? Huh? What are you Jon? The eyes. . . The, the food, what happened to you? What do you see when you look in the mirror? What’d you give up for a piece of ass, huh?”

 “Don’t push me bitch.” He stepped closer. “I haven’t slept in three days. I spend every waking hour of my day trying not to suffocate, throw up, or if I’m lucky, pass out. But you know what?” He closed the distance between them entirely. “I’m still me. . .”

“Are you?” Sam swallowed as a timid whisper pressed her lips. “When was the last time you threatened me?”

 Jon stared, the questions and ideas almost physically marching across his features before he relaxed slightly. He looked away finally, a deep sigh echoing through the distance. “I’m. Yeah, okay. Maybe you’re right- But. . .” Jon glanced up, his voice dropping to a barely auditable plea. “What if she was Melissa?” 

 Sam followed the heavy breath. “I would have too.”

 “So why can’t I?”

 “I- Jon.” She trailed off when the young man swallowed. “So. What can I do? Why?”

 Jon nodded. “I care. Sam, I love this woman. I know you can understand that. And even though this happened, I still love her.” 

 “Melissa. What did she do? She couldn’t have-”

 “Sis. . .”

 Sam looked up when he pulled her hands up, cradling them with a tenderness that betrayed the serious edge along his youthful features. 

 “I- I’m sorry for that.” He swallowed. “We didn’t have a chance, she didn’t, to say goodbye. But you. . . She loved you Sam, like I do. I know she would have told you. Um-” The young man sighed before tightening his grip. “She saved my life Sam. That bullet would have hit me. I’m sorry. . .”

 Seconds traded off through the distance, bringing fresh tears to Sam’s eyes as she brought her arms around the taller man. “Jon. . .”

 “It isn’t fair. I know.” He whispered. “But they’ll.” He trailed off. We’re alive sis, we’re alive because we have to be. We’ll make it. We have to.”

 “It’s okay bro. I’m here.”

 “I know. We’ll be okay soon.”

 “Promise?” She pulled back slightly to meet his eyes, the emotions all but lost to the tempered breath she could barely form. 

 “We’ll be alright.” He grinned slightly, pulling her close before wrapping his arms around her upper back. “We’ll stop those assholes and. . . Get on with our lives.”

 Sam relaxed, the hammering pain in her side paled by the wells of nameless emotions that emptied from her eyes. “What if we left. Take the car and leave. That thing flies, we could get outta the states.”

 “Not any time soon, that bullet tore it up. Nicole still has to make the parts and I’m not sure how.”

 “How long?”

 “Dunno. . .”

 She looked up. “Fuck.”

 “Yeah.”

 The fireplace crackled softly, casting rays of yellow and orange over the tinted pages of the small book in Sam’s hands. Back and forth shadows traded off around the massive bed that held her gingerly among the velvet covers. Images followed the hand written words into a play of memories long lost but completely real.

 A tall man, Kyle, sat along the bank of a river under the careful guidance of a mid day sun. Next to him a short woman sat, her flowing dress stained by the brilliant grass that stretched into infinity along the cool waters.  

 The woman, Rea, smiled at him as his hand slid over hers. A moment slipped by before their eyes met, joined by their lips.

 Kyle brought his other hand up her leg, tracing the tensed muscles just under her dress. Slowly he came down her body to meet the bare ankles poking from under the fabric, a gentle pressure sliding up her leg before stopping when she brought her hand around his, just short of her thigh. 

 “There’s something you have to know.” Rea tensed, kissing the man. “You love me?”

 “I always have.” Kyle grinned. “I always will.”

 Rea inhaled, the seconds stretching out while she slid her hand down Kyle’s, guiding it back to her ankle. Warmth found her cheeks while she brought the dress up slowly. Her light skin tone carried up her leg, laying out under the patterned spots that faintly resembled a jaguar. The same spots climbed her thigh, disappearing under the underwear which protected her from the suddenly weary gaze of the man.

 In the next instant something else slid from under the woman’s dress, a thick appendage that moved gently from under the soft fabric and into the gentle breeze of the chilled air. Rea tensed again, the appendage stopping almost two feet from the bottom of her foot. The same patterned spots followed the thick appendage, the tail, bringing uncertainty to the woman who continued to read.

 “I was born like this.” Rea managed finally. “To know me, to love me. Is to accept what I am.”

 Samantha slammed the book down, rereading the passage mentally. “What the hell?” She whispered before picking up the volume and reading the description. The minutes trailed off as she ‘found’ the familiar bank and river, slowing entirely into the weary, drawn brown eyes that watched Rea. Finally his voice etched away at the tension in her body. “What are you?”

 “They.” Rea swallowed hard. “They call us decedents. Some call us Kattah, others, freaks.”

 The man stared, the sweat of his palm soaking into Rea’s skin. “How?” 

 “I don’t know.”

 “I’m- Rea, why didn’t you tell me?”

 “I had to be sure. . .” She swallowed, bringing her arms around the man slowly. “I love you Kyle. I don’t want you to hurt. You have to know.” 

 Sam folded the page, inhaling as she set the leather bound book in the bookshelf. Several minutes disappeared into the gentle crackling of fire and the warmth that played over her exposed flesh. Images and memories gave way to questions and uncertainty while the woman glanced at the mirror. The large strips of tape pulled against her ribs and attention. Slowly she closed her eyes, imagining Melissa’s arms around her bare stomach. “What would you say?” She whispered. “What would you say about all this?” Silence answered her immediately before the image vanished. She turned away slowly, grabbing her clothes.

 Sam crept through the vacant hallway with a rustle of bare feet and carpet carrying her through the darkness. Stars disappeared into the faint glow of blue and purple that poured in through the roof’s windows, highlighting the large table and vacant pillows which surrounded it. A silhouette moved from deeper within the shadows an instant before a pair of orange streaks sparked, fading a moment later.

 “What’s wrong Kimo?” Nicole’s voice carried through the room while Samantha made her way down the steps. “Can’t sleep?”

 “Ah, no.” Sam tensed as she scanned the room. “Where are you?”

 “Bad dreams?”

 “Not really.” 

 Nicole moved again, adjusting to something unseen before a slightly tensed tone spoke for her. “You’re brother has many.”

 “Where the hell are you?” Sam trailed off when the orange flickered again. A moment passed while familiar features exposed themselves under the ambient glow of moon light. A black and purple t-shirt hugged the woman’s body, accenting feminine curves and defined muscles of the short body. Black velvet flowed from around her stomach, stretching out over the carpet into a blanket wrapped around her legs. The woman tensed slightly as she closed the thick book in her lap, a dull thump echoing the slight shift of the blanket. 

 “D- Did I catch you at a bad time?” Sam followed the raven hair that hung loose from the woman’s head, tracing it into the shadows that draped over her shoulders. “I. . . I’ve never seen you with your hair let out.” She forced a grin. “Looks nice. . .”

 Orange reflected again through the darkness, highlighting the slow movement Nicole used to stretch her arms. The woman’s shirt reflected the same light into designs of unrecognizable symbols before giving way to the swells of her body. “You need the sleep. It’s not healthy. . .”

 “Um- I was reading about Kyle.” 

 Nicole looked up with a slightly tensed expression. 

 “What was Rea?”

 “Where did you stop?” 

 “He just got his draft notice to fight for the Union. And he asked Rea to marry him.” Samantha swallowed when the shorter woman cocked her head, the seconds ticking off physically while grey eyes probed her for answers nearly as pained as the breaths she forced.

 “Rea is a descendant. A member of the White Rose.” 

 “I thought this was a story, you know. Like fake?”

 “No.”

 “So Rea was- Um so- What the fuck.”

 “Don’t ask the questions if you fear the answers Kimo. I will never lie to you.” 

 “The clan? Wait- She was. . . Jesus!” Sam swallowed against the hardened lump in her throat, fighting the realization that shattered the images of religious differences or social standings. “She wasn’t human! She was a- What the fucking hell.” 

 Nicole continued to watch her with an unwavering calm. 

 “So is Kat like her? Are you? How many? Where?”

 “Not all members of the clan are descendants. Bondsmen and those who earned the right to be.”

 “No, no. Is Kathrine like Rea?”  

 “Kathrine is a sixth generation descendent. The first, I don’t know to what extent.”

 “What about you?”

 “Calm down Samantha. It’s natural to be scared.” The woman inhaled, rubbing at the bridge of her nose. “Breathe deep.”

 “Tell me damnit!”

 “I’m a third generation. . .” 

 “So you have the spots and the, the tail? So what about Rea? What ‘generation’ was she?”

 “A third.”

 Samantha stared at the short woman, her breath fighting against the pains in her side before giving way to a biting tone. “What bullshit is this? She can’t be a third- No, no you can’t be a third. You’re my age. right?”

 “Relax Samantha. Your ribs are-”

 “Fuck my damn ribs! Answer the question.”

 “There were three hundred born to the third generation, over the years. Several third generation children, descendent and human have been produced as late as two thousand four. Some children don’t exhibit qualities of any later generation, thus they are considered part of the third generation. The wayward children.”

 Wayward? “The clan doesn’t want them?” Sam whispered. “I thought they valued life.”

 “They do. The third generation composes one of the largest groups of decedents. Those born to second and third generation parents are usually considered to be thirds unless they exhibit characteristics other then within those guidelines.”

 “Guidelines?”

 “Markings, along the legs, up the back.” Nicole made a cuff around her neck with her hand. “Three sets of vocal cords, the ‘tail’ as you call it. Low light vision. . .” The woman trailed off slowly before she took a light breath. “Enhanced senses, thirty percent less water, muscle density in excess of twenty two percent par. Sharpened incisors, longer canines.” 

 “Jesus Christ.” 

 “Relax Samantha. Do you think any of us wanted this? To be hunted for something we are. . .” 

 Sam swallowed. “Nicole. . . This, this- What the fuck?”

 “Fear is normal. We had no choice in our life Samantha, you did. I envy you, in more ways then you’ll ever know. I also pity you. Until recently you wouldn’t have appreciated the rising sun, the flowers you picked. The deer you killed. You would have taken them for granted. You sit here now in front of difference, yet you do not lash out. You fear, however you don’t kill. Is that fair?”

 “You, you seem so. . .” Sam blinked, forcing a fresh wave of resolve through her body in the eternity it took to connect her thoughts. “Nicole. . . I’m sorry.”

 “As am I Kimo. This life isn’t meant for you, nor your brother.”

 “No. We made our choice. But Nikki- This, this is a little. . . Okay, very, weird. I mean. You aren’t human? And Kathrine? I don’t know where to start. This is way over my head. Who are you people? I mean- What?”

 Nicole set her book down before bringing her hands together over the flowing blanket that draped over her lower body. “They, depending on who you ask, are thought to be off shoots of the human genome. They share many traits, in sequence and composition. From what they have been able to decipher our race merely ‘happened’ at some point in time. . .”

 “That’s not what I mean.”

 The woman tilted her head slightly, offering a quiet patience. 

 “I mean- Why don’t you go to the government? They could help you out I’m sure.”

 Nicole stared before pursing her lips. “Why would they do that? It’s been seen time and again how you treat those who are different. Irana taught us- Them, that much. It’s dangerous to trust governments. With Order members holding office there’s also too much-”

 “With that many of you going to them, they couldn’t possibly keep you.”

 “All of them?” She let out a bitter laugh. “Samantha, your government slaughtered countless native tribes to make way for your kind. Tens of thousands of you. Compared to the eight hundred of u. . . Them. Do you understand?”

 Sam stared for a moment, the information clawing it’s way through her mind. “If you aren’t human- And there’s so few of you. Why stay here?” 

 “We have no choice.”

 “Oh bullshit, you could go-”

 “Don’t you think we’ve tried?” The woman’s harsh snap tore through the air when orange reflected from her eyes. “Samantha, they have been running for eight hundred years. You don’t have any idea how hard it was to hide among your kind. How hard it was to-”

 “So why do it? Why not stand out and make you’re ‘kind’ known.” 

 “Because I want to grow old enough to see my-” Nicole stopped instantly, a distinct chill following her voice when she sat back. “Why are you here talking to me about this? Why are you fighting? Why didn’t you take Jonathan and run, car or not you could make it out of here. You know that. The offer still stands, if you want I’ll take you to the airport and you can leave. But your brother fights with me, he made a pact he must honor.”

 “That’s my brother, pact or not, I’m his legal guardian. He belongs to me.”

 “According to the law that would see you dead.” 

 Seconds passed between locked eyes, a calm stare pushing against Samantha’s resolve despite the sharpened words which slipped by her vision, begging for a voice. “So? What would you do?”

 “I would be taking advantage of an opportunity. I would be sinking my heart and soul into my training, asking questions. Learning how to keep that which is important close.” Nicole’s tone leveled off slowly into a light whisper. “I would be fighting like hell to keep my family safe.”

 “They took my family. Jonathan is- What the hell is he?” 

 “Your brother.”

 “He isn’t the same. . . After we found each other.” She glanced up, tracing the calm warmth that watched her through grey orbs. “He wasn’t, I mean. We, all we’ve done since then is fight. This shit is going to kill us and we’re gonna be too busy trying to get the other to see our point. To see it.”

 “Have you tried to talk to him about it?” 

 “He won’t listen! He thinks he knows best, he wants to be a grown up. Now.”

 “I can empathize with that.” 

 “He’s a kid! Nicole, he’s seventeen years old, he should be worried about the prom and what clothes he’s going to wear to school. Going to his friends houses. You know, normal.” Sam bit her tongue, a sharp pain stalling her voice. “Sorry.”

 “He should, and you should be in bed sleeping. Yet here we are, all of us. In a world none of us asked to be born into. Samantha, he loves Kathrine, he’s seen combat, knows what they can do. Still he fights, for Kathrine. He wants to be strong, to be there for the one he loves. Wouldn’t you do the same thing?”

 “That sounds really good to you doesn’t it? Fighting and killing.”

 “Has he ever killed one of them?”

 Sam trailed off. I think so. . . He won’t talk to me about it.”

 “He knows the price we have to pay Kimo, he has paid it. You’ve paid it. We’ve all paid it- To survive here we must take the lives of those that would steal ours. It isn’t glorious, it isn’t honor. It isn’t even natural. Its survival Samantha. . . They die so we might live.” 

 “Did Melissa die for your survival?” A tear crashed against her hand in a vain attempt to shield her from the truths and images which crept across her vision. “Did she have to die for you?”

 “Samantha.”

 “No. No damnit, she didn’t! She was a peaceful, kind.” Sam trailed off the instant a firm hand cupped her shoulder, a faint whisper echoing against her ear when a cold chill wracked her body. “Why did she have to die.”

 “I’m sorry.” 

 “Do- Don’t tell me sorry damnit.” She inhaled deeply as a biting pain scraped her ribs. “Goddamnit. Why couldn’t it have been me.”

 “Samantha.” Nicole’s whisper touched Sam’s ear slowly, the faint remnants of emotion curling against her lower back almost physically. “She isn’t dead. You still share memories. Experiences that will never leave you.”

 “It isn’t h- Her. I’m not going to wake up and be able to. . . I can’t wrap my arms around my memories. Tell them how much I care. How I’ll always be there. How I- How I want to be with them. Nicole, I can’t make love to my memories.”

 The woman’s firm hand tensed slightly against her shoulders the tension immediately joined by a warmth tightening against her stomach. “It isn’t an end Samantha. She lives, in your mind, in your heart. It will never be over for you. Time to make her life into your history. Samantha?” 

 “Not fair.”

 “You can change it. You have the power.”

 Sam looked over, errant flickers of orange cracked against Nicole’s eyes under the glow of ambient light. “How?”

 “We fight. Samantha, we fight together. We take back everything they’ve stolen from us. We make our memories, our past, our future into one. The four of us.”

 Fresh tears slipped from her swollen eyes when Sam swallowed, forcing strength into the fading breath she couldn’t identify. “That won’t bring her back.”

 “It will keep others from sharing our fate. It will give others the chance we don’t have.”

 “I don’t care about the others Nikki. I just want her back. And- I want my brother.”

 Nicole’s hand tightened around Sam’s shoulder slowly, the motion mirroring another sensation at the base of her back. “She isn’t dead Samantha. No matter what happens, her memory lives on. It could live on through our eyes if you want it too. All would know her sacrifice.”  

 “What?”

 “She could live on. Like Kyle, like others. Like you will.” The woman offered a light warmth in the faint grin that crossed her features as she brought her other arm around Sam’s body. “Its not over Samantha. . . It won’t be. . .”

* * * *

 Kathrine watched from a distance as the cracked earth all around the small colony burned. The sand turned to glass slowly as the fires raged across the mud huts and the tent city which surrounded the expansive ‘metropolis’. Hundreds, thousands of forms writhed in the searing heat, screaming pitiful wails to the still rising sun. Male, female and others- more guttural like howling animals, the sounds all melted into one another only to fall under the intense crackling of the fires. 

 Several forms took shape toward the fringes of the sheet of fire. Horses and riders. Some were young, female by definition but not human. One particular woman was carrying a child in one hand, the reins in her other as the horses galloped away several more burst forth with armored riders, some with bows yet still others with swords. The few without horses tried to run from the soldiers, cut down after only a few feet.

 The smell of death was everywhere, carried on the soft breezes which seemed to fan the flames, and the heat of the soldiers. Few of the robed women made any real progress against the infinite carpet of baked earth, some only a couple steps before an arrow or blade struck them and caused their robes to well up with blood. 

 Soon each of the small cracks seemed to fill with the red liquid, even from her position Kat could feel the screams, the cries, the abject terror instilled so deep in each one of those who were running. Something underlined each and every cry, something primal and heavy. A weight she couldn’t quite comprehend until it finally struck her.

 Betrayal. They had been betrayed by. . . By those they sought friendship, by those whom they shared culture and life- by humanity?
 “Not quite.”
 Kathrine jumped nearly a foot off the dune when the voice tore through her mind. Next to her the thing sat cross legged, her purple and gold robe fluttering softly as a breeze swept by. Her blonde highlights tangled softly around her naturally red hair before coming back to rest in the hood of her robe as she pulled it back. 

 “Do you have to be here?”
 She nodded quietly, picking up a small flake of dirt, tossing it between them. “You feel it, don’t you.” The tone of her voice made it more of a statement than a question.

 “What?”
 “You do. You know what we went through, you feel it.” She began standing up slowly, turning to offer her hand as she rose.

 “No. I just read it in that-“
 “Come with me.”
 Kathrine closed her eyes tightly, trying to erase the image. The late night reading and the inhuman hours of physical training had left her drained and barely capable of walking but she still had her mind. She could still control her dreams. . . Then why wasn’t the sound going away?
 “Not this time.” The thing whispered, taking her shoulder with a gentleness Kat didn’t recognize until it’s- her other hand cradled her other shoulder. “Come. . .”
 “I don’t wanna.” Kat whimpered as she forced her eyes open. “I can smell it, hear it. I know what’s going on-“
 “No, you don’t.” Her voice was laced with some emotion Kat could identify entirely, as if sorrow, hope and fear had all become tangible. The unnerving part came when she actually felt the emotion physically.

 She took a step forward and saw her foot was no longer in combat boots but sandals. Only then did she feel the soft, fetid breeze flow through the muslin of a full length robe. Against her bare skin it was almost cool and comforting, despite it being a deep burgundy color it seemed to reflect what should have been blazing heat. 

 The thing next to her glanced at her before sliding her hand down to pull Kat forward. Through the heatless flames their footsteps echoed silently as they crossed the expanse of ground to the outer limits of the settlement. Men and women lay dead in several places, some face down, others staring up at the sky, searching for answers to the pained questions on their faces. Some of the ‘women’ were wearing tanned leather outfits that covered their breasts and lower bodies to an extent. Save for the thick tails they had they could have been some kind of Amazonian warrior women but any hopes of their defending anyone was usually squashed by the thick swords buried hilt deep in their backs. 
 Sorrow filled the air again, battering Kat in waves as the thing lead them by burning houses and crumpled remains of a people that could have been hers. Occasionally soldiers were found among the ruins but they were few compared to the thousands of women. 

 The circular layout of the city came to a point with five buildings, one at north, south, east and west. In the very center, surrounded by an actual brick ‘sidewalk’ was an elaborate wood structure untouched by the flames. Each side was painted to correspond with the building that faced it. Black on the north side, blue on the south, red and green on the east and west. 

 When the thing stopped Kat almost kept going, stopped only when she almost tripped over a young man who simply watched her with large unblinking eyes. The sorrow turned to absolute rage in the flash of an instant before the purple robed woman turned away. In the next instant the sensation was gone- as was the body.

 Kat stared for a second before turning to the thing. “How’d you do that?”
 Without a word the thing stepped back, spun on it’s heel and started for the sweeping archway of the central building. Within the tall, multi level building Kat could see plants filling the center, a vibrant display of tulips, roses and lilac that gave the deep red wood a new life. The center was partially separated from the main ‘hall’ by a thin veil of lace but it did nothing to obstruct the small woman sitting cross legged in the middle of the garden. She was maybe Nicole’s height, deep gold eyes offset the thick tendrils of grey and blonde that served as her hair, each different color was braided from the roots but seemed to shift and sweep in the breeze.

 The woman was bowed slightly, apparently praying- her tail was the only part of her moving. The thick spots along her bare thighs created a pattern up the side of her body and the full length of her tail. Except her naked body Kat could feel a certain calm emanating from the woman as she prayed, she had known such peace at times but nothing in the same realm of this. It downed out the screams, the fire, the smells. 

 All that existed was the woman and her prayer. When Kat turned she caught her voice. The thing that had lead her here was walking out the south hall, it’s footsteps silent- unlike the three soldiers that came in through the other halls. The ones from the north and east seemed worn out and exhausted but the west. . . The tall man looked fresh and alert, his strong set jaw and squared off features made him look several years older than his apparent youth. 

 Something struck her as familiar. His brown hair was long and tangled with blood and grime, much like his chainmail armor but his fluid movements and almost casual demeanor set him apart. Kathrine almost bit her tongue off when she noticed the man was wearing cloth pants that had been cut in several places. The flesh exposed under the sticky blood was spotted. . . Thick black spots, like a leopard or- oh God.
 Kathrine started awake, barely catching herself before she almost tumbled off the side of the bed. The faint sensation of the wire mesh shin guards in her fatigues grated across her flesh as she tried to settle back into the soft mattress. Glancing over she saw Jon tucked up against the opposite side of the suddenly endless bed. He seemed so small compared to the thick shadows surrounding him, the valley of shade and deep pits that came to define the folds of the blanket seemed to deepen around the exposed flesh of his arm and neck. 
 He was alone. . . Just like she was. But he had risked his life for her, he had stood by her when she wanted to run away. But now that she had discovered the true disgrace of her body- of her life. He was gone- like he needed to be, like he should have been that night at Hazel’s. 
 Kathrine sighed. She had done it to them, just by being what she was. Even the church had been let down by her- everything that had ever been a part of her life was slipping by. She had let down everyone.

 “But what are you going to do about it?”
 Kat stared at Jon’s back for an endless minute, memorizing the tensed muscles that seemed to shimmer with the sweat of some nightmare or maybe some forbidden fantasy he would never share with her. Not that she deserved such information but she could probably see it eventually. His art book told more about him than he would- she had seen the pictures of his imagination, of her in a maid’s outfit far too short. . . Of them in a bar somewhere with her sitting on his lap facing him, her body wrapped tight around his leg while her bare legs held him tight against her- She swallowed. 
 If it hadn’t been for the other pictures she would have thrown the large book away- the perversion, the taint of the beautifully rendered images completely betrayed the hope, the genuine warmth of the others. Some of the pictures Kat couldn’t identify as ever having happened but she could imagine them. She could imagine them all too well- she shook slightly. 

 Like he would ever want to take a bath with her, wrap his arms around her while the warm water trickled over their naked bodies to wash away the stresses of the day. No, he wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t want some thing that couldn’t be the mother of his children, he would lie to her and tell her it was okay- but they were just lies to make her shut up. To stop harping on something that wouldn’t change. . . 

 But he had been there for her, he had shown her things she had never seen and felt. The memories were beautiful, whole and pure, innocent and passionate- He did love her, he cared about her. He held her when she was scared, laid her down when she was tired. He had carried her when she had no energy to move and now he was respecting her choice to stand apart. Was he just as confused and hopeless as she was? Or was it just some kind of game to him, see what he could get from her- No, no that wasn’t it. 
 “What if?”
 If it was, she had given him everything. Physically and emotionally. She belonged to him, she was his even if he wouldn’t have her. The books had told her she couldn’t have children just because she didn’t have the same biology as ‘they’ did. But so what? Couples all over the planet lived together for their entire lives without having children. . . The church had condoned not having children if it would present a health risk- maybe it was the same principal. 
 Or God had made her special for his plans, maybe she wasn’t meant to have- She wiped the thoughts away with the grime of sleep. She had been replaying the arguments for the past week or so but every time they boiled down to a simple truth. God had designed her this way, for whatever reason. 
 She said a soft prayer as she tried to slide across the mattress, bringing her arm around the sleeping man before she pushed her forehead to the back of his. She belonged to him as much as he belonged to her. They would be together, eventually as man and wife. She would show him how God loved him too and then. . . And then they’d be free. Even with the ‘war’. They would be free, and loved. “I love you Jonathan.”
 

* * * *

 The punching bag grunted as Jon slammed his fist into it. The ungrateful bitch was just like Beth. He had been right all along.

 The bag howled his frustration repeatedly between huffed breaths. The leather cracked slightly where he had been working it, spilling out a little sand that trickled down the black bag- just like Kat’s tears had flowed down her face during their argument this morning.

 Jon slammed the bulk of his weight through his fist, crashing through the leather and into the bag itself. Pausing long enough to take a breath he began pulling his shaking hand out of the opening. The sand clung to his skin with a fine misty powder that betrayed the memory of her voice grating across his nerves like broken glass.

 “I love you.”
 “That why you called me a murderer? I did it for you!”
 “I-“ She had stiffened up then. Such a good actress, the tears were probably real. She was always so good at crying when she couldn’t get her way. . .

 The pattering of heavy boots caught his attention a split second before Nicole slid into the doorway of the ‘gym’. Her sharp features and raven black hair seemed out of place against her tight t-shirt and baggy fatigues. She could have been a pin up girl, maybe with a machinegun or something. No, the thick cable muscles of her arms were too intimidating for a model but she still had the body to pull it off- maybe. . . Jon shrugged when she inclined her head slightly to acknowledge the leaking bag.

 “Congratulations.” She said evenly without the slightest hint of emotion.

 “Fuck you.”
 “Are you alright?”
 “Just peachy fucking keen.” He kicked the heavy bag, showering himself with sand as it bucked against the chain.

 Nicole crossed her arms under her breasts, supporting them as though to- to get his attention. Did she really think he was that lonely? 
 “Sorry? Is that what you wanna hear? I’m sorry.”
 “For what?”
 “Good question. . . Oh! I know!” Jon grabbed the small plastic bottle filled with tea. “The whole fucking thing.” He took a sip.
 Nicole stared at him for a couple minutes as he finished the acrid tasting honey flavored drink. When he finally set the bottle down she wiped a hand over her hair. “What happened?”
 “Why bother? Seriously.” Jon took a deep breath. “People are fucking useless.”
 After a moment Nicole stepped in and pressed a large red button next to the inside of the door. A thick grey door slid down from the top of the door frame, slamming down before a loud metallic clack echoed through the room. When she finally moved Jon could see the sharp reflection of orange play across her eyes, in the next instant she tilted her head before closing the distance between them and turning her left hand, palm up to him. “Come.” 
 She lead him to the very rear of the large room to the stack of air mats she had shown them when they first arrived. Pulling a couple down she folded them over to make chairs which she offered with an awkward kind of reverence that didn’t touch her eyes as he sat down.

 “So what happened?” Nicole whispered.

 “What’s this, Dr. Leandrea’s self help hour?” Jon tried to force a grin despite the sarcasm. When she returned the smile he relaxed just a tiny bit.

 “Only if you’re willing to share, Kaya.” 
 “Right. . .” 
 She sat back and watched him silently. After what could have been an hour she leaned forward again and locked her hands as if in prayer, supporting her head she looked him up and down. “Samantha?”
 “No.”
 “Kathrine. . .”
 “Yup.”
 “The reproduction cycle again?” Nicole’s voice took on a disappointed tone. 
 “Nope.”
 She nodded. “Mayhap the physical training?”
 Jon shook his head. The training had gotten more demanding, especially between him and Kat. The short hikes they had taken had quickly turned into grueling jogs around the perimeter of the property, though Nicole didn’t show nearly the same exertion Kathrine had she still sweated. Somehow it made her seem less invulnerable than she first appeared but even with the wound she ‘managed’ to keep them going, it was unbelievable. 

 “Clue?” Nicole cocked her head.

 Jon made a gun with his fingers.

 “The weapons training. . .” She sounded less sure of herself but still managed to pull off a confidence that wasn’t quite arrogance. 
 “Nope.”
 Nicole stared at him for a long, breathless moment before she took in a shallow breath. “You’re involvement in this conflict, the taking of lives.”
 “Gold star for the midget.”
 Nicole’s face went from serious contemplation to annoyance and back in the heat of an instant. She wasn’t really that short but Jon had learned it was one of her soft spots. It made him smile a little when she looked him up and down before making her lips into a thin line. “Surely Kathrine can understand the need.”
 “Yep. Sure can. Doesn’t mind reminding me either. . .”
 “I see. . .”
 “Yup.”
 Nicole shook her head. “I’m sorry.”
 “Why? Not your fault.”
 “Would it help if you knew you’re struggles weren’t in vain?”

 “I know they weren’t. We’re alive.” He leaned back slightly. “Still doesn’t mean she needs to rub it in my face- I mean what the fuck was I supposed to do?”
  The woman drew in a breath before she shook her head and sighed. “It will take time. Kathrine will come to learn the facts of this life, if not. . . Then we die.”
 “Yup.” 
 “It’s not your fault Jonathan.” She offered her hands out, palm up. “Those who don’t understand that will not be needed in your circles, they will destroy your ability to coordinate and focus.”
 “So what, give up Kat?” Jon leaned back, rubbing at the back of his neck. “Maybe I was wrong about her, you know? Beth was. . . Beth did that shit all the time. But she listened to me when I talked- just like Kat. She made me remember my problems, mistakes, all that shit.” He clenched his hands. “Kat is doin it now.” After a second Jon sighed, running a hand through his hair. When the woman didn’t say anything he forced a grin. “Say. . . You aren’t tryn to hit on me are you?”
 She cocked her head. “Rarely is our background in harmony with the surroundings. Kathrine grew up with a different belief system, different experiences have made it reasonable to assume that the current situation is taxing. To you as well. Yet Kathrine has stood by you for several reasons, no doubt one of which would be the ties you two have.”
 “Yeah but-“
 She put her hands up in a stop motion. “Only you know the extent of your ties. Kathrine cares for you very much, with your past experiences your judgment has been slanted toward the negative.” When Jon opened his mouth Nicole lowered her voice to just above a whisper. “Not pointing blame, you have every right to be upset. Kathrine has shamed you and your actions, take it in turn as any other reaction will only breed contempt.”
 “You done?”
 She nodded.

 “Okay, so what? Just let it go?”
 “Verily.”
 “Right. . . You ever have someone shit on what you’ve done?”

 She nodded again.

 Jon waited for her to say something. The half hour that slipped by in silence finally gave way when she stretched out and leaned back against the folded air mat. Her unwashed hair fluttered down over the side of her head, bound tight in it’s pony tail, restrained to serve her like he had been almost forced to do. 

 It wasn’t that bad but constantly tossing questions at the woman and getting little in return was becoming aggravating to the point of near hysteria. Unlike her calm and distant demeanor her body gave subtle hints of her thoughts- and her desires. . . He was learning, slowly, what the different ‘smells’ meant. 

 The woman’s scent shifted slightly as though she was trying to cover up the barely identifiable bittersweet scent he had come to associate with Kathrine’s arousal. Unlike Kat, Nicole’s scent changed quite frequently from a sharp, almost bitter scent to something more natural. But no matter what scent she was giving off the sharp scent always seemed to be there. He was sure she knew it, he could smell his own scent changes from time to time but others he couldn’t. Maybe that was why he looked away when he caught a tight scent of arousal as the woman arched her back and locked her hands behind her head.

 “So how’s your side?” Jon swallowed back on his cracked voice.

 “Fine.” She lifted up her shirt slightly to expose the well cut six pack. The left side was different from the right, near the edges of the muscle tissue it seemed to soften as though it hadn’t been developed- but it was there, no blood, no massive hole. Just her faint skin color and the supple, flowing curves of- 
 “G- Good.” Jon stood up slowly, turning to shift himself as his body tightened against his fatigues. “I better get back to the car. . .”
 “Jonathan.” 
 “Yeah?” He closed his eyes, still facing the door.

 “Have heart, an open dialogue with Kathrine will go a long way toward patching your relationship. . . Don’t let it go.”
 “Yeah. Thanks. . .”
 

 The ‘wooden city’ as Jon had come to call it stretched out through the clearing. A soft wind rustled the camouflage netting overhead, painting the two and three story buildings in shifting shadows. 

 Nicole pointed toward the tallest building along the left side of the dirt street. The sign advertised it as a bank but with the dozens of holes that had been punched into the plywood walls by bullets and some by explosives ruined the illusion. The scorch marks that haloed some of the holes reinforced the notion of their using live ammunition as Jon rounded the corner of their hiding spot.

 The bakery they were hiding behind was ringed with windows that forced Jon to get down on his stomach to cover the alley opposite the building. Nicole jogged across the street with a smoothness that didn’t fade as she ducked down, covering the other side of the road. 
 Samantha tapped Jon on his foot, pointing to Nicole’s position before signing her intentions with her left hand. Though it wasn’t quite as well done as Nicole had taught them he got the gist. Cover me, crossing. He nodded before Sam darted across the street, ducking against the other side of the building Nicole was using. The only telling detail that she was even there was the hacking cough she let out, despite it being stifled by her hand Jon could hear it.

 Kathrine slid up next to him after a second, the metal thigh plates she was wearing made a soft grinding sound against the errant pebbles in the dirt. Her fatigues were offset by the thick black backpack she wore but the bandoleer of silver and blue ‘grenades’ strung over her chest made it even easier to see her despite the shadows. The light sheen of sweat on her forehead made him wonder- it wasn’t that hot out but the armor she was wearing probably helped. . .

 “Go.” Jon mouthed, getting to his feet even as a thunderous roar shattered the silence of the city. Nicole’s rifle roared again before Jon and Kat had gotten across to their position.

 Samantha fired a pair of shots, the first one slammed into a black painted dummy that had been hidden in a window. The second one went wide, sending shards of plywood in every direction. Nicole jogged up to Sam’s position, taking it over so Sam could get across the street to another position ahead of Jon’s. 
 Sam and Nicole repeated the process a couple more times, Jon and Kat bringing up a rear guard position. Sam slid up against the side of the bank, coughing out a small bit of blood- the smell caught Jon before he got to their position.

 Nicole glanced back at her, silently asking if she was alright. When Sam nodded she turned her attention back to the street, using her right hand to gesture. Four, point.
 Jon slid up past Nicole, Kat following suit only to have Nicole shove the woman between her and Sam. Jon took in a sharp breath, waiting for a silent eternity as Nicole pushed her weight against his back, when he pushed back she pushed harder and started the sequence rolling. 

 Jon ducked below the tall window, slipping in through the doorway. The deafening roar of his shotgun faded instantly, muted by the thick ear plugs he was wearing. The dull black dummy standing in the corner of the ‘lobby’ bucked and imploded in the center, spraying the wall behind it with a thick red splash of crimson. “Holy shit.” He pulled the pump back, ejecting the shell even as Nicole’s rifle discharged across the massive room. Kat ducked in a moment later, taking a position toward the door to watch the road. 

 Leading them through the small rear rooms of the bank Jon and Nicole cleared the rooms as Sam swept through the hallways, Kat keeping her attention focused on the paths they had taken. Up the stairwell and through the second floor the process had been just as easy, without a shot being fired. 
 Getting to the third floor Nicole pointed at the door, signing to Kat. Blow it.
 Kathrine swallowed as Nicole and Sam backed down the stairs a bit. Jon watched as Kathrine dug into the satchel hanging across her right side, pulling out a thin cylinder of putty that smelled faintly of ammonia and something resembling cordite- gun powder. . . Kat rolled the cylinder out quickly, applying a thick layer of it around the heavy deadbolt and several smaller strips where the hinges would be. 

 After a second she pulled a small boxy looking computer, followed instantly by several paper clipped sized blasting caps. Inserting the blasting caps she thumbed something into the screen of the computer before starting down the stairs, grabbing Jon on the way.

 The sharp pop of the explosion wasn’t really heard so much as felt. Fragments of wood erupted into the stairwell, pelting Jon’s shoulder as he ducked low on his way back up the steps. 

 The long hallway was easy to navigate but the doors on either side made clearing the ‘offices’ more difficult. Jon and Nicole resumed their clearing while Sam and Kat did the same on the other side. Several shots from Sam’s rifle ended sharply in a loud explosion that rocked the building. Jon and Nicole glanced at each other before turning back to the hall. Open moonlight pierced the gaping hole of the building, painting the dusty room in a soft blue tint where the netting had been blown away. Most of the room had been disintegrated save for the massive desk that sepperated Sam and Kat from the missing wall.

 After a split second Sam threw her rifle down and grabbed Kat by the  ballistic collar of her armor. “Crazy fucking bitch! What the fuck are you trying to do?! I had it taken care of!” Her shouting was made even louder by the stillness of the room. “You tryn to knock me off so-“
 “Samantha.” Nicole slung her rifle before pulling her hat back. “Not now. . . This isn’t the time, nor the place.”
 

 The walk back to the house had been uneventful, even serine compared to the explosion still ringing in his ears. Jon took a long pull of water before forcing a calm voice to his lips when Samantha shot him a glance. “What?”

 “What?”

 “Every ten seconds, you’re like, staring at me.”

 “What else is there to look at?” Sam tensed visibly, a touch of a different scent making itself known as she sipped her coffee. 

 “Why me? You don’t even like guys-”

 “I’m worried about you.” 

 Jon glanced at Kat. “Why?”

 “You won’t talk to me.” She took another sip of coffee before the scent returned, stronger then before. “I’m still your sister. I still care about you Jon. I know we’ve had our differences-”

  “Still do. . .”

 “Then why don’t we talk about-” 

 “Why? So you can yell at me? Tell me how I don’t know what I’m doing, how I’m just a kid who’s made a bad choice. And-”

 “Goddamnit, listen to yourself. Alright I admit it, I was wrong, okay? I know you love her, she loves you. But that doesn’t mean you don’t have-”

 “I have all I need. Remember, you didn’t want to hear me when I told you about the reasons. About how much she means to me.”

 “Damnit Jon! You didn’t tell me anything! You never do! You just sit there like a fucking-”

 “Ease it.” Nicole’s razor sharp voice cut through their locked eyes. “Both of you, listen-”

 “He.”

 “She.”

 “Listen.” The woman tensed. “You love one another?”

 “Yeah.”

 “Of course.”

 “Why won’t you talk to her?”

 Jon sighed. “She doesn’t care.”

 “I do.”

 “Shh. Go on.”

 “Every time we try and ‘talk’ about things, she starts in with this ‘you’re a kid’ bullshit. You have no idea what we’ve been through out there, and your so fucking stuck up on what you know, what you think you know and-”

 “But-”

 “Let him speak Kimo.”

 Jon exhaled sharply. “You don’t understand it Sam. I’m not a kid any more okay? I can’t just curl up and cry in your lap, make it all ‘okay’ by spilling some tears and wake up and it’ll be over.” 

 “I know, but-”

 “Let me finish.”

 “Jon.”

 “Kimo. Shut up.” Nicole took a seat next to Sam, grabbing a thick piece of deer meat before pointing it at her. “One more word. Understand?” 

 “Alright, alright. I give-” Sam leaned back. “What is it you wanna tell me?”

 “You treat me like I’m a fucking child. Like I have no idea what I’m doing.” Jon waited a couple seconds, choosing his words carefully. “We’ve been through so much in the past weeks. You have too, but I would think you’d understand what it takes. . . Sam, I love you. But I’m not a kid, okay? I don’t think you realize that. I grew up a whole lot since the accident. I might not be an ‘adult’ yet but I’m still your brother.”

 Samantha inhaled sharply before taking a long pull of her coffee. A distinct chill weathered her soft features while the nearly unidentifiable scent chipped away at the air. 

 “I know it isn’t fair. If I could take it back I would have been in Melissa’s place. But that’s- That’s in the past. . . I’m sorry. Nothing I could have done would have saved her. I mean, the cops. We- We had to get away.” Jon trailed off into a light sigh, the words fighting his mouth for an eternity before finally biting into his voice. “I fucked up, I learned. I- I fucked up, yeah so what? Where the fuck were you? Huh? The one person you cared about died cause-”

 “Bullshit! I was-” Sam’s voice ended sharply when Nicole wrapped her hand around the woman’s throat. Red tones masked her features as the shorter woman tightened her grip. 

 “I said, shut up.” 

 The taller woman grabbed Nicole’s hand, working against it despite the varying shades of red which continued to burn over her face while she fought with the shorter woman for air.

 “Hey let her go!” 

 “We-”

 “Let her go!” Jon tensed, grabbing her arm over the table. “Let her go!” He managed as he wretched the woman’s arm, the muscles underneath unflinching. 

 “Listen well Kaya.” She hissed before releasing Sam’s neck. “Say what you have to say Samantha.”

 Sam’s cough ripped through the air, faltering when she glanced over at the shorter woman. “What t- The fuck was, that?” 

 “Tell him, he’s ready to listen” 

 Jon tightened his grip against the well defined muscles of Nicole’s arm. “You ever do that to-”

 “Tell him.”

 “Fucking psycho.” Sam took a deep breath before meeting Jon’s eyes, the questions and ready made objections more then apparent despite the level tone she used. “Jon. I know you’ve been through a lot. But don’t you think we should talk it over? I’m worried about you bro. You haven’t been my little brother for seventeen years to not mean anything to me, you know?” 

 “Yeah, I know.” Jon released Nicole’s arm with a jerk, finding his seat a moment later. “But you need to realize I’m not a kid.”

 “Okay, I can accept that.”

 “No you can’t. I’ll always be your little brother.”

 “Right. But at the same time you’re also going to be a man. You’ve changed a lot since meeting that. . . Woman. And I guess I can understand that. You weren’t gonna be my baby bro forever.” The woman smiled slightly, the force almost physical. “We can’t have-” 

 “Make your point Sis.”

 “My point is; I understand your growing up, you’ve. You’ve done a lot of it since our parents. But that doesn’t mean you aren’t still young. Jon, please. Hear me out okay?” She tensed again, a fresh wave of scent changing the distance with a tangible emotion. Fear. “Okay. Bro. I think that Kathrine is using you. . .”

 Jon found his voice in an instant, the objection falling silent when Kat’s hand tensed on his shoulder. “Go on.”

 “I think she’s been using you to get away from these people. And, I think, I think we should leave. You and I, Nicole can take Kat to the clan and we’ll be gone. But I know you won’t agree to that. You’re gonna do what you want, what you think is right. But Jon, Like it or not, you are young. You haven’t had the life experience to know things like this, Elizabeth used you because of that, remember? Now Kat is doing it and you’re letting it happen.” 

 “Sam.”

 “I’m not finished.”

 “Sam, before this started. I had a friend. I didn’t know about anything else. I just knew she was a cool person. The more time we spent together just talking about stuff, the more I realized that she was someone special. And you know what? I love her for that. She isn’t like Beth, she isn’t like anyone I’ve ever met. She listens when I talk to her about things, she tells me her dreams and about what she wants. And.” Jon breathed in deep. “She told me she isn’t human. She told me-” 

 “Jon.” Kathrine’s fingers dug into his shoulders a split second before her voice died off. “I. . .”

 “It’s okay. Kathrine told me at Hazel’s, about how her life had been changed by what she is, she spent her whole life wondering what could be, if she would ever have someone. I was her fist kiss for God’s sake Sam. Doesn’t that say something?”

 “But what about you? Are you human anymore?” 

 Nicole sighed. “He is.”

 “Do you understand what I’m getting at? You’ve given this woman everything you have, what has she given you though?”

 “A reason to care? A new look at things? I’m not depressed all the time. You know how good it feels to wake up next to someone and know that they care about you. Even just a little? There’s something there, I can’t name it, it feels so right. And-”

 “Jon. What about us? We’re in this because of her, what she is. Do you think we can last forever, hiding like animals waiting to be killed? We-” The woman took a deep breath, glancing at Nicole before her voice bottomed out. “How long could we hope to survive out there?”

 “Maybe a week, if you worked together. Significantly less with the Terminator squads.” 

 “You hear that Jon?”

 “We did just fine without you Sam. We would have been okay till we could get out.” 

 “Bullshit!” 

 “Kimo.” Nicole snapped before wrapping her hand around Sam’s mouth. “Keep your tone level if you expect to participate in this.”

 “There’s nothing to participate in. Sam, I love her. Nothing you, Nicole, the clan or anybody else can do will change my mind. You know what else? If it came down to it, I’d walk away with her even if it meant leaving you here.” 

 “You don’t mean that.” Gray eyes locked on him in an instant while emotions played out through the distance, screaming of disbelief and other nameless emotions. 

 “I am.”

 “Then why are you here?”  

 “Hayden? The guy with the bike showed up.” Jon bit into a thick slice of deer when the short woman released her grip on Sam. “I didn’t know if you were dead or alive. What the hell was I supposed to do?”

 Sam swallowed sharply as another second ticked by. “It’s okay.”

 “Huh?”

 “I understand. You were scared, that couldn’t have been easy.”

 “It. . . I don’t care anymore. I don’t have a choice, I won’t leave her, I won’t turn my back on her. I won’t do it goddamnit. She won’t be Melissa.” Jon winced when Kat’s hand dug into his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

 Sam exhaled slowly, the words dragging through the air while she followed Jon’s eyes with any number of ready objections and reasons to walk away. “So that’s it? You won’t even consider.”

 “No.”

 “Fine, you wanna be a hero? You fucking do it! Run out there and get yourself killed, but think about this- When you have no one, when that tramp gets killed, everything you give a shit about will be gone. Don’t bother coming to me. You wanted to be an adult. You’re gonna live with the fucking consequences.” 

 “Sam-”

 “No goddamnit. Melissa is dead. My whole life got flushed down the shit can, because you wanted to play Rambo and save some worthless little whore. I haven’t got a shred of sleep, all I think about is how much. . .” A tear slipped from the woman’s reddened features, dying off when her voice sharpened. “She died for this fucking- Thing. But no, no you just have to do it don’t you?” Sam stood up in an instant, the faint scents of fear disappearing into a deepened touch of something more unique. “I don’t give a fuck about your goddamned agendas and ‘would have’ bullshit kid. You sink into whatever wining, sniveling little fucking hole you have to. Cry about our parents and how you couldn’t do anything. Then think about the time you could have saved your sister but you chose not to. You had a choice! You fucking failed! I’m going to die because you want me to! Because you haven’t got the-” 

 Jon stood up slowly as the woman leaned over the knee high table faltering against the tension in her jaw. “So fucking what? You had a chance to walk away. You didn’t do it. I-” The young man’s voice ended she slapped him.  

 “Shut up kid. The grown ups are talking.” Sam continued despite the labored breathing she had started. “I’m going to die and your going to know that you did it. I hope you fucking regret it, you know what? Even if you don’t. She’s next.” She pointed at Kathrine. “If they don’t do it. . .”

 “You touch her and I’ll burry you, bitch. I don’t give a flying shit who you are.”

 “Jonathan!”

 “Kaya. . .”

 “Do it then!” Sam reached behind her, withdrawing her Sig Sauer with a tensed grin. “You fucking do it kid. Show me you’ve got the heart.” Another grin crossed her face when she offered the pistol. “Kill me, before I kill her.” 

 “Samantha!” Kathrine’s ear splitting cry ripped through the room in an instant, fading into a shallow voice that died off completely when Jon took the pistol. “Jon- Jon?”

 “Go Sam. . . Get the fuck out of here. I don’t need you. I never have and I never will.” The young man tucked the pistol in his belt. “See what happens, you leave and we’ll be okay. You stay here and. . .” Another sharp pain clapped across his jaw.  “Do that again and you and I are gonna go rounds.”

 “You wouldn’t- You haven’t got what it takes.”

 “Jonathan.” Nicole glanced up from her cup of water. “Is this what you want?” 

 “She needs to go.”

 “Where?”

 “I don’t care.”

 “Don’t you?” 

 Jon stared for a minute, vaguely aware of the small hands that crept around his stomach, a familiar warmth pressing itself against his back.

 “Don’t do this. Please.” Kat whispered.

 “Fuck it.” Samantha threw her hands up. “You do what you want, I’m done. I wash my hands of you and your fucking life. So far as I’m concerned I have no brother. Just a whiny little dipshit who-”

 “Go Sam.”

 The minutes burned in the heated air, carrying natural scents with the emotional touches lost almost entirely to the words that crept across Sam’s glistening eyes. “I love-”

 “Go.”
An earsplitting crack ripped through the air followed immediately by another. Jon’s eyes shot open, barely aware of the orange light that poured in through the large windows. Warmth tightened against his back, Kat stumbled to slide off him even as he struggled to get off the bed. 

 A metal clink resounded hollow through the room, impacting against the floor the same instant Jon dropped off the side of the bed, slamming against the floor. Kathrine’s followed suit, still wrapped around his torso. 

 “Up children. We have work to do.” Nicole’s flat tone carried through the room, echoing as Jon drew in his first breath.

 “What the flying-”

 “Now.” 

 He looked over his shoulder. “You okay?”

 “They’re blanks Jonathan. Now get dressed, you too Kathrine.” 

 “What-”

 “Do I have to dress you?” The short woman’s boots thumped against the carpeted floor. She slipped around the bed, her thick soled combat boots had been bloused, the baggy fatigues she was wearing rustled softly under the matching coat, save for the thigh holster she dropped her Sig Sauer into. Her half finger gloves contrasted sharply against her skin tones but accented her black baseball cap. Another instant passed as her calm grey eyes followed him, seemingly highlighting the large insignia on either side of her collar, a six tiered chevron flanked on either side by wings with a sword running through the middle. “You’ve recovered well enough, the time has come to begin serious training.” 

 “I-”

 “From now on, you will address me as Field Marshal, do you understand?”

 “I-”

 “Do you understand?” The woman leaned in closer, her tempered gaze more then a match for her sharp canines. “Fun and games are over, you want to survive in this world you will do it by my hand. If you fail it will be your doing, I will not have you soil my name by giving up. Do you understand?”

 “I-” Jon pressed against Kat. For the first time since they had met he could see the animosity hidden behind her assertive façade. Gone was the friendly smile she had shown him on several occasions- it was an act. . . Just like everyone else. 

 “Do you understand?”

 “Yeah. . .”

 The woman’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You have exactly thirty seconds to be downstairs, dressed and ready. If you aren’t, I’ll be back.” She unloaded her pistol, exchanging it for one banded in red paint. “You live by my will now child. Remember that.” 

 “Where’s Sam?”

 “Twenty eight.” She began, stepping toward the door. “Twenty seven.” 

 “Where’s my sister damnit?” 

 “Twenty six.” She continued as she disappeared into the hallway. “Come downstairs. Twenty five. . .”

* * * * 

  “And then he just brushes me off.” Sam swallowed, trying to meet Nicole’s gaze.

 The woman nodded, the movement catching her eyes. “He’s hurt Samantha. It will take time.”

 “But-”

 “You hurt just as much, you know the reality of this. You could loose him forever.” Nicole’s calm voice tightened slightly when she poured another glass of wine from the massive pitcher between them. “He doesn’t understand the possibility. Or he won’t admit it.” 

 “Nikki.” Sam swallowed as a forced breath echoed through her mind. “What if he doesn’t. I mean, what if he won’t do anything about it.”

 “He will.”

 “What makes you so sure?” 

 “Kathrine.” The woman trailed off when another orange reflection caught her eyes. “Kathrine won’t let him chastise you for trying to get him to understand the consequences. Right now, your greatest asset. Use it well.”

 “That what we are to you isn’t it? Assets?”

 “Or liabilities.” The calm response came almost instantly. “More then that, you are a friend. Someone I believe could change the tide of this. You could very well be our greatest weapon.” 

 “I won’t fight for your ‘Clan’ or-”

 “Ours. Kaya. Ours.”  Slowly the woman extended her hand, holding up another glass. Scents of alcohol and tension gave way to an unsteady voice masked by emotions only partially identifiable as the woman tensed. “I don’t fight for the clan. I fight for my daughter. You must find your own reason. Your purpose.” Nicole’s voice tapered off into a barely auditable whisper when Sam took the glass. “None of us want this. We must adapt.”

 “You’re drunk.” Sam chuckled. 

 “There is much to think about, things need to be prepared. Wounds healed. Time is short Kaya, especially for you.”

 “What do you mean?” 

 The woman inhaled sharply, her voice a glacial calm which served to temper her sharpened words. “How are you breathing at night Samantha?”

 “I-”

 “Have you listened?” Orange streaked across the shadows for an instant before the woman’s voice returned, filling the space with a suddenly warm tone. “I can hear it in your breathing. Its going to get worse before you notice it.” 

 Sam stared for a moment, the words repeating endlessly in the split second it took her to sip from the bottomless glass. “Are you saying I’m gonna die?”

 “Without proper medical care. Likely. The car doesn’t work and the nearest hospital that wouldn’t kill you on sight is eighty miles away.” Nicole’s voice edged silently toward the physical tension in her arm that fought the slight shake of her hand as she poured another glass. 

 “S-” Sam exhaled sharply. “So, what can we do?”

 Nicole slid a small piece of black cloth across the table. “There are options.”

 “Like?” 

 “They won’t be any less painful than what you’ve already experienced. Some could be worse.” She pushed the small folded piece of fabric toward Samantha. “If you don’t, your pneumonia could set in before treatment would be effective. Three days, at most. You’ll start showing the signs.”

 “S-”

 “Infection will set in quickly thereafter, two to three days and a sore throat will develop...”

 “Nikki, I-”

 “From there, fever, chills. Shaking, disorientation, shortness of breath. The possibility of puncturing a lung exists.” Nicole took a long pull from her glass, she watched Sam. “The alternative isn’t much better. Night sweats. Convulsions, headaches, mood swings. Vomiting. The possibility of death is-”

 “Woah, wait. No, what the hell are you. . .”

 “The problem with our biology Samantha. The older we get, the more potent the change.” 

 “Change?”

 “In our mate, or transfer patients.” 

 “Change. Like what?”

 “By now Jonathan’s body has adjusted to the new DNA material Kathrine introduced. They’re both young. Your brother has a very resistant immune system, otherwise he would still be going through the changes.”

 Sam bit her lip, the black cloth calling for attention while a voice edged her body for recognition. “So what are you saying?”

 Nicole peeled the top layer back to reveal an elongated syringe nearly as long as her middle finger. “Your body would be quick to assimilate the new DNA. A few hours probably. Injected into the blood stream.”

 “Woah, wait. Are you saying this is yours?” Sam glanced down at the syringe before a tight whisper ended her voice. “You want me to be some kind of-”

 “The reaction would begin immediately, healing would take days instead of months Samantha. Possibly hours.”

 “How?”

 “The reaction would be more violent then Jonathan’s. The introduction is direct, without an efficient way to fight it off your body will adapt to fit the new code. Or reject it completely.” Nicole sighed before taking a sip from her glass. “It wouldn’t be pleasant, I’ll help you through it if you want. The alternative is a very slow and painful death.”

 Samantha pulled a long breath of still air, the bitter tastes of alcohol and blood mixing in her mouth while she looked at the suddenly massive plunger. “S- No, no fucking way. I won’t be some freak.”

 “I knew.”

 “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it.” 

 The woman shrugged before slipping into the ambient glow which continued to pour in through the overhead windows, painting her face in errant patches of blue and orange. “I know Kimo. Think about it. You have a couple days before it starts. Then it will be too late and-”

 “How can you be so sure, what makes you think you know?”

 “Your smell, your breathing. The way you talk. Like your brother.”

 “What about him?”

 “He was sick. A cold probably. It changed soon. The body smells different, depending on several factors. . .” 

 “So what, you get off smelling people?” Sam bit her tongue.

 “I don’t have much choice. As we age our bodies develop. Theoretically by the time we reach the end of our life span our senses are at their peek.” Nicole swallowed, her voice barely above a whisper. “Smells, touch. Everything gets better with age. If it’s any consolation Samantha, you would effectively become younger. The rebuilding of old cells. . .”

 “Why are you doing this. It isn’t fair. I don’t wanna be like you. I won’t.”

 “Samantha.”

 “No!” She snapped as the syringe flew across the table. “I refuse to.”

 “We could talk to Kathrine. The reaction would be far less violent, your body would be more likely to accept the material. In theory, I don’t know how the genetics work with this new generation.”

 “No, no fucking way. I won’t become some kind of.” Sam shook her head before cringing. Images of reflective eyes and inhuman scents picking up any number of fears as they rooted themselves in her mind. “No. No.”

 “Samantha. The possibility of death is-”

 “I don’t care! I won’t be some freak!”

 Nicole sighed, pouring a fresh glass before offering a shallow tone. “Do you really want to leave Jonathan? Melissa’s story untold? Your own? What would you have?”

 “My humanity. That’s something they can’t take. You, them or anyone else.”

 “Your brother is-”

 “Just that, my brother. Even though he isn’t human, he. He’s what?”

 The woman took a long pull of her wine, a deep throated growl slightly changing her voice. “You’re right.”

 “W-”

 “You aren’t a soldier. No more than I am. You don’t follow orders, you think for yourself. You deal with the consequences, yourself.” Nicole took a long drag of wine, the words echoing between them physically while the woman ran her tongue over her lips. “The most anyone can do is warn you. You have the final choice.”

 “Damn right I do. And you can-”

 “Only offer suggestions, present facts. You hold your own sword Kimo. If you let it go, I will never forgive you.”

 “What do you care?”

 “Neither will Jonathan.”

 Sam swallowed.

 “This is your chance Samantha, I won’t offer it a second time. If you have to, think about it. Ask questions, learn.”

 “I told you.”

 “Ask Jonathan.” 

 “Will you stop?” She managed, slamming her hand down on the table. “Let me fucking-”

 “Easy.”

 “Stop doing that!” A deeper breath dragged through her body as fresh daggers of pain shot through chest. “Goddamnit.” 

 “The choice is yours Kimo. Expect no sympathy and you will not be disappointed.” Nicole nodded, a slight grin reflecting errant moonlight when she poured the last of the wine into her glass. 

 Samantha inhaled sharply before taking a slow pull of the thick ichor, following the slight burning that traded off with gentle flavors, ending in a tense whisper of realization and biting truth. “We’re just fucking numbers to you aren’t we. Names with guns attached. Right? You and this fucking bullshit war!” Words died off suddenly, lost to the sharpened grey orbs that watched her with an unflinching calm matched entirely by the firm hand around her throat.

 Minutes ticked by, silence lending deep pulls of air to weary nerves as the short woman rose, pulling Sam up in turn. “Come with me.” Her grip tightened slightly.

 “Gonna knock me around again? Huh? Your answer to everything-” Sam stalled when the hand tightened again, her voice disappearing into the slight shake of the woman’s body as she opened her bedroom door. 

 “Two hundred years ago the Leandrea line effectively ended.” Nicole jerked Sam forward, her heavy boots muffled by the plush carpet that cushioned their fall. “Sixteen of them died by bullets fired from your people.” She tensed her grip before releasing Sam entirely. “Centuries. One by one, a lifetime to another.” The woman trailed off, withdrawing a thick volume from one of the wall to wall book cases. “You destroyed my people, you destroyed each other. Without conscience, without remorse. You have no say in this life because you haven’t earned it!” 

 A deep throated growl replaced Nicole’s tone as she closed the distance between them, her eyes reflecting any number of orange streaks. Sam backed away slowly, retracing her path to the door. Nicole’s booted foot kicked the door before Sam could get through. 

 “I- N-” 

 “Shut up! Listen.” Nicole breathed in deeply before her growl trailed off into a whisper. “You haven’t seen through my eyes child. You know little of the pain that can be endured. The loss of everything you hold. Family, friends. Lovers and self. I wasn’t always this way.” Her  hollow tone sharpened when she thumbed through the book in her hands. “This.” She held up a page before sighing. “Is Aileana Leandrea. Thirty two years old, had hopes of being a concert pianist. Spent years practicing, composing.” 

 Air stalled against Sam’s throat, the yellowed paper gave way to a woman draped in a flowing dress which stopped just above the floor. A pair of roses hung limp from her exposed hands, the lightly toned skin a sharp contrast to the pitch black hair that stopped at the middle of her stomach. Her sharp features stood weary against the black velvet, drawing vague familiarity from just slightly above the book. “S- She looks like. . .” Sam trailed off when the woman’s eyes narrowed. 

 “Instead Aileana became a rouge. A common thief, an entire life of running. Without hope, without friends.” Nicole stepped closer, the distinct scents of her heated breath reflecting from Sam’s face. “Aileana had no chance at life Samantha, the Order saw to that. This same child used every means available to survive. As would you. As have you.” Flickering emotions chased one another through the woman’s bottomless grey eyes. “I didn’t have a choice! I gave everything I had! Everything! To survive in this God forsaken world.”

 “N-” 

 “You would too!” A slight tension met with resistance as a tear fell over her sharp features, dying off when the woman slammed the book shut. “We can’t have friends, we can’t be free. We can’t have anything sacred.” Nicole exhaled sharply as another tear crashed against the carpet. “We gave up that right, so did you. Now deal with it!” She cringed again. “Deal with it!”

 “Ni-”

 “That’s what they told us, we didn’t have psychologists, doctors. We didn’t even have a shaman. We had nothing Samantha! We still don’t! Hope, friend, family. Words! Do you hear me? Words! Nothing more!” Nicole’s voice dipped lower before she narrowed her eyes, the seconds ticking off. “You are just as lost as I am, you’re going to die out there. Just as I am. Jonathan and-”

 “Nicole.”

 “Are-”

 “Nicole!” Sam managed, wrapping her arms around the shorter woman. “It’s okay, Nicole. Just-” Tension gave way to pressure, a pair of firm hands pressed against her ribs with pains matched easily by unflinching grey orbs. “Breathe.” Another forced voice echoed between them when Nicole pressed harder. “Its okay.”

 “You.” She pushed again. “Know nothing.”

 Pain continued to throb through her body, sharpened air splintering her resolve when a barely auditable sigh replaced the short woman’s voice for a moment. “Nicole.”

 The woman inhaled again, orange streaking across the distance before giving way to tension. Slowly fresh tears slid free as the tension eased into mismatched breaths forced to the air by drawn lips. “It isn’t, no. It isn’t fair. You’d do whatever it took, sacrificed everything. Your dreams, hopes. Nothing matters.” She inhaled sharply before hanging her head. “You’re just as lost as I am Samantha. There’s nothing you can do.”

 Sam’s voice trailed off slowly, fighting against the firm finger Nicole pressed to her lips. “Aileana?”

 Nicole inhaled slowly before releasing a breath, her hands falling limp against her sides the same instant a barely auditable tone touched the air between them. “Lost.”

 Nicole slid to her knees. Sam followed quickly behind, a forced calm erasing the pains from her ribcage. “Its okay. Don’t worry.” She tensed slightly when Nicole fell against her with a muted sigh. “Its gonna be alright.”

 “Shut up.” Nicole whispered in a tone barely recognizable as her voice. 

 “No.”

 “I said-”

 “Its okay. You might not like to admit it, but it will be.” Sam pulled the woman tighter. Echoed almost immediately by the small hands that slid around her back, following another gentle sob. “We’ll go to the clan. We’ll fight with you.” Sam tensed before forcing a confident voice. “We’ll get your daughter back the life she-”

 Nicole pulled Sam tighter, a shallow exhale giving way to a suddenly timid whisper. “That won’t bring Melissa back. . .”

 “No.” She managed finally. “Your daughter. She’ll have a chance.” A blunted dagger ripped through her side when Nicole tensed her grip. “Ah- Hey.”

 The woman looked up, moonlight glistening from the sides of her cheeks almost as physically as the orange that struck her eyes in the hours of silent pleas which ticked between them. 

 “I promise you. We’ll be okay, all of us. You’ll get your daughter back, the Order will pay for what they did to your family and to you.” Confidence crept through her mind slowly, giving way to a shallow grin. “After that, we’ll be free to do whatever we want.”

 “No. We won’t.” Nicole managed between light sniffs, cutting off into a stone faced growl. “You won’t let that happen.”

 “Me?”

 “Your people. Even if the Order didn’t exist. You would want experiments. You would hate us for what we are.” Orange flickered against grey depths, giving way to a shallow tension almost physical in her voice. “You hate those of different colors. You-”

 Sam inhaled, bringing her finger to the woman’s lips with a breath. “Not all of us are like that you know.” Seconds ticked off as recognition took hold, paling against images of a life long lost and the gentle Italian features that echoed through her lips a moment later. “Some choose their lives. We can set it right.”

 “Words Samantha. Nothing.”

 “More? Is that what you think?” Another tension changed her voice when she pulled tight against the shorter woman’s back, all but falling into a seat against the heavy door. “Are there words in your culture for acceptance? Compromise? Or is all you know war and death?”
 Nicole stared for a moment, the questions more then apparent as they marched across sharp features before echoing through a shallow voice a moment later. “What you’ve known child. What you’ve lived though. Meaningless.” The woman trailed off as Sam pulled her closer, a slight warmth resounding against her voice when she tightened her grip around the carefully drawn pain which refused to subside. “Everything you know will be lost when you die. . . Nothing will matter, to anyone.”

 “Shh. Just relax okay?” She managed, running a hand up Nicole’s spine before massaging against the hardened muscles in her back. “We’ll be-”

 “Samantha.”

 “Yes?”

 “It wasn’t always like this-” Nicole sighed, resting her head against Sam’s chest. “They wanted peace. For all. Some just wanted to live their lives.” The woman stalled when Sam ran a finger over her face, wiping away the matted hair. “They tried for peace. They made pacts, covenants, even offered resources. It was important, the first leaders saw the human race as a blessing. What they lacked in ability, they made up in passion. They lived their lives day by day. Such spirit.” Another shallow sigh ended when Nicole looked up at Samantha, a deep orange flickering during the eternity it took her to speak. “When the first attack began, no one expected it. Some couldn’t believe it. By the time they had organized it was too late. . .”

 Samantha swallowed, sliding her hand through the woman’s raven hair. “I know it hurts.”

 “When Irana emerged. The remaining descendants that had banded together had formed houses, according to the stories the originals had learned from royalty a class system. Irana changed everything. Taught us how to organize, plan, hired men at arms to teach them to fight.” Nicole sighed sharply before forcing herself free from Sam’s grip. “Irana brought us hope. For the first time in centuries we had a goal. More then survival. We were going to take our lives, our past. We were going take everything back.” 

 “Nicole.”

 “We watched first hand as your country grew. Helped to establish relations with the natives. Only to watch you destroy them for the land you had no right to.” The woman sat back, her boots groaning in protest as she took up residence on them. “Samantha, look at your history. You are the violent ones.”

 Sam nodded finally, forcing herself upright before taking a deep breath, the words rolling into a shaking voice matched easily by a shaking body. “Not all of us are like that, Kaya. I want to help. Jon is my brother, I’ll always love him. But you, you’re just like me. You lost-”

 “I am nothing like you Samantha. It could never be. We’ll fight. Share blood and spill it the same.” Nicole’s tone leveled off slowly into the cold mask she wore before offering a tense grin. “We’ll take the fight to them. Make them remember our names. We will die heroes in our own right Samantha. Won’t it be wonderful?”

 “Maybe for you. But what about you daughter.”

 Nicole grinned wider. “And what of you? Who will mourn your loss?”

 “No one.”

 “Perfect.” Another grin changed her voice slightly. “When you honestly believe that, then you will know my fate child. . .” Nicole stood up slowly with a light sigh, trailing off as she turned toward the massive book case. “It will never be over.”

 Sam rose slowly, finding her footing despite the sharpened pains that echoed through her body when she forced herself forward. She slid behind the shorter woman, wrapping her arms around her stomach before forcing a whisper to her lips. “Aileana.”

 Nicole glanced back, a breath dying off before she crossed her arms over her chest. 

 “You could still be a pianist.” Sam tensed when the woman hung her head. “Your dreams will live on. Long after you do.” She tightened her grip on the shorter woman. “It isn’t over.” 

 “It has been Samantha. For a long time. Just the naive dreams of a child.”

 “A child, like me?” 

 Nicole sighed deeply. “I’m sorry. This- this isn’t your concern-”

 “Hey.” Sam pulled the woman closer, her hammering heartbeat echoing against the shallow pains in her rib cage when she ran her finger tip against the well defined muscles of Nicole’s stomach. The woman tensed slightly as Sam brought her finger just under the shirt, pushing it up to make room for her hand. “Feel this?” She whispered before wrapping her arms around the slightly warmed flesh and hardened muscles.

 “I-”

 “I am like you. I cry, I hurt, I love and I care. Just like you. You can’t tell me you don’t.” Sam tightened her grip slightly. “I won’t let you die for nothing. I wanna see you and your daughter. The two of you could-”

 “S-”

 “Shh. We’re gonna stop them Nikki. Just you and me if it takes that.” Samantha inhaled slightly, forcing a calm to the tension thick in well defined muscles. “We’ll do it for our lives- F- For us.”

 Nicole glanced over her shoulder with a shallow grin that betrayed the streams of moisture still glistening against sharp features. “And if we don’t?”

 “We will. Theres no going back now.” 

 “S-”

 “Shh. Just listen.” The woman exhaled slowly, staring out the window. “We’re going to finish this. We’re going to take out the Purifiers, we’ll make the world understand you. Help them accept you for the beautiful people you are. After that, I want you to promise me something.”

 “What.” Nicole tensed.

 “Wherever you go. I want to be by your side.”

 “Samantha.”

 “Aileana.” Sam tightened her grip. “That’s your name isn’t it.”

 The woman pushed against her, a light sigh touching off into a silent nod. 

 “So, you’re, you’re-” Another tension ended when Sam found her voice, forced through her body in an instant. “I don’t care. I want to be by your side. To explore the world with you. Relive your experiences. To make new ones. To-”

 “Naive.”

 Minutes followed sharp breaths through thickening tension, the shadows just outside offering little comfort for the questions she fought desperately to answer. A future without certainty or protection, safety or love, a hopeless guide standing firm against her hands while a shaking voice gave life to equally hollow words. “Maybe so. But right now, it’s all I’ve got. . .”
 “She isn’t human. She isn’t human. . . She’s not human.” Sam repeated the mantra to the mirror. The questions marching across her face seemed to ignore her questions as she ran the evening’s events through her mind.

 Nicole, Kathrine, how many others? They weren’t human. Sam felt dirty, used, alone. When she considered the reasons she was involved in this mess she felt her blood rush to her face. This was their war, the Order was after them, not her and her brother. So why couldn’t she just walk away from it? Why was she being shoved into the plans of some psychotic gun nut? Why, why, why?
 The bickering had gotten worse, between her and Jon, Nicole and Kat- She gritted her teeth. Kat didn’t even try to defend herself when Sam reminded her of what she had done to them, how she had turned their lives upside down. . . Her teeth ground together softly as she clenched her. That stupid bitch had brought them into this, she had the forced them- She punched the mirror, again.

 Gonna kill that bitch. 

 She paced for a few minutes, willing her body to stop coughing. Punching the mirror again her hand glanced off at the odd angle, causing her to cry out when she slammed her weight into the wood frame. Adrenaline exploded into her veins before she tried to kick it, toppling over the side into a heap of unwashed clothes nestled between the bed and wall. 

 Laying there panting as her rib pulsed with brilliant pain she cursed. It wasn’t fair. She was loosing everything important, everything that meant anything to her. She couldn’t even feel the tears stinging the tiny gashes on the side of her head, just the pain.

 Sam never heard the door open or the footsteps but when Nicole peered around the edge of the four post bed to look down on her she could see the concern and uncertainty in her bright grey eyes. Had she come to laugh at her like she deserved? Had she come to tell her what she already knew- she was gonna die and there was nothing anyone could do.

 “Are you alright?” She slipped around the bed, leaning down to help Sam get up. The moonlight shimmered from her purple t-shirt as she moved, offsetting the white cuffs that shifted slightly when her muscles flexed to support Sam’s weight. She wasn’t human. She wasn’t-

 Sam’s heart sped up sharply. Even with Nicole’s support she could barely stand. “W- Why?”
 “What?” 
 Sam broke away, spreading her feet slightly to brace herself for whatever attack the thing might make. For a long moment Nicole didn’t move, seemingly annoyed at Sam’s actions. The light reflected a lumincent orange in her eyes before she tilted her head. “Get back.”
 “Kimo. . .”
 “No, get back. They did this to us, because of what you are. You’re like a curse! You and that- that thing! You-“
 “Enough.” Nicole’s upper lip quirked up to expose a sharp canine. In the next breath the woman growled, distorting her voice as she stepped closer. “It’s over, you’re here now. You won’t be much longer unless you fully understand your role in this conflict. Your brother has already done it, so has Kathrine. So have I.”
 “I don’t care! You didn’t loose someone you care about!” Sam backed up against the wall, her voice barely auditable. “She’s dead! You still have what you want. Let me die so I can-“ She cringed. “I want her back.”
 The woman’s growl spiked into almost a full roar before she turned away and started out the door. 
 “That’s right bitch! I know about your-“ Pain bit into her side, causing her to double over as Nicole slammed the door shut. “I know.” She coughed into the bed, trying hard not to cry out. “I know. . .”

 The early morning sunlight pierced the veil of fog, burning it away with the muddled questions Sam still couldn’t quite answer- She probably would have screamed if she could have. 
 Bracing herself against the stairwell she managed to climb downstairs without upsetting her side too much. The table had been set for breakfast for three but the smells of fish, deer and burning bread were the only things she found. After pulling the blackened bread loaves out of the stone oven and turning off the bubbling stew she checked the bathroom and Nicole’s room. The garage was empty too, save for the large pieces of scrapped metal that were tossed around in front of the bullet riddled car. 

 Plodding down the basement steps she caught her breath when she saw Nicole’s back to her. Slumped over the stainless steel table her stool leaned back awkwardly, teetering gently as Nicole’s hand slid from the table to hang limp at her side. Had it been anyone else, it might have been cute.
 Sam stepped closer. Gauging her steps to keep out of the woman’s reach she drew in a sharp breath when she saw a tiny puddle of dried blood pooled under her stool. Following the dark red strips over the edge of the table she found thin streams caked on the woman’s upper lip. She was breathing but the blood that had been streamed down the table gave her pale skin a completely new pallor. “Nicole?”
 She shook the woman’s shoulder. “Nicole. . .”
 At once she jumped, obviously surprised when the stool slammed forward. Her bright grey eyes slammed shut before she grabbed the sides of her head, bracing herself on the edge of the table she let out a long groan. After a full minute she took in a deep breath and opened her eyes slowly. 
 The emotions flickering across her eyes all seemed to be lost to the utter confusion that painted her features. For the first time since meeting her, Sam saw genuine terror on the woman’s face. 
 “Nicole. You okay?”
 She blinked, looking down at the floor by Sam’s feet before she shifted her gaze back and forth a couple times. When she finally did look up at Sam the terror changed back into confusion and loss. She started to say something but stopped and wiped the skin between her nose and upper lip. After a second she swallowed, looking at the dried blood her expression changed again to a shaky understanding before she cleared her throat. “Yes.”
 “Sure?”

 “Verily.” She took a breath and got up. “What time is it?”

 “You sure you’re-“
 “Yes Samantha.” She started up the stairs. “I need to get the first meal started.”
 “It’s already done.”
 The short woman stopped half way up the staircase, glancing back over her shoulder. “What?”
 “It’s done, the bread burned but it’s been done for a while. . .” 
 She closed her eyes and shook her head before rubbing her temples. The woman’s confusion carried on well into the early afternoon, even with her impassive expression Sam still saw it. She was just as scared as Sam was. Did that make her as human as she was?

 The evening dragged on slowly as Nicole tried to get them to grasp the basics of the Clan’s language. Much to her obvious frustration Jon repeatedly mangled several common greetings- something about the way he was pronouncing them. Samantha kept up easily, surprising herself and maybe even Nicole when she managed to belt out a short conversation. 

 With her confidence on high she sat on the end of the metal table watching Nicole work the large aluminum bar into several small fins that looked kind of like fan blades. The high pitched whine of the straining metal grated on Sam’s nerves despite her attempts to drown out the agonizing sound with her own voice. “Seva leigh, eterma. . . Tora?”
 “Torae.” Nicole said without looking back from her lathe. “Male connotation.”
 Sam coughed, nodding. Melissa’s failed attempts at teaching her Japanese stabbed a dagger deep in her side. How easily- no. Readily, how readily had she let that slip when she started ‘getting it’. Started stringing new words together to make sense, it was an accomplishment that somehow seemed to overshadow all her other little victories like keeping her humanity. She was winning, she was on top of things and-“
 “Samantha.”
 “Hmm?” She swung her legs over the edge of the table. 

 “Have you re-considered?” 
 “Should I?”
 She glanced back but said nothing. Her hair shifted slightly to expose the thick jaguar style spots running down her neck. They disappeared under her pitch black shirt but the shirt didn’t do much to hide her other assets, tight enough to be a second skin. . . She had noticed it on Kat too but Nicole’s body was more. . . Mature. She was more fleshy in some areas, even under the full six pack and athletic cut of her muscles she was still a woman. . . 
 Nicole turned off the lathe and faced Sam full on. Her cheeks were painted bright red but the annoyance was clear in her eyes. “Between you and your brother your priorities are entirely distorted.”

 “So?” Sam shrugged, watching the woman’s body move as she scooped up the new parts. “What the hell do you do that’s so special?”

 “My mission is to recover neutrals and see that they are brought to the clan.”

 “So why are you teaching us?”

 “Samantha.” The woman glanced up with an arm load of small metallic pieces Sam couldn’t identify. “Had it been anyone else, I would have taken Kathrine to the clan and dropped you two off at the city limits. You show promise, your brother. . . Has a flame that’s rare among your kind. The two of you could lead armies.” Her tone sharpened. “If you would work together, put Kathrine aside. You could be a commanding force in this war.”

 “War, war, war. That’s all you understand isn’t it? All you’ve spent your life doing? I saw that picture of you and the guy-“
 “Drop it.”
 “No, you know what? We’ve been working our asses off for you and this goddamned bullshit. I’m tired of it! If they want Kat, lets give her over- 
Sam

[Sam pushing Nicole, Nicole breaks her hand, Cure, Appologizes to Jon. Her daughter.]

 Jon

 [Age thing. Talks with Nicole about Kat. Asks her about her life? Lightning storm after age talk. Kat’s birthday.]

 Kat

 [Driving lessons, hand to hand combat, another live run and vacation.]

